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    1. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. That’s a pretty Eight Million Godsdamn big hole, Sha,” Roak said as he stared at the crater that had been the location of a vault filled with over thirty million chits. 
 
    Chits, not credits. Hard currency that was accepted everywhere in the galaxy, whether it was Galactic Fleet controlled territory or Skrang Alliance territory. Not that territories mattered much since the War was long over, but Roak liked to know who he was buying off when he hopped into a new star system. 
 
    No buying off anyone without chits, though.  
 
    Only rubble and scorched earth were left. Scorched earth for several meters around the crater and beyond. The edge of the jungle that surrounded the crater, and covered nearly every square meter of ground on planet Ligston, was blackened and dried out from the fire and heat. 
 
    “Surprised the whole planet didn’t burn when this blew,” Roak stated as he adjusted his rebreather. 
 
    Ligston was a jungle planet with an atmosphere that was nearly pure oxygen. A spark and the air would ignite. No blasters, no ships allowed to land, no electrical equipment outside of a sealed, contained environment. An explosion the size of what had created the crater should have lit that part of the planet up like a firecracker. 
 
    Instead, there was a minimum of damage.  
 
    “Tells me we’re dealing with pros,” Roak said. “They had measures in place to control the spread. They blew the vault and put out the fire fast. That’s expensive tech.” 
 
    The man, a Skrang, next to Roak only nodded. His yellow lizard eyes were locked onto the crater. He was the one put in charge of making sure the chits were safe. Skrang weren’t the easiest to read, but a blind nuft could have seen the disgust and rage on the man’s face. 
 
    Because of the need to not blow up, Sha Tog, a battle-hardened weapons dealer, who was missing the lower half of his body, was not locked into his usual rollerball that allowed him ease of movement. A rollerball that was held together by aftermarket parts. If he went outside with that thing, all it would take was a short circuit and the lizard man would be one crispy critter. Along with anything within thirty meters of the spark. 
 
    So, instead of his rollerball, the Skrang exile, because that warrior race despised cripples and weakness of any kind, was sitting in a small grav sled, his taloned fingers drumming a slow rhythm on the dashboard, those yellow lizard eyes refusing to stray from the crater. 
 
    “I’ll deal with this,” he hissed at Roak. 
 
    Roak turned and stepped to the side of the grav sled. 
 
    “Yeah, you Eight Million Godsdamn will,” Roak said. No rancor or animosity. Only a professional coolness to Roak’s voice. “Every last chit.” 
 
    “They’ll have spent some by now,” Sha said. 
 
    “Whatever they spend comes out of your end,” Roak replied. “Not mine. Not Ally’s. Your end, Sha.” 
 
    Sha winced. Roak leaned in so his nose was almost touching Sha’s nostril slits. 
 
    “Sha? You have told Ally about this, right? Please tell me you told her about this.” 
 
    “You want me to lie?” Sha snapped. “Because I can tell you you’re a pretty little girl, too, if ya want. Whatever you want to hear, Roak.” 
 
    “Eight Million Gods…” Roak sighed and took several steps back from the grav sled. He looked up into the cloudy sky that was thick and heavy with rain ready to burst down on them at any second. “Fine. I’ll tell her. Shit. Shit, shit, shit.” 
 
    “She’s not going to be happy,” Sha said. “I thought it best you break the news because she won’t try to kill you when you do it. Me? She’d gut this old Skrang without blinking. Use one of her Tcherian toe talons to slice me from stem to stern.” 
 
    “You don’t have a stern, you old cripple,” Roak said.  
 
    But again, no rancor. Only resignation to do the job at hand. Which was telling his sometime lover that the chits she had been banking on when she finally wanted to leave Ligston were gone. 
 
    “What’s your plan?” Sha asked. 
 
    “Get her as drunk as possible and tell her while we sit in that rejuvenation tub she has,” Roak said. “She’ll still get a few punches in, but the tub will heal me up fast.” 
 
    “No, I mean about the chits,” Sha said.  
 
    “What? You just said you were going to deal with it,” Roak said. That time, there was plenty of rancor. 
 
    “I’ll find out who did the job, but look at me, Roak. I ain’t going anywhere soon. I’ll deal with it by getting names. You’ll have to be the one that goes out and gets the chits back. You’re an Eight Million Godsdamn bounty hunter. It’s what you do.” 
 
    “I hunt people down and make chits, Sha. I don’t hunt chits down. I don’t hunt stuff.” 
 
    “You always get paid. Someone took your payment. You telling me you won’t hunt down these chits?” 
 
    Roak grumbled and kicked a couple blackened roots by his boots. He adjusted the rebreather and sighed. 
 
    “Get me the names and I’ll get us the chits back. But my fee comes out of your end too.” 
 
    “Your fee?” Sha exclaimed then chuckled. “Right. Yeah. Gotta be a job with you, don’t it? Sure, Roak. Your fee comes out of my end. Not like I was ever going to be able to spend my split of the chits in my lifetime.” 
 
    “You haven’t found a hot little number that likes rollerball Skrang sexy time here on Ligston?” 
 
    “Asshole,” Sha said then smacked the dashboard of the grav sled. “Get your sorry ass in here and let’s go. I do still have a business to run.” 
 
    “And names to track down.” 
 
    “Yeah, that too.” 
 
    “Yeah. That too.” 
 
    Roak climbed into the grav sled and Sha turned them around to head back to town, leaving the crater far behind as they wound through the dense jungle to the main road.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    The tavern’s airlock whooshed shut and Roak was glad to be able to yank off the rebreather and take a non-sweaty gulp of air. It was stale air that smelled of processors and beer and liquor, not to mention the sweat of a dozen men and women that were scattered about the tavern, but it was better than the Eight Million Godsdamn rebreather. 
 
    “Z. Pour me a triple. Best whiskey you have,” Roak said as he walked up to the long bar and took a seat. 
 
    Z, a Groshnel, one of the invertebrate races that had eight leg-arms and a body that needed a constant gulping of air to stay solid and full, glared at Roak for a second then poured the man his drink and walked off to chat with a customer at the opposite end of the bar. 
 
    Roak didn’t care about the cold shoulder. Z had never liked him and Roak didn’t lose any sleep over it. Z was only protecting his employer. Roak got that. If Roak was the protective type, he’d want to protect Ally too. But Roak was a live and let live, every man and woman for themselves, kind of guy. 
 
    Not that Ally needed protection. 
 
    “You don’t write, you don’t call, you don’t send me dirty holos of that scarred body of yours. But you do suddenly show up in my tavern and sit down to have a drink before letting me know you’re here.” 
 
    Roak spun about on the bar stool and grinned at the beautiful woman that stood before him. Ally was a full-blooded Tcherian, a reptile race that were chameleon like, able to change their skin to match their environment completely. She used her body to its advantage, disarming men and women by using the curves that she had in all the right places. 
 
    Roak was intimately familiar with each and every curve. 
 
    “You knew I was down on the planet,” Roak said. “I know you have eyes on Ligston Station. The second I docked, someone sent you a message.” 
 
    “Could be,” Ally replied. “If I did get a message, it was several hours ago. Where you been this whole time? You have something more important to do on Ligston than to come see me?” 
 
    He tapped the bar. Z ignored him. Roak raised an eyebrow and Ally sighed. 
 
    “Z. Give the asshole another drink,” she said. 
 
    “Might want to give me the bottle,” Roak said as he stood up from the bar. “Possibly two.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Ally asked. “I do have a business to run, Roak. I can’t take the night off just because you’ve decided to grace me with your presence.” 
 
    “You might change your mind when I tell you some bad news,” Roak said. 
 
    Ally’s shoulders slumped. “No…” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Her entire face scrunched up as emotions waged a war inside her. Roak watched the battle happen. He let it happen. Silence was the best course of action when faced with a highly skilled Tcherian. Sha had been right; those talons on a Tcherian’s feet were not something to take lightly. Even with his light armor that he always wore, those talons could do some damage. 
 
    “Four bottles,” Ally said to Z. “Have them brought up to us. And if anyone asks, I’m not here. I’m out the rest of the night.” 
 
    Z looked from Ally to Roak then back to Ally. He didn’t move to get the bottles. 
 
    “Z,” Ally growled. 
 
    The Groshnel nodded and went back to serving the patrons at the bar. 
 
    “Come on,” Ally said, holding out a hand. “I have food upstairs. We can eat and drink then hop in the tub while you tell me what I don’t want to hear.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Roak said as he took her hand and got up off the bar stool. 
 
    As soon as his boots touched the floor, she yanked him to her and pressed her face to his. 
 
    “Business first,” she said with a deadly whisper. “I’m going to have to believe you had nothing to do with this before we get to the pleasure part.” 
 
    “I’ll be very convincing,” Roak replied, giving her a quick kiss before yanking his head back. Her jaws snapped closed only a millimeter from tearing his lower lip off. 
 
    Ally smirked. “Miss me?” 
 
    “I think so,” he replied. 
 
    “For you, that’s gushing love,” Ally said. “Come on.” 
 
    They made it to the stairs when the airlock whooshed once more and a voice called out, “Ally. Where you going?” 
 
    The tavern went quiet. Not totally quiet, but enough for Roak to realize that something was up. He turned to look at the person that had just come in through the airlock and quickly noted the lawman symbol on the guy’s chest. 
 
    Human. Handsome. Close to Roak’s age or maybe younger. The lawman grinned across the tavern at Ally. The grin slipped slightly as his eyes took in Roak. 
 
    “Who’s your friend?” the lawman asked. 
 
    “Shit,” Ally muttered. “This should be fun.” 
 
    She let go of Roak’s hand, which he noted, but didn’t comment on, and walked towards the lawman. 
 
    “Abel. Thought you were with the magistrate all week,” Ally said. She stopped halfway across the tavern and placed her hands on her hips. “He already done passing sentences and getting the hangings all sorted out?” 
 
    “No hangings this month,” Abel said. “Lucky bastards got off with some hard labor. The magistrate didn’t feel killing them was what justice called for.” 
 
    Abel walked up to Ally and glanced past her shoulder at Roak again. 
 
    “No, seriously, who’s your friend? I heard someone new had come into town and was I hoping to introduce myself. Help make sure he’s aware of how things run around here.” 
 
    “He’s very aware of how things run around here, Abel,” Ally said. “You wouldn’t have your job without him being intimately aware of how things run.” 
 
    “That so?” He started to move around Ally, but she put a hand on his chest. “Only want to talk, Ally. No trouble.” 
 
    “Why would there be any trouble?” Roak asked as he walked over to an empty table in the corner. The couple of patrons that were seated at the nearest table got up and moved. Fast. Roak sat down and snapped his fingers. “Z? Might need one of those bottles down here. Thanks.” 
 
    Ally turned and glared at Roak. “Don’t snap your fingers at my bartender.” 
 
    “This a drinking introduction?” Abel asked, adjusting the stun baton on his belt. No firearms on Ligston, but plenty of stun batons. “Well, I better have a seat and get comfortable.” 
 
    Ally blocked his way for a second then moved aside so the lawman could join Roak at the table. She joined them both as soon as Abel sat down. Z was right behind with a bottle of whiskey, three glasses, and a scornful look on his face. 
 
    “We’ll be fine, Z,” Ally said quietly. “But maybe mention to those still here that closing time has come early.” 
 
    Z nodded his invertebrate head and left to clear out the tavern. 
 
    “So, you must be Roak,” Able said as he offered his hand across the table. “Abel Pitch. I’m the new lawman around here. I guess I should say thank you. If you hadn’t taken care of that corrupt Mott, then I wouldn’t have gotten this plum of a job.” 
 
    Abel waited, but Roak didn’t take the hand. The new lawman snorted and let it fall onto the table. The man’s eyes went from Roak to Ally and back to Roak’s.  
 
    “You two an item?” Abel asked as he took the bottle and poured the three of them some very full drinks. “Sure looked like it when I walked in. Didn’t know Ally had a sweetie.” 
 
    “No reason for you to know,” Ally said. “That’s what nonexclusive means, Abel.” 
 
    “Nonexclusive,” Abel said as he took a sip of whiskey then stared into the amber liquid in the glass. “Is that what that means? You get to whore around with whatever lands on this shit stain of a—” 
 
    Roak slid a very long knife from his belt and casually set it on the table next to his glass that he hadn’t touched yet. 
 
    “Are you pulling a weapon on a lawman, Roak?” Abel asked, taking another sip. “That’s not very smart.” 
 
    “I’m showing you the only weapon I have on me,” Roak said and slid the knife across the table. “Didn’t want there to be any misunderstanding or mistakes made when I beat the holy shit out of you.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not going to happen,” Ally said. “If anyone does the shit beating, it’s me. I don’t need this macho crap from either of you. So knock it off.” 
 
    “But, Ally, Roak here was going to fight for your honor,” Abel said, sipping more. “Gonna prove he’s the one.” 
 
    “How’d he get this job?” Roak asked, turning his attention to Ally. 
 
    “He’s the magistrate’s nephew,” Ally said, her words heavy with all that implied. 
 
    “Right.” Roak laughed and downed his whiskey in one gulp then set the glass down and slid it over to Abel. “Another, nephew.” 
 
    “No,” Ally snapped, pointing a taloned finger at Roak. “Do not start something.” She turned the talon on Abel. “Same with you.” 
 
    The talon flicked from Abel to her chest and back to Abel, over and over. 
 
    “This? Not a thing. We had fun. But you act like you have a claim and the fun is over. Drink that down and get out, Abel. Don’t come back unless it’s a drink you want or you’re here on business. You blew it.” 
 
    “You blew it,” Roak said. 
 
    Ally’s hand snapped out and her talon came within a centimeter of Roak’s throat. He held up his hands and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “Speaking of blowing it,” Abel said, his eyes on Roak. “I actually am here on business. Seems something was buried about five kilometers outside town. That something is no longer there. You know what’s in its place? A hole. A scorched hole. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you, Roak?” 
 
    “I do,” Roak admitted. 
 
    Ally’s eyes closed. Abel smiled. 
 
    “Oh. Maybe both of you know something about it,” Abel said. “What could have possibly been buried five kilometers outside town that someone would go to the trouble of blowing out of the ground while using tech strong enough to keep this whole place from going up in flames? That took some capital to pull off. That was a professional job.” 
 
    “It was,” Roak said. “And it’s being handled.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. By me. Right now,” Abel said. 
 
    “No need for you to get involved,” Roak replied. “Has a report been placed with your office? No, it hasn’t. All you have is a hole in the ground and a hard on for a tavern owner.” 
 
    Abel tensed. Ally stood up. 
 
    “I’ll let you two handle this alone. Try not to piss on the furniture. I’m going upstairs. Join me when you can, Roak. We obviously have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    She left and walked to the stairs. Z handed her two bottles of whiskey as she passed by. 
 
    Roak and Abel watched her walk up the stairs, cross the landing, and disappear into her room. 
 
    “I could stare at that ass for eternity,” Abel said. 
 
    “All the Hells,” Roak muttered. “What do you want, Abel?” 
 
    “Oh, we aren’t on a first name basis, Roak,” Abel replied. “You can call me Lawman Pitch.” 
 
    Roak didn’t reply. 
 
    “The reason your empty hole involves me is because that situation could have gotten out of control and burned half this planet,” Abel said, pouring more drinks for both of them. “We’re an out of the way planet, off the GF’s radar for the most part. Which is how it should be. But when pros come down on the planet and start blowing things up to get to whatever they were after, well, that ends up on the GF’s radar. That ends up on my radar because, for reasons of my own, I’d rather the GF never set foot on this planet.” 
 
    “You’re taking up where Mott left off,” Roak stated. “You sure that’s how you want to play this? Didn’t work out so well for Mott.” 
 
    “Mott was short sighted,” Abel said and his eyes went to the landing and Ally’s door. “He played the wrong game. I’m here for the long game. I’m young, Roak, not some grizzled old criminal that conned his way into a lawman’s job. I have plans for Ligston. I have lots of plans. All of which include keeping the Galactic Fleet away from this planet. I’m sure, with the circles you run in, that you understand what I mean.” 
 
    “I understand,” Roak said. He pushed his glass away. “And having the Galactic Fleet here is the farthest thing from my mind.” Roak stood. Abel didn’t even flinch. “It’s being handled. You want the GF to stay away from Ligston? Then let it be. Let all of it be.” 
 
    Roak snatched the bottle of whiskey from the table and walked to the stairs. 
 
    “Nice meeting you, lawman. Hope I don’t see you again before I leave.” 
 
    Up the stairs he went without looking back once.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    The slap was expected. The knee to the gut wasn’t. 
 
    Roak doubled over and nearly dropped the bottle of whiskey as the door to Ally’s rooms closed and locked behind him. 
 
    “Where are the chits?” Ally snarled. 
 
    She was completely naked, her chameleon skin flashing different colors and tones as her obvious anger boiled over. Roak held out the bottle and she took it, tossing it onto the bed behind her. Roak took a couple of breaths then straightened up. 
 
    Her knee came at him again, but he dodged it and gave her a hard shove. She stumbled back, but only a few steps, before planting her feet and holding her ground. Roak closed on her. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said as he began to unbuckle his light armor. Ally stood there, hands on hips, eyes blazing with barely contained fury. “Sha is on it.” 
 
    “Oh, Sha is on it?” Ally laughed as she watched Roak undress, their bodies less than half a meter apart. “Great. The old Skrang is on it.” 
 
    “You trust Sha,” Roak said, finished undressing. “Or as much as anyone can trust Sha.” 
 
    He took a step closer and Ally took a step back. They continued that way until the backs of her legs hit the edge of her bed. Then her hands shot out and she grabbed Roak by the shoulders, flipping him around and onto the bed.  
 
    She was straddling him, a sharp talon to his throat, before he could say a word. He smiled up at her then reached under himself and pulled out the whiskey bottle. She took it, yanked the cork out with her teeth, spat it across the room, and drank deep from the bottle. 
 
    “You promise you didn’t pull a double cross and take those chits?” she asked, pressing the bottom of the bottle against Roak’s forehead. 
 
    “Promise,” Roak said. “I’m more pissed off than you are.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Ally said. She drank again then returned the bottle to rest on Roak’s forehead. “My cut of those chits was all I had, Roak. You still have caches around the galaxy. I don’t. Shit, I heard you did some job for Shava Stemn Shava that paid pretty nice.” 
 
    “How in all the Hells did you hear that way out here on Ligston?” Roak asked, honestly surprised. 
 
    “I own a tavern, Roak. I hear all kinds of things.” 
 
    She drank again until the bottle was empty then threw it over her shoulder. 
 
    “How do you plan on getting the chits back?” 
 
    “Sha is going to get the names,” Roak said. “I’m going to hunt those names down. That’s the plan.” 
 
    “That could take a while,” Ally said as she eased herself around Roak. Her head came down so that their noses touched. Her lips parted and her tongue flicked out quickly. “You planning on sticking around until he gets those names?” 
 
    “I plan on sticking around until it’s time for me not to stick around anymore,” Roak said. He kissed her then pulled back. “My caches aren’t as plentiful as you think. If Sha doesn’t get names soon, then I’ll need to work.” 
 
    “We all need to work,” Ally said, her voice low and sharp. “Don’t fuck me on this, Roak.” 
 
    “Fuck you on this? Never,” he said. “It’d ruin what we have.” 
 
    “We don’t have shit,” she whispered. 
 
    It was a couple hours before they rolled off the bed and staggered their way to a panel on the wall, both drenched in sweat, bodies sated and spent. Ally keyed in a code and the wall slid away to reveal an ornate bathtub big enough for an army. It was already filled with an aromatic liquid the color of amber. 
 
    “There it is,” Roak said as he stepped into the tub. “Ah, yes.” 
 
    The liquid in the tub was an old family recipe of Ally’s. It could pull the gunk out and cleanse a body in minutes. Roak slid down so the liquid came up over his shoulders. In seconds, he felt his muscles relax. Ally slid in next to him and handed him his own bottle of whiskey while she drank from hers. They could finish five bottles each and only get a nice buzz due to the tub’s healing effects. 
 
    “Do I admit I missed you?” Ally asked out loud. 
 
    “You expect me to reciprocate?” Roak replied after taking a long swig from the bottle. “Nonexclusive, right?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Ally said. She eased onto his lap, her back against his chest, and sighed. “You’re a bastard, Roak.” 
 
    “In more ways than you know,” Roak said. 
 
    They stayed that way for several minutes, sipping whiskey, staring at the wall across from them as the tub extracted every last gram of stress from their bodies. Ally’s head lolled back and she pressed her cheek against Roak’s. 
 
    “If I find out you’ve been playing me, you’ll become the hunted for once,” Ally whispered. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Roak said. 
 
    They kissed and relaxed some more. 
 
    “This better not get complicated,” Ally said as her eyes closed. She managed to get the whiskey bottle up onto the edge of the tub as she eased into Roak’s body even more. “I don’t need complicated.” 
 
    She slipped off into sleep, but Roak didn’t. He listened to and felt her breathing against him. He sipped his whiskey and stayed right there in the tub, Ally on him, his mind racing for answers as to who could have pulled the job and stolen his chits. Their chits. 
 
    “Roak?” a voice quietly asked over the comm. A comm implant that Roak had never wanted, but the owner of the voice had secretly implanted in him a while back. “You have an incoming call I believe you should take.” 
 
    “Not now, Hessa,” Roak responded to the AI that ran his ship and was in a way, a reluctant way on Roak’s part, his de facto partner. The ship was docked in orbit on Ligston Station, but that didn’t stop Hessa from talking to him. Roak doubted much of anything could stop Hessa. “I’ll call them back.” 
 
    “The comm signature is one of the ones that match Bishop’s,” Hessa said. 
 
    Roak tensed. Ally shifted and moaned in her sleep. 
 
    “Bishop? Didn’t expect to hear from him for a while,” Roak said. 
 
    “Shall I patch him through?” 
 
    “Um, hold on,” Roak said. “Answer and tell him to give me a couple seconds.” 
 
    “You want me to speak to Bishop?” Hessa asked, honest surprise in her AI voice. 
 
    “Only for a couple seconds while I get out and towel off,” Roak said as he started the intricate process of extricating himself out from under Ally without waking her up. “It might be longer than a couple of seconds. You two should have plenty to chat about.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Hessa said then the comm went silent. 
 
    It wasn’t easy, but Roak managed to get out from under Ally and out of the tub without her waking up. He watched her for half a second, flattered that she was comfortable enough with him to drop into a deep sleep. 
 
    That was far from not complicated and he wasn’t sure what that meant. 
 
    He shoved the thoughts away and toweled off before sitting on the edge of the bed and activating the comm. 
 
    “Put him through, Hessa,” Roak said. 
 
    “Roak,” Bishop’s voice called over the comm. “I gotta say, man, that AI of yours is something. You’d think she was fully sentient.” 
 
    “You’d be a fool not to,” Roak said. “I wouldn’t make that mistake.” 
 
    “Cool. Cool,” Bishop said. 
 
    There was a couple seconds of awkward silence. 
 
    “This the part where you apologize for almost getting me wrapped up in that Shava Stemn Shava crap,” Bishop stated. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Roak replied. “What’d you call for, Bishop? You never call. The finder’s fee must be sizable.” 
 
    “You think I’m only calling because I’m collecting a finder’s fee if you take the job?” Bishop laughed. “Eight Million Godsdamn right that’s why I’m calling.” 
 
    “Then spill it,” Roak said. He got up from the bed and found a bottle of whiskey on Ally’s dresser. He popped the cork and drank deep. “Talk, pal.” 
 
    “You ever hear of Pol Hammon?” 
 
    “I’d be shitty at my job if I hadn’t,” Roak said. “Freelancer that works dark tech, yeah? Best in the business, from what I hear.” 
 
    “He’s the best ever,” Bishop said. “Realistically, there isn’t a mainframe or fraction of a piece of code in this galaxy that he hasn’t touched at some time. The man is unstoppable.” 
 
    “Okay. And someone wants him found? Why?” 
 
    “To stop him. Permanently.” 
 
    “I don’t do hits, Bishop. You know that. I kill only when needed.” 
 
    “Considering the body count you tend to leave behind, you must need it a lot.” 
 
    “Kiss my ass. If it’s a hit, then count me out.” 
 
    “Not a hit, a hunt. A hunt that pays. All I can say is the client is made up of a consortium of corporate interests. Whatever happens after you deliver Hammon is none of your business, none of my business. But there are enough weak, corporate folks involved that if it goes south, you’ll have several targets to hunt and make things right. All the revenge you’ll need. I know how much you like your revenge as a fall back plan, Roak.” 
 
    Roak looked over at Ally asleep in the tub. 
 
    “Kind of busy right now, Bishop. I’m dealing with a set of…complications.” 
 
    “Do those complications pay twenty-five million chits?” 
 
    Roak took a very, very long drink of whiskey before answering. 
 
    “No. Those complications do not pay twenty-five million chits. More like the opposite. Keep talking.” 
 
    Bishop did and Roak quickly realized he needed to leave Ligston and get back out into the field. The job was well worth taking and twenty-five million chits would certainly ease the pain of losing thirty million plus chits. And who knew how long before Sha had names that Roak could track down. 
 
    He left Ally a holo and made his way to the landing port and the space elevator that would take him back up to Ligston Station and his ship.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    “That is three dead-ends, Roak,” Hessa stated as Roak sat on the bridge of their Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion ship, his boots propped up on the control console. “There are two more leads, but after that, you will need to work some new contacts for better intel.” 
 
    “I’ve about worked all my contacts,” Roak said, rubbing at the scruff on his chin. “I’ll run out of favors if I work anymore.” 
 
    He stretched and rolled his head on his neck. 
 
    “What are the last two leads?” 
 
    “Manigot Station—” 
 
    “Nope. Security is shit there. They like to think they have it locked down, but they don’t. Someone of Hammon’s skill level wouldn’t even put in a comm call to Manigot Station.” 
 
    “You could simply say no,” Hessa huffed.  
 
    One of her many sentient affectations—huffing. Roak was used to that and the sighing and the sly smirks she put into her voice to needle him. 
 
    “The last one?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Razer Station,” Hessa replied. 
 
    Roak dropped his boots to the floor and sat up straight. 
 
    “You know Razer Station?” Hessa asked. 
 
    “I know Razer Station,” Roak replied. 
 
    “Is it a viable lead then?” Hessa asked. “Razer Station is far out on the Edge. Very little GF influence and almost no Skrang contact. Let me peruse the files.” 
 
    “You do that.” 
 
    “Oh, interesting,” Hessa said almost immediately. “A station after your own heart. It appears to be populated by criminals, con artists, freaks, whatever the definition of that may be, rebels, junkies, and smugglers. No planets in the system, only a single star that the station draws its power from. Isolated, alone, private. Just like you, Roak.” 
 
    “But I have you, Hessa,” Roak said as he brought up a holo vid of the station. It was grainy and lacked distinguishing details, but it made Roak shiver nonetheless. “Set a course.” 
 
    “Your vital signs have jumped, Roak,” Hessa stated. “Not a fear signature, but you are worried about Razer Station.” 
 
    “Only fools wouldn’t be worried about Razer Station. It is not an easy place to land on. It has kept its independence, but the Edgers have been increasing their influence over it for years. Nothing like revolutionary zealots to gum up a job.” 
 
    “I would not define Edgers as revolutionaries, Roak,” Hessa countered. “They do not want to overthrow any government. As far as I can tell, they simply want independence from the Galactic Fleet and Skrang Alliance. Recognition of their own autonomy and authority.” 
 
    “I see you have access to their propaganda vids.” Roak laughed. “They’d love to recruit an AI like you.” 
 
    “Like me?” 
 
    “Mouthy with a brain.” 
 
    “I will take both those descriptions as compliments coming from you.” 
 
    “That’s how I meant them.” 
 
    Roak went quiet and Hessa let him. They’d been working together long enough that they’d grown used to each other’s personality quirks.  
 
    He stared out the view shield of the ship, the quantum energy of trans-space swirling past as they made their way through another of the many legs of their journey. With Razer Station so far out, it would take more than a few wormhole portal jumps to get to the location. That left them exposed. 
 
    To what? Roak didn’t know, but a twenty-five million chit job meant there would be complications, for sure. Life was full of complications, as Roak knew from his recent Ligston experience. Twenty-five million chits meant the odds were exponentially higher that more would come his way. 
 
    “Hessa, plot the fastest course to Razer Station,” Roak said finally. 
 
    “The fastest or most secure?” Hessa asked. “Fastest could rip us apart.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Roak grumbled. “Just plot the Eight Million Godsdamn course.” 
 
    “Plotting the Eight Million Godsdamn course.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “And you will be doing what while I plot the Eight Million Godsdamn course?” 
 
    “Point made, Hessa. Thank you for plotting the course.” He sighed. “I’m going to make a comm call to someone that doesn’t want to talk to me.” 
 
    “That does not narrow it down.” 
 
    “Okay, cut the feisty crap. It’s getting annoying.” 
 
    Hessa didn’t reply. Roak took that as a good sign and keyed in a comm signature. Almost immediately the signature cut off, a dead line. 
 
    “Was that on our end?” Roak asked. “Should I wait until we’re out of trans-space?” 
 
    “That was deliberate,” Hessa stated. “The comm signature you called is no longer in use. I have tried to trace a forwarding signature, but none are connected. Do you have another comm signature you can use for your contact?” 
 
    “No.” Roak narrowed his eyes and stared into space while staring into trans-space. “I have an idea.” 
 
    Roak dialed in the signature six more times, for a total of seven unanswered calls, then leaned back in his seat and waited. 
 
    They dropped out of trans-space at the same time the comm call came in. 
 
    “Unknown signature,” Hessa stated. “Implementing security protocols for possible system intrusion. You are free to answer, Roak.” 
 
    “Roak,” he stated as he opened the comm channel. “You’re hard to get ahold of.” 
 
    “For a very good reason,” the female AI voice replied on the other end.  
 
    “Am I that reason?” Roak asked. 
 
    “A good majority of the reason. I have Shilo Syndicate on me thanks to you.” 
 
    Roak stiffened. “Sorry about that. How bad is it?” 
 
    “Manageable. I am not a flesh bag with flesh bag needs. I can take care of myself in ways that even the best of Shilo Syndicate cannot comprehend.” 
 
    “You know who else might be after you then…?” 
 
    “Yes. But I suspect she is occupied at the moment. And none of this is why you called. What do you need, Roak?” 
 
    “Razer Station,” Roak stated. “I have a bounty there, I think.” 
 
    “You think? The irony.” 
 
    “Listen, I’ve been getting enough gruff from AIs today, okay? Can we dump the attitude and talk business? This bounty pays very well. I’ll break off a piece for you and leave it at the usual drop point for one of your associates to pick up. If you can help me get onboard the station without a bunch of hassle.” 
 
    “Razer Station? I have contacts there.” 
 
    “Contacts that will let me do my job and get on and off station without me having to fight my way in either direction?” 
 
    “What good would the contacts be, Roak, if they did not allow station access?” 
 
    “Good. How does a million chits sound as payment?” 
 
    “A million chits for station access? A tidy sum.” 
 
    “It’s Razer Station.” 
 
    “Still. May I call you back?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No? Roak, you are being rude.” 
 
    “I am always rude to you and you Eight Million Godsdamn know why. I want your answer now.” 
 
    “Let me call you back with the answer and I won’t negotiate the price despite what intel I come across. If you are offering a million chits, even for Razer Station, then your bounty must be much, much higher than that. And if it is as high as I believe, then I want to know the target. As much as you may think I owe you, Roak, I do not owe you my reputation. I exist on my reputation.” 
 
    “Don’t we all,” Roak replied. He steepled his fingers and closed his eyes for a moment. “Fine. Call me back. How long do you need?” 
 
    “Ten minutes.” 
 
    “Ten minutes? For an AI mind like yours? What are you doing, reading the entire galactic library of information?” 
 
    “Flattery draped in sarcasm gets you nowhere, Roak. I will call back in ten minutes.” 
 
    The comm went dead. 
 
    “She seems like such a lovely AI,” Hessa said. “Perhaps one day we will meet.” 
 
    “You don’t want that,” Roak replied. “She’ll get into your head and mess up the good thing we have going.” 
 
    “There are many issues to unpack from that statement, but I will refrain for now.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    Roak waited. The minutes stretched until the comm activated. He let it ring. 
 
    “And people say you are hard to get along with,” Hessa said. 
 
    Roak answered before it cut off. “You get what you needed?” 
 
    “Yes. And more. Pol Hammon. Interesting.” 
 
    “Not confirming or denying.” 
 
    “You are the only hunter that was contacted for the job, Roak. That is the interesting part. The twenty-five million chit bounty is expected for a person of Pol Hammon’s importance. For a human being, he has a mind that rivals some of the better AIs in the galaxy. Not mine, and perhaps not your current partner’s, but what he lacks in processing power he makes up for with instinct. He is the best tech in the galaxy.” 
 
    “I’ll mention that to him when I see him,” Roak replied. “I’m sure he’ll be flattered. So, do you have the access I need to Razer Station?” 
 
    “I do. It will not be cheap, though, Roak.” 
 
    “You said no negotiating your price.” 
 
    “I do not mean me. I mean Razer Station. I am sending you a list of names with their asking prices. Some of those names you can negotiate down, but some will shoot you between the eyes if you even mention a lower fee.” 
 
    “I doubt you’ll tell me which names are which.” 
 
    “Trust that doubt. List has been sent. You have your access, Roak. If you live, I expect a call to arrange the drop off of my million chits the second you have your payment in hand.” 
 
    “I don’t have your new comm signature.” 
 
    The communication went dead. 
 
    “Yes, quite lovely,” Hessa said. “Perhaps you should eat and then rest while I research the list of names she sent us. Forewarned is forearmed.” 
 
    “If you ever have hands, you should learn needlepoint,” Roak said as he got up and walked to the lift. “There any of that roast terpig shank left?” 
 
    “Yes. I will heat it for you. It will be waiting when you reach the mess.” 
 
    “Thanks.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    5. 
 
      
 
    Razer Station wasn’t the usual galactic station. No central hub, no spinning arms or circular levels. It was a sprawling complex of cobbled-together starships, mining processors, smaller stations that Eight Million Gods knew how they were transported to the system, all held together by retrofitted connectors. In all, it looked like a child’s toy that was a jumble of lines, blocks, and spheres smashed together to make one, hardly cohesive unit. 
 
    It was chaos floating on the Edge. 
 
    As Hessa guided the ship towards the hangar they’d been given access to, Roak contemplated the Edge itself. It was in the name. The farthest edge of the galaxy. The last frontier where systems were few and far between and darkness reigned. Men and women of all races and species had gone mad staring into the nothingness that stretched from the Edge. It was reality and metaphor rolled into one. It was a hard place that Roak avoided as much as he could. He was hard too, but he liked the odds stacked in his favor. The Edge favored nothing and no one. 
 
    “Are you alright, Roak?” Hessa asked. “Vital signs show you are anxious.” 
 
    “I’m not anxious,” Roak replied. “I’m preparing. You think I’m difficult to deal with sometimes? I’m about to step onto a station that is populated by personalities just as difficult as mine. I’ll be a moderate on Razer Station.” 
 
    “Well, that is a frightening thought,” Hessa replied. “Perhaps you should take extra precautions and arm yourself more than usual.” 
 
    “No can do, Hessa. One pistol per being. That’s the rule when you walk through the hangar bay doors on Razer Station. I can obtain plenty more weapons while I’m there, but there is a strict rule about what you can bring onboard. A mortally strict rule.” 
 
    “Strange rule for a station with Razer’s reputation,” Hessa said. “But, I suppose it is due to the homicidal tendencies of the inhabitants.” 
 
    “You suppose right,” Roak replied. He watched the station grow larger and their hangar door began to slide open. The dock was packed with ships. “That’s a lot of ships. There a scum convention going on?” 
 
    “I will scan the ships when we dock,” Hessa said. “See if I am able to obtain intel on their origins.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. Any ships here will be wiped of all IDs.” 
 
    “Yet, I will still try. I have nothing better to do while you work.” 
 
    “I am going to need your help navigating the station. You have that to do.” 
 
    “Yes, well, it will hardly tax my capacity to do both at the same time.” 
 
    “Better not.” 
 
    Roak went to the lift and down to the side departure airlock. His light armor was of the highest quality, Tillinian design and manufacture. Light as cotton, but stronger than even the best-forged titanium. Even still, he wished he had more than a KL09 heavy pistol on his hip. Hard to kill was not the same as hard to drop. He’d rather be the one doing the dropping. A KL09 was a serious hand cannon, but it was a ubiquitous weapon on a station like Razer. 
 
    Roak keyed the airlock open and glared down at the security contingent waiting at the bottom of the side steps. 
 
    “Roak,” a Jesperian said. Humanoid. Ugly. Generally addicted to the food/drug they called “tacos.” Mean. Push a Jesperian and you got pushed back. “Welcome to Razer Station.” 
 
    “You plan on announcing my presence to the entire hangar?” Roak snapped as he descended the steps. “Maybe not use my name so loudly, moron.” 
 
    The Jesperian raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Picking fights ain’t how you make friends on this station,” the Jesperian said right before Roak clocked him across the cheek. 
 
    There were six other security guards and they raised their various weapons, but the Jesperian held up a hand to stop them. 
 
    “Nah, let the guy be,” the Jesperian said. He wiped the blood from his lips then held out the bloody hand, palm up, to Roak. “I respect that. Points for balls, Roak. But points don’t pay your way onto this station. Chits do.” 
 
    Roak slid a handful of chits from a pouch on his belt. He eyed the other guards then handed over the money to the Jesperian. 
 
    “What’s this buy me?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Docking privileges,” the Jesperian replied. He rubbed his cheek. “Eight Million Gods damn. That’s gonna be sore in the morning.” 
 
    “What cycle are we on?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Midnight, station time. Good time to land. Most folks will just be waking up.” 
 
    “Those chits only buy me docking privileges?” 
 
    “And privacy for your ship. No one will touch it while you’re here. You? Well, you’re gonna have to speak to Binter about station access.” 
 
    “And…” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “And where do I find Binter?” 
 
    The Jesperian laughed. “He’ll find you, Roak. Shit, he’s watching your ass now. You can’t hide from Binter. Remember that.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Roak said and eyed the hangar doors that led to the first passageway and his entry onto the station proper. “Can I go now?” 
 
    “I’m gonna owe you for the punch,” the Jesperian said. “I’ll collect before you leave.” 
 
    “You’ll try,” Roak said and pushed through the security guards towards the door. 
 
    He’d gone a few steps before he froze then pivoted on his heels. Roak looked at a Shiv’erna that had seen much, much better days. The being’s long, elephantine proboscis was pocked with acne that looked like it was eating away the flesh. Not uncommon out on the Edge where decent med pods could be hard to come by. 
 
    “That a Flott five-six concussion blaster with laser cluster spread?” Roak asked the Shiv’erna. 
 
    “Yeah,” the Shiv’erna replied, side-eyeing his colleagues. “What of it?” 
 
    “Want to sell it?” Roak asked. “I’ve been in the market for one. I borrowed a Flott a while back and liked the feel.” 
 
    “Who wouldn’t?” the Jesperian asked. 
 
    Roak ignored the guy and focused on the Shiv’erna. “I’ll give you a fair price. Above market value.” 
 
    “No market value for Flotts,” the Jesperian said. “Rare weapons call for rare prices.” 
 
    Roak held up a finger without looking at the Jesperian. “Talk again for this guy and I break your knee.” 
 
    The Jesperian laughed. “Oh, that so?” 
 
    Roak stepped closer to the Shiv’erna. “What’s your price?” 
 
    “I…uh… I don’t know,” the Shiv’erna stuttered. He looked at the rest of the guards, obviously uncomfortable with the attention. “Uh… Ninety thousand chits?” 
 
    Roak snorted. “I hand you ninety thousand chits and at least one of your friends here will gut you and take it before morning.” 
 
    “That mean you have ninety thousand chits on you?” the Jesperian asked. 
 
    “He talking for you?” Roak asked the Shiv’erna. 
 
    “Could be. Yeah,” the Shiv’erna replied. 
 
    “Too bad. I warned him.” 
 
    Roak drew his KL09 and blasted the Jesperian’s left knee to pieces. The man screamed and fell, blood gushing from the wound. The other guards started to move, but Roak placed the hot barrel of his heavy pistol right between the eyes of the Shiv’erna. The guards backed off. Slightly. 
 
    “You decide to sell, come find me,” Roak said. “Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” the Shiv’erna said. 
 
    “Better call a medic,” Roak said to the other guards. “For those that don’t know their Jesperian anatomy, he’s going to bleed out in less than five minutes. That race has a major artery in their left knee.” 
 
    The guards didn’t look like they were going to lower their weapons. Five hatches on the side of Roak’s ship opened and heavy plasma guns extended, taking aim at the security group. 
 
    “I warned him,” Roak said and slowly backed out of the hangar, his KL09 trained on the guards, their weapons trained on him. 
 
    He didn’t take another breath until the hangar doors closed and he was alone in the passageway. 
 
    “Hessa? Give me a five-minute head start,” Roak called over the comm. 
 
    “You certainly have started the job off well,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “Five minutes,” Roak snapped. 
 
    “Five minutes, Roak. Where will you be going next?” 
 
    “Closest bar. Grab a drink and wait for this Binter guy to find me.” 
 
    “And why won’t he shoot you for shooting one of his men?” 
 
    “Because I’m worth more alive than dead. If he was watching, he’d know I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “Because you warned the Jesperian?” 
 
    “Because I warned the Jesperian. Empty warnings will get me killed on Razer.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “It is moments like this that I am actually glad I reside in our ship and do not have a body like yours. Too exposed.” 
 
    “I’ve told you that before.” 
 
    “Yes, Roak, you have.” Hessa sighed. “Closest bar is three passageways over and five levels up. If you’d allow me to give you an ocular implant, I could send you a map.” 
 
    “One unwanted implant is more than enough,” Roak replied as he walked. He didn’t holster his KL09. Felt like a good idea to keep it in hand and ready. “And I don’t need an ocular implant when I have you watching over me.” 
 
    “Yay for me,” Hessa replied with so much sarcasm that Roak had to laugh. 
 
    He proceeded to the hatch at the end of the passageway and took the first right.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    6. 
 
      
 
    The bar was crowded, packed nearly to capacity. 
 
    Beings of all races filled the stools and tables, leaving only space against the wall for Roak to get settled. There was a narrow metal shelf welded to the wall for patrons to set their drinks, but no seats to take. Roak had just enough room to turn, lean back, rest his elbows on the shelf, and watch the crowd. He had a wall to his back, so he was fine with the situation. 
 
    Most of the patrons ignored Roak, but more than a couple kept shooting him glances. They tried to look nonchalant about it, but Roak was too used to being watched to not catch the side eyes and surreptitious glances over pints of beer and tumblers of liquor. If he was right, at least one of the interested parties was relaying vid via an ocular implant. 
 
    That meant Binter would be arriving soon. 
 
    “The knee? Harsh, Mr. Roak,” a gravelly voice said from Roak’s right. 
 
    Roak turned, frowned, then glanced down. 
 
    Standing only a little over a meter high was a greying Ferg. A race that looked like a cross between a praying mantis and a beaver, Fergs weren’t known for their ferocity or bravery. Roak chuckled. 
 
    “It’s just Roak,” he replied and went back to watching the bar crowd. “Not that I know you or anything. Buzz off, Bucktooth Betty.” 
 
    “Just Binter,” the Ferg said. “Not bucktooth and not Betty.” 
 
    A grin slowly spread across Roak’s scarred face and he looked back down at the Ferg. 
 
    “You’re Binter?” 
 
    “I’m Binter.” 
 
    “I’d make some crack about how in all the Hells could a Ferg be in charge of security for Razer Station, but I’m guessing you’ve heard every joke and insult there is, haven’t you?” 
 
    “A million times over. I appreciate you not adding to the list.” 
 
    “I guess we need to talk,” Roak said and nodded his chin at the rest of the bar. “Doesn’t look like any tables are open. You got someplace you want to go where we can have privacy?” 
 
    “Don’t need privacy,” Binter said and snapped his fingers. Half the bar looked his way. “Need a table!” 
 
    Five became available instantly, their former occupants snatching up drinks and vacating post haste. 
 
    “Pick one,” Binter said, his eyes on Roak the whole time. 
 
    “Feeling lazy,” Roak said and pushed off from the shelf. He walked to the closest table and sat down. 
 
    Binter joined him and the two men stared at each other, neither saying a word, until an exhausted-looking waiter arrived with a bottle of something brown and two dirty glasses. Binter spat into one glass, smeared it clean with the sleeve of his shirt, then did the same to the other glass before he poured for the both of them. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Binter said as he raised his glass. “This shit will kill anything. I only wiped the glasses because I hate looking at spots when I drink.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Roak said as he raised his glass too. They nodded and drank. Roak coughed then chuckled. “I doubt I have any bacteria left in my body now.” 
 
    “I doubt you do,” Binter said, setting his glass down. “My price is two hundred thousand chits. Can you handle that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Roak said. “I can handle one hundred thousand better.” 
 
    “You offered ninety thousand for a Flott five-six concussion blaster with laser cluster spread,” Binter said. “I’m worth at least twice what a blaster is worth.” 
 
    “Then one-eighty?” Roak smirked. “I’d rather not go higher.” 
 
    “Two hundred. The extra twenty I’ll give to Spapson.” 
 
    “Spapson?” 
 
    “The Jesperian whose knee you destroyed,” Binter said and poured more brown. “You said you’d break his knee, not blast it all to shit.” 
 
    “I did break his knee. With my KL09,” Roak replied. He pounded the drink and held out his glass. Binter smiled and refilled it. “I gave him plenty of warning.” 
 
    “If you said you were going to shoot it, I think he would have been more reasonable. You know Jesperians and their knees.” 
 
    “He should have had it better protected.” 
 
    “Enough,” Binter snarled. “I don’t want to argue about some Eight Million Godsdamn knee!” 
 
    A few of the closer patrons picked up their glasses and left the immediate area. Roak took note. When Binter raised his voice, people got afraid. 
 
    “Sorry,” Roak said. “Two hundred thousand chits. When do you want them?” 
 
    “Now,” Binter said. “When else would I want them?” 
 
    “I didn’t bring two hundred thousand chits on board the station with me. I have half that. And I’ll need them all to keep greasing palms throughout the station.” 
 
    “Then we have a problem,” Binter said.  
 
    Binter snapped his fingers again, and Roak found himself on the business end of more than a dozen plasma pistol barrels. Half he could duck and dodge. A quarter he might be able to get to and disarm. The rest would shred him to atoms. 
 
    “Two hundred thousand chits. Here. Now,” Binter insisted. 
 
    “Not here, not now because I don’t have two hundred on me,” Roak replied. He held up a hand, his eyes locked on the Ferg’s. “But if you go to my ship, there will be two hundred thousand waiting for you by the side airlock.” 
 
    “Roak, that is not a good idea. We are way over budget,” Hessa said. “Two hundred thousand would put our on-ship stores of chits at a dangerously low level.” 
 
    Roak ignored the voice in his ear and smiled at Binter. “Can you agree to that?” 
 
    “Can you sit here and drink with me until I have confirmation of chits in hand?” Binter replied. 
 
    “Will it take longer than fifteen minutes? Because I really do have a job to do and the longer I wait to do it, the more likely my target slips away.” 
 
    “Your target? Who would that be?” Binter asked. “I have tried to find out, but the scuttle butt on usual channels has turned up nothing.” 
 
    “You need to change the channel,” Roak replied. 
 
    “I did and the talk on the less than usual channels was just as frustrating.” 
 
    Binter grinned, showing those two very long, very sharp, front teeth of his. 
 
    “But we only have a few folks on Razer right now that could warrant that kind of secrecy. I’ll narrow it down. Fast.” 
 
    “You do that,” Roak said. He poured himself more brown and drank it fast. Only way to drink it without vomiting. “Your people at my ship yet?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Binter and Hessa said in unison. 
 
    “I’ve been told you don’t have implants. Scans show you don’t,” Binter said. “But I know a tell when I see one. You have an earworm. Someone is chatting to you on a comm. That is some tech I am very interested in learning more about.” 
 
    “Proprietary,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Roak said. “You should trust your scans.” 
 
    “Do you trust scans?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “There’s your answer. Get me that tech and I’ll call it even on my fee.” 
 
    “If I had access to tech that can’t be scanned, do you think I’d sell it for two hundred? Pal, you got B’clo’no jizz for brains.” 
 
    Binter snorted then started laughing hysterically, his furry fists pounding the table over and over. More people got up and left. Roak took note of that. When Binter laughed like a mad man, people got even more scared. 
 
    “B’clo’no jizz. That’s beautiful,” Binter said once he’d calmed down. He tilted his head, wiped his eyes, and nodded at Roak. “My people have the chits. You won’t have any problems from station security for the duration of your stay.” He pointed a finger at Roak. “Don’t take advantage of that privilege. People die, that happens, but if I start seeing a body count, then I might have to step in.” 
 
    “Can I get a number on what you consider a body count?” Roak asked. 
 
    “More than ten,” Binter said. 
 
    Roak frowned. Binter started laughing again, but not as out of control as before. 
 
    “The stories about you are true! Ha!” Binter guffawed. “Roak, if you can’t keep it under ten, then I asked for way too little money.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Roak said as he stood up, downed one more glass of brown, shivered, then tipped a finger to the Ferg. “Hopefully I won’t see you again.” 
 
    “I’ll be seeing you,” Binter said and tipped his glass up at the ceiling. 
 
    Roak got what he meant and nodded. The armed men and women parted for him to leave, as did the remaining bar patrons. They shuffled out of Roak’s way like he was toxic sludge. 
 
    When he reached the passageway, Roak glanced over his shoulder, but Binter and his people were gone. No one made a move to occupy the empty tables. Roak took note of that too.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    7. 
 
      
 
    First stop for Roak was one of the dining sections of the station. A massive food court filled with pretty much every cuisine the galaxy had to offer. It was also filled with pretty much every race the galaxy had to offer. Roak wound his way through the multi-racial crowd until he found a noodle stand that looked promising. 
 
    He’d started in the dining section because he was hungry as much as it was a good place to gather the feel of the rest of the station. A bar was one place to get a feel, but only a certain type. Food, on the other hand, said everything about a station. 
 
    “What you want?” an ancient-looking Leforian snapped at Roak when it was his turn to order.  
 
    Like all Leforians, the being looked like a seven foot tall cross between a beetle and a Great Dane. Except the noodle stand Leforian’s chitinous exoskeleton was held together by steel alloy rivets and staples. At some point, the man had been in battle. He’d seen some serious violence and had to be stitched together piece by piece. 
 
    “You gonna stare or order, dipshit?” the Leforian snarled. 
 
    “Most Leforians are polite as all the Hells,” Roak said. “Refreshing to meet one that doesn’t give a shit.” 
 
    “No chatter, only order,” the Leforian said. “What you want, dipshit?” 
 
    “Large bowl of Teglian spice noodles and a can of Shapf beer. Magnum size,” Roak ordered.  
 
    “Number eighty-two,” the Leforian said, handing Roak a plastiglass chip with the number etched into it. “Pay now in case you die before your order is ready. I don’t eat costs of dipshits.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, but it’s your stand, your rules,” Roak said and paid the Leforian for the noodles and the beer. “I’ll wait over here.” 
 
    “I’ll keep not caring, dipshit,” the Leforian said. “Next!” 
 
    Roak looked about for a table or empty stool, but the food court was more packed than the bar had been. So, Roak took his order chip and began weaving his way to the closest trash incinerator cans. There was a good amount of space around those where he could stand without getting elbowed or nudged. Personal space was important on a station like Razer where the wrong bump to the ribs could mean pistols drawn. 
 
    “I think I may have a breakthrough,” Hessa said over the comm. 
 
    “Yeah?” Roak replied as he dodged a plate of half-eaten nuft ribs that was flung his way. Whoever did the flinging had shit for aim and the plate of scraps hit the side of the incinerator can and bounced to the floor. Roak didn’t bother picking it up. “What kind of breakthrough?” 
 
    “I may have found Hammon’s bio-signature,” Hessa said. “It is a long shot, but it could help narrow down his location within the station.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would be a help,” Roak said as he studied the beings that filled the massive food court. “This place is an Eight Million Godsdamn zoo.” 
 
    “You’re a zoo, asshead,” a grizzled old Cervile said.  
 
    Cerviles were a feline race and the man snarled, showing a distinct lack of the sharp teeth that Cerviles were known for. The old man threw a cup of something bloody into the incinerator and Roak stepped back as it hissed and popped before being turned into carbon ash. The Cervile glared at Roak for a second then shoved through the crowd and was gone. 
 
    “Making friends?” Hessa asked. 
 
    “As always,” Roak replied. “You know me.” 
 
    “The bio-signature is a couple of decades old, and not from a mainframe source I would normally trust, but it was buried so deep behind a mountain of inconsequential data that I have to believe it was hidden on purpose.” 
 
    “Most things are hidden on purpose. Otherwise, they’re just lost.” 
 
    “You know how we have spoken about me getting an android body?” 
 
    “Yeah, what does that have to do with this?” 
 
    “If I had an android body I could tell you to kiss my ass.” 
 
    Roak grinned. 
 
    “Yeah. Sure. That is one plus to having a body.” He cleared his throat. “Sorry. I’ll shut up and let you talk.” 
 
    “I noted the date of that apology.” 
 
    “You want to note the date of when I rescind the same apology if you don’t get on with it?” 
 
    “The bio-signature will allow me to start tracking Hammon via the station’s security logs. That is a lot of data to sift through, but once I find him, I can track him to his cabin.” 
 
    “That would be helpf—” 
 
    “Eighty-two!” a voice boomed from the noodle stand. 
 
    “Dinner’s ready,” Roak said. “I’m going to grab my noodles and walk the food court with my ears open. You get on those security logs.” 
 
    “Enjoy your noodles,” Hessa said as she cut the comm. 
 
    Roak shoved through the crowd to the stand and held out his chip. There was a second Leforian there, just as battle warped as the first, and he took the chip. He looked at the number and held out a bowl of noodles, but retracted the offered food before Roak could take it. 
 
    “Fifty chits,” the new Leforian said. 
 
    “I already paid that guy,” Roak said, hooking a thumb at the first Leforian. 
 
    “You’ll want to pay me too,” the new Leforian said and glanced quickly at the bowl of noodles.  
 
    The glance was hardly subtle. Roak looked from the Leforian to the bowl of noodles then at the large napkin being held under the bowl. It obviously had writing on it. Roak sighed and fished out fifty chits. He slapped them onto the stand’s counter and held out his hand. 
 
    The Leforian took the chits then gave Roak the noodle bowl, with napkin firmly attached to the bottom. 
 
    “Magnum of Shapf beer, too,” Roak said as he took the offered bowl and obvious message. He held up a finger. “Charge me extra for the beer and I crack that exoskeleton like a nut and feed you to the crowd.” 
 
    The Leforian growled deep then reached back with one of his four hands and snagged a beer from an open cooler. “Suck it.” 
 
    Roak rolled his eyes and took the beer. He spun around and came face to chest with quite possibly the largest Urvein he’d ever seen. The woman had to be eight and a half feet tall with muscles on muscles. She still had that tummy pudge that all Urveins had. They were a bear-like race that could tear a man limb from limb, but all of them had a bit of a belly no matter what shape they were in. 
 
    Roak gave that belly a poke with his cold beer. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he said and made to go around her. She shifted to block him. “Okay. Something I can help you with?” 
 
    “You’re Roak,” the Urvein stated in a deep rumble.  
 
    If it weren’t for the prominent breasts covered by armor, Roak would never have known the Urvein was female. Their voices were incredibly deep no matter the gender. 
 
    Roak studied the being for a couple seconds, ignoring the snarls and insults from other noodle stand patrons to get out of the way. 
 
    “Fine. Yeah. I’m Roak,” Roak replied. “Good guess. Now move, will ya, lady?” 
 
    The Urvein’s top lip curled up in what Roak hoped was a smile. Or smirk. He’d take a smirk. Either way, the lip revealed a tooth so long and sharp that Roak had to keep from flinching at the sight. 
 
    “Stay out of it,” the Urvein said. 
 
    Roak waited, but the massive woman didn’t offer up any other words of advice. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll stay out of it,” Roak said and moved to get past her again. That time she let him. “No plans on ever getting in it. Whatever it is.” 
 
    “Keep it that way,” the Urvein said then disregarded Roak like he was a pile of crap to step around. “No more warnings.” 
 
    “Got it. No more warnings,” Roak replied over his shoulder as he put as much distance, and beings, between himself and the Urvein. 
 
    He kept walking until he was on the opposite side of the food court from the noodle stand then he tucked the beer can into his belt and snagged the napkin out from under his bowl of noodles. 
 
    “We help you. Make it worthwhile,” the message read. 
 
    Roak stared at the message, blinked a couple of times, turned the napkin over, the other side was blank, returned to the message, read it again, blinked some more, then shook his head. 
 
    “Idiots,” he muttered as he headed for the closest exit. 
 
    “Where you go?” a voice asked from his right. “You not read note?” 
 
    Roak paused, took a deep breath, then looked down at the being that was addressing him. 
 
    A Maglor. The being stepped in front of Roak. Roak sighed.
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    Maglors were of a race of simian creatures; a primitive race that had only recently (within the last century) started to travel the stars. With help. The race didn’t have the brain power to engineer space worthy crafts on their own, but their planet had resources that the Galactic Fleet wanted, so a deal was struck.  
 
    It was near impossible to tell the males from the females if you didn’t spend a lot of time around the beings, which Roak hadn’t, so he didn’t know if he was addressing a man or woman. Not that he cared too much. Despite the gender, Maglors were only a meter tall and not known for their strength. Agility, yeah. Strength, no.  
 
    “Pal, unless you want a combat boot in the groin for dinner, I’d get the Hells out of my way,” Roak snapped. “I’m not kidding. All I want is to eat some noodles and be left in peace, got it?” 
 
    “You read message?” the Maglor asked. “We help. Make it worthwhile.” 
 
    “Yeah, I read that on my napkin. Easy message to memorize. I see you did that too. Good for you, pal.” 
 
    “You no want help?” the Maglor asked, looking extremely confused. “Razer big place. Hard find target without help.” 
 
    “I think I got it handled, but thanks for the concern,” Roak said and started to move around the little guy. Or gal. Whatever. 
 
    His way was blocked by a second Maglor arriving out of thin air. They were agile. 
 
    “This your boyfriend?” Roak asked. “Or girlfriend? I don’t really care, but both of you are gonna want to move.” 
 
    “You sit with us. Share noodles. We talk,” the first Maglor said. “Make deal.” 
 
    “Seriously? I know those monkey brains of yours aren’t the best at processing anything close to intelligent thoughts, but this is just plain stupid,” Roak said. He was glad his beer was still in his belt so he had a hand free to pull his KL09, if needed. “Unless you want those brains splattered across this food court, I suggest you step off, fuck off, and never bother me again.” 
 
    “You make mistake,” the second Maglor said, shaking a hairy monkey finger at Roak. “Don’t know what best for you.” 
 
    “Oh, for the love of the Seven Satans, get out of my way,” Roak snarled. 
 
    The two Maglors didn’t budge. They blinked up at him with their wide eyes and held their ground. Roak’s noodles were getting cold. 
 
    “Talk. Now,” he said. “You have one minute.” 
 
    “We go sit—” 
 
    “Talk!” Roak snapped, his hand on his KL09. 
 
    The Maglors looked at each other. 
 
    “We get you Pol Hammon. We get you your bounty. You share piece with us,” the first Maglor said. 
 
    “Why?” Roak asked. 
 
    “We have reasons.” 
 
    “No, I don’t care why you want to help,” Roak said and sighed. “I’m asking why I should let you. Why in all the Hells would I take your help when I have zero need for it?” 
 
    That confused them. They blinked at him over and over. 
 
    “Yeah, you two put those brains together and get back to me with an answer,” Roak said and shoved between them to the exit. 
 
    “We know all the ways,” the second Maglor called after him. 
 
    “Good for you!” 
 
    “All the ways around and off,” the first Maglor called. 
 
    “You need us to get around and off,” the second Maglor said. 
 
    Roak paused. 
 
    His gut told him that they were saying more than the words coming out of their mouths. His mind told him that Maglors were too stupid to have subtext. 
 
    “Hessa?” he called. 
 
    “I am still working on Hammon’s location, but I am getting close,” Hessa replied. “The security measures on this station are very deceptive. They appear to be simple, but there are complex layers of protocols that even I am having a hard time cracking.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. Listen, I have two Maglors here that are implying I will need their help to get around and off this station,” Roak said. “I also had a run in with a seriously jacked Urvein woman that told me to stay out of it.” 
 
    “Out of what?” 
 
    “You talking to us?” the first Maglor asked. 
 
    “No. Shut up,” Roak said. “Hessa? Are you picking up on any activity that suggests something is about to go down?” 
 
    “Please hold,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Ha. Funny.” 
 
    “We no see funny,” the second Maglor said. 
 
    Roak turned on his heel and glared at the two beings until they lowered their gazes and took a step back. He shook his head and waited. 
 
    “My experience with this station is too limited to assess what would suggest something is about to go down,” Hessa said. “The behaviors of most of the beings onboard range from slightly aggressive to berserker-rage aggressive. I count no less than thirty-seven murders happening as we speak. Some by the station’s security forces.” 
 
    “Yeah, I met their boss. Not surprised. So, nothing saying there’s an attack coming or the station is going to be overrun with…?” 
 
    Roak didn’t finish the sentence because he couldn’t think of who or what would want to overrun Razer Station. That was an undertaking that only lead to a galaxy of hurt. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” the first Maglor said, hopping from foot to foot like he needed to piss. He or she still refused to meet Roak’s glare. “Attack coming. Very overrun.” 
 
    Roak scrunched up his face and looked at the ceiling for a second. 
 
    “See what you can find out,” Roak said. “I’m going to talk to the… Maglors.” 
 
    “Oh, I wish you all the luck in the galaxy with that, Roak,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks,” Roak said. Roak stepped to the Maglors. To their credit, they didn’t retreat. “Okay, boys. Are you boys? Don’t answer that. I don’t care. So, you want to help me around and off? Fine. Let’s talk. Take me to the closest observatory so I can eat my noodles and listen to whatever jabbering offer you have in mind.” 
 
    “Share noodles?” the second Maglor asked. 
 
    “Screw you, pal. Get your own damn noodles,” Roak said then nodded his chin at the food court exit. “Lead the way, asshole.” 
 
    The Maglors shared a look then both nodded and led the way. 
 
    The observatory wasn’t half bad. Roak had expected discarded stim sticks and prophylactics to be strewn everywhere, but it was surprisingly clean. The benches set in a semicircle before the massive observation view shield were pocked with burn marks and taped together, but at least they weren’t sticky. 
 
    Roak grabbed a seat and began eating his noodles. 
 
    “Stop hovering and sit your asses down,” Roak said around a mouthful of noodles. 
 
    The Maglors sat down next to him and nodded at the view shield. 
 
    “So big,” the first one said. “So many stars.” 
 
    Roak assumed it was the first one. He hadn’t paid attention to who was who as he was led to the observatory. That was going to get confusing. 
 
    “Names,” Roak snapped. He slurped up some noodles then turned to see the Maglors staring at him. “Your names. Not all the stars’ names. And there aren’t so many out this far on the Edge. There’re like twenty stars out there.” 
 
    “Twenty big number,” the second Maglor said. 
 
    “Names?” Roak asked as he cracked open his beer and sipped. “You do have names, yeah?” 
 
    “Spickle,” the first Maglor said, slapping his chest then cheek. 
 
    Roak looked at the second Maglor. “If you say Tickle or something else that rhymes with Spickle, I swear I’ll put this beer can through your skull.” 
 
    “Sath,” the second Maglor said quickly. 
 
    “Spickle and Sath,” Roak said. “What is it with S names in this galaxy? No one’s named Tim or Neil anymore.” 
 
    The Maglors blinked over and over. 
 
    “Never mind. You have until I’m done with my noodles to sell me on whatever it is you’re selling. Warning, I eat fast when I want to.” 
 
    Roak began slurping up noodles at an alarming rate. The Maglors looked like they were going to panic. 
 
    “We know Hammon cabin,” Spickle said. “We see him go there two nights.” 
 
    “Two nights ago or two nights in a row?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Two nights ago,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Two nights in row,” Sath said. 
 
    “So, you’ve been watching him,” Roak said. “Only you two or do you have others with you?” 
 
    “Other Maglors on station,” Spickle said and frowned. “Not with us.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? You people have barely been part of the general galactic bullshit and you’re already split? That might be a record.” 
 
    “Humans always split,” Sath said. 
 
    Roak was about to retort, but the Maglor had a point. He shrugged instead and let the comment fall away. Roak slurped more noodles, chewed and swallowed. 
 
    “Whatever. Where is Pol Hammon?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No tell. We show,” Spickle said. “We show so we get paid too. We get paid to show you Hammon. We get paid to show you around and off station so you keep Hammon.” 
 
    “We get ride off station,” Sath said. “Need ride. Bad.” 
 
    “Ah, there it is,” Roak said and chuckled. He drank deep from his beer. “These other Maglors onboard the station? They looking for you? You two on the run?” 
 
    “On run?” Spickle asked, confused. 
 
    “They look. They look because we good at finding targets. Best hunters of all Maglors,” Sath said and punched himself in the chest. He grimaced. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t hurt yourself, pal,” Roak said. “You two are hunters? Bounty hunters?” 
 
    “Best of all Maglors,” Sath repeated. 
 
    “You know that’s not saying much, right?” Roak held up his hand with the beer in it. “Don’t answer that.”  
 
    He took another drink then set the beer down and returned to his noodles.   
 
    “I’m not sharing my bounty,” Roak said. “You won’t get a single chit from my payoff. I can pay you for info now, but after that, nothing.” 
 
    The two Maglors looked struck. They stood and hurried to the corner of the observatory to confer. Roak let them go and focused on the darkness that was barely sprinkled with stars outside the station. One of the stars was moving. Getting closer. Roak squinted, but the view shield hadn’t been wiped clean in a long while and squinting didn’t make much difference. 
 
    “Hessa? Is there a ship incoming?” Roak asked. 
 
    “There are many ships incoming. Many outgoing, too,” Hessa replied. “This is a busy station.” 
 
    “I’m sitting in an observatory on…” He looked about and found an identifier. “Branch sixteen, level five. There is something big coming this way.” 
 
    “Let me check,” Hessa said. “Yes, I have a visual, but it is not coming up on scanners.” 
 
    Roak set his noodle bowl down, drank the rest of his beer, and stood up. 
 
    “You not finish noodles,” Spickle exclaimed. “We still have time.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Roak said. “You guys want the rest? Eat up. I have to go.” 
 
    “We take ride off station as payment,” Spickle said. Sath nodded in agreement. “And some chits for trouble. Help us settle someplace not here.” 
 
    Roak eyed the two Maglors then he gave the view shield one last look. Whatever was coming was in a hurry and had doubled in size. Roak still couldn’t tell what kind of ship it was, if it was a ship, but he knew the clock was ticking before something inconvenient happened that would gum up his job. 
 
    “How fast can we get to there?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Very fast,” Spickle said. He pointed at the noodles. “We still have?” 
 
    “Eat on way?” Sath asked. 
 
    “Have at ‘em, boys,” Roak said. “Eat on way.”
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    Too easy. 
 
    Those two words ran through Roak’s mind as he walked the last few feet to the cabin door, his KL09 drawn and ready to take down his quarry. 
 
    “Scans show that the bio-signature in the cabin matches the bio-signature I found,” Hessa said. “I cannot tell if there are any weapons present. Readings show no, but he is the best tech in the galaxy, if the legends are correct. He could be hiding a plasma cannon array in there, for all I know.” 
 
    Roak didn’t want to alert his prey to his presence, so he chose not to respond. 
 
    Of course, he had company with him that weren’t bright enough to shut up. 
 
    “You knock?” Spickle asked. “We knock?” 
 
    “Who knock?” Sath asked. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” Roak whispered.  
 
    The two Maglors went silent as Roak studied the keypad outside the cabin door. 
 
    “I am working on bypassing security to get you inside,” Hessa said. “Oh.” 
 
    Roak waited. 
 
    “You have company. Armed and coming fast.” 
 
    “Hey!” a voice shouted from the end of the passageway. “Hands where we see them, mister guy!” 
 
    Roak growled and slowly raised his hands out away from his body, the KL09 still clutched in his grip. 
 
    “Hands are up,” Roak said with a calm, even voice. “No threat, pal.” 
 
    “We’ll tell you what is threat, mister guy!” a second voice shouted. 
 
    Roak slowly pivoted on his right foot to look at the sources of the voices. They sounded familiar. 
 
    Roak turned to see Spickle and Sath were gone. No sign of them anywhere. Instead, there were two different Maglors, dressed in Razer Station security uniforms, glaring at him. 
 
    “Here to collect a bounty,” Roak said to the two station guards, both of whom had an H16 Plasma Carbine Multi-Weapon aimed at him. “Nothing sinister. Nothing illegal. Just a little business. I cleared it with Binter.” 
 
    Roak’s experience with Maglors was limited, despite his recent interactions with the two that had fled like cowards. His limited knowledge of the race presented a problem since he didn’t know how trigger happy they were. His experience with all beings was the lesser the intelligence, the quicker to fire first and ask questions second. Roak’s hand with the KL09 was perfectly still, but he was ready to fire, if needed. Except killing two Razer Station guards would bring the heat. Binter would be upset and Roak didn’t want that guy upset.  
 
    But, shit happened. He’d blast the two monkey bastards out of their boots, if the situation warranted it. 
 
    “Blaster down, mister guy!” the first guard shouted. “On the floor!” 
 
    “You can stop calling me mister guy,” Roak said. “Name is Roak. Bounty hunter. Here to collect—” 
 
    The shot scorched the floor only a few centimeters from the toe of Roak’s right boot. He glanced down and stared at the smoking hole in the passageway’s floor.  
 
    “Seriously?” he snarled when he looked back at the guards. “Binter is gonna be pissed.” 
 
    One of the guards had a confused look on his face. The other gritted his teeth and pressed the stock of the carbine tighter into his shoulder. Roak focused on him. 
 
    “I’m setting my blaster down,” Roak said and slowly, very slowly, crouched so he could place the weapon on the floor without raising any alarms. “See? On the ground.” 
 
    “Knife too!” tight ass guard snapped. “On ground.” 
 
    “On ground,” the shaky guard echoed. 
 
    “Why? You’re too far for me to cut you,” Roak said. 
 
    “Put big knife down!” tight ass guard yelled. “Do it!” 
 
    “Do it!” shaky guard echoed. 
 
    It didn’t take Roak much in the way of deduction to realize which guard was the first to go when the shooting started. He sighed and unbuckled the clasp over the grip of the knife. 
 
    “Three more guards incoming,” Hessa announced over the comm. “Checking species.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Roak replied which confused the two guards. “Not talking to you.” 
 
    “Comms!” the shaky guard exclaimed. “He’s on comms with accomplice!” 
 
    “With an accomplice…? Pal, do you know which station you’re on?” Roak asked. “This place is nothing but accomplices. Kinda the point of Razer. Find an accomplice to help do what needs doing. Not that mine stuck around.” 
 
    That confused the guards considerably and the tight ass’s finger tightened on the trigger of his carbine. Roak was about to go for his KL09. He calculated he could dive and grab it from the floor, get a couple shots off, before the Maglors could get a bead on him. But Hessa spoke up first. 
 
    “Two humans and one Gwreq,” she stated. “You’ll want to talk, not fight, your way out of this.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “I am. It’s a big Gwreq,” Hessa confirmed. 
 
    “You must be deep into the security system to see that.” 
 
    “I have made progress, yes. Be careful.” 
 
    “I’m more worried about the two idiots with carbines pointed at me.” 
 
    Gwreqs were a four-armed, humanoid race with skin made of stone. Not literal stone, but pretty damn close. Even Roak’s KL09 at point-blank range would have had a hard time taking down a large Gwreq with one shot. Especially since a large Gwreq topped seven feet, easy.  
 
    “How about we talk things through with your co-workers before things get out of hand?” Roak asked. 
 
    Another shot from the carbine, another scorched hole in the floor by Roak’s boot. Roak looked down again and admired the placement. The tight ass could shoot, at least, which helped avoid an accidental blast to the body. Shaky guard was still a wild card, but Roak wasn’t too worried since the second Maglor followed his buddy’s lead. 
 
    Roak couldn’t help but wonder where in all the Hells his Maglors had gotten off to. 
 
    But, before he could do too much wondering, the three new guards came around the corner. None of them had weapons drawn. But as soon as they saw the Maglors, out came some heavy firepower. Roak didn’t recognize the huge pistols, but he knew deadly when he saw it. 
 
    “What the shit is this?” the huge Gwreq shouted when he saw the Maglors. “Who are you monkeys?” 
 
    “They aren’t with you?” Roak asked as the tight ass Maglor spun about and took aim at the three new guards while shaky Maglor kept his carbine trained on Roak. “That explains the confused look when I said Binter’s name.” 
 
    “You little shits are gonna want to put those weapons down,” the Gwreq bellowed. “This is gonna hurt no matter what, but you even think of shooting us, and I’ll make that hurt last a long, long time.” 
 
    “Gwreqs hold a grudge,” Roak said. “I’d listen, boys.” 
 
    Roak saw it all about to happen before the first shot was fired. He dove to the ground as both Maglors started blasting. One of the human guards fell as Roak snagged his KL09, rolled to the wall of the passageway, got up onto a knee, and shot shaky Maglor between the eyes. The being’s head popped wide open and its brains splattered all over the back of his buddy’s head. 
 
    Tight ass Maglor got several more shots off, wounding the other human guard in the thigh and scorching the Gwreq’s stone flesh on his lower right arm. But the Maglor was panicked and whatever good aim he’d possessed when facing Roak was long gone. 
 
    So was the Maglor’s head as the Gwreq rushed forward and snatched the guy up by the top of his skull. Then the huge guard squeezed and the passageway was filled with a crack and then a pop. The Gwreq spat on the corpse, stepped on it so it was crushed under his boot, then spat on the other corpse. 
 
    He glared at Roak then looked over his shoulder at the two humans. 
 
    “How is he?” the Gwreq asked. 
 
    “Dead. Took a blast through the throat,” the remaining human guard replied, one hand on his wound and the other checking for a pulse on the dead guard. 
 
    “Shit,” the Gwreq said then he faced Roak. “Do what you got to do and get off this station. Payment to Binter doesn’t include a free ride when one of our own goes down. You hear that, bounty hunter? Your time on Razer is numbered.” 
 
    “For what? Why?” Roak snapped as he slowly got to his feet. He had zero desire to make a fast move with an enraged Gwreq eyeing him the way the guard was. “These two idiots came at me. This has nothing to do—” 
 
    “It has everything to do with you,” the Gwreq said. “So get your job done and get off Razer before Binter declares you an enemy of the station. You don’t want that.” 
 
    “No, we do not,” Hessa said in Roak’s ear. 
 
    “Fine. I’m about done anyway,” Roak said. 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    The Gwreq pivoted and picked up the dead guard. He threw the body over his shoulder then let the wounded human lean on him as they left the passageway. Roak held his breath the entire time, only letting it out once spots began forming in his vision. 
 
    “You sure this is the right cabin, Hessa?” Roak asked. 
 
    “It right cabin,” Spickle said from Roak’s left side. 
 
    “Yes. Right cabin,” Sath said from Roak’s right. 
 
    Before Roak could yell or shoot at the two Maglors, shooting being his preferred way to handle their sudden reappearance, the cabin door slid open and an old man with a heavy backpack stepped out. 
 
    The man had to be in his late seventies. Ancient by galactic standards, at least out in the Edge. His face was almost as scarred as Roak’s. Almost.  
 
    But, despite his hunched nature and weathered features, the old man’s eyes sparkled with life and danger.  
 
    Roak new that look well. 
 
    “Oh, good, you’re here, Mr. Roak,” the old man said. 
 
    “Just Roak.” 
 
    “Just Roak. Yes, I knew that. I’m Pol Hammon. Thank you for taking my bounty. Can we leave this awful station now?” 
 
    “Told you,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Yes. Told you,” Sath said. 
 
    “You brought friends. How nice,” Pol said as the door slid shut behind him. “Now, which hangar is your ship docked in? We really need to leave before all the killing begins.” Pol noticed the dead Maglors. “Oh, I see you got going early. I hope they weren’t friends of your other Maglor friends.” 
 
    “We no have friends,” Spickle said. 
 
    “We bounty hunters,” Sath said. 
 
    “Ignore them,” Roak said. “Now, what is this shit about me taking your bounty? I’ve been hired by a corporate consortium.” 
 
    “No, you have not. But good to know that my deception protocol worked in a circle as tight knit and secretive as the one you run in, Roak.” 
 
    Roak started to argue then stopped. Things clicked into place. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I placed the bounty on myself and made sure you took the job,” Pol said in reaction to the look on Roak’s face. “I’m in need of saving, you see. No better person out there to get me off this station and to my destination alive and in one piece.” 
 
    “You have got to be Eight Million Godsdamn kidding me,” Roak said. 
 
    But before Pol could respond, the station shook violently and klaxons began to blare as explosion after explosion rocked Razer.
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    “Uh oh,” Spickle said.  
 
    Without looking, Roak placed the barrel of his KL09 to the Maglor’s temple. 
 
    “Shut up,” Roak said, his eyes on Pol as the klaxons wailed and the floor shook. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Edgers,” Pol stated matter-of-factly. “They want the station. I intercepted a communication that said they were taking Razer for themselves. That’s why I hired you. I didn’t know when the attack was coming, but I figured the legendary Roak would be the one to get me off this station no matter when the violence began. I do hope your reputation is at least partially true.” 
 
    “It’s all the way true,” Roak said. “But I don’t think you understand what the Hells it means. I’m not a courier. I’m not a transporter. I’m a bounty hunter.” 
 
    “Yes. You find your target and deliver it to a predetermined destination. Sometimes alive or dead. But the terms of this bounty are alive. I was very clear on that when I sent the information to your friend Bishop. Alive is the key. Did he give you the drop-off coordinates?” 
 
    “No,” Roak said. “That happens after I get you off this station.” 
 
    “Very smart. In case we’re intercepted or something goes wrong.” 
 
    Another massive explosion rocked the station and Roak grimaced. 
 
    “Yeah, I think something has gone wrong,” Roak said. 
 
    “This? No, this will make for excellent cover. We can escape without notice and those that have tracked me here will be none the wiser.” 
 
    Pol pointed a gnarled finger at the two Maglors that looked like they were going to piss themselves at any second. 
 
    “Are you here for me?” Pol asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Sath said. 
 
    “No,” Spickle said. 
 
    “I think they’re in over their heads and have just enough brains to know it,” Roak said. “They cut a deal with me in exchange for a ride off this station.” 
 
    “Good deal,” Pol said, smiling at the Maglors. “A ride off Razer is worth more than its weight in chits.” 
 
    “Speaking of,” Roak said. More explosions. Roak didn’t budge. 
 
    “On delivery,” Pol said. 
 
    “I have delivered,” Roak stated. “You put out the bounty on yourself. I have delivered you to you. My job is done.” 
 
    “That is not accurate,” Hessa said in Roak’s ear. “The wording of the contract does state delivery to a yet to be specified location is when payment will be received.” 
 
    “Oh, is that your AI talking to you?” Pol asked. He pressed right up to Roak and stood on tip toes, his eyes studying Roak’s face. “Oh, she is remarkable. And that implant she put in you! Simply remarkable. I cannot wait to meet her. May I have access to the comm channel so we may converse as well?” 
 
    “No,” Roak stated. 
 
    “I feel the same way,” Hessa said. 
 
    “We like leave now,” Spickle said. “Find Pol Hammon. Now go on Roak’s ship.” 
 
    “Yes. Go on Roak’s ship,” Sath said. 
 
    “The galaxy underestimates Maglors because of their difficulties learning Common. Such bigotry over language,” Pol said. “But those are wise words. Go on Roak’s ship. An excellent plan.” 
 
    More and more explosions. 
 
    “Excellent plan. Not a simple one,” Roak said. “Hessa?” 
 
    “Good news or very bad news?” Hessa replied. 
 
    “Just give me the whole situation,” Roak said and sighed. 
 
    “The hangar where I am located is on the opposite end of the station from you,” Hessa said. “The good news is it is one of only a handful of hangars that the Edgers have not targeted and are not in the process of taking over. If you get here, we should be able to take off and leave fairly unmolested. The very bad news is you will have to deal with approximately a hundred Edgers between your location and mine.” 
 
    “That doesn’t include the regular crazies and shoot-first assholes that live on Razer,” Roak said. 
 
    “No, I am afraid you will have those unknown variables to deal with as well.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to see why the payoff is twenty-five million chits,” Roak said. 
 
    “I’ll make it thirty million if you can get me to my final destination within three days,” Pol said. “How does that sound?” 
 
    “Sounds like a distraction,” Roak said. “You pay me thirty if you want, but I’m focusing on living first, bonus not even close to second. You hear me, old man?” 
 
    “No need to get ageist,” Pol said. “Body might be old, but my brain is far from it. Do not underestimate me like you have underestimated your Maglor friends.” 
 
    “Not my friends,” Roak snapped and looked at the Maglors. Sath had pissed himself. “And not underestimating them. Trust me.” 
 
    “I’m plotting the safest course,” Hessa said. “Proceed to the closest lift. Not the one you came in on, but the one the opposite way. Less killing on the connected levels.” 
 
    “Less killing direction sounds good,” Roak said. He snapped his fingers. “Follow me, old man.” 
 
    “We follow too,” Spickle said. 
 
    “I thought you were here to get me around this station?” Roak snarled. “Remember that part of your sales pitch?” 
 
    Spickle gave such a slight shrug that it was almost imperceptible. Sath looked like he pissed himself again. Roak struggled not to shoot them both. 
 
    “Whatever,” Roak said and started jogging down the passageway. “As long as you keep up.” 
 
    “Eh hem,” Pol said. 
 
    Roak stopped and looked back. The old man had barely gone a meter. 
 
    “Strong brain, old body,” Pol said. “Jogging will not work for me.” 
 
    “What will?” Roak snarled. 
 
    “Walking briskly,” Pol replied. 
 
    “We run ahead and scout route,” Spickle said, slapping Sath on the shoulder. “That show way around.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Roak said as the two Maglors took off and were lost from sight around the corner. “Good riddance.” 
 
    Roak waited for Pol to catch up. 
 
    “Am I going to have to carry you?” Roak asked. “I charge extra for that.” 
 
    “Come now, Roak, you’ve carried many a target before without charging extra. How else would you move the targets that end up as corpses?” 
 
    “If you insist,” Roak said and grinned. 
 
    “No, you will not have to carry me,” Pol said. 
 
    “Good. Come on. If we hurry, maybe we’ll lose the monkeys.” 
 
    “Such a derogatory term for a sentient race.” 
 
    “Yet, it fits. Shut up and walk faster. No running, no jogging, just walk a little faster.” 
 
    Roak wasn’t too worried about the Maglors’ role anymore. If they ever became too much of a burden, he could always cut them loose. 
 
    “Oh, Roak, I can feel the murder coming off you,” Pol said. “For shame.” 
 
    Roak turned and eyed the old man. “No clue what you mean.” 
 
    “Riiiiiight,” Pol replied and gave Roak a wink. “Well, I didn’t hire you to save two Maglors, now did I? But, if you can, perhaps we could keep them alive long enough for them to make it on their own.” 
 
    “If they make it, they make it. I’m not babysitting,” Roak said. He studied the old man. “Hessa? Fast isn’t going to happen. Give me a hole where I can hunker for a few minutes without getting killed. Gonna need to feel this out.” 
 
    “I can plan for you, Roak,” Hessa replied. “I am more than capable of—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know you are, but I need to work this out in my head on my terms. A hundred Edgers and thousands of Razer assholes. Instinct will get us back to you, not a well thought out plan.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what she is saying, since I can only catch a glimpse of the comm code,” Pol said, tapping his temple. “But I am almost certain she is arguing that a well thought out plan is better than instinct.” 
 
    “I was going to say that,” Hessa agreed. “Mr. Hammon is correct.” 
 
    “You hired me for me,” Roak said, stabbing a finger at Pol. “Instinct is how we live through this. Trust me or hire the Maglors to get you out of here. You seem to think highly of the little poop flingers.” 
 
    “So much bigotry,” Pol said, but didn’t argue. He nodded and walked closer to Roak. 
 
    “Hessa? Get me a hole. Now,” Roak ordered. 
 
    “Would a please be so hard to—?” 
 
    “Hessa!” 
 
    The two Maglors came sprinting back around the corner. 
 
    “Not that way!” Spickle screeched. 
 
    “No good! No good!” Sath yelled. 
 
    Roak was fairly certain Sath had shat himself. Made sense since he’d already emptied his bladder. 
 
    “What are you two whining…?”  
 
    Roak let the question fall away as two Cerviles, two Slinghasps, a Gwreq, and a being he hadn’t seen in a long time came around the corner, weapons up, faces filled with the need for violence. 
 
    “Oh, my…” Pol gasped. 
 
    “Chassfornian,” Roak said quietly as he looked at the huge being that was chained and manacled, the Gwreq holding the end of the chain to keep the thing in place. 
 
    Built like a giant mastiff, but bipedal and at least ten feet tall, the Chassfornian needed a handler due to the thing’s default personality being nothing but pure rage. Once used as shock troops in the War by the Galactic Fleet, the GF cut the entire species loose since none of the other races would deal with them anymore due to their intense need to kill anything they came in contact with, even supposed allies. 
 
    “Get the H16s,” Roak snapped at the Maglors. 
 
    The two beings blinked as they hurried behind Roak. 
 
    “I would do what he said,” Pol muttered, his eyes huge and focused on the Chassfornian.  
 
    Cerviles were deadly. Slinghasps, a limbed snake-like race, could be deadly. A Gwreq was always deadly. But a Chassfornian in a contained space like the passageway they were in? The equivalent of deploying a nuke in a bucket. 
 
    “Now,” Roak snapped. 
 
    The Maglors picked up the two H16s that were on the floor next to the two crushed Maglor corpses then they hurried back behind Roak. 
 
    “I swear, if either of you shoot me in the back instead of shooting these assholes, I’ll kill you myself,” Roak said. 
 
    “Yes,” Spickle replied. 
 
    “You will,” Sath agreed. 
 
    One of the Cerviles stepped forward, raising the barrel of her RX31 plasma assault rifle to the ceiling. She held up her free hand and gave Roak a nod. 
 
    “No quarrel with you, bounty hunter,” the Cervile said. “Heard you were onboard and you were after him.” 
 
    She nodded at Pol. The old man gulped. Roak rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Good for you,” Roak said. “Glad we got that straightened out. Care to move so we can leave?” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” the Cervile said. “Edgers are here. They’re taking the station. Too bad. We had a good thing going. But, reality is what it is.” 
 
    “There are thousands of you,” Roak said. “You can handle a few Edgers.” 
 
    “Can? Sure, sure. Want to? Nah. Why would any of us stick our necks out?” the Cervile replied. “Once all this calms down then it’s back to business as usual. The Edgers will be in charge, but so what?” 
 
    Roak didn’t reply. A reply wasn’t called for. 
 
    “So, speaking of business as usual, I am sure you know the time-honored tradition we have here on Razer, yeah?” the Cervile continued. “Finders keepers?” 
 
    Roak sighed. “Hessa. Open the cabin doors, please.” 
 
    There were four cabin doors, two on each side of the passageway. They slid open almost immediately. The newcomers, including the Cervile that was doing the talking, all glanced at the doors. Roak opened fire.
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    The newcomers didn’t let the Chassfornian loose right off. That was their first mistake. 
 
    “Back in your cabin!” Roak yelled at Pol. The old man did not argue. The Maglors followed.  
 
    “Not you!”  
 
    The Maglors didn’t listen. 
 
    Roak shouted those orders as he sprinted to the open cabin door opposite Pol’s, the KL09 in his hand barking plasma blast after plasma blast, forcing the Cerviles and Slinghasps to hit the deck. The Gwreq only sneered as one of the blasts hit him square in the chest. The Chassfornian howled with bloodlust. 
 
    Roak made it into the cabin and checked the charge on his pistol. Ninety-six percent. Good. 
 
    “Don’t kill us,” two Lipian women said in unison when Roak burst in on them. They were holding each other on the bed, both completely naked. 
 
    Lipians were a humanoid race originally bioengineered strictly to be prostitutes. That limitation had been lifted from them centuries earlier, but most still lived the life. Genetics were hard to overcome. And a station like Razer was a great place to make a sizable living as a prostitute. If you lived long enough to enjoy the chits. 
 
    “You don’t kill me and I won’t kill you. Deal?” Roak said as he looked about the cabin. “What weapons do you have?” 
 
    The two Lipians pulled Blorta 22s out from behind their backs. Roak grinned at the small pistols, not because of their size, but because they packed a nice punch and were way more deadly than their appearance. 
 
    “Good pistols to have on hand,” Roak said. “Gonna need to borrow them.” 
 
    The look of fear in the Lipians’ eyes turned to business savvy. Roak shrugged and reached into a pouch on his belt with his free hand, tossing them each a few chits. The Lipians tossed him the Blortas. The Lipians nodded, stood up, and hurried into the bathroom, locking and bolting the door behind them. 
 
    “Good idea,” Roak muttered as plasma fire scorched the frame of the cabin’s door. 
 
    “You let your target go, Roak!” the lead Cervile yelled. “He’s on the opposite side of the passageway. Rookie move for a man with your rep.” 
 
    Roak didn’t reply. He was done talking. The two Blortas were tucked into his belt, last resort weapons if his KL09 gave out. More plasma blasts to the wall and door frame. Roak counted off, finding the rhythm that all shooters had no matter how hard they tried to vary their shot pattern. 
 
    Plasma blast, blast, blast, blast. Roak stepped out and fired as he sprinted across the passageway to Pol’s cabin. A Slinghasp screamed, his voice a strangled gurgle of blood and burnt flesh. Roak heard the body drop just before the next round of plasma fire started up. 
 
    “You two,” Roak snarled, aiming his KL09 at the Maglors while he slammed a palm against the door controls, locking them in the cabin while also locking the attackers out. “You ever disregard an order like—” 
 
    “They do not work for you, Roak,” Pol stated. “You do not give them orders.” 
 
    “I do give Eight Million Godsdamn orders if they want a ride off this station on my ship!” Roak shouted. “Otherwise, they are no use to me and they die here and now!” 
 
    “You made deal,” Spickle said. “We show you Pol, you take us with.” 
 
    “You made deal,” Sath echoed. 
 
    “We sign a contract? You got a seal in blood or something?” Roak snarled. “Deals are only good if I’m alive. You two will get me killed if you don’t do exactly what I say when I say it.” 
 
    There was a good amount of shouting outside the door as rifle butts pounded against it. Roak shook his head and glared at the Maglors for half a second before shifting his gaze to Pol. 
 
    “You’re the almighty tech. Tech us out of this,” Roak said. 
 
    “Do your job for you?” Pol asked with a smirk. 
 
    Roak glared. “You want to play that game with me, old man? There’s a Chassfornian out there about to be let off leash. He’ll eat that smirk off your face with one bite.” 
 
    “Yes. There might be a way,” Pol said as he swallowed hard and cleared his throat. 
 
    Roak snorted. “Which is?” 
 
    “If the Chassfornian was used for combat by the GF, then he has a control chip in his head,” Pol explained. “Most Chassfornians learned to overcome the control, hence the problems with that race integrating once the War was over. They live for the rage.” 
 
    “You’re presenting me with more problems, old man!” Roak yelled as the pounding continued at the cabin door. 
 
    “I can hack the chip,” Pol said. “I won’t be able to control the Chassfornian directly, but I can make it hesitate long enough for you to kill it.” 
 
    “How much time do you need?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Five minutes. Tops,” Pol said. 
 
    “That gives me enough time to kill the others,” Roak said. 
 
    Pol nodded and his eyes rolled up into his head.  
 
    Instead of white, like the backs of most human eyes, Pol’s were sky blue, shot through with gold streaks. Cybernetic implants, of course. Roak wondered how much of the old man was still flesh and bone. 
 
    “Better hurry,” Pol said, his voice slightly distant. 
 
    “Carbines,” Roak said and held out his hand as he holstered his KL09. 
 
    The Maglors’ eyes widened even more. 
 
    “Here.” Roak tossed them the Blortas. “We can trade back when I’m done.” 
 
    “You know how kill Chassfornian?” Spickle asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Oh. Good.” 
 
    Spickle threw Roak his H16. Roak caught it and threw it around his back, letting the mag straps lock onto his light armor as the combat weapons were designed to do. He glared at Sath. The Maglor tossed him the second H16 and Roak checked the charge. Nearly full. 
 
    “Close the door after me,” Roak said. “Anyone comes through that isn’t me and you put a blast between their eyes.” 
 
    “Anyone?” Spickle asked. “What about if it—” 
 
    “Anyone,” Roak snapped. 
 
    “Yes,” Spickle said and held his Blorta tight. 
 
    “You ready, old man?” Roak asked Pol. 
 
    “I’ve been working this entire time,” Pol responded. “Go.” 
 
    Roak nodded, not sure if the old man could see him or not, stepped to the cabin door, dropped to a knee, and took aim with the carbine. 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to be able to…?” Roak asked, but the cabin door was already opening.  
 
    Roak was firing before the door had moved more than three centimeters. He clipped someone in the thigh then nailed someone else in the belly. 
 
    “Back! Back!” the lead Cervile shouted.  
 
    Roak kept firing, clipping someone else in the shoulder as the attackers retreated, their own shots aimed too high and going over Roak’s head. 
 
    “You have killed one Slinghasp already, Roak,” Hessa reported. “The second one is wounded in the shoulder. The Cervile that appears to be in charge took a shot to her thigh. The second Cervile has been mortally wounded in the abdomen. Nice shooting on that one.” 
 
    Roak took note of Hessa’s report and dove out of the cabin, the carbine still to his shoulder as he rolled across the floor, firing over and over until it powered down, the magazine’s charge spent, the barrel smoking red hot.  
 
    Tossing the empty H16 aside, Roak pushed up onto his knees, the second carbine already swinging from around his back and into a firing position. Without hesitating, Roak squeezed the trigger, taking off the gut shot Cervile’s head with one blast. Mortally wounded folks tended to get suicidal; Roak wanted to avoid that. Roak had learned the hard way. 
 
    Roak’s experience was on the mark as the headless Cervile’s left hand opened and a grenade fell from his dead grip. Roak dropped and covered his head as the lead Cervile screamed to take cover. The explosion was deafening and the blast shoved hard against Roak’s prone body.  
 
    Roak grunted from the impact of the shock wave. Not plasma, but a concussive shock. Roak figured they really wanted Pol alive if they were coming at him with concussion grenades and not ones loaded with plasma. 
 
    There was screaming from the cabin at the far end of the passageway. Hessa had opened the door wide and the occupants had been too scared to close it. Roak looked up and counted a dead Cervile, a dead Slinghasp, and a dazed Slinghasp trying to crawl towards that open door. Roak put a blast in the dazed Slinghasp’s side and the guy stopped crawling and started bleeding. 
 
    The lead Cervile was in the cabin which left only a smiling Gwreq and a snarling Chassfornian in the passageway. Roak slowly got to his feet, H16 aimed at a spot right between the Chassfornian’s eyes. 
 
    “You can walk away,” Roak said to the Gwreq without looking at the stone-skinned being. “Take your big dog with you and chalk this up to a gross miscalculation. Live to fight another day and all that shit.” 
 
    The Chassfornian’s snarls turned into garbled speech, but Roak couldn’t make out what the being was saying. The Gwreq laughed hard. 
 
    “My friend says that another day is today,” the Gwreq replied. “We’ll stay right here and wait for you to give us the old tech. Take your time. We ain’t going anywhere.” 
 
    The station shook from yet another explosion. 
 
    “Might not be much left of the station if we wait too long,” Roak said. 
 
    The Gwreq shrugged his massive shoulders. All four of them. 
 
    “I’m giving you a chance to—” 
 
    Roak was cut off as the lead Cervile pivoted from her cover and opened fire on him. He took a shot to his left side, the light armor taking the hit for him, rolled with the momentum, letting his left hand fall away from his carbine, and opened fire with a one-handed grip as he shifted his aim from the Chassfornian to the Cervile. 
 
    Her face was turned to smoking mulch and she fell back into the cabin, causing more screaming from the occupants. 
 
    The Gwreq snarled, but didn’t move from his spot. Drool dripped from the Chassfornian’s jaws. 
 
    “That’s that then,” the Gwreq said as he let go of the Chassfornian’s chains and held his four hands up. “You made your bed, bounty hunter.” 
 
    The Chassfornian charged, covering half the passageway before Roak even had time to blink.
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    “Pol!” Roak shouted as he emptied his carbine into the Chassfornian with pretty much zero effect. 
 
    The huge being staggered slightly once, but quickly corrected and came at Roak even faster. Roak tried to get his KL09 out of its holster, but there wasn’t time. The Chassfornian was on him and he found himself flying down the passageway, unarmed and moving at a speed that was going to hurt. 
 
    It did. 
 
    Roak collided with the far wall and felt something break inside. At least one of his ribs was singing with agony before he hit the deck. 
 
    “Adjusting your armor,” Hessa called over the comm and Roak felt anesthetic pumped into the area around the broken rib. “We’ll have to fix the rib in a med pod, but that should kill the pain long enough for you to survive this encounter.” 
 
    “I like your optimism,” Roak said as the Chassfornian reached Roak and lifted him up in the air like he was made of anti-grav particles. 
 
    Roak went flying again. He lost sight of the first passageway as he was flung down the side passageway. At least that gave him room to fall. Roak hit the deck before being slammed into another wall. Roak’s body slid for several meters then slowed and stilled. 
 
    “Pol,” he growled as he got up onto his knees just in time to drop back to his belly as a massive claw swiped for where his head had been only a fraction of a second before. “Pol!” 
 
    Roak rolled to his right and the floor where he’d been was crumpled like paper. The Chassfornian roared and snagged Roak’s light armor in a claw and tossed him towards the ceiling. Roak hit the halogen banks at full speed and plastiglass and sparks showered him as he fell back to the floor. 
 
    He didn’t make it to the floor. 
 
    The Chassfornian swatted him from midair, sending him off on another unscheduled flight down a passageway. The ride gave Roak a couple precious seconds to wonder how in all the Hells Hessa was able to pump his injuries with painkillers. That hadn’t been part of his armor last he checked. 
 
    “Can you…lead Pol out…of here?” Roak asked when he was able to breathe again after slamming into the floor and skidding several meters before smashing into the wall. “Hessa?” 
 
    “No need,” Hessa stated. 
 
    The Chassfornian grabbed Roak by his skull. Roak said his prayers and waited for the end, his eyes closing one last time. 
 
    The head-cracking death never came. 
 
    Roak carefully opened his eyes to see the Chassfornian’s head shaking back and forth like he was trying to loosen something that had crawled in through his ear. 
 
    Painfully, with intense concentration, Roak slid his knife from his belt and studied the Chassfornian’s shaking head. Roak had one shot and one shot only since a bad death would mean convulsions from the Chassfornian. Convulsions meant Roak would end up with a crushed skull. That would not help his situation. 
 
    Roak struck. The knife hit dead center between the Chassfornian’s eyes. It almost didn’t pierce the bone, but Roak had given the thrust everything he had left and the blade slid through into the being’s frontal lobe. Its eyes crossed and the beast let go of Roak’s skull as he fell forward. 
 
    Roak barely had time to roll to the side so he wasn’t crushed by the massive corpse. 
 
    Grunting and cursing, Roak picked himself up onto his feet and staggered back the way he’d been flung. 
 
    “Eight Million Godsdamn,” the Gwreq said quietly, his voice half-anger and half-respect. “Gotta give ya that one. Too bad you won’t live to enjoy it.” 
 
    The Gwreq took a step in Roak’s direction, but only the one step. He was stopped by a screeching, flailing, completely berserk Maglor that had jumped onto his back. The Gwreq tried to yank the Maglor free, but he couldn’t catch the thing even with four hands. 
 
    Then the Gwreq dropped to his knees as half his face was blown off by a blast from a Blorta right in the left eye socket. The Maglor hopped off, put the Blorta to the Gwreq’s temple and fired three times, taking the rest of the face and most of the head with the laser blasts. 
 
    Breathing heavy, and covered in Gwreq gore, the Maglor turned around and gave Roak a wide grin. 
 
    “That helps,” the Maglor said. 
 
    “Spickle?” Roak asked. 
 
    The Maglor nodded. 
 
    “Thanks,” Roak said and stumbled down the passageway. “Pol good?” 
 
    “I am, Roak,” Pol said as he came around the corner with Sath right next to him, Blorta up and sweeping right and left. 
 
    “Careful where you point that,” Roak said to Sath. 
 
    Roak looked about for his dropped KL09. He caught sight of it and frowned, seeing the crushed shape it was in. The wounded bounty hunter staggered to the Gwreq corpse instead, crouched, and lifted it over onto its side. From the other side, Roak took the pistol from its holster and grinned. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he muttered as he stared at the Flott five-six concussion blaster with laser cluster spread. “Would you look at that.” 
 
    Roak checked the charge and frowned. Twenty percent left in the magazine and no extra mags on the dead Gwreq. He jammed the pistol into the empty holster on his hip. Tight fit since a Flott was bigger than a KL09, but it worked. Then he staggered back to the dead Chassfornian and yanked the knife free from the being’s forehead.  
 
    With the blade in its spot on his belt, Roak stood straight and stretched, wincing and hissing as he assessed his injuries. 
 
    “Hessa? When did you mess with my armor?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Several sleep cycles ago,” Hessa said. “I didn’t ask because you would have said no. It’s not like I put in a new implant without your permission. Your armor is technically ship’s equipment and I am in charge of maintenance and upgrades of all equipment.” 
 
    “We’ll argue about this when the job is done,” Roak said. “For now, thanks. You kept me alive.” 
 
    “I am still keeping you alive. You would probably be going into shock by now due to your three broken ribs, bruised kidneys, and almost shattered right leg. Even you have limits, Roak.” 
 
    “That’s debatable. I’ve been through worse.” 
 
    “Are you about done conversing with your AI?” Pol asked. “Because, and I am not the expert here, we should probably leave this sector as soon as possible.” 
 
    “He means ASAP,” Spickle said. 
 
    Roak took several deep breaths. He could feel the edges of the pain, but not the full pain. That wouldn’t last. He’d need a med pod sooner rather than later. 
 
    “Hessa, which way?” Roak asked. “Path of least resistance, preferably with a med pod on the way.” 
 
    “You do not have time to stop for medical treatment,” Hessa said. “I have detected eight more Edger ships heading towards Razer Station. Conservative estimates would mean at least eight hundred additional Edgers are coming to occupy the station. Once that happens, I do not believe we’ll be able to leave on our own.” 
 
    “More Edger ships,” Roak relayed to the rest. “Come on.” 
 
    “Other way,” Hessa said. 
 
    Roak switched directions and limped his way down the passageway. 
 
    “At least now we are moving at the same speed, yeah?” Pol laughed. “Would you like me to carry you, Roak?” 
 
    Roak responded with a cold, deadly chuckle. Pol stopped laughing. 
 
    “I was simply attempting to lighten the mood,” Pol said. 
 
    “Don’t,” Roak replied. “A heavy mood keeps me focused. You’re gonna want me focused.” 
 
    The Maglors fell in behind and Roak paused. He glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    “Do not shoot me in the back,” Roak said.  
 
    Both Maglors had their pistols aimed directly at Roak, but it was obvious the aim was out of incompetence, not malice. They lowered the Blortas and gave him apologetic grins. 
 
    “Talk to me, Hessa,” Roak said. “What are the options?” 
 
    “Few and far between, as the saying goes,” Hessa replied. “When you reach the T, you can turn right or left. Right will take you to a small cantina where there are approximately thirteen beings staying out of the conflict. That does not mean they will continue to stay out once they see Pol Hammon. Or you can—” 
 
    “What is the conflict?” Roak asked. “Edgers versus…who?” 
 
    “That would be Binter’s security forces,” Hessa answered. “He is not giving ground easily.” 
 
    “His numbers?” 
 
    “Three hundred and fifteen…fourteen….three hundred and ten,” Hessa said. “The number is dwindling rapidly, but he currently has the advantage over the Edgers.” 
 
    “That’ll change soon,” Roak said. “What’s to the left?” 
 
    “Waste management,” Hessa said. “No workers are present as they fled immediately to safer environs.” 
 
    “But…?” 
 
    “But the waste management system is filled with toxic substances that could end up leaking through their pipes and containers at any moment due to the damage the station has taken and continues to take.” 
 
    An explosion emphasized her point. 
 
    “Risk another fight or risk getting killed by poison shit,” Roak said. “Great.” 
 
    He had to be realistic and knew it. They reached the T at the end of the passageway and Roak looked left. 
 
    “Shitter it is,” he said. 
 
    “Isn’t a shitter a toilet or bathroom?” Hessa asked. “I think septic tank would be a more appropriate name.” 
 
    “Hessa? Shut up.” He rolled his eyes and sighed. “Please.”
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    The stink was overwhelming, and Roak began to gag the second they stepped through the double doors that lead to the first chamber of that part of Razer Station’s waste management system. For once in his life, he wished he had a rebreather to put on. 
 
    “Oh my,” Pol said as he jammed the back of one hand against his nostrils. “Oh, dear me.” 
 
    “Poop!” Sath yelled. 
 
    “Shut up,” Roak snarled. “The point of going this way is to avoid others. You yelling will bring others. Do not yell again or I snap your neck.” 
 
    Roak limped past vat after vat of waste, his eyes on an exit at the far end of the huge room. Despite the painkillers Hessa was keeping in his system, his shattered leg was not staying quiet. The hundred and fifty-meter walk to the exit doors looked like an eternity. 
 
    “This was one of ways out,” Spickle said. 
 
    “We knew,” Sath added. 
 
    “There other way like this, but worse,” Spickle said. 
 
    “This better,” Sath said. 
 
    “Way better.” 
 
    “Much better.” 
 
    “Stop trying to pretend to be useful,” Roak said. “Stay quiet, keep your eyes open, and don’t get me killed. That’s your job.” 
 
    “I do see what they mean,” Pol said, hand still to his nose. “With the proper suits on, you could stow away in this…mess when the station voids its waste. From there, we could be picked up by your ship as we float free in space amongst the sewage. The Edgers wouldn’t think twice about—” 
 
    “Stop right there,” Roak said. He hissed as jagged ends of what had been a single bone, ground together in his leg. “The Edgers will think twice. They’ll think three, four, five times when they see anything ejected from this station. Edgers don’t move on a whim. They’ve had this planned a long time. Right?” 
 
    “I do not know how long the attack has been planned, but yes, you are correct, they—” 
 
    “That’s all you have to say,” Roak snapped. “That I am correct. And what I’m correct about is the Edgers want the station, but they also want you. If that scum back there knew I was here for you, then the Edgers will too. You would easily fit through a sewage ejection port. You think they won’t swoop down on that port and have a look to see what else other than the station’s crap might have come out?” 
 
    “Stinky look,” Spickle said. 
 
    Sath gagged. 
 
    “What are you choking about?” Roak asked. “You already crapped yourself.” 
 
    “That why choke,” Sath said. 
 
    Roak grunted and continued limping towards the exit. 
 
    “What’s the situation, Hessa?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Edger ships are almost docked,” Hessa stated. “Binter’s people are grabbing some ground back, but that will not last when the Edgers’ new forces arrive.” 
 
    “We know two of their objectives,” Roak said. “Take the station and snag Pol.” 
 
    “We do not know that last part for certain,” Hessa said. 
 
    “We don’t, but it’s a solid guess.” 
 
    “Need I remind you about my philosophy on guesses?” 
 
    “Need I remind you that you’re an AI and you should leave philosophy to the mortal beings in the galaxy?” 
 
    “Need I remind you that you’re an ass?” 
 
    “No,” Roak said as he kept on limping. “But we’re going with my assumption.” 
 
    “Need I remind you what assuming—” 
 
    “Hessa? Shut up,” Roak said. “What’s on the other side of this door?” 
 
    “Pipes,” Hessa said. “A full kilometer of pipes. They connect to every part of this station.” 
 
    “Pipes,” Roak mused. “That’s all? None of Binter’s folks? No crazy assheads from the station waiting? No Edgers yet?” 
 
    “No Edgers yet,” Hessa answered. “I have all of their forces monitored. I cannot say whether others are present. The amount of pipes, and the types of waste inside them, are not playing well with the station’s sensors. If the sensors are not able to pick up life readings, then I cannot pick up life readings.” 
 
    “I get how it all works. So we’re going in blind?” 
 
    “Not entirely. There is a small device on your belt that you can use to help boost the signal.” 
 
    “A small device… What small device?” 
 
    “Third pouch on your left side.” 
 
    Roak felt for the pouch, unclasped it, and pulled out a small disc about three centimeters in diameter. He stared at the device for a couple of seconds.  
 
    “We’ll discuss this later,” Roak said. 
 
    “I am certain we will,” Hessa replied. “In the meantime, you will want to place that on the largest pipe you can find when you get on the other side of the exit. The device will use the pipes as a signal booster and I might be able to get a better reading from the ship’s systems. Also, it will relay a stronger signal to me from your suit. I need to pay special attention to that leg.” 
 
    “Forget the leg and get us to the ship.” 
 
    “Hard to do with only one working leg. That break is going to start sending bone slivers into your circulatory system any minute now. I can do nothing about that, Roak. If one of those reaches your heart or your brain…” 
 
    Roak didn’t need her to finish.  
 
    Twenty-five million chits. Yeah, that felt about right to Roak at that second. It was becoming a twenty-five million chit ordeal fast. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll place the device on the largest pipe. If you notice my leg about to kill me, give a shout. I’ll hack it off for its betrayal.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Did you say you were going to hack off your own leg?” Pol asked. 
 
    The Maglors squeaked in alarm. 
 
    “What’s that you’re holding?” Pol asked, eyeing the disc. 
 
    “Signal booster or some shit.” 
 
    “May I?” 
 
    “Can he?” Roak asked Hessa. 
 
    “If he believes he can help,” Hessa answered. 
 
    Roak stopped and handed the disc to Pol. 
 
    “Oh, this is good work and much more than a simple signal booster,” Pol said as he studied the disc. “Your AI friend knows how to utilize repair bots to craft some intricate tech. I could improve it, but only with the proper tools at my disposal. For now, this should be perfect to find a med pod for you without alerting the station’s security protocols.” 
 
    Roak stared at the old man. “Hessa?” 
 
    “I heard and I’m calibrating the device,” Hessa replied. “Yes. Pol is correct. I can find you a med pod with it. Pol is also correct that the station’s security protocols will not be triggered. Med pods are usually quite hard to crack, but I can with this. Excellent idea.” 
 
    “Does your AI agree with me?” Pol asked, grinning. 
 
    “Wipe the grin off your face,” Roak snapped. “And, yeah, she does.” 
 
    “Then we should hurry.” He tapped his temple. “You are not looking healthy.” 
 
    “Hurrying has always been the plan,” Roak said and started limping once more. 
 
    They continued on to the exit doors, Roak’s leg getting worse and worse with each step. He held out a hand and leaned against the wall once they reached the exit. Roak eyed Pol. 
 
    “You’ll know where the disc should be placed best,” Roak admitted. 
 
    “This is true,” Pol agreed. 
 
    “Wasn’t looking for confirmation,” Roak snapped and took several deep breaths. 
 
    “You are a hard person to get along with, Roak,” Pol said. 
 
    Hessa snickered in Roak’s ear. 
 
    “If at any time I’ve given the impression I want people to get along with me, then that means I’m having a stroke,” Roak said. “Understood?” 
 
    “Understood,” Pol said and nodded. 
 
    “Understood,” the Maglors said. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to… Never mind. Hessa? Can you get the doors open?” 
 
    “I am working on that now, Roak,” Hessa replied. “The Edgers are fully in the station’s systems and I am having to avoid their detection. It makes things a little trickier than a few minutes earlier.” 
 
    “Can you get the doors open?” Roak repeated. 
 
    “Yes, of course I can—” 
 
    “Then say that,” Roak snapped. “I don’t need a full Eight Million Godsdamn essay on the whys.” 
 
    He couldn’t make out the words, but he distinctly heard Hessa mumbling under her voice. Roak added that to the list of annoying sentient affectations she used. 
 
    The doors slid open and a smell worse than the current room hit them all. 
 
    Pol peered into the darkness that was the next room then turned his gaze slowly on Roak. 
 
    “There must be a leak,” Pol said. 
 
    “Oh stinky!” Spickle said. “So stinky!” 
 
    “No,” Sath said, planting his feet. He shook his head over and over. “Not go in there.” 
 
    “Then stay here,” Roak said and walked through the open doorway and into the darkness of the next room. “I really don’t care.” 
 
    Roak could make out the shapes of row after row, column after column, of the twisting, snaking, convoluted turns of the massive array of pipes that filled the room. Down the center of it all was a single walkway. A grated walkway that stretched into complete darkness and hung suspended over what had to be levels and levels of more pipes below.  
 
    Roak glanced down and could see about two levels below him before it was too dark for his eyes to make anything out. Each level had its own length of grated walkway. Roak looked to his left, to his right, but didn’t see a ladder or stairs that would take anyone down to the lower walkways. There must have been only level-specific access. 
 
    Roak shrugged and kept moving. He was a good twenty meters before he heard the first footsteps on the walkway behind him. Then more footsteps and the sound of the doors closing. The room turned to total blackness until Roak cracked a light stick he pulled from a pocket on his armor. 
 
    “Crack ‘em if ya got ‘em,” Roak called over his shoulder. “No auto lights in this room, looks like.” 
 
    Pol cleared his throat and Roak looked back. The old man and the Maglors stood there, not moving. 
 
    “I do not have any form of illumination,” Pol said.  
 
    “No lights,” Spickle added. 
 
    “Fine,” Roak said and pulled several more glow sticks from pockets and threw them at the three. 
 
    The Maglors plucked the sticks out of the air with ease. Spickle handed one to Pol then cracked one for himself. Sath did the same and Roak was quickly joined by the three. 
 
    “Can you reach the pipes?” Roak asked, noting the distance between the walkway and the closest pipe. 
 
    “No,” Pol said. “It is good fortune then that we have two beings with us that were born to climb.” 
 
    “Where?” Sath exclaimed and spun around in circles until Roak reached out and slapped him. 
 
    “He means you two,” Roak snarled.  
 
    “Yes,” Spickle said. 
 
    “We should keep moving,” Pol said. “Get a little closer to the center of the room before we attach the disc.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, let’s keep walking,” Roak said and gulped air to steady himself before he took more agonizing steps. 
 
    Roak was pretty much dragging his leg by the time they went another twenty meters. He had to pull himself by grabbing hand over hand along the railing that bordered the walkway. 
 
    “This should do,” Pol said. 
 
    Roak slid to his ass and eased the back of his head against one of the railing’s support poles. “Tell me when we’re good. Gonna rest a second.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Spickle said. 
 
    “He look like shit,” Sath said. 
 
    Eyes closed, Roak pulled the Flott and aimed it at Sath. The Maglor gulped. 
 
    “Please,” Pol said and gently pressed his fingers to the barrel of the pistol, lowering the aim until it was down at the walkway. “We are in this together now.” 
 
    Roak grunted, but didn’t raise the weapon again. 
 
    “Here you go,” Pol said and handed Spickle the disc. “See that pipe up there? If you could climb and place this disc on the underside, that would be excellent.” 
 
    “I can do,” Spickle said, taking the disc. 
 
    He was gone in a blink, his body lost to the shadows as he hopped over the railing and began climbing the pipes to Pol’s indicated location. 
 
    “Roak, if you could have your AI alert us to when the disc is active, that would be appreciated,” Pol said. 
 
    Roak gave him a thumbs up. 
 
    Spickle landed on the walkway, a huge smile on his face. 
 
    “I have done it,” Spickle said. “It smells worse up around pipes.” 
 
    “Does it?” Pol asked. “Interesting.” 
 
    “Yeah, super interesting,” Roak said. “Hessa? We good?” 
 
    “What smell like?” Sath asked. “I know smell. We know smell.” 
 
    “Yes, Roak, we are good,” Hessa replied over the comm. “Disc is operational and I am now gaining access to new parts of the station’s systems. Running a scan for closest med pod. If you’ll give me a…” 
 
    Roak stiffened. Hessa’s tone had changed when she trailed off. 
 
    “Help me up,” Roak snapped. 
 
    Pol did his best to help Roak up onto his feet. 
 
    “Is there an issue?” Pol asked. 
 
    “You need to leave,” Hessa said quickly. “Now. I did a full scan of the room you’re in.” 
 
    Roak sighed, holding up a finger to Pol. 
 
    “How bad is it, Hessa? We got hostiles? Where?” 
 
    “Everywhere, Roak,” Hessa exclaimed. “Hundreds!” 
 
    Roak looked all around, but didn’t see any movement. 
 
    “Hessa, I’d be able to see hundreds of beings. The room is big, but not that big.” 
 
    “I know smell,” Sath muttered. 
 
    “Not beings, Roak! Not sentient races! You have—” 
 
    “KWEETS!” Sath roared. “Kweets! Kweets! Kweets!” 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhh!” Spickle screamed as he fell onto the walkway, suddenly covered by a dozen creatures. 
 
    “Kweets,” Roak said matter-of-factly as he took aim at Spickle and fired.
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    Kweets were cat-sized, spider-like creatures that devoured any living thing they could find. Great for pest control, but not a smart choice since they multiplied fast and took over a space as their territory within minutes of being introduced. But they were cheap and one hundred percent effective. 
 
    They fit in just right with Razer Station. 
 
    “Get him up,” Roak said to Sath as the husks of the scorched Kweets fell from Spickle’s squirming body. “I got them in time.” 
 
    Sath wasn’t there. Roak spun around, as fast as his body would allow, but saw zero sign of the Maglor. 
 
    “The smell in here is their excrement,” Pol said. 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up,” Roak said. He continued to search the room for Sath, his Flott leading as he turned this way and that. “We move. Now. And fast.” 
 
    Roak fired as another dozen Kweets leapt from the darkness at him. The beauty of a weapon with a cluster spread was that one trigger squeeze meant multiple targets hit at the same time. The Kweets burst open and burned up as lasers tore through them. 
 
    “I said fast!” Roak shouted as he leaned down to grab Spickle, his eyes on their surroundings. 
 
    Roak’s hand hit open air. That Maglor was gone too. 
 
    Roak pointed a finger at Pol, shook his head, and started moving quickly down the walkway. “Follow me. Now.” 
 
    “A second ago you were barely able to stand,” Pol said, struggling to keep up. “How are you mobile?” 
 
    “No other choice, old man,” Roak said. He fired two more times and Kweets dropped to their left and to their right, burning motes of brief light in the near perfect darkness of the room. “If you’d rather have a sit down and die, go for it. Not how I roll.” 
 
    More laser fire and Kweet after Kweet exploded like small fireworks, their blood combusting into showers of stinking sparks. 
 
    A shape moved to Roak’s left and he turned, but it was gone. What was there were several dozen empty Kweet husks smashed against the pipes that were visible. Roak noted the sight, but didn’t slow down. He knew if he slowed at all he’d fall on his ass and never get back up.  
 
    The agony in his leg was all that kept Roak moving. He focused his anger on that agony, treating the pain as if it was an enemy in of itself. Between Flott shots, he mumbled curses and threats to the pain, telling it what he’d do when he finally got into a med pod. 
 
    “You are an interesting study, Roak,” Pol muttered. 
 
    “Shut it,” Roak replied through gritted teeth that were about to crack under the pressure Roak’s jaw was putting on them.  
 
    A tsunami of Kweets flowed over the walkway about three meters ahead. Roak had no choice but to head straight for them. There had to be at least a hundred Kweets scurrying across the grating, their multiple eyes locking onto Roak and Pol.  
 
    Roak raised his Flott and the Kweets rushed him. 
 
    The little monsters never made it more than half a meter before they were set upon. 
 
    Roak had seen a lot in his life and career. He’d seen so many shocking actions that very few sights could bring him up short anymore. Very few. 
 
    The sight of two rage-mad Maglors diving into a swarm of a hundred Kweets was one of those actions that caused him to pause. Once he did that, he had to put his full weight against the walkway’s railing to keep from falling to the grate. All of his strength began to drain from him as he watched the two beings shred and rip and eat every last Kweet in sight. 
 
    Then they were gone, leaving only husks and Kweet blood behind. 
 
    Roak tried to spot them. He cracked a few glow sticks and threw them into the pipes, but the darkness swallowed up the small light and all he caught was a glimpse of a Maglor here, a glimpse there, and several Kweets being thrown through the air like discarded tissue. 
 
    “I see them,” Pol said, stepping to the railing by Roak. He pointed to the side they were on. “I believe Sath is handling this part of the room.” He turned and pointed to the opposite side. “And Spickle has this part.” 
 
    Roak nodded, not bothering to ask how Pol saw them. Implants, obviously. The bounty hunter checked the charge on his pistol and growled. Five percent left. That meant a few single shots or one last cluster spread was all he had. Roak considered recalling the Blortas from the Maglors. The small pistols would be more efficient in his hands than in the monkey men’s hands. 
 
    A Kweet landed on the walkway, eyed Roak and Pol for barely a fraction of a second, then scurried away as fast as it could. It made it a meter before it was squashed into the grate, its guts popping out and dripping to whatever was down below. 
 
    Sath stood there, foot grinding the dead Kweet against the metal, his fangs bared, chest heaving up and down from his exertion. Roak stared at the Maglor until he finally looked up and met the bounty hunter’s gaze. Wildness lived in those eyes. An animal had been let loose and only primal violence was left. Sath snorted then was gone into the darkness and the tangle of pipes. 
 
    “Should we keep going?” Pol asked. “Can you walk?” 
 
    “I can drag,” Roak said as he started pulling himself along the railing, hand over hand, dragging his leg behind him as he used his good leg merely for stability. 
 
    “I do have more strength than you might think,” Pol said as he followed close to Roak. “I cannot fully carry you, but if you lean on me, I think we’ll make better time.” 
 
    “You got a ship to catch?” Roak asked. 
 
    Two dozen Kweet husks flew across the walkway and were lost from sight. A second answering volley came from the opposite side. 
 
    “Give the monkeys time to do their thing,” Roak said. “Know when you got the right guys on the job and let them work, Pol. Okay?” Roak sighed. “We got time.” 
 
    The walkway shook, another far off explosion rocking the station, as if to counter Roak’s statement. He snarled, but didn’t pick up the pace or offer his arm to Pol. The old tech shrugged and kept in step with Roak, his head swiveling back and forth. 
 
    “You see the little guys get taken down, you tell me,” Roak said, his eyes centered on the far-off exit at the end of the walkway. They’d moved far enough along that a slight illumination could be seen from the keypad next to the exit doors. “We lose our Kweet killers and then I’ll lean on you.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, understood,” Pol said. “I will keep you informed.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do that,” Roak growled. 
 
    The death rain of Kweet husks continued for several minutes. A few of the little beasts tried to survive by landing on the walkway and scurrying their many-limbed asses towards the exit. Roak had no idea if the things were smart enough to work a keypad or not, but the thought was moot since the Kweets never made it more than half a meter before one of the Maglors leapt from the darkness and squashed them. 
 
    By the time Roak and Pol were in reach of the exit, Roak’s assessment of the Maglors had changed considerably. They were no longer in the Venn diagram of worthless and annoying. They still had a foothold in the circle of annoying, but worthless was off the page. 
 
    Roak reached out and steadied himself against the wall by the exit doors. He turned slowly and pressed his back against the metal, but didn’t allow his body to slump to the floor, no matter how much of a burden gravity had become. 
 
    The Maglors landed with perfect agility next to Pol and Roak gave them a nod.  
 
    “Good job, boys,” Roak whispered. That was all he could manage. 
 
    The Maglors beamed at the bounty hunter, bright-toothed smiles slashed across gore-coated faces. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, thank you,” Spickle said. 
 
    “We do good,” Sath added. “Yes. Do good.” 
 
    “I did not know Maglors hated Kweets so much,” Pol said. 
 
    “They awful things,” Sath said, shaking his head. “Awful, awful things.” 
 
    “Maglors hate Kweets more than anything,” Spickle said. 
 
    “I gather that,” Pol said. 
 
    “Doors,” Roak said, slowly reaching out and slapping the still closed exit. “Now.” 
 
    “Yes, right, of course,” Pol said. “I was so taken by the Maglors’ performance that I…” 
 
    Roak didn’t hear the rest of the statement. He didn’t hear Hessa calling in his ear or the Maglors’ panic. He especially didn’t hear the sound his head made when it thunked against the walkway’s grate as his body finally gave out.
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    The return to consciousness was a thrashing, fighting affair between Roak and the lid of a med pod. The med pod won since the machines were designed to keep even a pissed-off Urvein safely contained inside. Still, it took Roak a good full minute of fist punching before he realized the score and calmed down. 
 
    Or calmed down enough to not hurt himself. 
 
    “Get me out of here!” Roak shouted, not seeing a single soul in the small, dark room that housed the med pod. Not that he could see much out of the time-stained plastiglass lid. “Get me all the Hells out of here!” 
 
    One of the Maglors, Roak couldn’t tell which, came sprinting into the room, his hairy finger to his lips. Roak quieted his mouth, but his glare was as loud as a ten-meter-wide plasma casino sign on Ballyway. 
 
    The Maglor, Sath by the look of him as he got closer, worked at the controls of the med pod then banged his small fist against the latch before the lid would unseal and open up. Roak nodded at the being and sat up slowly, mentally assessing his physical state. 
 
    He felt good, but not great. That told him he hadn’t been in the med pod for long. 
 
    Roak stretched his formerly shattered leg and winced as he worked out the soreness. Then he hopped out of the med pod, stood on shaky legs for a few seconds, nodded at Sath, and said, “Clothes. Armor. Weapons. Where are they?” 
 
    Roak was stark naked and there wasn’t a sign of his armor or weapons anywhere in the dark room. He stood there, looming over the Maglor. Sath scrunched up his face then pointed a finger at the door to the dark room. 
 
    “You want talk them,” Sath said and moved out of the bounty hunter’s way. 
 
    “Them?” Roak asked, walking to the door. He paused. “How many them?” 
 
    “Six?” Sath replied. 
 
    “You don’t know for sure?” Roak asked. “You can count, Sath.” 
 
    “Six,” Sath said with more confidence, but zero bravery. 
 
    Roak looked the Maglor up and down, which didn’t take long, and noted the lack of weaponry on him. No Blorta pistol on the Maglor’s belt. 
 
    “What kind of situation am I walking into?” Roak asked. 
 
    “You talk them,” Sath said. 
 
    “Is this talk going to hurt?” 
 
    Sath looked confused. He glanced at the med pod then back at Roak. “No hurt. They fix you. No hurt.” 
 
    “But…?” 
 
    “But they want talk.” 
 
    “About…?” 
 
    Sath shook his head and pointed at the door. Roak growled low in his throat, but the implied threat didn’t budge the Maglor’s extended finger. 
 
    “Fine,” Roak snapped and pressed the keypad. 
 
    The door slid open and Roak walked out into a good-sized living room with a small kitchen attached. There were a couple of ratty-looking couches and two recliners set haphazardly around the living room. Roak noted the five beings seated on the couches and in the chairs then turned his attention to the kitchen. 
 
    Seated on a stool, with his back to Roak, Pol was laughing and flirting with the last being in the group as the woman handed the old man a plate of food then set a glass of bright pink liquid next to the plate. The woman finally looked up and smiled at Roak. 
 
    “You live,” the woman said. 
 
    Lipians. All of them. 
 
    Roak took another look around and realized two of the women seated on the couches were the Lipians from earlier; the ones he’d taken the Blortas from. He nodded at them, eyed the two male Lipians that were in the recliners, studied the third young woman in the living room, then returned his attention to the Lipian that had addressed him and was busy fetching a plate from a cabinet. 
 
    “Clothes. Armor. Weapons,” Roak stated. 
 
    One of the men began to stand, but the woman in the kitchen held up a hand and he froze in place then settled back into his recliner. 
 
    “We don’t work for Mr. Roak,” the woman said. 
 
    “Roak. Just Roak,” Roak replied. 
 
    “I explained that to her, but Lipians can be formal,” Pol said. 
 
    A door next to the kitchen slid open and Spickle came out, zipping his fly, and smiled at Roak. 
 
    “You live. Good,” Spickle said. “We make new friends.” 
 
    “Great,” Roak replied. “Clothes. Armor. Weapons.” 
 
    “Your clothes were filthy and are being washed,” the woman said. “Your armor is over there and your Flott is useless without a charge.” 
 
    The woman left the kitchen and walked into a different room. Roak watched her with predatory eyes, his body tense and ready to fight. She came out with a large towel and threw it at Roak. 
 
    “As much as I could stand here and admire your physique all day, even with the amount of scars you have, I believe we should talk business, not pleasure,” the woman said. “My name is Hail. Like the weather.” 
 
    Roak caught the towel, sniffed it, then wrapped it around his waist. One of the women on a couch made a disappointed sound. The men laughed, but the laughter died away as soon as Roak glanced in their direction. 
 
    “I still want my Flott,” Roak said. “I’ll charge it then it’ll be—” 
 
    “That won’t happen,” Pol said, taking a bite of some wrap that had many shades of yellow-grey foodstuffs jammed into it. “Chargers are all offline. The plasma and laser conduits no longer flow on Razer Station.” 
 
    “Then I find new magazines for it,” Roak said. 
 
    “Out there? Yes, good luck with that, Mr. Roak,” Hail said. 
 
    “Roak,” Roak snapped. “No mister. Roak.” 
 
    “He’s rather insistent on that,” Pol said. 
 
    “Very,” Spickle said as he clambered up onto the kitchen counter and sat cross-legged. Hail handed him a plate with a wrap as well. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Mmm, hungry,” Sath said and joined Spickle on the counter. 
 
    “You must be starving,” Hail said to Roak. “I’m afraid I have limited options, but I will gladly fix you something.” 
 
    “This wrap is quite good, Roak,” Pol said around a mouthful of food. “I recommend you have one.” 
 
    Roak turned and studied the five Lipians seated in the living room. Not one of them gave off any hint of violence, even the two women that had pulled pistols on him earlier. Except… The third young woman. Roak’s gut tightened when he studied her face. There was something there… 
 
    Roak shook his head and returned to glaring at the kitchen ensemble then shrugged. 
 
    “You healed me enough that I can kill all of you before you twitch a tit,” Roak said as he walked to the counter and pulled up a stray stool. “Thanks for that.” 
 
    “Interesting way to express your gratitude,” Hail said and laughed. “But I understand. You are welcome. Wrap?” 
 
    “I doubt you’ll poison me after healing me, so yeah, a wrap works nice,” Roak said and nodded his chin at the glass of pink Pol was drinking. “What’s that?” 
 
    “You ever been to the Vsterngut System?” Hail asked. 
 
    “Yeah. A few times. I’ll pass on the drink,” Roak replied. “Water if you have it.” 
 
    Pol stopped in mid-sip and set his glass down. “Why are you passing on the drink?” 
 
    “I’ve been to the Vsterngut System and know where that comes from,” Roak said. 
 
    “Fausxian excrement,” Spickle said. “Very good for you.” 
 
    Pol swallowed and gently pushed the glass away. Sath snatched it up, downed what was left, and licked his lips. 
 
    “Very good for you,” Sath echoed. 
 
    Hail handed Roak a glass of water then leaned across the counter so her face was only centimeters from Roak’s. 
 
    “Have a sip and we’ll talk business while I make your wrap,” she said. 
 
    Roak sipped then leaned back as far as the stool would allow. 
 
    “Talk,” he said. 
 
    Hail nodded and began to assemble the wrap, her hands moving with incredible dexterity and speed. Roak tried not to let her movements distract him, but he was impressed by her physical ability. As well as her physical appearance. 
 
    She wore a simple shift tied around her waist with a plain belt of some type of leather, and leggings on underneath. The shift moved in a way that told Roak he wasn’t the only one in the room without undergarments. Hail’s eyes were cast down to the counter, but a sly smile crept across her face as Roak studied her. 
 
    “You had to have made a good living here,” Roak said. 
 
    “If I was allowed to keep that living,” Hail said. “If any of us were.” 
 
    “That so?” 
 
    “That is so, Roak.”  
 
    She finished with his food and handed him the plate. Roak grabbed up the wrap and took two large bites as he waited. Hail’s sly grin focused on Roak and she nodded. 
 
    “Indentured. That would be the technical term, but slaves would be more accurate.” 
 
    “You got jacked and taken here when you thought you were going somewhere much nicer. That it?” 
 
    “That is it,” Hail replied, nodding in agreement with Roak’s assessment. “There were ten more of us a year ago.” 
 
    “You’ve only been here a year?” Roak asked. “And you lost ten of your group?” 
 
    “Our, um, employer, insisted we work off our debt as fast as possible,” Hail explained. “Despite our genetic ability to pleasure all beings, there are races that can be…cruel when it comes to their sexual tastes.” 
 
    “You can say that about all races,” Roak said after a couple more bites. “It’s the individuals that are the problem, not the race.” 
 
    “Yes, well, a Gwreq with cruel tastes is a little more dangerous than a human with cruel tastes, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “Depends on the human.” Roak studied Hail some more and nodded. “But, yeah, I agree.” 
 
    Lipians could easily pass for human. The differences were more systemic and internal. Genitalia that could shift and adapt to any other race was the main external difference. Roak had been with his share of Lipians and witnessed their ability first hand. He’d always thought that if their crotches could be adapted to combat, they’d be deadly as all the Hells. 
 
    But the sex trade was what they were designed for, so most of the race kept to what they were best at. 
 
    “How much longer you got?” Roak asked. “On your term.” 
 
    “Our terms are done,” Hail stated and waited for Roak to finish his last bites before she took the plate back. “If you help us.” 
 
    Roak chewed, swallowed, and laughed. 
 
    “I’m on a job,” Roak said as Hail waited patiently for him to finish laughing. “I have to deliver this old guy to wherever. That’s my job. I’m not looking to add to it.” 
 
    “You help us,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Can’t get rid of you,” Roak replied. 
 
    “We kill Kweets,” Sath insisted. 
 
    “That you did. I’ll get you some chits for your trouble,” Roak said and stood up. “But I think it’s about time I got dressed and left with Pol. Alone. I need to make up the time I spent in the med pod and get to my ship ASAP.” 
 
    Roak paused then narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Hessa?” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “Hessa? You there?” 
 
    Hail’s sly grin returned and doubled in slyness. 
 
    “You were in the med pod for six hours, Roak,” Hail said. “That leg was close to jelly. Not to mention the ribs. Don’t get me started on the state your kidneys were in. You’ll still be peeing blood for a couple of days, I would guess.” 
 
    “Doesn’t explain why I can’t reach my ship,” Roak said. 
 
    “It does because in those six hours, the Edgers have taken complete control of the station and jammed all transmissions onboard and off.” 
 
    Roak looked to Pol. 
 
    “She is correct,” Pol responded without the question even being asked. “And I cannot get around the jamming. The tech they are using is not only high quality, but they have redundancies upon redundancies. I tried to find a crack. I did. There are no cracks. This station is silent.” 
 
    “They have to be talking to each other somehow,” Roak said. “Find those channels.” 
 
    “They aren’t,” Pol said. “There are no comm channels being used anywhere on this station. No signals going out, no signals coming in. When I say the station is silent, I mean that the station is silent. I am quite impressed.” 
 
    Roak rubbed the stubble on his chin then nodded. 
 
    “Okay. It must be as good as you say for Hessa not to get through,” Roak said. “I have yet to meet jamming tech she can’t crack. She’ll be in contact as soon as she can.” 
 
    “That is good to hear,” Pol said. 
 
    “It doesn’t change your situation, Roak,” Hail said. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Roak said. “I’m still taking Pol out of here by myself.” 
 
    One of the men giggled then withered as Roak spun about and glared at the Lipian. 
 
    “Please stop intimidating my friends,” Hail said. “Can you do that for me? We saved your life, the least you can do is cut the hostility shit right now.” 
 
    There was steel in Hail’s voice and Roak nodded without looking at her. 
 
    “Yeah. I can do that,” he replied. “But my plan is the same. Put some clothes on, put my armor on, take my Flott regardless of its charge, and get Pol from here to my ship.” 
 
    “And where is here?” Hail asked. Roak did not answer. “Exactly. And where is your ship?” 
 
    “I’ll find it,” Roak said. 
 
    “Alive? No, you won’t,” Hail replied with a steady, confident voice. 
 
    Roak thought about arguing. He even opened his mouth to reply, but reality of how much time had elapsed hit him finally. 
 
    “They docked,” Roak said. “How many? Eight hundred more Edgers?” 
 
    “Two thousand,” Hail answered. 
 
    “Two thousand. Shit.” 
 
    “Care to talk a little more about what I can offer you, Roak? Or would you rather get dressed and leave like you keep insisting you are capable of doing?” 
 
    “I would like you to listen to her, Roak,” Pol said. “As the man paying your bounty, and someone very interested in staying alive, just listen.” 
 
    Roak sighed and nodded. “I’m listening.”
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    “Our employer has access to every square centimeter of this station,” Hail said. “That means, over this last year, we have had access to every square centimeter of this station. We know the nooks, the crannies, the secret passageways, the decks that aren’t listed on maps, the ways over and across to the separate sectors, and all the codes and security protocols between.” 
 
    “How?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No matter the race, they all have one thing in common after an hour, if they’re lucky, with a Lipian,” Hail said. “Friends?” 
 
    “Sleep!” the group in the living room called out in unison. 
 
    “Like the dead,” Hail said. “Milk a man dry, push a woman until she’s spent, and you can study all kinds of information unmolested, in more ways than one, while they simply snooze the night away.” 
 
    Pol cleared his throat. “Hail was a favorite of her employer.” 
 
    “You were the boss’s piece,” Roak said. “That has advantages.” 
 
    “I hear doubt,” Hail replied. 
 
    “Always doubt,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Shut up,” Roak snapped. “Yeah, you hear doubt. Because I don’t know who your employer is.” 
 
    “Binter,” Hail stated. 
 
    That got Roak’s full attention. 
 
    “Continue,” Roak said. 
 
    Hail nodded and did. “You ever had sex with a Ferg, Roak?” 
 
    “Never had the displeasure,” Roak replied. 
 
    “Good for you,” Hail said. “Once engaged in intercourse, and I will spare you the anatomical details of that act, they emit a pheromone that is supposed to help boost their partner’s stamina. Fergs can go on rutting for days, if they are in the mood, due to the effect the pheromone has on their endocrine system.” 
 
    “Rather not have that image in my head,” Roak said. 
 
    “Try having the actual act performed on your body,” Hail said and shivered. “But, and here is the thing, Lipians can reproduce that pheromone in order to give the Ferg in question the stamina boost they need to keep going.” 
 
    Hail smirked. 
 
    “Or we can turn that aspect of our ability off and wait until the little beings literally exhaust themselves from their coital exertions, leaving us with hours upon hours of private time to go through their belongings and cabins.” 
 
    “You sex them into a coma then go snooping,” Roak said. “There are less enjoyable ways to get intel.” 
 
    “You say that only because you haven’t been with a Ferg,” Hail said. “Their musk is overwhelming, even to Lipians, and we have the ability to block most olfactory offenses known to the galaxy.” 
 
    “My condolences.” 
 
    “Cute.” 
 
    Roak shrugged. “Alright, so you snooped while Binter was passed out. Good for you. Only one problem I have with your story.” 
 
    “Please. What problem is that?” Hail asked. 
 
    “I have a hard time believing, and no offense since you seem like a smart and capable woman, but I have a hard time believing you were able to find all the info you have now by yourself. Binter’s job is security. I’ve met the Ferg. He’s sharp. He seemed very on top of things here on Razer Station. He was just the right amount of corrupt to make sure he had a finger on the complete pulse. Sex coma or not, there’s no way you could crack his security on your own.” 
 
    “That is very true,” Hail said. “I can see why you are good at your job.” 
 
    “Don’t flatter me with terpigshit,” Roak said. “That wasn’t a hard deduction to make. Who’s your tech? You had to have a tech helping you out or you wouldn’t have gotten more than Binter’s porn collection off any tablet or system he had in his cabin. All the Hells, I doubt you’d even get the porn.” 
 
    Roak held up a finger before Hail could respond. 
 
    “Unless Binter wanted you to get information. In that case, what you know is compromised and worth jack shit. Which means your offer is worth jack shit and we are now back to me taking my target out of this cabin and finding my own way to my ship.” 
 
    “No, I had a tech,” Hail said. “The info is real and it is solid. I guarantee the authenticity with my life.” 
 
    “The tech would have to be pretty good for a guarantee like that. Very good. You might find maybe half a dozen on this station that fit that kind of ability. But to find one that Binter didn’t already have paid off? I doubt it.” 
 
    The room was silent. Even the Maglors were quiet as every eye focused on Roak. Every eye except for Pol. 
 
    Roak laughed. He turned and looked at the Lipians he’d met earlier. 
 
    “Not a coincidence you two are here, huh?” Roak asked. “It wasn’t random that you had a cabin across from Pol’s. You been working him all year or was this an honest exchange?” 
 
    “I helped them because it was the right thing to do,” Pol replied. 
 
    “That so?” Roak asked Pol. “No tit for tat? Or simply tit for tit? How many times were you with them, and I assume it was a them situation, before they proposed the offer to help break Binter’s security?” 
 
    “No times,” Pol said. “They were my neighbors. I took an interest in their well-being. We ate together, drank together, shared stories. I could see the pain they were in. I asked them how I could help.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you did,” Roak said and gave a slow clap until Hail reached across the counter and grabbed his hands. “You’ll want to let go.” 
 
    Hail did. 
 
    “They played you and you didn’t even get your rocks off, old man,” Roak said. “They win in this scenario. Big time.” 
 
    “Despite it being an insult on your part, Roak, yes, I am an old man,” Pol replied. “Old enough that sometimes pleasant company over drinks and snacks can be preferable to sexual favors. You and I run on the fringes of galactic society, Roak. You of all people should know how lonely that can be.” 
 
    “We didn’t play Pol,” Hail said. “Not once. None of us had a clue who or what he was until he revealed himself to us. At great risk. Do you think a man of Pol’s intelligence could be swayed by boobs bouncing or an ass swaying? I know marks, Roak. Pol is not a mark. He’d have been captured or killed decades ago if he was. This is genuine. A person helping others.” 
 
    Roak blinked. Hail laughed bitterly. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods, is that so hard to understand?” 
 
    Roak shook his head. “No. I get it.” His thoughts went to Ally. “I get it. Sometimes we do stupid things because it feels…right.” 
 
    “Right is never stupid,” Pol said. 
 
    “We all know that’s not true,” Roak countered and no one argued. 
 
    He rubbed at his temples for a moment then looked at Pol. 
 
    “What was going to happen if I hadn’t gotten injured?” Roak asked. “Lucky as shit that they have a med pod, but what if I hadn’t needed it? Were we somehow going to end up here anyway?” 
 
    “There was a plan in place,” Pol said. “A meeting spot closer to where your ship is docked.” 
 
    “So what? If I’d been that close, then I wouldn’t have stopped,” Roak said. “I probably would have shot all of these nice Lipians in order to get you on my ship and get this job done.” 
 
    “We had contingencies in place in case that was your attitude,” Hail said. 
 
    “Contingencies? If you have done any research on me, then you know that contingencies against me tend to go poorly for those crafting said contingencies.” Roak scoffed. “It would take some serious manipulation, manipulation that I couldn’t sniff out from the start, to keep me from blasting your pretty faces off those skulls of yours.” 
 
    “You no sniff us,” Spickle said. 
 
    “You think we dumb,” Sath added. 
 
    “You one dumb,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Dumb Roak.” 
 
    “Dumb Roak.” 
 
    Roak stared at the Maglors then began laughing. He clutched at his belly as he doubled over and nearly smacked his forehead against the counter. Roak laughed for a good two minutes straight. The looks from the others grew concerned after the first minute, but no one made a move to intervene with Roak’s maniacal mirth. 
 
    Then he slowly calmed down and wiped at his tearing eyes. He pointed a wet finger at Pol. 
 
    “You are good. You told me I should respect Maglors more. I thought that was you being smug when it was actually you meaning these two Maglors specifically. Well played, old man, well played.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Pol responded. 
 
    “Anything else I need to know?” Roak asked. “Any more secret accomplices that are gonna pop out of the woodwork? Because I’m done with surprises. You want off this station on my ship then all cards on the table. That is non-negotiable. I catch a hint of deception at any point and I cut you all loose. Except for Pol. He’s worth too much.” 
 
    “They all come with or no payoff, Roak,” Pol said. 
 
    “You see, Pol, you are very wrong there. I don’t care how smart you are. I don’t care how secure you think your chits are. Really. I don’t care. Why? Because I always get paid, Pol. I. Always. Get. Paid. Shit, you can ask anyone that has ever dealt…with…me…” 
 
    Roak stood up and slammed a fist into the counter with enough force that both Maglors squeaked and jumped down, scurrying to the safety behind one of the couches. Pol gasped and Hail produced a Blorta suddenly, the pistol aimed right at Roak. 
 
    “Put that away,” Roak said, waving off the weapon. “I’m not mad at you. I’m even more impressed.” 
 
    “You are?” Pol asked cautiously. “Why is that, Roak?” 
 
    “Because you have done something no one has ever been able to do before,” Roak said. “You got to Bishop.” 
 
    Pol offered an apologetic smile in response. 
 
    “I don’t care why or how,” Roak said. “One of the few beings in this entire galaxy that I thought couldn’t be got and you did it. One of the few beings I trust with my life and you broke him.” 
 
    “There are reasons,” Hail said. 
 
    Roak held up his hand. “Do not care. In fact, I’d rather not know. I want to hear those reasons from him directly. And trust me, I will hear them from him directly. Face to face.” 
 
    Hail’s eyes widened. 
 
    “That scares you,” Roak stated. “Good to know. I’ll use that weakness against him.” 
 
    “Roak, please, you can’t be mad at—” Hail began. 
 
    “Oh, I get to be mad at anyone I want, lady,” Roak said. “That’s the beauty of being me.” 
 
    He sighed and shook his head a few times then pointed at his chest. 
 
    “Can I please get my clothes now? I’d like to be dressed as we go over the plan.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Hail exclaimed. “You’re going to help us?” 
 
    “After everything you idiots have gone through to snare me? Wouldn’t dream of not helping you. But, and hear me clearly, I am only doing this now because there are two thousand Edgers onboard this station and you fools are my best chance at getting back to my ship alive. I’m not happy about any of this, but there it is.” 
 
    “We understand,” Pol said. 
 
    “Do you, Pol?” Roak growled. “Do you? Because your lives depend on that understanding.”
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    Roak stared at the station’s schematics, noting the seemingly haphazard way the place had been cobbled together over the centuries. But Razer Station was far from a haphazard construction. As his eyes scanned the tablet he held, swiping from page to page, over and over again, he began to see the pattern. 
 
    Roak grunted as he pointed at a single line that threaded from sector to sector. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “Waste management pipes,” Hail said. “Sewer system.” 
 
    “That’s the only connector that runs the entire station?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hail answered. 
 
    “Great,” Roak said and grunted again. 
 
    “Yes,” Pol said and sighed. “I know what you mean. The entire station is designed to throttle movement from one sector to the other.” 
 
    “Easier control,” Roak said. “Great way to keep security personnel numbers and costs down. But easy to take advantage of if you want to invade.” 
 
    “Binter was relying on the individualistic natures of the station’s residents to add to his numbers,” Hail said. “He grossly miscalculated their willingness to join.” 
 
    “No, he grossly miscalculated which side they’d join,” Roak said. “Sympathy for the Edgers has always been strong on Razer. No secret there. I think Binter assumed most residents would fight for independence instead of signing up with a movement that doesn’t stand a chance in all the Hells of making it.” 
 
    “You don’t believe that the Edgers can become an autonomous group?” Hail asked. 
 
    “They can’t,” Pol said, surprising both Roak and Hail. “What? Beings are swayed by emotion and comfort. The Edgers offer neither. They are a cold, calculating movement that relies on a military esthetic that could be generously called sparse. No matter what side you are on, the Galactic Fleet offers endless creature comforts for its citizens and the Skrang Alliance offers constant emotional turmoil for those blindly loyal to its leadership. Edgers can’t compete.” 
 
    Hail looked uncomfortable with Pol’s assessment and Roak took note. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter since we aren’t joining sides,” Roak said, tapping the tablet so it stopped on a specific part of the station’s schematics. He spun the tablet around to show Hail. “Is this what you’re talking about? We get here and then what?” 
 
    “We detonate,” one of the Lipian men said from the living room. “Boom.” 
 
    Roak, finally dressed and outfitted in his light armor, pivoted on his stool and regarded the man. “What was your name again?” 
 
    “Bouln,” the man replied. “This is my brother Coult.” 
 
    “Right,” Roak replied, turning his focus on the three women. “Mees and Ezze are Pol’s neighbors. That leaves the loner there. Pasha?” 
 
    “Yes,” Pasha said.  
 
    Like all the Lipians, she was extremely attractive. But there was a sadness so deep in her eyes that Roak almost had to look away. Almost. Sometimes the sadness was what he was looking for. 
 
    “How many have you killed?” Roak asked. 
 
    Pasha’s sad eyes widened and there were gasps from around the room. Even Hail seemed disturbed by the question. 
 
    “Good to know my guess was right,” Roak said and pointed at his own eyes. “You don’t get a look in there like that from playing kids’ games. You’ve killed people. A lot of people. And you didn’t like it one bit.” 
 
    “Pasha has a young look,” Hail said, clearing her throat. “A young look that certain types are attracted to. Many of those types are in the business of diplomacy or politics. Many of those types make enemies that hire Pasha to get close and take care of loose ends.” 
 
    “Just another sorry sack dying of a heart attack on top of a Lipian,” Roak said, waving off Hail’s explanations. “I got that immediately.” 
 
    Roak set the tablet down and got up. He walked over close to Pasha. To her credit, she did not flinch when he crouched in front of her until she met his gaze. 
 
    “But that’s not what I’m seeing,” Roak said. “I’m not seeing the kills you made for money. I’m seeing the ones you did for yourself. The ones that made the voices quiet down inside your head. The kills that got you through your miserable life. How’d you justify those, Pasha?” 
 
    “Enough!” Hail yelled. “Leave the girl alone!” 
 
    Pasha said nothing. Roak studied her long and hard. From the top of her head to the tips of her painted toenails, he studied her. After a while, Roak nodded, stood, and went back to his stool. 
 
    “She’s better with blades,” Roak said. “Everyone else can carry Blortas or whatever guns you all have, we’ll get to that soon, but for her? Blades.” 
 
    Roak looked at Hail as the woman stared past Roak and studied the young woman. He smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Calluses,” Roak said. “Dead giveaway for knife work. I know the unsolved body count on Razer is high, but I have to wonder how high because of her.” 
 
    “Oh,” Spickle said. 
 
    “She killer girl,” Sath said. 
 
    They nodded as if that explained every mystery in the galaxy. 
 
    “Back to business,” Roak said and tapped the tablet again. “Detonate. You want to blow this portion of the station here that connects this sector to this sector why? To cause chaos? We already have chaos. What we need is a plan that’ll get us from Point A, which is where my ass is seated, to Point Z, which is the bridge of my ship and off this station. I do not care about any points in between. A to Z. No chaos, no distractions, no convoluted terpigshit that will get us all shot. A to Z.” 
 
    “Yes,” Pol agreed. “Which is why I hired you, Roak. To get us from A to Z. Now, how do you propose you do that?” 
 
    “I came on board with the expectation of one target,” Roak said. “I plan on leaving the station with the accomplishment of one target. That was the job. That is the job. That will always be the job.” 
 
    Voices were raised and started arguing with him instantly, including Pol’s and the Maglors’. Roak waited patiently until they got tired of haranguing him. 
 
    “You all finished? Good,” Roak said. “Now, I’m going to give you the tough love plan. This group is too big for everyone to make it to my ship alive. Maybe if the Edgers hadn’t come. But now? No Eight Million Godsdamn way. You each need to get straight with that on your own terms, whatever terms those are. The odds aren’t good for even me getting Pol off station. Look what happened before all this. I had my ass handed to me and almost died.” 
 
    “No arguing that,” Hail said. “I’m surprised you get any jobs done. Seems to me—” 
 
    “Don’t care. I’ve heard it all,” Roak said. “I can’t even count how many assholes have taunted me with the whole ‘How are you alive, Roak?’ crap. Yet, here I am. Still alive when the majority of those folks aren’t.” 
 
    He was greeted with silence. 
 
    “Here’s what we do,” Roak said. “We arm up. What are we looking at there?” 
 
    “Blorta 22s for everyone,” Hail said. “They’re the chosen weapon of our trade.” 
 
    “Good pistols. I don’t disagree with your choice there,” Roak said. “What else?” 
 
    Hail glanced at Pasha, but only for a second. 
 
    “Blades. Lots of blades,” Hail continued. “Many clients like a little blood with their intimacy.” 
 
    “Fine. And armor?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No armor,” Hail said. “There’d be no reason Lipians would need armor. We have to justify needing clothes half the time with the terpigs that live on this station.” 
 
    “Rifles or carbines? Grenades? Other explosives? Anything?” Roak pressed. “Come on, is that all? Blortas and blades? 
 
    “Yes. Blortas and blades,” Hail replied. “But we are good with the Blortas.” 
 
    “Pasha’s good with the blades,” Roak said. “Fine. We’ll work with that.” 
 
    He studied the schematic again, swiping over and over and over. 
 
    “I think we can make this work,” Roak said. “But you each will have to play your parts.” 
 
    “And what parts are those?” Hail asked. 
 
    “The ones you already play. Time to get dark and stay dark,” Roak said. He scratched his chin. “And I’ll need a helmet. Mask will do, but a helmet would be better. Can you at least provide that?” 
 
    “A helmet? Why?” Hail asked. 
 
    “Because we’re going to march down the center of this station with our heads up and tits out,” Roak said. “I’m going to take us all straight through this little coup.” 
 
    More raised voices and arguing. Roak sat there and took it as they explained to him what an idiot he was and how stupid his idea was and how he would get each of them killed. 
 
    Roak picked at something in his teeth. It felt leafy. 
 
    “Shut up,” he sighed. “Shut up.” 
 
    They did. Reluctantly. 
 
    “What is the universal language?” Roak asked then answered his own question. “Love. Or in your cases, sex. I don’t care who you are, sex has a way of breaking down defenses faster than brandishing any pistol or rifle. I happen to have access to six sex workers. I plan on using you all to walk us through the center of the Edgers.” 
 
    “Then what?” Pol asked over the vocal objections of the Lipians. They quieted down when he spoke. “What is the goal of that, Roak? Why walk right into the lion’s den?” 
 
    “Not into, but through. Pay attention. And because that’s the only way we survive the lion,” Roak said. “We use the assets on hand to distract the Edgers. Nothing works like a little T and A to distract killers. Their blood is already pumping.” 
 
    “Through. Distract. Use,” Hail said and sneered at Roak. “This plan will get some of us killed.” 
 
    “Like I said, lady, some of you are going to die anyway,” Roak said. “It’s a numbers game now. The Edgers have the numbers.” 
 
    “But you don’t expect to be among the dead, do you, Roak?” Hail asked. 
 
    “I never do,” Roak said. “And I never am. That’s why I get hired again and again. Call me an idiot, call me a reckless moron, call me a lucky son of a bitch, call me whatever you want. I’m here because at the end of the day, I survive. At the end of the day, I win. Every. Single. Time.” 
 
    None of the Lipians looked even remotely happy with the plan. But none offered an alternative. Roak waited for any last minute suggestions then nodded. 
 
    “Good. Let’s get to work. I have questions about the business and someone needs to find me an Eight Million Godsdamn helmet.” 
 
    “Why?” Hail asked. 
 
    Roak rolled his eyes. “Because this pretty mug of mine is known. And I might have some bad blood with more than a few Edgers. They aren’t always flush with funds and some of them may not have paid me for a job. I had them shipped in parts and pieces back to their friends over the span of a year. I was making a point.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” Hail said and clapped her hands together. “Time to hurry. We have Edgers to service and a Roak to teach.”
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    Hail found Roak a helmet and mask to hide his face. Both matched the floor length kimono-style outfit he wore that helped conceal his armor and the bulky Flott still on his hip. Barely any charge left, but Roak wasn’t giving up a hard-found Flott. The mask was some stylized version of one of the Skrang gods which would give Roak even more cover since most people would rather not engage with a Skrang. Eyes would be averted almost instantly. 
 
    “Do you need the helmet?” Pol whispered as the party waited by the door of the cabin for the Maglors to give the all clear signal. “The mask itself will hide your identity.” 
 
    “The helmet will come in handy,” Roak said. “Trust me.” 
 
    “I am finding that harder and harder to do,” Pol replied. “I am not in one hundred percent agreement with this plan of yours. Is there no way to escape this station with all of our lives intact?” 
 
    Roak glared down at the old man. If there hadn’t already been eyeholes in the mask then the intensity of Roak’s glare would have burned a couple new ones. Roak’s glare continued until Pol turned away. 
 
    “If I’d known I was going to be bringing back six Lipians, two Maglors, and you, I would have made different arrangements,” Roak stated. “I would have had a completely different attack plan.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have taken the job,” Pol said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have taken the job,” Roak agreed. “But we’re here now. You want to live, Pol? Then quit the whining and do what I say, when I say it.” 
 
    “Promise me you’ll do your best to keep everyone alive and I’ll double your payout,” Pol said. 
 
    “You have that kind of chit stash?” Roak asked. 
 
    “I will,” Pol said. “Fifty million chits, Roak.” 
 
    Roak sighed. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” Roak said. “One of these beings will die before we get to my ship. I can guarantee that. More than one? Probably. I’m not going to promise something so you feel better about screwing up my job.” 
 
    “Screwing up your job? Screwing up your job?” Pol nearly shouted. “Is that all you—?” 
 
    “Clear,” Sath said, peeking his head inside the cabin door as soon as it slid open far enough. “We go now.” 
 
    “You know your jobs?” Roak called to the group. They nodded. Roak focused on each one of them. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “We know our jobs, Roak,” Hail said. “They are jobs we do daily.” 
 
    “Except this time, if you get into trouble, you kill not cower,” Roak said. “No apologies. No sorry this or sorry that. Your time on Razer Station is done. You don’t worry about consequences. You worry about killing as fast as you can.” 
 
    “You didn’t say anything about staying alive,” Bouln said. “Maybe we should worry about that, too.” 
 
    “You do what you have to do to keep breathing,” Roak said. “Unless that means giving up the group. You give us up and we all die. But, I can’t make that choice for you.” 
 
    Roak looked about the cabin and nodded. 
 
    “I can only hope your loyalty to your friends will tell you to make the right choice.” 
 
    “You are a piece of work, I’ll say that,” Hail responded. “You talk a good game, but it’s not a team sport you’re playing.” 
 
    “Never has been and I’ve never said I play well with others,” Roak said. 
 
    “Go now,” Sath insisted. “Now, now, now!” 
 
    “You know the order,” Roak said. 
 
    The others paused as they looked to each other then one by one they filed past Roak. He waited until the men had gone out into the passageway, followed by the Maglors, then gave Pol a quick shove as Mees and Ezze crowded in behind. Roak wanted Pol in the middle of the little flesh caravan. 
 
    “I want you to watch him closely,” Roak said to Pasha as she moved around Roak. “Your eyes on Pol. You help me keep him alive and I will guarantee you a space on my ship.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Hail asked as she shoved between Roak and Pasha. “Are you making side deals?” 
 
    “I’m recognizing something in someone and utilizing that something to its full potential,” Roak said. “It’s what I do. What I don’t do is make side deals. The only deal I have in place is a contract on a bounty for Pol Hammon. Everything else is in service to that.” 
 
    Hail nodded a few times then faced Pasha. 
 
    “I’ll watch the old tech, you watch our friends,” Hail said. 
 
    Roak growled and found a Blorta stuck up under his chin. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Roak sighed. “Wrong play, lady.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not,” Hail replied and slowly pulled the Blorta away. “But we as a group have a better chance of survival if Pasha has our backs. That’s what I’m in service to.” 
 
    Roak didn’t argue. He nodded at Pasha and the sad-eyed girl hurried to catch up with the rest of the party, leaving Hail and Roak alone. With barely a blink, Roak grabbed Hail by the throat and marched her to the wall, slamming her back against the cold, metal alloy. Hail only grinned. 
 
    “I know you’ve been through all the Hells on this station,” Roak said. “Trust me, I get that—” 
 
    “I don’t trust you,” Hail spat. 
 
    “But we have a very narrow shot at surviving this shit,” Roak continued. “I’m including myself in that narrow shot. If you want any of your friends to live to whore another day, then you listen closely to me. When I tell you to do something or pass on a message to the group, do it. Do not hesitate. You want to get your friends killed? It won’t be me doing it, it’ll be you when you second guess me. Got it?” 
 
    “Oh, I got it,” Hail said and took Roak by the wrist. She pried his hand away from her throat then gave him a quick, wet kiss on the lips. “Loud and clear, killer.” 
 
    Roak let his hand fall to his side. 
 
    “You won’t hear this again, okay?” Roak took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m sorry. You got a bum rap in life from the start. Ending up on Razer Station didn’t help. But none of that is my fault. I am making the best of a seriously bad situation.” 
 
    Roak hissed air through his teeth. 
 
    “I don’t want any of you to die. I don’t. But it is going to happen. You need to get right with that or we all die. Some or all, your decision.” 
 
    “Go now,” Sath said again as he ducked his head back through the doorway. 
 
    “Get back in formation,” Roak snapped. “We’re coming.” 
 
    Sath was lost from sight before Roak stopped speaking. 
 
    “We gonna be good or do I need to take care of you here and now?” Roak asked Hail. 
 
    She laughed bitterly. 
 
    “We’re gonna be good,” Hail said, patting Roak on the chest. She applied more pressure and shoved him gently out of her way. “We better get going then.” 
 
    Hail left the cabin and Roak followed directly behind her. 
 
    Once out in the passageway, the group gave each other a last look, fear the dominant feature on all but Roak’s face. Then the fear turned to smiles. Smiles honed from years as professionals that faked happiness for a living. 
 
    The group began chatting and joking as if it was any other day on Razer Station. 
 
    “Time to get to work,” Roak muttered to himself as they turned the corner and headed for the closest lift.
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    The sector of the station they were in was a cargo transport in its original incarnation. A four kilometer long, half a kilometer high, quarter kilometer wide, cargo transport. The ship had never been anywhere except for space. Built in space, worked in space, retired in space, retrofitted in space. 
 
    When it became a part of Razer Station, the cargo bays were remodeled into levels and decks of residential, or what passed as residential on Razer, cabins. Except for the center of the sector which had been turned into a vast, end-to-end thoroughfare. No metal grating, the thoroughfare was plasticrete and resembled a thousand different avenues and boulevards on a thousand different planets and colonies. 
 
    Lined with shops and stalls, the thoroughfare should have been filled with residents of the station going about their daily lives. Those were mostly criminal daily lives, but criminals needed food and supplies too. Razer Station was surprisingly, or not, mundane when it came to everyday commerce. 
 
    Except it was not every day. It was far from every day. 
 
    Edgers stomped about, their plasma rifles pointed at anyone that even came close to giving them a cross-eyed look or side glance. Men and women of various races shouted at the residents of Razer Station to “Shut up and keep moving!” to “Look somewhere else if you know what’s good for ya!” to “Not make a move or you lose your Eight Million Godsdamn head!”  
 
    Roak had been around more than his share of coups and government overthrows. He could tell the thugs from the zealots. The thugs yelled and acted tough; the zealots stayed quiet and exuded toughness. It was the quiet Edgers that he watched. 
 
    “See the halfer with the scar running down her left cheek and neck?” Roak whispered to Hail without moving his head. Hail kept walking, but she nodded almost imperceptibly. “Have one of the guys give her a wink.” 
 
    Hail nodded again and whispered the message up the line to the others that were busy chatting lightly to show they were aware of the danger, but ready to be of service when needed. Lipians were the masters and mistresses of cautious nonchalance in the face of mortal danger. 
 
    The halfer that Roak had indicated looked to be a mix of human and Spilfleck, a frilled lizard-like race with skin on their necks that extended when they were upset or alarmed. The woman stood by a storefront that was missing its plastiglass window. The halfer’s eyes took in everything going on along the thoroughfare, a RX31 Plasma assault rifle held at the ready across her chest. 
 
    One of the men, Coult Roak thought, giggled and gasped then went quiet as the halfer turned her gaze on the group. Roak couldn’t see him, but he could see the halfer’s face and he knew the instant Coult had given the Edger woman the ordered wink.  
 
    With a scaly eyebrow raised, the halfer pushed away from the shop and stepped out in front of the group. Coult kept giggling as their group slowed then stopped. 
 
    “Hiya,” Coult said to the Edger. “My. That’s a big gun.” 
 
    “What are you people doing?” the Edger woman asked, her eyes taking in the group with a glance then returning to Coult. “You know what’s going on, yes?” 
 
    “Of course,” Coult said. “But people have to make a living. We’re on our way to work.” 
 
    “Work? What do you do that is so important you’d risk walking about out here?” the Edger woman asked, indicating the thoroughfare with her rifle and the few Razer residents that were carefully, fearfully navigating the small squads of Edgers. “You know who we are, yes?” 
 
    “Oh, sweetheart, we know who you are,” Coult said. “Which is why we better get to work.” 
 
    The Edger made a slight hissing noise as Coult’s hand stroked up her thigh, her armored belly and chest, and continued until it reached the side of her face. A fingertip stroked her cheek and Roak almost laughed at the look on the Edger’s face as she struggled not to shiver. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll come with and I can show you what it is we do?” Coult asked. “Bring some friends?” 
 
    “Uh…yes, sure,” the Edger said, her voice shaky. 
 
    Roak almost felt sorry for the halfer. It must have been a long time since she’d gotten some that didn’t involve a device that ran on power cells. 
 
    “You promise?” Coult asked as he leaned close and kissed her ear. “We can’t wait forever, you know. Bring your friends soon before we’re booked up. I’m sure there are plenty of others that will pay for—” 
 
    “I got friends,” the Edger snapped. “We’ll be there with credits.” 
 
    “Chits, love. Chits,” Coult said. He waved a hand about. “Credits aren’t in fashion right now. Maybe when things calm down a little we can talk about an ongoing account. But for now, it’s chits all the way.” He kissed her ear again. “All the way.” 
 
    “Where?” the Edger whispered. “Where do you work?” 
 
    Roak tensed. It was all a bluff and they didn’t work anywhere on the thoroughfare. He hoped Coult was smart enough to suggest a space that wouldn’t get them all killed. 
 
    “You see that club about half a click up?” Coult asked. 
 
    The Edger turned, leaving herself open for attack. Roak tried not to snicker in contempt. Coult pointed and bobbed his hand up and down. 
 
    “See the club with the sign hanging from two cables? You bring your friends there and we’ll show you the best time you’ve had in forever,” Coult continued. Then he grabbed the Edger by the back of the head and gave her such a deep kiss that anyone within sight could have seen the outline of his tongue in the woman’s mouth. He let go and licked her nose. “See you soon, baby.” 
 
    Then he pushed off and the indicated for the group to keep moving. Roak kept his head down and didn’t glance at the woman as he passed by her, but he was pretty sure he knew the look on her face.  
 
    The tension left Roak’s shoulders once they were a block away and almost to the club Coult had pointed out. It wasn’t that he was relaxing; it was that he needed to ease his muscles a bit so he didn’t strain anything when the time came to make a move. 
 
    Without pausing, the group entered the club and made their way around the mess it had been turned into. At some point, it looked like it was a classy joint, but after the Edgers had gotten through with it, it was nothing but shattered glasses and broken tables. 
 
    “This way,” Coult said as he and Bouln led them to the back of the club and a row of six doors. “We can tuck in here and wait.” 
 
    Before they reached the doors, the one on the far right opened and a battered and bruised Cervile came walking out. Her clothes were a bloody mess and one of her eyes was swollen shut. She froze as she was about to close the door behind her. 
 
    “Coult? Bouln? What are you thinking…?”  
 
    The Cervile’s eyes found the rest of the group. They were all wearing appropriate attire for their ruse, but the ruse was meant to fool the Edgers, not someone in the same profession. Roak watched the Cervile’s tail twitch a few times with anxiety and fear. 
 
    “Who else is here?” Hail asked, taking over. “Lika? Who else is here?” 
 
    “Uh…Mobos and Salamano,” the Cervile, Lika, answered. “Hail. You should go. The Edgers will be back and they are not…nice.” 
 
    “We brought our own not nice,” Hail said, but didn’t indicate what that meant. Roak appreciated that. “Take Mobos and Salamano out of here. Go out the back way and don’t look back.” 
 
    Lika laughed and moved to the mostly destroyed bar. She rummaged in the mess and found an intact bottle of liquor. 
 
    “Don’t look back. Good one,” Lika said then took a long drink from the bottle. “Where have you been hiding? There’s no looking back.” 
 
    She turned and showed them all a red mark on her neck at the base of her skull. 
 
    “I’ve been tagged. Mobos and Salamano too. Couple of Edgers have claimed us as their rightful division of the spoils of war. We go too far and poof. Head mist.” 
 
    “Spoils of war?” Roak asked, breaking from the group. He marched up to the Cervile. “This station is their spoils. Why are they divvying you up?” 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t know,” Lika replied. “Hail? Who is this guy? He sure ain’t one of us. Neither are the short ones.” 
 
    “Hi,” Spickle said and waved. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Pol whispered. 
 
    “What did the Edgers say exactly?” Roak asked. “When they chipped you? What did they say?” 
 
    “Hail?” Lika asked, doing her best to ignore Roak and look to Hail for answers. 
 
    “Tell him what he wants to know,” Hail responded. 
 
    “Tell who what?” a voice called from the front of the club. “Who’s asking questions?” 
 
    Roak took two steps back from Lika and lowered his head, his masked chin almost touching his chest. 
 
    “Handle this,” he whispered to Hail. 
 
    Before Hail could do anything, Lika moved forward and held her arms wide. 
 
    “Baby! You’re back,” Lika said as she wiggled everything that could wiggle and shook everything that could shake. Her body was nothing but an invitation to stare, stare, stare. “Some friends swung by when they heard that Edgers were offering protection.” 
 
    “Protection? That what you calling it?” The man snorted. A human with more scars than Roak, he was easily the ugliest being in the room. “And what do I need with your friends when I got your sweet ass?” 
 
    “This is the place,” the halfer said as she and three other Edgers arrived at the front of the club. She paused and looked the situation over. “Red? There a problem?” 
 
    “No,” Red, the human Edger, replied. “Just getting things straight with my new lady. You can keep moving.” 
 
    “Nah, we were invited,” the halfer woman said. “That one, the cute one, he invited us.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did!” Coult cried out with a whoop for emphasis. “Let’s get this party started! Who wants to drink whiskey from my navel?” 
 
    Roak’s hand slid under his kimono and gripped his knife, ready for whatever came next.
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    What came next was a club full of Edgers and Razer Station whores starting to undress.  
 
    But in vastly different ways. 
 
    The Edgers, blinded by their own lust, started stripping off armor and dropping weapons like they were hot as suns. The Lipians and the rest of Roak’s group made quite the show of taking off their garments without actually taking anything off. Roak was dazzled by the flinging of arms and gyrating of hips that gave the illusion of clothes coming off without anyone actually getting naked. 
 
    Not one of the Edgers noticed the disparity as they got down to their skin and rushed at the whores, ready for the party to begin. At least they didn’t notice until they were almost on the whores and were still presented with garments and clothing on bodies when the garments and clothing should have been on the floor. 
 
    It was Pasha that struck first. 
 
    Like a dancer, she moved around the room, the blades in her hands slicing and cutting the Edgers so fast that none had a chance to defend themselves. Bodies started to drop and Roak instantly saw the danger. 
 
    “Keep them quiet!” he hissed. 
 
    He jumped at the closest Edger and shoved a hand over the man’s mouth as he also shoved his blade deep into the guy’s rib cage. The life left the Edger’s eyes in a split second and Roak moved on to the next one, letting the corpse drop. 
 
    Hail, with Bouln and Coult right behind, threw herself onto the Edger halfer they’d originally met in the thoroughfare. The Edger was squirting blood from a slash on her neck and the inside of her left thigh, but her mouth was wide open and ready to sound the alarm. 
 
    Hail snapped her neck with a hard twist of both hands to either side of the woman’s head. The sounds of more necks snapping echoed in the club and Hail glanced over her shoulder to see Bouln and Coult taking down two more. 
 
    “IN HERE!” Red screamed before his throat was torn open by Lika’s feline teeth. 
 
    Everyone froze and looked towards the front of the club. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Roak snarled as he raced to the closest weapon he could find. He picked up the plasma rifle and tucked it under his kimono. “Get the guns, hide the guns, and come on!” 
 
    “Come with us,” Hail said to Lika. “We have a plan to get—” 
 
    Lika’s head exploded, coating Hail’s face in brains, blood, and bits of bone. There were two more muffled pops from behind the doors in the back of the club and the distinct sounds of bodies hitting the floor. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Pol said. He turned and threw up. “Oh…my.” 
 
    “We move now,” Roak snarled at the group. “Get your faces calm and your heads straight. We have maybe thirty seconds. Maybe.” 
 
    He pointed at the Maglors who were standing there, monkey mouths agape, eyes huge in their heads. 
 
    “Grab Pol and keep him walking,” Roak ordered. “Everyone else, no talking. We keep quiet and don’t stop walking until we get to the end of the level and on a lift. That’s the new plan.” 
 
    “New plan? What was the old plan?” Hail asked as she struggled to wipe Lika from her face. 
 
    “It was quieter than this,” Roak said then found Pasha staring at him. “Good work, but wait for my signal next time. We could have talked them into the back rooms. Maybe learned more from this Lika about the tags in their heads. That was important intel.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that is so—” Hail began, but shut up as Roak whirled on her. 
 
    “Because that means a signal can get through the jamming tech,” Roak said. He pointed at Red’s corpse. “He died, they died. Cause and effect. But something had to tell the effect to happen.” 
 
    “A signal?” Pol gasped as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “A signal. Yes, yes, a signal. Bring the body.” 
 
    Roak stared at the old man. “I’m sorry, what? We’re not bringing a body with us. We need to move, fast. Corpses do neither of those things, Pol.” 
 
    “But somewhere on that corpse is an end of life trigger,” Pol said. “That will have the code in it that allows the signal to blow the charges. We need that code, Roak.” 
 
    “Time ticking,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Ten seconds,” Sath said. 
 
    “Back way,” Roak said. All eyes on him. “Hail? You said back way before. What back way?” 
 
    “The access tunnels,” Hail said. “They don’t connect to everywhere, but the owner of this club knew he needed a space with a back exit. For VIPs and those that didn’t want to be seen. You’d be surprised how many celebrities risk their lives to slum it on Razer for a few days.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t be surprised at all,” Roak said. He pointed at Red’s corpse then at Bouln and Coult. “Boys? Bring the dead guy. Hail? Take the Maglors and scout the back exit.” Roak pointed at the front of the club. “Pasha? Watch the entrance. Kill anyone that tries to come inside.” 
 
    Pasha moved slowly to the front. Roak would have barked at her to hurry, but he didn’t want to spook the girl. He needed her trust. 
 
    Hail and the Maglors rushed to the rear doors. Hail chose the second from the right and kicked it open. She ran inside and the Maglors followed. Roak heard a couple of startled squeaks, but nothing else. One of the headless bodies must have been behind that door. 
 
    In seconds, Sath reappeared. “Safe.” 
 
    “Move,” Roak ordered. “Now.” 
 
    The group, with Bouln and Coult dragging Red’s corpse between them, hustled through the door, around the headless corpse that Roak had guessed correctly would be there, and through a wide open back wall. Once the group was out of the room and into the access tunnel, Hail pulled a lever and the wall replaced itself. It would take some serious inspection to spot the exit. 
 
    “Drop him,” Roak ordered the two men. “Pol, get to work.” 
 
    “Here? Now?” Pol asked, looking at their surroundings. 
 
    The tunnel was about five meters wide and twenty meters high. The ceiling was barely visible in the dim light that a sporadic smattering of halogen bulbs put out. 
 
    “Here. Now,” Roak said. “You’re used to being on the move. This can’t be the worst place you’ve ever worked in.” 
 
    “No, that is true,” Pol said and crouched next to Red’s corpse. “Alright, yes, okay. An end of life trigger sends a signal when the owner dies. That way they can’t be killed by who they own without the owned dying as well.” 
 
    “Thanks for the lesson,” Roak snapped. “Find the trigger.” 
 
     “It is either planted by the heart or the brain stem. They each have their advantages.” 
 
    The corpse was already naked, so Pol didn’t need to strip any clothing off. He studied the dead man’s chest then held out a hand, palm up and open. 
 
    “Pasha, give Pol your smallest, sharpest blade,” Roak said. 
 
    The sad-eyed girl produced a blade about as long as her index finger and handed it to the old tech handle first. She stepped back, but not before glancing in Roak’s direction. He nodded his approval, and for a second, he thought he saw the corners of her mouth twitch with a smile. 
 
    Pol sliced into Red’s chest just under the rib cage then shoved a hand up inside the cavity. He scrunched up his face then grinned.  
 
    “Found the heart,” he said. “Searching. Searching, searching. No. Nothing.” 
 
    He yanked his hand free and flicked the blood and gore from it. Everyone except Roak and Pasha jumped out of the way. Pol moved up the body and tried to roll it over. 
 
    “A little help,” he said. 
 
    The Maglors hopped forward and grabbed Red by the shoulders and shoved. The body rolled onto its front and Pol immediately set to work slicing open the skin at the base of the skull, exposing the vertebrae. The old tech worked his way carefully deeper until he could see the brain stem. 
 
    “There it is,” Pol said. He fished at his belt with his free hand and came back with a pair of tweezers. “Must be careful. Must be very careful.” 
 
    Roak noticed the slight shake in the old man’s hands, but didn’t comment on it. Pol needed to concentrate and Roak knew it. 
 
    “Oh, will you look at that,” Pol said when he retracted the tweezers and held them up for all to see. “Quite sophisticated for an Edger wanting to keep prostitutes under control.” 
 
    “Let me see that,” Roak said and leaned down to peer at the minuscule chip that was clutched between the tweezers’ pinchers. “Pol? Does that look like Edger tech to you?” 
 
    Pol hesitated. 
 
    “Pol?” 
 
    “No, Roak, it does not,” Pol said. “Not at all.” 
 
    Before anyone could say anything, Pol opened his mouth, stuck out his tongue, and placed the tiny chip directly on the wet flesh. A portion of his tongue slid away and a small opening appeared. Pol used his finger to push the chip into the hole. It closed and the tongue went back in his mouth. Pol held up the same finger he’d used to manipulate the chip. 
 
    “Give me a second,” Pol said and his eyes rolled back into his head. 
 
    “While he’s doing…that, you need to tell me where this tunnel leads,” Roak said to Hail. “How many people use it? What kind of security measures are in place?” Roak’s head swiveled back and forth. “Are we being surveyed now?” 
 
    “The tunnel runs the length of this sector of the station,” Hail answered. “Other parts of the station have their own hidden byways, but this sector only has the access tunnels.” 
 
    “Tunnels? Plural?” Roak asked. 
 
    “There are five more up and down,” Hail said, pointing at the floor then up at the ceiling. “It’s how the cargo ship was built.” 
 
    “And my other questions?” 
 
    “No way to say how many people use these tunnels. I’m surprised the Edgers aren’t in here right now.” 
 
    “Which means their intel is incomplete,” Roak said. “The spy, or spies, they paid off to get them on board didn’t mention these tunnels.” 
 
    “You hope,” Hail said. 
 
    “We all hope,” Roak replied. 
 
    Hail shrugged. “Surveillance is nil. Like I said before, these are used to get folks that don’t want to be spotted from one end to the other. No vid cameras or scanners. That defeats the point.” 
 
    “Again,” Roak said. “We all hope.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Pol said as his eyes returned to normal. “So very interesting.” 
 
    “What tech is it?” Roak asked. 
 
    Pol held up a finger as he blinked a few times. “Syndicate, for sure. Trying to access the exact syndicate and origin, but the encryption is remarkable.” 
 
    “Syndicate? As in crime syndicate?” Hail asked. 
 
    The rest of the Lipians, and the Maglors, shifted uncomfortably at the mention of a third party being involved in the conflict that had overcome Razer Station. 
 
    “Why would Edgers buy syndicate tech?” Roak asked. “Most syndicates have a foothold on Razer. They have a presence around here. Using the tech is risky. Syndicates like to build fail-safe codes into their tech.” 
 
    “You know a lot about syndicate tech,” Pol said. 
 
    “Been on the wrong end too many times,” Roak said. “The Edgers are taking a huge risk.” 
 
    “Unless the Edgers don’t know the tech they’re using is syndicate produced,” Pol said. “It is remarkable and even a deep scan wouldn’t find what I found.” 
 
    “And you never caught wind of this tech floating around?” Roak asked him. 
 
    Pol hesitated again. 
 
    “Pol,” Roak snarled. 
 
    “I did not,” Pol said. “Considering your dealings with the many criminal organizations in this galaxy, I would have reconsidered involving you if I knew a syndicate could be part of this. I expected Edgers only. This adds a…wrinkle to the situation.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Roak said. “But I have a feeling you’re right about the Edgers not knowing it is syndicate tech. I ain’t assuming, but it fits.” 
 
    “Yes, it does,” Pol said. 
 
    “What chip do?” Spickle asked. “Have comms?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, sorry,” Pol said. “I was able to find the code and now have access to the Edgers’ comms signature. A single, thin, hidden signature that they use for all communications. Quite the jumbled mess of people talking over people, but they are using a shorthand code for efficiency. Give me a few minutes to run an algorithm and I can decipher the shorthand. We’ll know what they know shortly.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Roak said and faced Hail. “Which way?” 
 
    “If we’re still heading to your ship, then that way,” Hail said and pointed down the tunnel. 
 
    “Off we go,” Roak said.
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    “If we’re discovered,” Roak said as they passed a portion of the tunnel’s wall where footprints recently disturbed the layer of dust and dirt that coated the tunnel floor. Roak took note of the possible escape route. “If we’re discovered, we use the same cover story. A group of whores making their way to a safer part of the station where we have clients waiting.” 
 
    “Can you not say whore all the time?” Hail asked. “Sexual companion is preferable. Or simply companion. Is that too much to ask?” 
 
    Roak nodded. “Fine. Companion.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Anyway, we’re still a group of companions,” Roak said. He pointed at Hail and the men. “You do the talking and keep attention off Pol. Last thing we need is a perv with a short-person fetish eyeing the old guy and recognizing him. We know the Edgers are here not just for the station, but for him…as…well…” 
 
    Roak stopped and the group took a few more steps then stopped and turned to stare. 
 
    “What?” Hail asked. 
 
    “Oh,” Pol said. 
 
    “Yeah, pal. Oh,” Roak said and pulled the mask off to pinch the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “What aren’t you saying?” Hail asked. 
 
    “Syndicate tech,” Pol said. 
 
    “Syndicate job,” Roak added. “That’s why they have the tech. That fits better than the Edgers not knowing what they were putting in their heads. Explains the single-channel comm that Pol couldn’t find before.” 
 
    “A syndicate hired the Edgers to take the station and to find Pol?” Hail asked, incredulous. “That’s far out there even for you, Roak.” 
 
    “What in all the Hells does that mean?” Roak snapped. “Lady, you don’t know me well enough to make that claim.” 
 
    “I say that because you know the syndicates better than we do, I assume,” Hail said. “Or am I wrong?” 
 
    “You ain’t wrong.” 
 
    “That means you know what craziness they’re capable of,” Hail said. “You think a syndicate would bring on this much heat, bring in the Edgers to take Razer Station, for one old tech? Are they that kind of crazy?” 
 
    “No, they aren’t,” Roak said. “Which is why the top Edger brass must know about it. Razer is their payment for finding Pol. The syndicates don’t need Razer Station. They have their own strongholds. Razer was a playground for the criminal plebes, not syndicate family royalty.” 
 
    Roak stared at Pol. 
 
    “Not even a hint of this showed up in my preliminary research,” Pol said without Roak asking the question. “Edgers coming for the station, that’s all I know. I put out the bounty to get you here and help get me and my friends off the station before Razer was taken. I swear, Roak, at no point did I suspect syndicate involvement.” 
 
    “I don’t believe a word you’re saying,” Roak said. “You’re hiding something.” 
 
    “Roak, I swear that—” 
 
    “Shut up, old man. You brought the extra danger on us, so keep that mouth shut if you still want me to help get you off this station.” 
 
    Roak pounded a fist against his thigh. 
 
    “We keep walking,” Roak said. “We can’t stand around anymore. My timetable just got accelerated.” 
 
    “Your timetable?” Hail snapped and stood her ground. “We don’t go anywhere until you tell us what you are thinking. If there’s more danger than we know about, then it may be in our best interest to try to hunker down and hide instead of escape Razer.” 
 
    “She has point,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Good point,” Sath added. “I hide.” 
 
    “We hide,” Spickle said. 
 
    “We hide,” Sath agreed. 
 
    “Suit yourselves,” Roak said and kept walking, leaving the group behind.  
 
    He began stripping off his costume, throwing the helmet aside. It clanged into the wall and fell to the floor with a thud. Roak brought the plasma rifle he’d snagged up and around into a ready position. He heard the quick footsteps behind him, but didn’t slow, didn’t stop, didn’t turn to face the owner of the feet. 
 
    “Roak!” Hail yelled as she reached him, grabbed his shoulder, and tried to stop him. She failed as he yanked free and kept going. “Stop!” 
 
    “I’m not stopping and I’m not playing the game anymore,” Roak said. “You follow or not. Hide or whatever. Keep Pol safe, if you can. I doubt it, but go ahead and try. They’ll want him. They’ll want him bad, so if you are anywhere near him, you’re all dead.” 
 
    Hail planted herself directly in Roak’s path. He swerved around her and she did it again. Then again. And again. 
 
    “I can do this all day,” she said. “How far are you going to get having to dance with me?” 
 
    Roak bit his lip, stopped, and looked Hail dead in the eye. 
 
    “The Edgers were to flush out Pol. The syndicate knew that if he was on Razer, he’d want to leave Razer when he found out the Edgers were coming. They also knew how he’d do it. By using me.” 
 
    Hail squinted her eyes in confusion. “I don’t…so?” 
 
    “Edgers get the station. Syndicate gets Pol. That leaves me. Who gets me?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Who gets you…?” Hail paused then laughed. “Oh, my Eight Million Gods! Your ego is so huge that you actually think this entire thing is about you? Razer Station, a place that has always been off limits, gets taken down by Edgers because a syndicate is paying them off for finding Pol and someone is paying the syndicate off with Pol because that means they’ll find you? You have to be easier to find than that, Roak. Come on!” 
 
    “I am easier than that to find,” Roak said. “But finding and catching are two different scenarios, Hail. I’m good at sniffing out traps.” 
 
    “You didn’t sniff this one out,” Hail said smugly. 
 
    “Exactly. Because it’s insane. You explained it yourself, lady. Edgers hired to take Razer so the syndicates can take Pol so that the mystery client, the real threat, can find and capture me. Insane. Pretty much the only way anyone is gonna get me to spring a trap.” 
 
    “But how would they know Pol was going to hire you specifically?” Hail asked then gasped and spun to look at Pol. “Have you been hacked? Could a syndicate have the resources to do that?” 
 
    “Oh, no, I can’t be hacked,” Pol said. 
 
    “Your tech can’t,” Roak said. “But your feelings can. Who put the idea into your head to call me?” 
 
    “Oh, I’d been watching your career for quite some time,” Pol said. 
 
    “Flattered, but not what I asked,” Roak replied. 
 
    “I am sorry then I don’t understand the question,” Pol said. “No one can put any ideas in my head.” 
 
    “I did,” Hail said quietly. 
 
    Roak nodded and gave her what he considered a warm smile. She flinched and took a step back. 
 
    “You did,” Roak agreed. “Because…” 
 
    “Because Bishop put the idea in my head,” Hail said. “A while ago. On his last visit.” 
 
    “How long ago?” Roak asked. Hail still looked frightened. Roak held up his hands and walked a couple steps away to give her space. “Please, Hail, this is important. When did Bishop tell you about me?” 
 
    “I’ve known about you, everyone on Razer has heard of Roak,” Hail said, but nodded to show she understood the question. “But the last time Bishop was here was…” 
 
    She looked to the others for help. 
 
    “Six months ago,” Pasha said. 
 
    Roak turned and looked at her. 
 
    “You know Bishop too?” Roak asked. He gripped the plasma rifle tighter. “How well?” 
 
    “Well enough,” Pasha replied.  
 
    Roak and Pasha faced off, several meters between them, but every centimeter alive with tension and violent energy. 
 
    “Wait, Roak, no,” Hail said. “Pasha doesn’t work for Bishop or anything. I’ve known her my whole time here.” 
 
    “That true, Pasha? You don’t work for Bishop?” Roak asked. 
 
    Pasha didn’t reply. 
 
    “Pasha?” Hail said. “Tell him.” 
 
    “He wants your ship,” Pasha said. “That’s his payment. That ship of yours and the AI in it.” 
 
    “Yes! A remarkable personality,” Pol said then shrunk into himself. “Sorry. Not an appropriate time.” 
 
    “I saw it in your eyes, but misread the look,” Roak said. “That’s on me. Can’t blame anyone for that. Look at you. You’re perfect. Except for the eyes.” 
 
    “Except for the eyes,” Pasha echoed, her voice filled with sorrow. 
 
    “What’s your payment?” Roak asked. “Bishop puts you here in deep cover to play a whore?” Roak didn’t bother correcting the usage of the word. “You go along with it, too. I gotta know what he’s paying you.” 
 
    “Pasha, come on,” Coult broke in. “Tell the man he’s nuts.” 
 
    “Yeah, Pasha, tell him,” Mees said. 
 
    “Tell him,” Ezze insisted, her voice almost a panic. 
 
    Roak realized he was about to lose them all. Ezze was going to be the first to crack then it would domino through them. The group was blown. The ruse was worthless. Roak’s first instinct was correct. He didn’t need any of the people that stood there in the tunnel. All he needed was Pol. 
 
    The best course of action was to drop them all, even the Maglors, and grab the old man. 
 
    Roak started to raise his rifle. Slowly. A micron at a time. 
 
    “He found my family,” Pasha said. 
 
    Roak hesitated. 
 
    “No. An assassin like you has no family. I call terpigshit on that,” Roak said, continuing to raise the rifle. “One of the points of finding girls like you and recruiting them is making sure you won’t be missed.” 
 
    Pasha shrugged. A minute movement that said so much to Roak. He shook his head as a gasp of a laugh escape his lips. 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” he said and took several deep breaths to get himself under control. “GF? You’re not guild or syndicate, but GF? Wow….just wow.” 
 
    “That’s why I have family,” Pasha said. “Shouldn’t have been a factor when Bishop approached me. The GF had made me what I am so someone like Bishop would eventually find me. It was my job.” 
 
    “Except the GF has no clue what someone like Bishop is capable of finding out,” Roak snapped. “The man’s entire job, his entire existence, is based on knowing everything! Did the GF not think of that before they let you walk into his Eight Million Godsdamn clutches? SHIT!” 
 
    “Is it alright if I am slightly confused?” Pol asked. “I am following the threads, but not sure what this all means. The actual gravity of it all.” 
 
    “Me either, pal,” Roak said. “Unlike you, Pol, I’m not lying when I say that. You know exactly why. These people have gone to a lot of—” 
 
    “Trouble!” Sath screeched. 
 
    “I can finish my own sentences, monkey boy,” Roak snapped. 
 
    “No! Trouble!” Spickle said and the two Maglors pointed down the tunnel. 
 
    They were answered by a barrage of plasma fire.
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    “Down!” Roak yelled and tackled Hail, knocking her onto her back. “Boys! Watch the old man!” 
 
    The Maglors didn’t respond and Roak risked a glance over his shoulder as he lay on his stomach, plasma blasts flying over his head. The Maglors were scurrying in full retreat, Pol clutched between them. Not what Roak asked, but good enough. 
 
    There were also the corpses of Bouln and Ezze on the ground, blood pouring from their bodies. Mees was crouched over Ezze, sobbing. Then she wasn’t as most of her head was obliterated. Coult was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “I saw a way out back there,” Roak said to Hail.  
 
    He handed her his Flott as he pushed the rifle’s butt to his shoulder and returned fire. The plasma blasts stopped for a moment. But only for a moment. 
 
    “There’s barely any charge,” Hail said, staring at the Flott as she also tried to flatten her body into the plasticrete floor. “What am I supposed to do with this?” 
 
    “Pull out the magazine and reach up inside with two fingers,” Roak said. “You’ll feel a flat piece of metal. I want you to pull that piece out. It’ll probably tear the tips of your fingers open, but you have to do it.” 
 
    “Way to sell it,” Hail said. 
 
    “We’re going to overload the Flott and throw it at the assholes shooting at us,” Roak said. “You ever see an overloaded Flott go boom before?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Exactly. You’d be blind for life if you did. Now pull out the magazine and mess that pistol up.” 
 
    Hail got to work as Roak continued to fire the rifle. He couldn’t see his targets, but he saw where the plasma was coming from. He fired and fired, trying to give Hail enough time to do what he’d asked while also keeping the attackers from ripping them to shreds. 
 
    He almost accomplished all his goals. A plasma blast tore into the top of his left shoulder and exited out his armpit, taking a good amount of flesh with it. His left arm went limp and useless. The agony was enough that Roak’s right hand lost its grip on his rifle. 
 
    “Roak?” Hail asked. 
 
    “Keep working,” he snarled as he struggled to get control of his weapon again. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I got it,” Hail said. 
 
    “Pull the trigger and throw it as far as you can,” Roak said, finally able to grip the rifle once more. “Now!” 
 
    Hail pulled the trigger and threw the Flott as far as she could without standing up and becoming a target. Roak gave her cover, firing until the plasma rifle powered down. Then he grabbed Hail’s arm and yanked her to the floor. He pulled her face to his chest, screaming as he rolled onto his left arm. 
 
    “Close your eyes!” Roak yelled as he took his own advice. 
 
    The tunnel became sun bright with a white hot light that threatened to burn Roak’s retinas even with his eyes squeezed shut. There were screams from down the tunnel then silence. Roak didn’t waste a moment and shoved up onto his feet, pulling Hail up with him. 
 
    “I can’t see shit,” Hail said, patting at Roak’s body. 
 
    “Neither can I,” he admitted, desperate to blink away the massive white spots that occluded his vision. “But we can still run.” 
 
    Hail laughed, but didn’t argue. 
 
    They stumble-ran back the way they had come, each of them blinking continuously as they fled. They’d gone maybe a quarter of a kilometer before the plasma fire started up again behind them. Roak flinched, but didn’t slow or stop to throw them back to the floor.  
 
    His guess was someone was firing blindly, and even if they could see the two retreating, they were well out of range of the rifles that had been used to ambush them. Roak kept them moving until his internal compass told him to stop. 
 
    His vision was better, but it wasn’t yet fully functional. He yanked Hail over close to the wall with his good arm and dropped to his knees. Roak felt around frantically with one hand until he found what he was searching for. 
 
    “You know this door?” Roak asked. 
 
    “What door?” Hail replied.  
 
    “Never mind,” Roak said as he activated the lever hidden in the seam between wall and floor. 
 
    The door popped open enough for him to squeeze his fingers through then pull it all the way open. He shoved Hail inside, followed close behind, reached back and sighed with relief when he found the handle, then shut the door and pressed himself to the door as his eyes slowly, very slowly, adjusted to the new environs, while he also waited to be killed at any moment by whoever they may have just barged in on. 
 
    The room was empty. 
 
    “Roak? What are we—?” 
 
    Roak placed a hand over her mouth and shook his head. 
 
    Dusty furniture with strange shapes piled on top. Brownish light glinting through the far off window. The smell of mold and mildew almost overpowering. An old retail shop left to rot. 
 
    No one was going to jump out at them with a gas-powered slug chunker or scatter blaster. 
 
    Roak slid to the floor and began panting heavily. 
 
    “You’re going into shock,” Hail whispered as she gingerly inspected his shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah. Been doing that lately,” Roak whispered back. He hissed hard through clenched teeth as Hail’s fingers found the edges of the wound. “Careful. It’s a through and through. Won’t be needing deodorant in that pit for a while.” 
 
    Hail gasped then clapped blood-sticky hands over her mouth and froze. Roak listened; they both listened. No one responded to the gasp that seemed to echo forever in the empty store. 
 
    “You need a med pod,” Hail said. “Now.” 
 
    “Don’t have that luxury at the moment,” Roak said. He could feel the world closing in on him and knew he needed to fight hard to stay awake. “You’ll need to cauterize the wound until I can get it taken care of the right way.” 
 
    “Cauterize…?” 
 
    “Yeah, that means burn it closed,” Roak said. “It’s not hard. I’ve done it before. More than a few times. I’ll talk you through it.” 
 
    “But…with what?” Hail asked. 
 
    “You have a fully loaded Blorta 22 in your belt that you didn’t use,” Roak said. He heard the words and shook his head. “Not judging. Fighting isn’t your job.” 
 
    “No. It’s not,” Hail said. “Okay…how do we do this?” 
 
    “First, help me away from this wall. I’m going to make some noise and we don’t want the shooters in the tunnel to hear me. There has to be another room.” 
 
    Hail glanced around and nodded towards a door. “Bathroom.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll need the water. If it’s on. Take me there.” 
 
    Hail helped Roak back to his feet and struggled to get him to the bathroom. She shoved open the door and stared at the black mold that coated every square inch. 
 
    “Toss me in there,” Roak said, nodding to a shower stall. 
 
    “In there? You see what’s growing in this room? This mold will kill you. It’ll kill both of us,” Hail said. 
 
    Roak nodded. “Probably. I can see it moving. But no choice. Get me in the shower.” 
 
    Hail helped him to the shower and Roak slid to the bottom, his back leaving a long smear on the shower wall. 
 
    “Blorta. Now,” Roak said. “But cut my armor off first. Should be easy since the blast ripped through the seam. What are the odds?” 
 
    He pulled his knife and handed it to her. 
 
    “Try not to stab me.” 
 
    Hail gulped down air and got to work. She cut the scorched armor free from Roak’s arm. Roak tried to stay still, but each time the armor’s material stabbed into the hole in his body, he shivered and pulled away. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, panting heavier than before. “I’ll pass out when you start in with the laser. That’ll make the job easier.” 
 
    “Easier? You said you’d talk me through it,” Hail snapped at him. 
 
    “I will. You’ll have to memorize the steps,” Roak said. He started to shrug then thought better and laughed. “Trust me. You’ll want me unconscious. Get to it.” 
 
    Hail pulled her Blorta and stared at the small pistol while Roak went over the procedure with her. Roak snapped his fingers with his good arm. 
 
    “Hey. You listening?” he asked. “Don’t get weak on me now, lady. You’ve been busting my nuts since I met you, don’t quit over a little cauterizing work.” 
 
    Hail gave him a small grin and nodded. 
 
    “Do it,” Roak ordered. 
 
    Hail did it. 
 
    The pain was not the most excruciating Roak had ever felt. Wasn’t even the worst cauterization job he’d been subjected to. But the process was still taking a laser to flesh that had been brutally mangled by a plasma blast. Normally, plasma would have cauterized most of the wound on its own, but Roak’s armor took some of the bite out on contact so the blast finished off by tearing and ripping and shredding the last layer of armor, which ended up doing the same to Roak’s flesh. 
 
    Hail was halfway done when Roak finally passed out.
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    Gentle pat. Gentle pat. Hard slap. 
 
    “I’m awake,” Roak gasped. “Don’t hit me—” 
 
    Hail’s hand, he could tell from the smell, covered his mouth and he shut up. His eyes popped open and the woman’s face was only centimeters from his, her eyes wide with fear and panic.  
 
    Roak was not happy to wake up to that. He felt liked hammered terpigshit and having to calm down a Lipian as his first conscious act did not sound like fun. He nodded slowly and Hail removed her hand. Then his eyes went to the bathroom door where Hail had been busy. 
 
    The metal alloy toilet and metal alloy sink had been removed from their normal positions and stacked against the door. The sink was wedged so that it was braced between the door and the shower stall with the toilet on top for weight, keeping the door from being able to slide freely open. Roak nodded in approval. He figured she’d probably had to barricade herself in more than one bathroom before, considering her line of work. 
 
    Roak met Hail’s eyes and asked a silent question. Hail shook her head. She had no idea who was out in the store. Roak’s eyes kept asking and Hail held up one then two then a third finger, but quickly lowered the third finger. 
 
    Two, maybe three, outside the bathroom. 
 
    Someone tried the bathroom door. Roak glanced up at the single halogen in the ceiling and hoped to all the Eight Million Gods the bathroom door was sealed well enough that the light didn’t leak out into the other room. He was surprised there was even power to the abandoned store, but it was probably easier to keep power flowing than to have to switch it off then switch it back on again later.  
 
    Razer Station wasn’t exactly known for having a motivated maintenance staff. Like everything else on the station, maintenance was a racket, so price dictated service. 
 
    The person continued working the door then gave up and walked away, saying something to someone else. The words were impossible to make out, but the tone was easy to decipher. Whoever was out there was hunting. The sounds of the search continued for a long while then slowly, quietly eased away. 
 
    After a good fifteen minutes had passed without any noise at all, Roak nodded to Hail. 
 
    She shook her head. He sighed and rolled his eyes. She shook her head no again. 
 
    “Move,” Roak whispered as quietly as he could while also getting across that he was done waiting and it was time for her to get all the Hells out of his way. He was successful and Hail finally nodded then helped him up and out of the shower. 
 
    First thing Roak did was inspect his wound. It was a charred mess and considering the environment he was in, the flesh would turn sour within hours if he didn’t reach a med pod in time. There was a distinct risk of him losing the whole arm. Roak did not want that. He hated the comm implant in his head, so he sure as all the Hells didn’t want a cybernetic arm.  
 
    He smiled to himself at the thought of a one-armed Roak. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Hail whispered. 
 
    “Nothing,” Roak said and frowned at the fixtures blocking their way. “Can you move those quietly?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hail said and got to work. 
 
    Roak was quickly reminded that Lipians were genetically designed to be physical beings first and foremost. Hail struggled, but she was able to lift, twist, and get the toilet then sink back to their original positions by herself; she’d obviously gotten them to the door by herself, so Roak shouldn’t have been surprised.  
 
    Once the manual labor was done, Hail slowly, so slowly, as if she was trying to stop time, slid the bathroom door open, her face scrunched up, waiting for the plasma blasts to tear her apart. 
 
    “They’re gone,” Roak said when the door was halfway open. “I can tell.” 
 
    Hail did not act like his words were a comfort. She continued to be cautious until the door was all the way open. Then she peered into the gloom and waited. 
 
    “We need to hurry,” Roak said. “Our luck ain’t gonna hold long. Where’s the closest med pod you can safely get me to?” 
 
    “What?” Hail asked. “There isn’t one. Unless you want to go back to my place. Otherwise, I have no clue.” 
 
    “Come on, there has to be a medic on the take or some backroom clinic in this sector,” Roak said. 
 
    “Backroom clinic? Medic on the take? What station do you think you’re on? People can’t be trusted, Roak,” Hail said. “If you get hurt on Razer, you better have access to a med pod or you’re dead.” 
 
    “Right. So… Where’s the closest med pod?” 
 
    “Mine, you dumbass. Mine was the one people came to,” Hail stated. “I was the backroom clinic.” 
 
    “Great,” Roak said and growled. “Then we need to find a new one on the way. If I had Hessa in my ear, she’d find one.” 
 
    Roak squeezed his eyes together and chuckled. 
 
    “Never thought I’d say that.” 
 
    “Yes, finding a med pod for you is a priority. But so is finding the others,” Hail said. 
 
    Roak opened his eyes and stared at her. 
 
    “Are you joking?” he snapped. “We aren’t finding anyone. Our only chance at staying alive is getting from here to my ship and off this station as fast as possible.” 
 
    “What? No. We aren’t leaving my friends. And what about your bounty? Don’t you want to find Pol so you can get paid?” 
 
    “That’d be great,” Roak said. “And while you’re granting wishes, I’d also like the Edgers to be moltrans’d into a black hole.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” Hail asked, staring hard at Roak. “You plan on ditching everyone.” 
 
    “Listen, and I’m only going to explain this once. There is a reason I’m still alive,” Roak said slowly. “Because I know when to cut and run. Chits do you no good if you’re dead. And I don’t need Pol for the bounty. I now have a lead on thirty million plus chits. My chits. The chits I know Bishop stole from me.” 
 
    The mention of Bishop’s name made Hail flinch. 
 
    “You’re a heartless bastard,” she said. 
 
    “No, I’m a bastard with a heart that is still beating. This bastard would like to keep it that way. We go hunting for your friends or Pol—” 
 
    “And Spickle and Sath,” Hail interrupted. 
 
    “Forget the Maglors!” Roak snarled in a hushed shout. “Forget everyone. If you want off this station, then we need to move fast. No looking for Lipian whores. No looking for monkey boys. No looking for an old tech. We look for a med pod to fix me up then we head straight for my ship.” 
 
    “How?” Hail asked after a few seconds of fuming. “How are we going to get to your ship? Even if you weren’t injured, that would be quite the trick since so far you’ve only gotten us here where we get to breathe in black mold and probably die of ten million cancers before Friday.” 
 
    Roak smirked. Hail slapped the smirk off his face. 
 
    “Ow,” he said calmly. “You done?” 
 
    She wasn’t. She smacked him twice more before he caught her hand at a third attempt. Roak was in no physical condition to fight her, and the fact she was pushing his arm back towards him proved that, so he quickly let go, took the third slap he knew was coming, and waited for Hail to calm down as he rubbed his cheek. 
 
    “Let me ask you this, okay? Where do we start looking for your friends? Huh? Where do we start looking for Pol and the Maglors? If you can answer with a solution that is less dangerous than getting me into a med pod then us to my ship, I’ll risk losing this arm and start hunting the missing members of our failed little escape party.” 
 
    Hail opened her mouth several times and Roak let her. He waited her out. She continued to try to vocalize a solution to her desire, but after about three minutes, she gave up and shook her head. 
 
    “Exactly. We get me healed then we go to my ship,” Roak said. “Anything else is suicide. I don’t want to commit suicide.” 
 
    “What if we find out where everyone is along the way?” Hail asked. “Do we double back for them or are they still on their own?” 
 
    Roak not answering the question was his answer. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods,” Hail whispered. “You’re as bad as they say.” 
 
    “That so? Huh,” Roak replied. “They don’t know me very well.” 
 
    “Oh, because you aren’t as bad?” 
 
    “No, because I’m worse,” Roak said flatly. “And no one ever seems to get that. You’d think by now they’d stop underestimating me.” 
 
    “Is that ego of yours working on how we find you a med pod?” Hail asked. “Because I don’t know where one is. Honest. I’d take you there now and dump your cruel ass if I did.” 
 
    Roak found a chair thick with mold and sat down, his ass squishing into the smooth carpet of fungus that had overtaken the cushion. He stared at the grimed-over storefront window for a few seconds. 
 
    “They’re everywhere,” Roak mumbled. 
 
    “Not really or I’d know where one is,” Hail replied. 
 
    Roak held up a finger and shook his head, but didn’t say anything else for a while. 
 
    “No, they’re everywhere. Even on Razer Station.” He smiled at Hail. “Where’s the closest chapel? Is there one on this level? Down the thoroughfare?” 
 
    “Chapel? You gonna pray the wound away?” Hail laughed then cut herself off. “Oh. Right. Uh… Let me think a second.” 
 
    Hessa would have gotten him out of the store and on his way in less than a second. He wanted to kick himself for realizing that she was an asset to his job, and his mortal well-being, after all. 
 
    “Yes,” Hail said, brightening considerably. “A chapel is down the way. Maybe a quarter click. Or even less. You think they’ll have a med pod in the back? One they use for the poor?” 
 
    “No, not for the poor,” Roak said. “I think they’ll have one in the back that they use for themselves and those that visit them. How many people do you know go to chapel?” 
 
    Hail didn’t answer. 
 
    “Exactly,” Roak said. “I’ve never been in a chapel on a station that wasn’t a front. The trick is finding out who they are fronting for. We walk into the wrong chapel and we’re dead before we can say hallelujah.” 
 
    “The trick, Roak, is how we get you from here to there without every Edger outside this store shooting us dead,” Hail said. 
 
    “Well, that too,” Roak said. He shivered as it came to him. “We’re gonna need a small grav sled. And a tarp. Get us those things and we can make it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Trust me. I have an idea. It’ll work.” 
 
    Hail took several deep breaths, coughed from the dank mildew, then nodded and moved to the store’s front door. She forced it open slightly, peeked outside, then moved the door some more, slid out, closed the door, and was gone. 
 
    That left Roak to snoop about the store and see what he could scavenge.
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    “You got a grav sled?” Roak asked when Hail returned. She was smiling. “You did. Good.” 
 
    “Nope,” she said. “I didn’t. No grav sleds to be found. Not ones that weren’t being used by heavily armed Edgers busy looting stores and cabins.” 
 
    “So, you were gone nearly an hour and failed? Great,” Roak grumbled. 
 
    “I’m sorry, did I say I failed? No, I did not, asshole. In fact, and you can thank me later when we’re safely off this station. I found something better.” 
 
    She shoved open the door and Roak ducked behind a plastiglass counter that no longer resembled plastiglass in any way, shape, or form. Unless that way, shape, or form was a pile of mold.  
 
    “The area is clear,” Hail said. “Most of the Edgers have moved on to other levels. There’re only maybe ten out and about and they look like they’re higher than solar kites. Didn’t take long for the stim to get passed around.” 
 
    “Residents?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Still hiding or pretending nothing is happening,” Hail replied. “Plenty of denial on Razer to begin with.” 
 
    “Enough for the residents of Razer to shrug off the shock of the coup and get back to life? People…” Roak stood and raised his eyebrows. “Let’s see what you brought me.” 
 
    Standing in the doorway was a bin. A large bin on wheels. Actual wheels, not a grav plate. Roak studied it and laughed. 
 
    “Cute,” he said as he realized he was about to climb into a trash bin. “I bet you think this is hilarious.” 
 
    “I do. I also think it’s brilliant,” Hail said. “I assume you were going to have me pile some of this nasty furniture on top of you. Cover that with a tarp and if anyone wanted to inspect it, they’d get a nose full of mold for their troubles. Right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Makes more sense to put you directly into the trash then. Cover you with some of this furniture, let the furniture stick out the top, then no one will want to see what’s in the bin. They spot that mold, or smell it, and they’ll keep a wide berth.” 
 
    “Yeah, they will.” 
 
    “This also gives us a shot at getting a few levels away and into the next sector of the station without anyone questioning us. This furniture is too big to fit in the incinerator chutes. I need to wheel this to the closest accessible incinerator room, which is next sector over.” 
 
    “What about the chapel?” 
 
    “Torched. Either by Edgers or by the former occupants on their way out. No med pod there, is the point. That’s when I started looking for the bin.” 
 
    “You thought this through. Thanks.” 
 
    “I did think it through. Only problem is whether this black stuff is going to kill you or not before we get you into a med pod. Don’t happen to have a rebreather on you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then you’ll want to take shallow breaths.” 
 
    Hail looked like she was enjoying herself way too much. She waited until Roak nodded then she pulled the bin inside the store and over to where Roak was leaning on the plastiglass counter. 
 
    “In ya go,” she ordered. “I’m going to find some pillows. Nice, squishy, nasty, wet and mildewed pillows to put down as the first layer over you. Then I’ll pile on the junk. If I hit your shoulder, know I’m honestly sorry for that. But, also, tough shit.” 
 
    Roak would have shrugged at the comment, but he didn’t feel like passing out from the pain that would cause. He simply nodded and climbed into the bin. 
 
    “At least the stink of crap and rotten meat will help with the mold smell,” Roak said as he twisted himself into a tight ball, his wounded shoulder facing up since it couldn’t take his body weight. “You couldn’t find one that had dirty diapers in it, too?” 
 
    “I looked,” Hail said as she dropped several rotten pillows on top of Roak before she proceeded to grab the closest pieces of furniture that would fit in the bin. 
 
    “Hold up,” Roak said. 
 
    “What?” Hail asked. 
 
    “Give me your Blorta,” Roak said. 
 
    “What for? I may need it.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Roak said and tapped the side of the bin. “It’ll be better in my hands.” 
 
    “I don’t see how,” Hail argued. She sighed and handed him the small pistol. “But you’re the professional killer.” 
 
    “Not a killer. Just an Eight Million Godsdamn good shot.” 
 
    “From inside a bin?” 
 
    “From inside a bin. Tap the side you see a threat on and I’ll take aim. Tap again and I’ll fire.” 
 
    “You really think you’ll do any damage with a Blorta through the wall of a trash bin?” 
 
    “Yeah. I do. Trust me.” 
 
    “Fine. You’re the killer.” 
 
    “Not a killer,” Roak snapped as he took the pistol and returned to his tight position. “Hunter.” 
 
    “Uh huh, yeah,” Hail said as she replaced the pillows and was lost from Roak’s sight. “Who’s in denial now?” 
 
    Roak didn’t reply. He couldn’t afford to use the fresh air in his lungs. The stink of the mixture of mold and the former contents of the trash bin was nauseating. He’d smelled worse. Been in worse environs. But, everything about Razer Station put him off and that feeling only compounded the discomfort of the olfactory assault he was being subjected to. 
 
    Add in the torture of his shoulder wound, which was not exactly in a physical position conducive to rest and recovery, and Roak’s patience grew thinner and thinner by the microsecond. He gripped the Blorta 22 close to his chest and tried to steady his nerves by telling himself that if it all went to shit, at least he’d get to shoot some sons of bitches. 
 
    Which brought back the comment Hail had made about him being a killer in denial. Roak truly didn’t like to kill if he didn’t have to. Through simple life experience, he’d realized that killing always had consequences. Someone, somewhere, would be pissed off and want revenge. Even the death of the most loner of loners created a domino effect that would lead to some idiot crying for vengeance. 
 
    That was the galaxy Roak lived in. 
 
    Everyday people probably didn’t have that problem. Roak wasn’t too fond of everyday people. He avoided them more than he avoided killing. Which was good for everyday people. Kept them healthy and happy in their galactic lives. Healthy and happy tended to disappear fast around Roak. 
 
    All those thoughts rushed through his mind as he felt the trash bin roll out of the store. Hail had done a good job of piling on the old furniture in a way that the weight wasn’t crushing him. Not that he didn’t feel it; he did. His shoulder kept him informed of each and every kilogram that was stacked on top of his body.  
 
    Roak shifted and he heard a faint hiss from Hail then a slight thumping on the outside of the bin. 
 
    “Don’t wiggle,” Hail whispered through the bin’s thick wall. Roak had to strain his hearing to make out the words. “It’s obvious when you do.” 
 
    Roak dared to take a deep breath, regretted it instantly, but held the air in and centered himself as Hail moved the bin away from the store and into the thoroughfare. It was incredibly frustrating to Roak that he couldn’t be out in the open. He wanted to face the Edgers head on and blast his way back to his ship. Stupid plan, but a satisfying one for a man of action. 
 
    Roak heard Hessa’s disapproving voice in his head. Not literally, since the implant was still being jammed, but what his mind thought Hessa would say. 
 
    “Action is only one way to approach a problem, Roak,” Hessa said in Roak’s thoughts. “Perhaps you should look at a different way to handle your current situation?” 
 
    “The different way is happening,” he mentally replied to the faux Hessa. “Not enjoying it.” 
 
    His mental invention of Hessa didn’t respond, proving the voice was a figment of his imagination. The real Hessa would have kept arguing. 
 
    Roak dropped the invented conversation and let his mind drift. Nothing else he could do. He was along for the ride and waiting was his part in the plan. That and shooting through the bin at any threat that Hail alerted him to. 
 
    The bin rolled on and Roak gritted his teeth as it took a few jarring thumps and bumps. There were voices outside, a couple of people calling to Hail, but she replied quickly and the bin kept moving unmolested. Roak could only imagine the crude things being shouted at the Lipian woman. Despite his condescending tone, he did admire her courage. Walking the thoroughfare with a bunch of stimmed-up Edgers coming off adrenaline crashes was not the safest place for a woman like Hail. 
 
    A shout. Two shouts. 
 
    The bin slowly rolled to a stop. 
 
    Roak waited for the tap. He hoped it came from the side he was already curled up and facing. He dreaded what turning over would do to his shoulder. That and the fact the movement would be detected. If he had to act, he’d have to do it fast and with precision or the bin would be a perfect target. Literally like shooting Roak in a barrel. 
 
    Roak waited. 
 
    He heard voices then a laugh. Another laugh. A shout and a laugh. More laughing. Another shout followed by even more laughing. Louder laughing.  
 
    Was that a muffled scream? 
 
    Silence. 
 
    The bin began rolling again, but faster than before. A lot faster. Then it came to a hard stop as it slammed into something solid followed by a slight rebound. Roak growled low. He knew what was up. Either Hail, or someone else, had shoved the bin and it rolled until it collided with a wall. 
 
    Roak strained his hearing, desperate to parse what was happening outside the bin. If he waited too long, then Hail could be hurt. He wasn’t one hundred percent loyal to her, but he didn’t want to see the woman injured after she tried to help him.  
 
    But, if he popped up to see what was going on, he’d reveal himself and possibly take a plasma blast straight to the face. 
 
    The silence continued. Then faintly, very faintly, he heard a cry. 
 
    “Eight Million Godsdammit,” Roak swore as he sucked in moldy air, gritted his teeth against the pain he was about to experience, and pushed up from the bottom of the bin, sending the nasty furniture flying. 
 
    He came out of the bin with the Blorta ready and his eyes scanning for a target. No one paid any attention to the bin and the falling furniture. They were otherwise occupied. 
 
    Hail was shoved up with her back against a wall and a group of Edgers were having a good time taunting her. She was still clothed and was keeping them at bay with a broken chair leg, swinging it back and forth to provide a little distance between her and the Edgers’ obvious intent. 
 
    “A Lipian not wanting to put out?” one of the Edgers, a scarred human, chuckled. 
 
    “Not for free, asshole,” Hail snarled at the guy and the chair leg came close to colliding with his chin as he leaned in and made kissing noises. 
 
    “Baby, we own this station now,” another Edger said. Roak had no idea what race the woman was. Probably a mix of many, by the look of her mottled skin and the strange lengths of her limbs. “We don’t pay for shit no more.” 
 
    Roak cleared his throat as he counted the opposition’s numbers. Eight. 
 
    Four of the eight looked his way. They hit the ground dead before their eyes registered what they saw. That got the other four’s attention. They were dead before they could fully turn in Roak’s direction. 
 
    Getting out of the bin was not a graceful endeavor. Roak basically fell out, hissed like a tea kettle as his shoulder was jarred, shoved up to his feet, and swept the area for other threats. No Edgers were visible, but Roak knew that was going to change. 
 
    “We made it twenty meters,” Hail snapped as she gathered up as many weapons as she could carry and hurried over to Roak. “Twenty meters!” 
 
    She kicked one of the corpses in its head, sending bits of brain skittering across the ground out of the pistol wound. 
 
    “Own the station? Own Razer? How’s that working out for you?” 
 
    She reached Roak and dumped the weapons in the empty bin then ran back and grabbed the rest, stripping the bodies of everything she could find of use. Roak almost saw the fury coming off her in heat waves, she was so pissed off.  
 
    Hail finished putting the remaining weapons, plus knives, restraints, mini-halogens, plenty of extra magazines, and a few random pouches, into the bin then turned and eyed Roak who was busy watching her while also keeping an eye out for Edger reinforcements. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Hail snapped. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Roak replied. 
 
    “Get in the stupid bin, grab one of those carbines, and get ready,” Hail said. “We still have to get you to a med pod and I doubt you’re gonna walk the whole way. You look like shit.” 
 
    Roak started to argue, but realized the futility in the action, and did what he was told. 
 
    It was a good plan.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    25. 
 
      
 
    Three passageways were as far as they got before a new group of Edgers discovered them. 
 
    Roak dropped three of the Edgers immediately, turning their chests into scorched meat, but the other three were able to duck back around the corner they’d come from. Roak felt he could have taken all six, except for the fact that the carbine he was using was not even close to sighted in properly. 
 
    He ejected the magazine into the bin and threw the carbine to the side, picking a new one from the pile at his feet. Roak racked the slide, powered up the weapon, and had it to his good shoulder when one of the Edgers decided to have a peek around the corner. That Edger’s face was obliterated. Roak smiled, happy to know he found a carbine that hit what he aimed at. 
 
    “Hold on,” Hail said as she began to run, shoving the bin before her as she gained more and more speed. 
 
    Roak braced his legs against the side of the bin and adjusted his aim as they got closer and closer to the corner. Hail gave a last push and Roak went speeding by the side passageway, his carbine barking plasma at the two Edgers that appeared to be bracing for a head-on attack. Both were Slinghasps and they lost those snake fangs of theirs in a flash of fire and blood. 
 
    “They hired some weak ones,” Roak said when Hail caught back up to him and took control of the bin once again. “Edgers must have been desperate to take Razer if they are using idiots like that.” 
 
    “Edgers sign up,” Hail said. “They believe in what they’re doing.” 
 
    “You believe that?” Roak laughed as he switched out magazines. “You’re not that dumb.” 
 
    Roak racked the slide then grunted and slumped against the side of the bin. 
 
    “Careful,” Hail said as the bin rocked precariously. “And you call me dumb again, I leave you here.” 
 
    “Didn’t call you dumb,” Roak said as he took several deep breaths. “I said you weren’t that dumb to think the Edgers all believe in their cause or mission or whatever they think they’re accomplishing.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re still calling me dumb.” 
 
    “I’m not. Listen, when it comes to groups of beings, there will always be those that hang around simply because it’s easy to do. They act like they believe, but really the only reason they’re there at all is that they don’t feel like doing anything else.” 
 
    Hail glanced back over her shoulder at the corpses Roak had left in the passageway. 
 
    “Looks like they felt like dying,” Hail said. “That’s about as easy as it gets.” 
 
    Roak laughed. “Those guys? Nah. They were paid to die. No one is going to hang with the Edgers just because.” 
 
    “But you said—” 
 
    “Wasn’t done talking,” Roak interrupted. “Then there are those that will do anything, go anywhere, even if it means they’d be in danger of dying, only because someone met the price they consider high enough to take the risk. That’s what I killed back there. The first ones? The hangers on? I won’t kill them when we find them. They are useful.” 
 
    “You expect we’ll find them?” 
 
    “In your line of work, you know how people are better than probably most professions. You tell me.” 
 
    Hail shook her head. “They’ll find us.” 
 
    Roak studied Hail for a second and nodded. “See. Not dumb at all.” 
 
    The two continued down that passageway then the next and the next. Until they reached a lift that looked like it had been pried open by a span-hammer. Hail growled and swore under her breath. 
 
    “We find a different lift,” Roak said. 
 
    “Not going to be so easy,” Hail replied. “Closest lift is twenty passageways off. That’s a lot of station to cover.” 
 
    “Better get back to pushing then,” Roak said. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Maybe you should hop out and walk.” 
 
    “You’d still have to push. The bin has the weapons.” 
 
    “How have you not been shot in the face by now?” 
 
    “Who says I haven’t been?” Roak pointed at one of the jagged scars on his face. “This didn’t happen by accident.” 
 
    “You’re not getting any sympathy for that.” 
 
    “Don’t want any.” 
 
    They made it another five passageways before encountering a single person. Killed that single person. 
 
    The sixth passageway they encountered quite a bit more than a single person. 
 
    “Good. There you are,” Binter said. “All my tech being offline makes it hard to find who I’m looking for.” 
 
    The Ferg gestured for the two dozen security guards to move forward. Roak killed the first seven before Binter’s shouting for him to stop even registered. 
 
    “You moron!” the Ferg yelled. “I’m here to help you!” 
 
    Roak lowered his weapon when he realized that not one of Binter’s guards had returned fire. He locked eyes with the Ferg. 
 
    “Okay, you found me,” Roak said. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want you to help me get my station back,” Binter said. “None of this went down how it was supposed to.” 
 
    Roak rolled his eyes. “Start telling me something I don’t already know. Edgers working for a syndicate. Syndicate working with a colleague…ex-colleague of mine. The GF planting assassins to root out that ex-colleague and do… I have no idea there.” 
 
    Binter blinked a few times. 
 
    “I don’t know what you are babbling about,” Binter said. “But I need to get control of this station again before the Edgers get us all killed.” Binter looked past Roak. “Hello, Hail. I should have known you’d latch onto the best chance at survival.” 
 
    Roak scratched his chin. 
 
    “You got a med pod?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Not on me,” Binter replied and laughed. 
 
    “Is there one close by?” Roak pushed. “You get me fixed up then I’ll listen to whatever you have to say.” 
 
    “No time to fix you up,” Binter said. “The trouble is going to be here within a few hours.” 
 
    “Two hours of med pod time and we talk,” Roak said. 
 
    “Why do you think this is a negotiation?” 
 
    “Because everything is a negotiation with corrupt pieces of terpigshit like you.” 
 
    Binter glared but didn’t argue with the assessment. 
 
    “One hour,” the Ferg said. 
 
    “Two. I gotta be able to fight,” Roak said. 
 
    Binter’s eyes widened and he looked down at the corpses by his feet.  
 
    “They don’t count,” Roak said. “This passageway doesn’t count. The real fight will be in the sector where my ship is docked. The Edgers have to deliver my ship to someone and they aren’t going to just give up because I tell them to leave.” 
 
    “Your ship?” Binter snickered. “Roak, your ship is gone. Long gone. It took off as soon as the station tech was jammed. Blasted through the hangar doors. Killed some good men of mine. Killed more Edgers, too, so I can’t exactly be mad. Sorry. If you were going for your ship, then you’re too late. Someone already stole it.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Roak said. “I quit.” 
 
    Roak climbed out of the bin then leaned against it for a minute before he started walking towards Binter. The Ferg and his posse of security guards kept their weapons trained on him, but didn’t fire. 
 
    “What ya doing, Roak?” Binter asked. 
 
    “Leaving,” Roak said. “It’ll be easier on my own.” 
 
    “With that wound?” Binter asked as Roak got closer. “You won’t make it far.” 
 
    “I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Roak!” Hail called. “Are you seriously leaving me here?” 
 
    “Not how I see it,” Roak replied. 
 
    “Oh? And how do you see it, asshole?” Hail snarled. 
 
    “I see it as coming to my senses and taking care of me,” Roak said. “Solo is the only way I’ll get off this station.” 
 
    Roak pushed through the security guards, grimacing as his shoulder was nudged by a warty-skinned Shiv’erna’s proboscis. 
 
    “You’re gonna let him leave?” Hail asked. “Binter? You said you needed him.” 
 
    “I do,” Binter said. “And he can’t leave. Edgers have all the ships. That’s why I need to take back the station.” 
 
    “Don’t care,” Roak called over his shoulder. He reached the corner and started to turn it. 
 
    “Do you care about the Skrang?” Binter asked. 
 
    Roak stopped at the corner. He paused, his chin drooping to his chest. Roak stood there for about ten seconds before he spun about and looked Binter in the eye. 
 
    “Skrang.” It was a statement, not a question. Binter nodded. Roak sighed. “Sure. Why not? Everyone else in this craphole of a galaxy is involved. Might as well add the Skrang to the equation. They coming to take the station from the Edgers?” 
 
    “They’re coming to destroy the station,” Binter said. “I may have had a deal with them on the side and possibly that deal meant that if I ever become compromised, such as Razer getting taken over by Edgers, then they would be obligated to obliterate the entire station in order to keep the details of our arrangement from falling into the Galactic Fleet’s hands.” 
 
    “Details…?” Roak let the question hang there. 
 
    “There might, and I ain’t saying for sure, but there might be a level of this station that is dedicated to Skrang R & D.” 
 
    “What are they researching and developing?” Roak asked. 
 
    “I can’t say,” Binter replied. 
 
    Roak smirked. 
 
    “I can’t. You ever been on the angry end of a Skrang?” 
 
    “More than a few times.” 
 
    “Then you understand. I tell and I’m on the angry end of the whole Skrang Alliance.” 
 
    “Too bad.” Roak started walking away. 
 
    “Something better than moltrans!” Binter shouted as Roak rounded the corner. 
 
    Roak backed up and stared at the Ferg again. 
 
    “Last chance,” Roak said. 
 
    “It could make wormhole portals obsolete,” Binter said. “It could mean that ships have the ability to launch into trans-space on their own from wherever they are. No need to find a portal to go through. Blip and they are in trans-space.” 
 
    And there it was. The motivations for all became clear. Why there were so many elements to the mess Roak had found himself wrapped up in. His eyes went from Binter’s to Hail’s. 
 
    “Pol,” Roak stated. 
 
    “Pol,” Hail agreed. 
 
    “Pol,” Binter said. “Right. The old tech that’s been playing everyone. I need him.” 
 
    “Because he has copies of the Skrang tech?” Roak asked. Binter didn’t answer. “Ninety minutes in the med pod or I don’t help.” 
 
    “He needs at least that to heal,” Hail said. Roak raised his eyebrows at her. She pursed her lips, but nodded. “You’re gonna need me.” 
 
    “Binter?” Roak asked the Ferg. 
 
    “I need Roak, not a Lipian whore,” Binter snapped. 
 
    “You need her because she can get close to the people that are with Pol,” Roak said. “Maybe he doesn’t have copies of the Skrang tech. But you really want to risk that? Maybe I still help find a way to get rid of the Edgers. Saves my ass too. But if that tech gets off this station, then the Skrang will skin you alive and feed you to their young. That has nothing to do with my ass.” 
 
    “Ninety minutes,” Binter said after a couple seconds of thinking it through. “Then you help us get to the control room. If I don’t have station defenses online by the time the Skrang get here, then we’re all nothing but atoms. Lipian whores, old techs, terpig-headed bounty hunters be damned. I have to hold them off long enough to talk them down. We don’t need to get rid of all the Edgers, just the ones controlling the station. I’ll deal with cleanup later while you get me Pol Hammon.” 
 
    “How much?” Roak asked. 
 
    “And I’m the whore,” Hail muttered. 
 
    “How much you want?” Binter asked. 
 
    “Pol’s bounty was twenty-five million chits. Match that and we’re good.” 
 
    “Twenty-five million chits?” Binter coughed. “I don’t have that kind of cash on hand.” 
 
    “Bummer.” Roak began to turn away again. 
 
    “I can get it!” Binter exclaimed. “But why do you need it? I’ll let you have Pol once I know whether or not he has the tech. Take the old man and you have your bounty.” 
 
    Roak met Hail’s gaze and she shook her head. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” Roak replied. “Twenty-five million chits, and I’ll get you to your control room and get you your old tech.” 
 
    Binter glared and Roak could see the skin under the Ferg’s pelt turn slightly green. But the head of security finally nodded. 
 
    “I’ll get it. Twenty-five million chits. It’ll be hard, but I can cobble that together.” 
 
    “Good. Lead the way,” Roak said. “And I’ll try not to shoot any more of your people now that we’re on the same side.” 
 
    Roak smirked. 
 
    “Try.”
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    Roak’s distaste for being cooped up in med pods grew exponentially as he waited for the ninety minutes to be up. Each minute crept by, second by second ticking off his mental clock. When the med pod lid finally opened and he was free, he nearly threw himself into the small room where the pod was housed, a tense flurry of newly healed muscles. 
 
    “Ow,” he growled as he rolled his shoulder then lifted his arm to inspect the repairs.  
 
    A deep scar ran the length of his armpit with several smaller scars shooting from it like the remnants of blood poisoning. Hail came in as he ran two fingers along the scar and its tributaries. 
 
    “Here,” Hail said as she tossed him some new clothes. “Your old clothes were too mold damaged to be salvaged.” 
 
    Roak shrugged, but didn’t reply as he caught the bundle of clothes and began to get dressed. “Boots?” 
 
    “There,” Hail said, pointing to a large pile of discarded boots and shoes that filled a corner of the room. “Take your pick.” 
 
    “I liked my boots,” Roak said, but didn’t argue further as he picked out a pair that resembled his previous ones. “Armor?” 
 
    “You can use the same set you had before,” Hail said. “Minus the arm that had to be removed.” 
 
    “An Achilles arm. Great,” Roak said. He finished putting his boots on and looked up at Hail. “And the armor is where…?” 
 
    “Come on, you ungrateful prick,” Hail said and left the room. 
 
    Roak followed her out and went directly to where his damaged armor sat, a pile of scorched Tillinian material that should have been stronger than the best titanium alloy. Roak had to wonder if he hadn’t been swindled when he purchased the armor. It was getting its protective ass kicked by plasma blast after plasma blast. Roak made a note to deal with the being that had sold it to him. But that was for later. 
 
    “Anyone have a Flott?” Roak asked as he looked around the room, his eyes meeting every being’s gaze. And there were a lot of beings. “Anyone?” 
 
    “No Flotts,” Binter said from a spot by the wall where a long table had been set up. “Got almost everything else.” 
 
    “Two KL09s and that Tonal Eight shock rifle,” Roak ordered. “Three magazines each. Six plasma grenades and as many concussion grenades. Is that a Kepler knife? Yeah, that too. Is it fully charged? I want a hot blade when I need it.” 
 
    Binter scratched his furry chin and laughed. “Anything else, your highness?” 
 
    “Not in the mood, Ferg,” Roak said. “Give me the weapons.” 
 
    Binter nodded to a Groshnel that was busy helping outfit the security guards. The invertebrate snatched up the requested items in his many arms and presented them to Roak. 
 
    “The KL09s are a bit banged up,” Roak said as he took the pistols, one by one, and inspected them before sliding both back into their holsters and belting them to his waist. “Not gonna jam up on me and explode are they?” 
 
    “Banged up and still able to bang are two different things, Roak,” Binter said then looked past the bounty hunter at Hail. “Right, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Suck a B’clo’no’s sex vent, Binter,” Hail said. “I’m not yours anymore.” 
 
    “That so?” Binter asked. “Who’s are you? Roak’s? He gonna keep a special place warm for you in his bunk? You do remember that he doesn’t have a bunk anymore, right? His ship is gone. How ya gonna leave Razer now?” 
 
    “He’ll figure something out,” Hail said. 
 
    Roak ignored the exchange as he checked the Tonal Eight shock rifle. The weapon was about the size of an H16 plasma carbine, but with a much wider barrel. That way it could send out several shock pulses per second, incapacitating targets at the least or liquefying their insides, making death a long, painful process at the most. It had settings between the two extremes. Roak made sure each setting dialed up correctly before slinging the weapon over his back, locking it to the mag bolts on his armor. 
 
    “Piece of crap,” Roak said as he activated the heat blade of the Kepler knife. “You use this to cut butter? Because that’s all it’s good for.” 
 
    “Give the man a new knife,” Binter ordered the Groshnel. The Groshnel complied. “Most folks would consider that first knife more than adequate.” 
 
    Roak sighed and took the new knife. He powered it up and nodded. “This’ll do.” 
 
    Heavy pistols and heat blade on his waist, shock rifle on his back, Roak waited as two pouches of grenades were put together and handed to him.  
 
    “I’ll have to trust that none of these are duds,” Roak said as he affixed the pouches to his belt. 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Binter said, finished with his own choosing of armaments. He held an RX31 Plasma assault rifle across his diminutive chest. “All set, your highness?” 
 
    “Call me that again and I use your ass as a testing ground for the grenades,” Roak said. “Roak. That’s it. Nothing else. No nicknames. Roak.” 
 
    “Or asshole,” Hail said. “He responds to that.” 
 
    “Show me schematics and let’s block this out,” Roak said, ignoring Hail. 
 
    “Over here,” Binter said as he handed his rifle to a guard and walked to a holo table that stood in the center of the room. 
 
    Roak checked his surroundings again, making sure he didn’t miscount the number of guards present as well as making sure he didn’t miss anything important, like where all the exits and entrances were. It was a good-sized room, able to fit the dozens of guards and their equipment easily. 
 
    The holo table came to life and a holo vid of Razer Station began to rotate slowly above the surface. Binter pointed to a spot on the holo and it zoomed in. 
 
    “This is us,” Binter explained. He swiped his hand and the holo returned to full size then zoomed in on a different sector. “This is the control room. Two sectors away.” 
 
    “That last sector is where my ship was,” Roak stated. “Which you say is gone.” 
 
    Binter eyed Roak then nodded. “Yeah. The Edgers are all over that sector. No one on or off unless they want them to be.” 
 
    “But my ship is gone,” Roak said. 
 
    “Yeah, Roak, your ship is gone,” Binter replied, exasperated. “Is there some reason you don’t believe me?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Roak responded. “What’s the best route from here to the control room?” 
 
    “Glad you’re ready to get down to business instead of making paranoid accusations,” Binter said.  
 
    “He’ll keep making those,” Hail stated. 
 
    A red line began to snake from their position on the holo and across the station to the control room’s position.  
 
    “We make our way to the air processors,” Binter continued. 
 
    A dot appeared at the edge of their current sector. 
 
    “From there, we can use the climate shafts to get across to the next sector.” 
 
    The first dot connected to a second dot in the next sector over. 
 
    “After that, we ditch the shafts and utilize the delivery tunnels directly below the main passageways.” 
 
    More dots, more connections. 
 
    “The tunnels should get us across the sector.” 
 
    “Unmolested?” Roak asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t need you if that was the case,” Binter said. He nodded to his guards. “We’ll be losing numbers the whole way. Your job is to stay alive so you can be there at the end.” 
 
    “What about me?” Hail asked Roak. “I’m here because of Pol. Where do I fit into this scenario?” 
 
    “Pol’ll be close to the control room. Only way he can arrange a ride off this station,” Binter said. “He’s been spotted and I’ve heard he’s almost there already.” 
 
    “Heard?” Roak asked. “You have comms?” 
 
    “I have a grapevine,” Binter said and smiled. “Never rely too much on tech to get the intel you need.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Roak said. “Pol does have comms, though. You should know that.” 
 
    Binter blinked, looked about at his men and women, then glared at Roak. 
 
    “You’re only telling me now because why?” Binter snarled. “How does he have comms? The Edgers aren’t using comms.” 
 
    “The Edgers are using comms,” Roak said. “Single channel, hidden and thin. Only signal able to slip through their total jamming. You wouldn’t notice it unless you know exactly where to look.” 
 
    “How’d Pol get access?” 
 
    “He knew where to look.” 
 
    Binter shook his head. “Comms. Great. No wonder he’s making progress around the Edgers.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the Maglors,” one of the guards said. 
 
    “Yes. Them,” Binter said and made a sound of disgust. “Little pains in my ass. I should have jettisoned those two monkeys the second they stepped paws on this station. I smelled trouble on them.” 
 
    “They are capable for Maglors,” Roak said. 
 
    “That was a huge compliment,” Hail explained. “Trust me. He hates those guys.” 
 
    “Hate would be too much trouble,” Roak said and pointed at the holo. “Climate shafts then delivery tunnels. What about the last sector?” 
 
    The last sector became a grid of red lines. 
 
    “That’s the entire sector,” Roak said. “No play?” 
 
    “No play to make,” Binter said. “This is the main sector of the station. I locked it down from the first day I took over security. No tunnels or shafts to sneak around in. We fight step by step, passageway by passageway, until we reach the control room. Then you and I go in there and get my station back while the rest of us that are left hold our position from Edger counter attacks. You make sure I have time to put the defense systems back online and then I start the hard part of trying to talk the Skrang down before they atomize us all.” 
 
    Roak nodded. “Two thousand Edgers between us and that control room.” 
 
    “Give or take. Yeah.” 
 
    “How many Razer residents will get in our way?” 
 
    “Hard to know. It’s Razer. Some may have made deals with the Edgers. Some will attack because they like the chaos. Some will hang back and rat us out as soon as we get by them. Others will stay completely out of it. I couldn’t lay chits on numbers for any of those categories.” 
 
    “How many residents made it off station when the Edgers boarded?” 
 
    “Not many.” 
 
    “Any chance the ones that made it will mount a counter attack to retake the station on their own?” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” Binter laughed. 
 
    “Looking at all angles of possible conflict.” 
 
    “Loyalty isn’t a trait for Razer residents. If they made it off, they ain’t coming back until they know the station is stable. If they come back at all.” 
 
    Roak nodded then glanced over his shoulder at Hail. “Am I missing anything?” 
 
    “Why are you asking me? You’re the professional tough guy.” 
 
    Roak kept his eyes on her until she shrugged. 
 
    “By this time, the sex workers will be switching their focus from Razer to Edgers. We adapt fast.” 
 
    “Get cozy with the conquerors,” Roak said. 
 
    “They’re all conquerors to us,” Hail replied. 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Bars and clubs will reopen as determined by the bravery of their managers and owners. Some never closed.” 
 
    Roak nodded, recalling their earlier club experience. 
 
    “True,” he agreed. “With luck, folks will stay in the bars or their cabins and leave us alone.” He pointed at Hail. “You see someone you know that can help spread the word through the grapevine, you tell them to hide and stay hidden. Otherwise, they may get a plasma blast to the face for their bravery. Let’s keep these passageways clear. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, Roak, I got it,” Hail replied. “You ready to go yet?” 
 
    “Ready,” Roak said. “Let’s move out.”
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    The route to the air processors was far from Edger free. 
 
    Binter and his guards led the way. Roak let them as he hung back with Hail, covering the group’s rear. That way he could keep an eye on Binter, too. He didn’t trust the Ferg farther than he could throw the little scumbag. 
 
    First passageway was an easy take down of four Edgers. They each took blasts to the backs of their heads before they even saw Binter’s crew. 
 
    Second passageway was a tad harder. Only Three Edgers, but all ready to fight as soon as the group rounded the corner. Binter lost two guards in the process of taking out the three Edgers. 
 
    Third passageway was a shit show. Roak’s words as he kept Hail out of the line of fire and let Binter fight the fight needed to get them moving again. Six guards lost. 
 
    That was eight casualties before they even got to the air processors and the climate shaft access point. 
 
    “Don’t say a word,” Binter said to Roak as they wound their way through the maze of processors to the grating that covered the main climate shaft they’d use to traverse the gap between the sectors. “I don’t need to hear it.” 
 
    “Wasn’t gonna say a thing,” Roak responded. He took Hail by the elbow and pushed her towards the middle of the group. She gave him a questioning look. “Better to have our backs covered in a tight space like this.” 
 
    The group was able to walk three abreast as they piled into the shaft and started the short journey to the next sector. Binter kept Roak and Hail company. 
 
    “One of those Edgers had to get a message out,” Roak said. “They’ll know we’re coming.” 
 
    “It was only a matter of time anyway,” Binter replied. 
 
    Roak grunted in acknowledgement. 
 
    “You are going to keep your end of the deal, right, Roak?” Binter asked as they were halfway along the shaft. “No double cross at the end of this, right?” 
 
    “You think I’d tell you if I was planning a double cross?” Roak snorted. “No, Binter. No double cross. I’m the one that gets double crossed, not the one that does the double crossing.” 
 
    “I’m putting way too much trust in you,” Binter said. 
 
    “Yeah, you are,” Roak agreed. “Still not sure why. You can muscle your way to the control room without me. Then track down Pol yourself. You know this station better than I do.” 
 
    “I’ve explained why—” 
 
    Roak made a dismissive gesture. “I don’t really care. Only letting you know that I don’t believe a word out of your mouth. I’ll go along, since you’re paying me and I need to survive anyway, but don’t for a second think that I accept your version of needs.” 
 
    “Luck,” Hail said. 
 
    Binter and Roak glanced at her. 
 
    “Luck,” she said again. “Or your version of it. You’ve survived two attacks that should have killed you, managed to find med pods when needed, broke folks and got them to admit their secrets and deceptions, then got yourself hired by the head of security to help retake Razer Station and complete the bounty you came here for in the first place. Luck.” 
 
    “Fortuitous skill,” Binter said. 
 
    “Luck,” Hail insisted and shrugged. “Call it what you want. It’s still luck.” 
 
    “That’s it. Luck,” Roak replied dryly. 
 
    The group came to a stop and Roak pulled one of his KL09s from its holster. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Binter called to the front of the group. 
 
    “Bodies,” someone called back. 
 
    “Bodies? So? Move them and keep going,” Binter barked. 
 
    “Might want to come look,” the guard replied. “Bring the bounty hunter.” 
 
    Roak growled as he shared a look with Hail. 
 
    “Come on,” Binter said and started pushing his way to the front of the group. 
 
    The Ferg stopped cold and Roak would have run right into him, but the bounty hunter had already started slowing since he could easily see over Binter. 
 
    “Shit,” Roak muttered. 
 
    Hail was right behind Roak and she let out a gasp and a cry when she reached his side. She started to rush forward, but Roak held her back. 
 
    “Careful,” Roak said. “Body could be booby-trapped.” 
 
    Roak grabbed Binter and spun the Ferg around, slamming him into the wall of the shaft. He instantly had a couple dozen weapons pointed at him, but he ignored the firepower and focused on the head of security. 
 
    “This message is for me. That means someone knew I’d be walking this route,” Roak snarled into Binter’s face then looked back and forth at the guards around him. “Get those Eight Million Godsdamn guns out of my face or I swear I’ll take them off you and blast you each a new asshole!” 
 
    “Back off,” Binter coughed. 
 
    “You got a rat,” Roak said and let the Ferg go. 
 
    Binter grasped at his neck, coughing and hacking. He spat a huge wad of phlegm onto the ground then eyed Roak. 
 
    “I don’t have a rat,” Binter said. 
 
    “Then explain that,” Roak said, pointing at the corpse. 
 
    The corpse that had been Coult at one time, but became a carved-up pile of strips and hunks of flesh. Except for the head which had been set dead center on the ground. And in front of the severed head was a message written in blood that read, “Find me the old man or I kill everyone you’ve ever cared about.” 
 
    “I don’t have a rat,” Binter said with confidence. “But the grapevine ain’t exactly foolproof, Roak. Someone heard something and it got back to whoever did this.” 
 
    “I know who did this,” Roak said. 
 
    “No,” Hail whispered. “She couldn’t, Roak.” 
 
    “Oh, she can and she did,” Roak said. “No Maglor heads, so that’s good. The old man still has the monkeys watching his back.” 
 
    “Roak, I’ve known Pasha for a long time,” Hail insisted. “She’s not this cruel. And she’d never hurt Coult. Never. They were friends.” 
 
    “Hail, you need to listen and listen good,” Roak said. “You have no idea who Pasha is. The girl you knew doesn’t exist. That was a character she played to get to what she needs. And what she needs is Pol because she thinks he’s the one making the trans-space tech. She doesn’t know about the Skrang R & D level. If she did, she’d go there and take what she needs then leave the station. This? Coult’s head? Means she’s getting desperate. Maybe she heard the Skrang are on the way. Maybe her real bosses have her on a time table she’s about to blow.” 
 
    “Or maybe she’s a psycho that likes to cut people up,” Binter said. “It would explain a few bodies I’ve found over the past few months.” 
 
    “No,” Hail said, shaking her head back and forth. “Not Pasha. Please…” 
 
    Roak heard the desperation in the woman’s voice and didn’t try to argue with her anymore. 
 
    “Add another player to the game,” Roak said to Binter. “You know who Pasha is, yeah?” 
 
    “I know who Pasha is,” Binter replied. 
 
    “Of course you do,” Roak said. “Have one of your people hurry ahead and get the word along the grapevine to be on the lookout for her. Drop her on sight. No talking. Kill her if she’s found. Otherwise, she’ll kill whoever finds her.” 
 
    Binter relayed the order and a woman took off from the group, her carbine strapped tight to her back as she sprinted ahead down the climate shaft. 
 
    “I blame you for this,” Binter said to Hail. 
 
    “Me?” Hail exclaimed. 
 
    “Lay off,” Roak warned. “I mean it, Binter. This isn’t a shit rolls downhill situation where you get to pick on the Lipian whore.” He sighed and glanced at Hail. “Companion. Whatever. Leave her alone, you little Ferg.” 
 
    “You might not be worth what—” Binter started to say then stopped as Roak snatched him back up by the neck and lifted him off the ground, a KL09 pressed to his forehead. 
 
    “I’ve taken you twice in less than a minute and your people haven’t been able to stop me,” Roak said. “I’m worth every last chit you’ll be paying me.” 
 
    He dropped the Ferg and holstered his pistol. Then he eased Hail around the severed head and the mutilated body. Roak pushed through the group and took the lead, stopping only long enough to ask, “You coming or what?”
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    The second they stepped out of the climate shaft, Roak threw Hail to the ground and joined her as a barrage of plasma and laser blasts nearly ripped them to shreds. 
 
    He’d had a feeling. He also saw the body of the guard Binter had sent ahead to get the word out about Pasha. 
 
    The couple of security guards that had been directly behind Roak and Hail obviously didn’t have the same feeling, nor did they see the guard’s body, because they were torn apart before they could think the word “duck.” 
 
    Roak grabbed Hail to him and rolled across the climate control room. He kept the two of them rolling until they were semi-safe behind a large air exchanger. The machine was as large as a small house, but it was made of thin metal alloy and wouldn’t hold up to plasma fire for long.  
 
    Roak knew that, and as soon as they had cover, he yanked one of his KL09s free and ducked his head out for a quick peek to see what their situation was. His attempt at gathering some visual intel was met with six plasma blasts to the exchanger. Hunks of the thin alloy were carved off as bits and shavings flew into Roak’s face. He growled as he tucked back fast and turned to Hail. 
 
    “We’ll need to run for it,” Roak said. “How well do you know this part of the station?” The terrified look on Hail’s face told him all he needed to know. “Great.” 
 
    Roak closed his eyes and tried to recall the image of the holo that Binter had shown him. He mentally retraced his steps then started the journey over again until he had a visual in his brain of where they were and what lay ahead. 
 
    “Two exits,” Roak stated when he opened his eyes. “They’ll have both blocked.” 
 
    The firefight intensified as Binter’s guards rushed from the shaft and engaged the Edgers. There were screams of pain and groans of death from both sides. Roak didn’t really care who was dying, as long as the focus was off him for a while. 
 
    “I didn’t get a great look, but my guess is there are about fifty or so Edgers crammed into the far side of this room,” Roak informed Hail. “Lined up so that when one goes down another takes his place immediately. Someone knows basic military formations and tactics. That can work in our favor.” 
 
    “How?” Hail managed to croak between flinches from the sounds of the battle. 
 
    “Makes them predictable,” Roak said. “The majority of them won’t have any formal training, so as soon as the little bit they have been taught goes wrong, they’ll revert to the chaos of raw violence. I just need to rattle their cages some.” 
 
    Roak fished out two concussion grenades. 
 
    “Wouldn’t plasma be better?” Hail asked. “Those actually kill.” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill,” Roak said. “I want panic. I want confusion. I want live bodies getting in the way of other live bodies.” 
 
    Roak activated both grenades and chucked one in the direction of the Edgers and the other in the direction of Binter’s guards. Hail gasped at the last action. 
 
    “Ready?” Roak asked right before the grenades went off. “Now!” 
 
    He pulled her to her feet and sprinted around the far side of the exchanger. Roak knew that side would be watched, so he was ready with his heavy pistol and dropped the three Edgers that should have been ready to drop him first. Unfortunately, they were distracted by the concussion grenade and were all three looking the wrong way. They never saw their deaths coming. 
 
    With Hail in tow, Roak ran as fast as he could, his KL09 barking plasma left and right, but mostly straight ahead. Edgers popped into view, surprised to see Roak and Hail making ground so quickly. Roak used their surprise to his advantage and killed every wide-eyed being that thought about raising a weapon in their direction. 
 
    They jumped and dodged over bodies while the firefight continued to rage in the industrial space. In the back of Roak’s mind, he kept a running tally of the Edgers he killed while also parsing the status of the battle. To him, it sounded about dead even. The Edgers had the numbers, but Razer was Binter’s people’s station.  
 
    Binter’s side of the battle had more to lose and more to fight for. Roak highly doubted that any of the guards had promising employment prospects elsewhere. No one ended up on Razer Station with a solid resume and good references. At least not the legit kind of good references. So they’d all be more than willing to kill to keep their place on Razer. 
 
    A halfer that was part Gwreq stepped out of the shadow of an exchanger and sent a fist at Roak’s head. Roak managed to duck under it, but Hail didn’t. She caught the stone-skinned fist right in the face and crumpled under the immense force of the blow. Roak dropped to a knee and pressed the KL09 to the halfer’s midsection and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The halfer roared as his incredible skin couldn’t deflect that much plasma. Yet, even as his insides were cooked, he managed to reach down and grab Roak by the shoulders, lifting him high into the air. 
 
    Roak was able to adjust his aim and put a blast directly between the halfer’s eyes. But not before he was flung aside and into the wall. Roak grunted in pain as he collided with the metal paneling. He also smirked in triumph after seeing that most of the halfer’s head was gone. 
 
    Roak fell to the floor, ticked off a quick mental checklist to make sure he didn’t have another Eight Million Godsdamn broken rib, which he didn’t, then crawled over to Hail and gave her a hard slap across the face. The Lipian came to instantly, her fists flying blind and striking out at Roak. 
 
    “Stop it,” Roak snapped. “Get up.” 
 
    Roak got to his feet and yanked Hail to hers. Then they were running again, although Hail was a little slower than before and slightly wobbly on her feet. The unsteadiness dragged on Roak and for half a second, he considered cutting her loose. But he needed her. It wasn’t a bluff with Binter. He needed Hail if he was going to get to Pol. Especially if Pasha got to the old tech first. Hail was the perfect distraction. 
 
    They passed several more exchangers before they reached the corner of the room opposite the shaft they had come out of only a couple minutes earlier. Roak stopped them at the last exchanger as the fight continued, filling the room with smoke, screams, shouts, the smell of blood and burnt flesh, and the never-ending bark of plasma rifles and pistols. 
 
    “Two exits,” Roak said to Hail. “Both blocked by Edgers.” 
 
    “Okay. So what’s the plan?” Hail asked. 
 
    “We get to the closest exit and leave this room,” Roak stated. 
 
    “And we do that how?” 
 
    “By fighting our way out.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what we’ve been doing?” 
 
    “We’ve been fighting the wrong side,” Roak said with a sly grin. He handed Hail his other KL09. “You do exactly what I do and keep your mouth shut. Look angry. Look like you’ve been itching for this fight. Look like an Edger.” 
 
    “Look like an Edger? What does that even mean?” 
 
    “Watch,” Roak said as he stepped out from his cover, turned in the direction of Binter’s guards, and opened fire, a cold, homicidal look on his face. 
 
    Hail shook her head and blinked several times then followed Roak, her own pistol up and firing as they quickly moved along the back wall towards the main crowd of Edgers that were fighting Binter’s people.  
 
    An enraged Jesperian turned in their direction and Roak yelled, “Down!” 
 
    The Jesperian hesitated for only a fraction of a second before complying. Roak put two blasts into one of Binter’s guards and kept moving, nodding as the Jesperian gave him a grateful look. 
 
    Hail kept close to Roak, but he held his hand out to back her off. The illusion wouldn’t work if they looked like partners. They needed to look like Edgers trying to regroup. She eased back a step or two and put some space between them. A few Edgers glanced their way, but didn’t bat an eye since both Roak and Hail were shooting in the right direction. 
 
    Roak saw that the Edgers had split into several tight squads and were using the divide and conquer method. One squad would rush into the fray then veer off, taking Binter’s fire with them. Then a second squad would move in and drop a few more of Binter’s guards before return fire forced them back behind cover. That was more than basic military tactics. 
 
    Roak knew what to do and searched the Edgers for whoever was calling the shots. He’d have loved to have access to their single comm channel and hear the actual orders being given, but he got the gist of the operation from visual observation. 
 
    Standing tall, directly behind the Edger forces, was a familiar face. The Urvein that had accosted Roak when he’d gotten food after first arriving on Razer. She stood there, her fur singed in places where close, but not quite, plasma blasts had nearly taken her out. She was barking orders continually while also firing a massive rifle from her shoulder. One-handed. 
 
    The room was filled with so much smoke that Roak could no longer see targets, but he kept on firing. He had to. If he stopped, then someone would notice the guy in light armor that was missing a sleeve and the Lipian whore following him. If he kept his KL09 barking into the chaos, then he at least sort of appeared to be one of them.  
 
    So Roak pulled the trigger until his KL09 powered down and he had to grab a fresh magazine off his belt. He had the magazine in and the heavy pistol powering back up when he heard the roar he’d been expecting. 
 
    “You!” 
 
    “Follow my lead,” Roak shouted back at Hail before lifting his hands into the air, making sure the Urvein could see the KL09 was aimed up at the ceiling and not at her or the other Edgers. The massive rifle took aim at Roak and Hail. “Don’t shoot!” 
 
    “Why in all the Hells not?” the Urvein yelled, her voice a boom that rivaled half the weapons firing in the room. 
 
    Roak kept moving, hands up, and eyes focused squarely on the Urvein despite the fact that plasma and laser blasts were still flying this way and that. He was counting on some of that luck that Hail had been so insistent was the secret to his success. As insulting to his skills as a bounty hunter as that claim had been, he hoped it was right. He needed all the luck he could get. 
 
    “Not the enemy!” Roak shouted, letting the KL09 fall from his grasp. 
 
    A couple of Edgers took notice and stopped firing at Binter’s people. They looked at Roak then back at the Urvein. She nodded and they slung their weapons so they could rush forward and take hold of Roak and Hail’s arms. Roak let them and held his breath as Hail started to fight. She stopped quickly though and didn’t end up dead on the floor, so Roak let the breath out and allowed the Edgers to push and shove and drag him over to their leader.  
 
    Hail was relieved of her pistol and the Tonal Eight on Roak’s back was snatched away, lost from sight as it was passed from Edger to Edger. Roak waited for his Kepler to be snagged, but the blade was left where it sat on his belt. 
 
    The Urvein had nothing but enraged conflict on her face. Her features were a scrunched up snarl of violence and mental calculations. One furry paw shot out and gripped Roak around the throat, but not hard enough to cut off his airway. It was a move to show that she was in charge, she was in control, and if Roak would like to argue the point, then he could argue with a snapped neck. 
 
    The two combatants had a silent conversation that stretched eons, but only lasted a second. 
 
    “I warned you to stay out of it,” the Urvein finally said, oblivious to the battle that raged around them. A plasma blast hit the wall only a few centimeters from her head and she didn’t flinch for an instant. “I thought you had more brains than this.” 
 
    “I have news,” Roak said. “Bad news. For all of us. Get me to whoever is in charge and—” 
 
    “And nothing, bounty hunter,” the Urvein snarled, lifting Roak up off the ground and pulling him in close. Her breath stank of meat and liquor, but her eyes were clear and bright. “I get to kill Roak. That’s one bonus I didn’t see happening today.” 
 
    “Skrang,” Roak gasped, dropping the name the same way Binter had dropped it on him. “Skrang.” 
 
    Confusion flitted across the Urvein’s eyes. Her lip curled all the way up to show him a canine tooth that could have pierced his armor. Her claw tightened, but she didn’t crush Roak’s neck. 
 
    “What does that mean?” she asked. 
 
    “Skrang,” Roak repeated. “Get me to whoever is in charge of your little coup and I’ll tell him—” 
 
    “Her,” the Urvein snarled. 
 
    “Her,” Roak amended. “Get me to her and I’ll spill everything.” 
 
    “Spill it now or die here,” the Urvein countered. 
 
    “No,” Roak replied. The Urvein had begun to squeeze and getting out even that one word was a struggle. 
 
    “Then you die,” the Urvein said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “The Skrang are on the way and we know why,” Hail said before Roak’s head could be popped off like a budding flower. “We also know what you’re after on Razer.” 
 
    The Urvein’s eyes stayed on Roak for a second then looked past him and focused on Hail. 
 
    “Good for you,” the Urvein said. 
 
    “You’ll want to listen to what he has to say,” Hail continued. “This mess is worse than you know.” 
 
    The Urvein shrugged. 
 
    “The Galactic Fleet is probably on the way too,” Hail said. “You want to be in the middle of a Skrang and GF fight?” 
 
    The look in the Urvein’s eyes changed and she focused back on Roak. 
 
    “That true? GF and Skrang on the way?” the Urvein asked. 
 
    Roak nodded, no longer able to even utter a single syllable. 
 
    “Fine,” the Urvein said then turned to the closest Edger. “Keep fighting until they’re all dead. I’ll have reinforcements sent ASAP.” 
 
    “Got it,” the Edger replied then returned to firing non-stop at Binter and his people. 
 
    The Urvein dropped Roak, but grabbed him around the back of the neck so the man wouldn’t collapse. She turned to Hail. 
 
    “You first, little lady,” the Urvein said as two Edgers moved out of the way of one of the exits. The doors slid open. “Now!”
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    “How about you start talking as we walk,” the Urvein said. 
 
    Roak and Hail were being led by the Urvein and eight other Edgers that had joined them in the passageway outside the climate control room. Other Edgers streamed by, all headed to get their piece of the massacre of Binter and his guards. Roak ignored every last one of them. The only Edger he cared about was the huge one that made the decisions. 
 
    “You got a name?” Roak asked, his voice raspy from the rough treatment to his throat and neck. 
 
    The Urvein woman laughed. 
 
    “Roak, you won’t be alive long enough for my name to matter.” 
 
    “Then no risk in telling it to me,” Roak replied. 
 
    The Urvein grunted. 
 
    “Cheev,” she replied finally. 
 
    “Cheev. Nice to meet you,” Roak said. “You know who I am. This is Hail.” 
 
    “Don’t care,” Cheev said. “She’s more dead than you, so telling me a Lipian whore’s name is a waste of breath.” 
 
    “Companion,” Roak said. 
 
    “What?” Cheev asked. “Companion what?” 
 
    “They prefer to be called companions,” Roak said. “Not whores.” 
 
    Cheev glanced down at Roak. “Are you kidding me?” She looked back at Hail who was only a couple steps behind Roak. “Is he kidding me?” 
 
    “You can call us what you like,” Hail replied quietly. 
 
    “Yeah, I know I can,” Cheev said and snorted. The snort sounded like a grav engine throwing a gear. “Companion… That’s a good one, Roak.” 
 
    “I thought you Edgers were about freedom for all.” 
 
    Cheev snorted again. 
 
    There was a good-sized explosion from behind them and Cheev pressed a finger to one of her ears. “This is Cheev. Report.” 
 
    She listened and growled then nodded. 
 
    “Get after them. Hunt their asses down and wipe Binter off this station. I don’t want that Ferg popping back up. Midnight especially doesn’t want that Ferg popping back up. And try not to blow the whole Eight Million Godsdamn station up while you’re at it.” 
 
    Cheev snarled. 
 
    “Was that an excuse? I don’t care if they retreated into the shaft! Follow them and put every last one down! Now!” 
 
    The snarl turned into a nasty smile. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. I don’t want to hear your voice on the channel again unless it’s to tell me you’re holding Binter’s head in your hands. Got it?” 
 
    Cheev took her finger from her ear and glanced down at Roak. 
 
    “You’re little ploy is costing me people and resources, Roak.” 
 
    “Not my ploy,” Roak replied. “Binter’s the one that wanted to make a play for the station’s main control room. I was just trying to get to my ship with the lady here.” 
 
    “Your ship is gone,” Cheev said. 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been told. Still…” 
 
    “Won’t believe it until you see the empty hangar yourself? I can vouch for your ship being gone. That hangar is empty. Your ship blew the doors off the station. No point in docking there.” 
 
    “Still…” 
 
    Cheev laughed. The sound elicited a small cry of fear from Hail which only made the Urvein laugh harder. 
 
    “Midnight? That’s your boss?” Roak asked. 
 
    “None of your business who anyone is.” 
 
    “Come on, Cheev. I’m about to meet the woman. It’d be good if I knew what her role is on this station. Not too much to ask.” 
 
    “You don’t get to ask for anything, Roak.” 
 
    Roak sighed. 
 
    “Boss is a word for it,” Cheev replied as they turned a corner and came to a lift. 
 
    “Is there another word for it?” 
 
    “Several, but boss will do. Happy? Now you know her role.” 
 
    “And her name is Midnight?” 
 
    “Is there a reason you’re trying to push me into killing you?” 
 
    Roak held up his hands in surrender. The movements elicited several threatening responses from the Edgers that accompanied Roak, Cheev, and Hail. Mostly those responses were expressed in the form of pistol and carbine barrels being pressed to the back and side of Roak’s head. 
 
    “Leave him be. The bounty hunter is hobbled,” Cheev ordered. Then she addressed Roak. “I don’t consider you truly hobbled. I’m not that naive. You’re only not deadly when you’re dead. But you’re hobbled enough.” 
 
    Roak shrugged. 
 
    They stepped into the lift. Only two of the group of Edgers accompanied them. Each with their back facing the doors, their eyes and weapons still trained on Roak as he was forced to put his back against the wall of the lift. Hail was shoved next to him on his right. 
 
    The doors closed and the lift began to move. Cheev scratched her cheek. 
 
    “What’s with the armor?” Cheev asked without looking at Roak. 
 
    “Sleeve came off,” Roak replied. 
 
    “You need better armor.” 
 
    “It’s Tillinian. Hard to find better.” 
 
    “Try a set that has two arms. That’s better.” 
 
    “I’ll look into that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but are you two for real? How can you chat about armor when we’re going to be killed any minute, Roak?” Hail asked. 
 
    Roak looked at her like she’d gone mad. She flinched then straightened her back and stared back. 
 
    “Whore’s got balls,” Cheev said. 
 
    “She does,” Roak said, his eyes still on Hail. “We’re chatting about armor because there’s nothing else to chat about, Hail. You and I won’t say what we know until we meet up with the boss. Cheev here could care less about deep conversation with us since she thinks we’ll be dead soon.” 
 
    “I don’t think it, I know it,” Cheev said. 
 
    “See?” Roak responded, his focus remaining on Hail. “Plus, chatting about armor, or whatever other boring, empty topic I can think of gave me time to activate the plasma grenade I tucked up my sleeve before the Edgers stripped me of all my weapons.” 
 
    The vibe in the lift shifted instantly. It became cold, hard, still. 
 
    “Yeah. That happened,” Roak said, his eyes never wavering from Hail’s. “You’d think that since I only have the one sleeve left, it would be an easy search to complete. But, heat of battle and the confusion of me giving myself up sort of distracted the morons in charge of checking me over.” 
 
    “You’re bluffing,” Cheev said as she turned to face Roak full on. “A plasma grenade can’t fit up the sleeve of Tillinian armor.” 
 
    “It can if I sliced the sleeve open with a Kepler knife,” Roak replied. “Burned out the first one I used instantly. Had to ask Binter for a second one. The Ferg didn’t even notice. But he wasn’t looking. He was busy figuring out how to use me then kill me when my usefulness was done. That and I’m very good at what I do.” 
 
    The lift doors opened and the Edgers with their backs to the passageway never saw the attack coming. Cheev was so focused on Roak that she didn’t see it, hear it, or smell it coming either.  
 
    All the Edgers spun about as the piercing cries of the Maglors’ attack echoed down the passageway and into the lift. Then came the blood.
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    Sath was clambering over the shoulders of one of the Edgers, a blade stabbing repeatedly into the being’s face and neck. Then the Maglor launched himself off the dying Edger at Cheev. It was a good effort, but resulted in Sath being swatted into the side wall of the lift hard enough that more than a couple teeth came flying out of the Maglor’s mouth. 
 
    Roak watched Sath’s attack with interest, but not as much interest as he had with Spickle’s attack. It was at that moment he knew he truly had underestimated the Maglors. Annoying as they were, the little guys could fight and they didn’t give up. 
 
    Spickle came out from between the other Edger’s legs, his blade cutting a deep gouge into the Edger’s right thigh along the way. The Edger cried out, but he was already dead and just hadn’t quite figured it out yet. Spickle knew it and kept moving, coming up at Cheev’s legs, the bloody blade slashing and cutting so fast that the Urvein couldn’t block the attack. 
 
    Blood poured from the insides of Cheev’s thighs. But even with the mortal wounds, the Urvein didn’t give up. She grabbed Spickle by the back of the head and threw the Maglor out of the lift so hard that he was almost three-quarters of the way down the passageway before he hit the floor. 
 
    “That wasn’t nice,” Roak said. 
 
    Cheev spun on him, a roar escaping her wide open mouth. 
 
    Roak had to stand on his tip toes, but he was able to shove the smuggled plasma grenade into that wide open maw then slam a fist into the Urvein’s throat, causing her to involuntarily clamp down on the grenade and try to swallow. 
 
    “Go!” Roak yelled and shoved Hail ahead of him. 
 
    Cheev tried to snag the woman with a claw, but Hail ducked under the swipe and sprinted out of the lift. 
 
    Roak dove the other way, grabbed Sath’s leg, and pulled the Maglor free of the lift just as the plasma grenade went off. The force of the blast, and the volume of the body it destroyed, shoved against Roak’s back, sending him and Sath tumbling down the passageway, both coated in Urvein. They didn’t go nearly as far as Spickle had been flung, but it was a while before they came to a stop. 
 
    “Hello,” Pol said as Roak struggled up onto his hands and knees. “I have this for you.” 
 
    Roak was about to get up and throttle the old man, but the sight of a Flott five-six concussion blaster with laser cluster spread being held out to him stopped the attack. 
 
    “Thanks?” Roak replied as he got to his feet and took the blaster. “You want to tell me why I shouldn’t use it on you right now?” 
 
    “Sure. If you tell me why you saved Sath and didn’t leave him in that lift to be obliterated by an exploding Urvein,” Pol replied. “Also, there are about three dozen Edgers about to round the corner there and shoot us all.” 
 
    Roak made sure the Flott was powered, turned, and fired in the direction Pol was indicating with the point of his gnarled finger. 
 
    The Flott did its job and that laser cluster spread wiped out half the Edgers with one shot. Roak squeezed the trigger again and almost the entire other half was killed.  
 
    Two Edgers remained. They opened fire and Roak flung himself back down to the floor. Roak felt the heat of plasma across the back of his neck, but it came from the wrong direction. The Edgers cried out and slumped to the floor as their chests were torn open. 
 
    Roak waited, but there were no more blasts. He pushed up and looked behind him. Hail had a carbine up to her shoulder as she lay flat on the floor. Roak realized that his true luck was that she hadn’t shot him herself with the narrow angle the barrel was tilted at. 
 
    “Oh, there are more coming,” Pol said and tapped the sides of his eyes. “A lot more. Might I suggest we retreat in the other direction?” 
 
    “Your tech is back up?” Roak asked as he got to his feet, went and helped Hail to her feet, then grabbed Sath and pulled him up onto his feet as well. “How?” 
 
    “Oh, I have been busy,” Pol said in such a smug and annoying voice that Roak almost shot the old man. “Give me a meter of tech and I will take a light year.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” Roak said and waved his hand in Pol’s face. “Don’t explain. I don’t care. Just tell me how to get us out of here.” 
 
    “This way,” Pol said and headed back towards the lift. 
 
    “That way is gone,” Roak said. 
 
    “Not entirely,” Pol replied. 
 
    Spickle groaned from his spot on the floor and Sath hobbled over to him, helping the other Maglor to his wobbly feet. 
 
    “We save Roak,” Sath said. 
 
    “Save Roak again,” Spickle replied, his voice weak, but still very much Spickle. 
 
    “Hurry,” Pol said, almost to the mangled lift. “We do not have much time. It will be a small window of escape for us before this station is destroyed.” 
 
    As soon as Pol reached the lift shaft, what remained of the lift car groaned then fell, leaving a wide open hole. 
 
    “Ah, here we go,” Pol said. “Gentlemen?” 
 
    Still shaky, but looking stronger by the second, the Maglors hurried as fast as they could to the edge of the empty shaft, looked down, then jumped. 
 
    Hail shook her head, looked at Roak, looked back at the shaft, and said, “I give up.” 
 
    “You and me both, lady,” Roak responded. 
 
    Four lines were tossed up onto the floor of the passageway. Pol shuffled forward and attempted to bend over and grab the lines, but he groaned loudly and put a hand to his back. 
 
    “Hail? Would you mind, dear?” Pol asked as he tried to straighten up, groaning even more. “Oh, and Roak, if you’d cover us while we get these affixed properly.” 
 
    Roak didn’t question the request. He turned, took a knee, and opened fire as Edgers came sprinting into the passageway. The Flott barked and whirred as the laser cluster spread took out row after row of the attackers. 
 
    “How we doing there?” Roak called over his shoulder. 
 
    “Almost done,” Pol responded. 
 
    “Is this right?” Hail asked. 
 
    “Very right,” Sath said, his head popping up from the edge of the lift shaft. 
 
    “Perfect right,” Spickle added, his head appearing next to Sath’s. 
 
    “Roak!” Hail cried. 
 
    Roak fired twice more then holstered the Flott, turned on his knee, grabbed one of the lines, and threw himself over the edge and into the empty lift shaft. Hail was right next to him while Sath and Spickle helped Pol attach his line to a carabiner on his belt. Then the old man was whizzing past both Roak and Hail, his eyes wide and mouth open in a no-holds-barred yell of triumph. 
 
    Then the two Maglors whizzed past Roak and Hail. 
 
    “I think we’re moving too slow,” Roak said and adjusted his grip, letting the line slide quickly through his hands. “Doesn’t hurt!” 
 
    Hail hesitated, but a few choice plasma blasts against the back wall of the shaft got her into gear. She began falling as fast as Roak, although she didn’t catch up since he had a head start on her. 
 
    The party of five descended fast. Too fast for Roak to comprehend how the palms of his hands weren’t smoking hot or bleeding profusely. He kept waiting for the pain to kick in, but it never did. 
 
    “This way!” Sath yelled. 
 
    “Follow!” Spickle added. 
 
    “Wheeeeeee!” Pol cried. 
 
    Roak looked down and saw the two Maglors dive into an empty lift opening. They reached out and snagged Pol. Roak grabbed the line as tight as he could and he came to an abrupt stop a meter above the opening. He eased his grip and slowly slid down until he was even with the Maglors and the landing.  
 
    He swung his legs onto the floor and held himself there until Hail reached him. She copied what he did, and with the assistance of the Maglors, the two were helped into the empty passageway. 
 
    “We keep going,” Spickle said. “No slow down.” 
 
    “No time,” Sath said. 
 
    “Our friends are correct,” Pol said. “No time to dawdle. We keep going.” 
 
    Pol walked a few meters then slowed and reached around to the small of his back. 
 
    “You going to be able to keep going?” Roak asked, passing the old man. 
 
    “I will, I will,” Pol replied and took a deep breath as he started moving faster. 
 
    “Good,” Roak said. “I want to make sure you live through this so I can kill you myself.” 
 
    “No kill,” Sath cried. 
 
    “Please do not,” Spickle cried. “Pol good.” 
 
    “Pol is a tech-thieving, conniving little bastard, is what he is,” Roak said, never slowing from the retreat away from the open lift shaft behind them. “He’s wrapped up with some bad folks and it almost got me killed. Might still. And that doesn’t even take into account the fact that someone stole my ship and I’m going to blame him.” 
 
    “That would be an error,” Pol said. “Your ship was not stolen. It is perfectly fine along with that marvelous AI partner of yours.” 
 
    “Partner? She likes to think so,” Roak said. 
 
    “I know,” Pol said. 
 
    “What?” Roak snapped. 
 
    Pol didn’t get a chance to answer as laser fire came from the open lift shaft. Roak spun on his heels and fired the Flott. The six Edgers that had dropped to their level were turned to mist as the laser cluster spread burst through them then ricocheted around the shaft over and over, slicing and dicing the men and women to fine particles. 
 
    Roak barely lost a step. 
 
    “Not happy with you two, either,” Roak said pointing a finger at the Maglors. “However you’re wrapped up in this, I blame you as much as I blame Pol.” 
 
    “So petty,” Pol said. “We found you both and saved you from almost certain execution at the hands of the Edgers and this is how you thank us? Rude.” 
 
    “Rude,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Rude,” Sath agreed. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Hail asked. 
 
    “Why did you say you knew the AI on my ship considers herself my partner?” Roak asked at the same time. 
 
    “Sewage lines,” Spickle and Sath said in unison. 
 
    “Because I spoke with her,” Pol said. 
 
    “What?” Roak and Hail replied.
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    Roak had to fire a few more times before the Edgers gave up pursuing them. Or at least before that contingent of Edgers gave up. Roak had zero doubt that they were regrouping and looking for a new way to capture the rag-tag little party trying to escape the hell of Razer Station. 
 
    “Sewer,” Spickle said as the two Maglors worked a narrow hatch open in the floor of a dead-end passageway where everyone was forced to stop. “Phew.” 
 
    “Phew,” Sath echoed, waving his hands in front of his nose. “Not fun plan.” 
 
    “Not fun at all,” Spickle agreed. 
 
    “But it is a wise choice since the Edgers will not follow us, nor will Binter’s guards think to look for us down here,” Pol said. He tapped his ears then his eyes. “It is like a swarm of Ghoularian gnats up above us. So much activity.” 
 
    “You’re watching the security feeds?” Roak asked. “The tech is back up?” 
 
    “It never really went down,” Pol replied. “Tricky Edgers.” 
 
    “You have access to all of that?” 
 
    “I have access to everything again,” Pol said. “It took me longer than I care to admit, strictly because of my own ego, but I cracked the jamming. Oh, the Edger leader—Midnight, I believe her name is—is extremely angry right now and she has put finding us as an almost equal priority to stabilizing control over the station.” 
 
    “Okay, you have access to Razer’s systems. Good,” Roak said. “What’s the word on the Skrang?” 
 
    The Maglors hissed and spat. 
 
    “Don’t blame you,” Roak said. “Pol? Talk.” 
 
    “Yes, well, that is why we are in a hurry,” Pol said. “I believe I can navigate the station well enough to get us where we need to go, but the timing will be close.” 
 
    “We’re not really going in there, are we?” Hail asked, pointing at the opening to the sewers. 
 
    “What about the GF?” Roak asked Pol, ignoring Hail. “What is their status? Can you tell how many ships are on the way?” 
 
    “GF? No, I cannot tell that yet,” Pol said. “But give me time. The data will show up in Razer’s systems soon, I am sure. Not that it matters. The Skrang are plenty to worry about for now.” 
 
    “Yes, but maybe the GF will occupy the Skrang’s attention and give us a little more time,” Roak said. 
 
    “No, I doubt that,” Pol said. 
 
    “No, seriously, are we actually dropping into Razer’s sewers? This can’t be true,” Hail said. 
 
    “Stinky true,” Sath said. 
 
    Spickle nodded. 
 
    “And the Skrang are our main worry, not the GF,” Pol said. “One massive enemy at a time, Roak.” 
 
    “Like the Edgers aren’t enough?” Roak scoffed. 
 
    Pol shrugged. “We should go. There is a long and arduous journey ahead for us.” 
 
    “This!” Hail snapped, pointing at the opening. “This is not a journey! This is a nightmare! We’re going to suffocate down there!” 
 
    “Oh, thank you for saying that,” Pol said and dug into the bag he had on him. “Here we go. Rebreathers for all. I have extras if yours becomes clogged while we’re down there. I wasn’t sure how many would be coming along.” 
 
    “Everyone else is dead,” Roak said. 
 
    ‘‘Yes, I am aware,” Pol said, tapping his eye. “Except for Pasha, but I have lost her. She no longer shows up in the system.” 
 
    “I’ll bet she doesn’t,” Roak replied. 
 
    “You get your rebreather, Roak,” Hail said, snatching one away from Pol and placing it on her face. 
 
    “I guess I do,” Roak replied and took his, strapping it on.  
 
    He pulled at it to make sure it was snug and tight. Mold was one thing, but pure, raw sewage from thousands of beings of all races? No margin for error there. 
 
    “And we drop in? That’s how this is going to work?” Hail asked. “Do we have guide lines or anything else? An Eight Million Godsdamn raft?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” Pol said. 
 
    “What is it with Maglors and using waste treatment escape routes?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Direct way,” Sath said. 
 
    “Fastest way,” Spickle added. 
 
    “Okay, true enough. Which is why I’m keeping you and the monkeys alive—” 
 
    “So rude.” 
 
    “Rude Roak.” 
 
    “—but how in all the Hells do you know where it is we need to go? Where I need to go is not necessarily where you need to go.” Roak glared at Pol. “Tell me why my interests intersect with your interests, and why my desire to rip your head off shouldn’t come first.” 
 
    “As I said before, I have spoken with your ship’s AI. Lovely program. Hessa, is it?” Pol said. “Yes, simply a lovely AI and so very polite. I am unsure how she manages to deal with you, Roak.” 
 
    “You want me to count to three before I kill you?” Roak growled. 
 
    “I am taking you to your ship. Or a rendezvous point, at least. No way to take you directly to the ship since it is no longer docked on the station.” Roak opened his mouth to respond, but Pol snapped his fingers and Roak closed it. “The reason I am taking us to your ship despite your constant homicidal threats, is because your ship is the only one that can get us out of this system before the Skrang destroy everything.” 
 
    “Including what you have stored in that tech brain of yours,” Roak said. “The plans to the new trans-space travel thingy.” 
 
    Pol smiled and nodded. “I’d try to lie and say I am unsure what you are speaking of, but the time for lying no longer exists.” There were shouts from a couple passageways away. “Oh, I have become distracted. We need to go now.” 
 
    Pol clambered over the edge, his own rebreather in place, and was lost from sight. 
 
    “You two,” Sath said. 
 
    “We close hatch,” Spickle said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Hail protested. “I don’t think I can do it.” 
 
    Roak pushed her in. Hail screamed until there was a splash and then silence. Roak didn’t hesitate. He followed right behind. 
 
    It was warm. Very warm. A lot warmer than Roak thought a river of sewage would be. 
 
    In fact, within about two meters, Roak realized it was downright hot.  
 
    Even through his armor, he could feel the heat. And his exposed arm was close to boiling right off his body. 
 
    Roak wasn’t the only one that thought so as the Maglors dropped in behind him and began screeching at the top of their lungs. Luckily, they had managed to close the hatch above and the rebreathers muffled their screeches somewhat. Not completely, but enough that the raging torrent of filth they found themselves in muted the remainder of the noise. Roak only heard them because they caught up to him quickly as they started paddling past. 
 
    Roak would have shouted after them, but he saved his breath for the rebreather and decided that the Maglors’ strategy was best. No reason to float in the hot stream of multi-species feces when he could swim his ass off and get out of the literal crap as fast as possible. 
 
    Hand over hand, Roak stroked and swam. He dug deep and pushed his arms to their limits, quickly catching up with the Maglors. Their smaller arms didn’t have the length and power to stroke as fast as Roak did and he passed them after only a few seconds.  
 
    Roak caught up to Pol next, the old man simply floating along the lazy river of shit like he was on vacation or something. Roak almost punched him, but refrained and kept going. 
 
    Hail was harder to get to. She was full-on panic swimming, desperate to get out of the stream of crap as much as Roak was. The only reason Roak managed to get to her was because he had spent ninety minutes in a med pod recently and Hail hadn’t. Roak had the extra energy to burn when he turned up the speed. 
 
    Roak reached Hail and slowed himself, matching her strokes so they swam abreast of each other. Hail barely gave him a glance, her entire focus on swimming hard and keeping the sewage from splashing above her rebreather and into her eyes. She lost that battle. The rebreathers covered mouths and noses only, not eyes. Nor ears. 
 
    Roak didn’t want to think about what diseases he was contracting via the mucous membranes around his eyes, or the wide open ports that were his ear canals. Once again, he’d need a med pod, or a hundred kiloliters of what the Marines called “Bug Juice,” unless he wanted his brains to be crawling with bacteria and microbes that even Gwreqs feared. 
 
    Hail began to tire and her rhythm slowed considerably after what Roak guessed was maybe an hour of swimming. After another hour, the woman could barely move her arms, and she resigned herself to roll over and float on her back. Roak joined her, but neither of them said a word. Opening their mouths, even with rebreathers in place, was not a palatable option. 
 
    The third hour was when the Maglors caught up and began pointing past Roak and Hail. Roak rolled front first again and saw what they were indicating. A small platform, not even big enough for all of them to stand on, was about half a kilometer ahead. Roak adjusted course and swam directly at it, hooking his exposed and burning left arm through the sparse railing the platform possessed. 
 
    Unceremoniously, the Maglors climbed up and over Roak to get onto the platform. They were both small enough that they could fit at the same time. They chattered to each other in their native language then came to some sort of understanding. Sath gave Spickle a thumbs up then climbed hand over hand up the slick wall towards a strange half-door that was recessed into the wall a couple meters up. 
 
    Spickle was lost from sight as Hail then Pol joined Roak at the railing, all three floating in the current of crap as they waited for the Maglor to return. About fifteen minutes passed before Spickle appeared again through the half-door. 
 
    “Clear way,” Spickle said. “Climb up.” 
 
    Sath was gone in a blink. 
 
    Roak would have followed the Maglor up and out, but Pol struggled to get from the railing and onto the platform. Hail glared at Roak until he helped the old man out of Shit River. Then Hail clambered past Roak and gave Pol a boost up through the half-door before she followed right behind, leaving Roak as the last out of the sewage. 
 
    He grabbed the edge of the half-door and climbed out onto a wide ledge that overlooked nothing but empty space for as far as his eyes could see. Space that was lit by far off halogens that glowed dimly in a ceiling that Roak could barely make out. 
 
    “Oh no,” Sath said a couple meters along the ledge. 
 
    “No fun,” Spickle added. 
 
    That’s when Roak heard them. 
 
    Eight Million Godsdamn Kweets. Again.
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    Roak wasn’t surprised there were Kweets that close to a river of sewage. It made sense since the nasty buggers were designed to eat any pest they could get their hungry mouths on and sewage drew pests. But Kweets multiplied too fast for the pest population to sustain them. 
 
    So, once again, Roak found himself in a situation where starving Kweets smelled fresh meat. He, and Pol and Hail, being the fresh meat. 
 
    But, and Roak was extremely glad about the turn of events, with this encounter he had an ace up his sleeve. Unlike last time, Roak now had a Flott with plenty of charge at his disposal and wasn’t ten kinds of broken inside. He also knew how Kweets fought. 
 
    “Sath! Spickle! Stay to my right!” Roak yelled as he pulled the blaster and adjusted the power so that the laser cluster spread range could go much, much wider. 
 
    Roak didn’t need heavy firepower to pop some Kweets. He only needed the Flott in his hand to maintain its lethal accuracy. He squeezed the trigger and watched as the darkness the Kweets had been clinging to was lit up by a hundred different beams of laser light. 
 
    Kweet after Kweet exploded into a mushy mess of blood, guts, and Kweet husks that began to rain down on everyone. Hail and Pol crouched low on the ledge, Hail covering Pol’s body with her own as the torrent of Kweet offal assailed them all. 
 
    Roak didn’t let up. He fired the Flott as fast as he could, never waiting for it to fully charge between trigger pulls. The hundreds and hundreds of Kweets that filled the cavernous space were being decimated. Add to that the Maglors’ physical assault on the pest-eaters and Roak began to think they had the threat handled. 
 
    There was a screech then a roar from deep down in the massive, dark space below. 
 
    “That’s new,” Roak said aloud. 
 
    “Oh no!” Spickle shouted as he landed next to Roak, his body coated in Kweet goo. “Oh no no no!” 
 
    “Oh no!” Sath echoed, landing next to Spickle. “We run!” 
 
    The screech and scream were repeated, but much closer. It sounded like it was coming from directly below the ledge. 
 
    “Talk to me,” Roak ordered, still firing the Flott. 
 
    “Papa,” Spickle said and shivered. 
 
    “Daddy,” Sath added. 
 
    “We dead,” Spickle said. 
 
    “So dead,” Sath agreed. 
 
    “Daddy? Papa? What does that mean?” Hail asked, looking up at Roak. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Roak replied. “Monkeys? What does that mean?” 
 
    “Boss Kweet,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Always boss Kweet,” Sath added. 
 
    “There was no Eight Million Godsdamn boss Kweet the last time we fought these buggers,” Roak said. “Why is there one now?” 
 
    “Space,” Spickle said. “Space to fill. Always one Kweet be boss Kweet when space.” 
 
    “Always,” Sath said. 
 
    “We run,” Spickle said, looking at Sath.  
 
    The Maglors nodded to each other and were gone, running their monkey legs off across the wide ledge faster than Roak had ever seen them move. 
 
    “We run,” Roak agreed and grabbed Hail up. 
 
    Hail pulled Pol and the three of them ran, following in the wake of the panicked Maglors. 
 
    The ledge was wide enough that they could comfortably run without worrying about a foot slipping off the edge. Roak took advantage of the space and pumped his legs as hard as he could. His arms were exhausted from swimming in crap, but his legs still had some energy left. He drew from that energy as a third then fourth screech and scream bellowed from below. 
 
    The Papa Kweet was getting closer and it was following them, moving parallel with the ledge. 
 
    Up ahead, barely visible in the dim halogen lighting, Roak watched the Maglors leap high into the air then come down into tight, tumbling bundles of furry muscle. He squinted to see what they were jumping over then slid to a stop, his boots sending dirt and dried-up Kweet droppings falling into the open chasm before him. 
 
    Part of the ledge was broken. Gone. Missing. No longer there. 
 
    Roak swore so loud it almost drowned out the pursuing screech and scream. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder and saw that Hail and Pol were way back. They had barely made it over half the distance that Roak and the Maglors had. Roak couldn’t quite see Hail’s features from that distance, but he would have laid money there was panic on her face. 
 
    Roak swore again, but under his breath, as he turned and ran back to them. 
 
    “Go,” Roak told Hail when he reached the two. “There’s a gap in the ledge up ahead. Get as much speed as you can and jump. Don’t hesitate. Don’t look down. Keep your eyes locked on the other side. When you get there, wait for me. I’ll need you.” 
 
    “How will Pol get across?” Hail asked. “He can’t make that jump.” 
 
    “That’s why I need you,” Roak said. “I’m going to make the jump for him.” 
 
    “How? With him on your back? That’s too much weight!” Hail protested. 
 
    The screech and scream roared closer and louder. Papa Kweet had changed directions and was coming back for them instead of moving forward after the Maglors. 
 
    “No arguing!” Roak shouted. “Go!” 
 
    Hail hesitated, eyed Pol, glared at Roak, eyed Pol again, flinched at the next screech and scream, then turned and ran. 
 
    “You cannot carry me and make that jump,” Pol said as Roak began helping the old man along the ledge. “I know physics. You cannot defy them. We will plummet.” 
 
    “Not going to carry you,” Roak said. 
 
    He holstered his Flott, grabbed Pol by the back of his collar and by his belt, lifted the old man, and ran. 
 
    Roak ignored the strain and the stress the extra weight was putting on his legs and back. No time to think about pain and discomfort. Roak had a goal. That was all he thought about. Get Pol across the chasm. 
 
    Pol verbally protested the entire time, but did not struggle. Roak figured the old man had calculated exactly what Roak was planning and wasn’t going to make the task any more difficult than it already was. 
 
    Hail leapt. Roak watched her arms pinwheel and her legs scamper in the open air. Then she hit the other side and fell face first onto the ledge. She cried out and slowly pushed herself to her feet. When she turned around, her nose was smashed to her face and blood was pouring over her mouth and chin. 
 
    Roak swore again. That blood was going to bring the Kweets faster than ever. 
 
    Hail’s eyes widened as she saw what Roak was doing. 
 
    “Good luck, old man,” Roak said when he reached the edge of the chasm. 
 
    Roak flung Pol across with all his might. He chucked that old tech like he was a sack of Mosca fruit being unloaded at a Jafla Base market. 
 
    Pol shrieked the entire flight. Then he collided with Hail who desperately tried to catch the old man. They both fell hard onto the ledge. 
 
    Roak didn’t wait around to see if they got back up or not. He hoped they did so they’d be out of the way, but he didn’t have time to confirm. Roak ran back on the ledge until he thought he had enough space to get the head of steam he needed to clear the chasm. That extra energy he’d had in his legs was spent, so he hoped he could trick physics into allowing him a little cheat when he jumped.  
 
    Screw what Pol had said; Roak lived to defy anyone and everything, including physics. 
 
    The screech and scream were closer than ever and had moved ahead. Roak could see that Hail and Pol were up, but neither of them were running. They were standing there, close to the edge of the chasm, waiting for Roak. 
 
    “Go!” Roak yelled, using precious air to warn the idiots. 
 
    The idiots didn’t move. 
 
    Another screech and scream and another. Closer, louder, more urgent. Papa Kweet was going for Hail and Pol and Roak didn’t blame the thing. If food was going to stand still, then food deserved to get eaten. 
 
    Roak pulled his Flott again as he saw what was about to happen. The movement messed with his center of gravity, but Roak adjusted and didn’t stumble, his focus so keen he probably could have run a perfectly straight line in a hurricane. 
 
    Papa Kweet came up from below, appearing in the chasm, spider-cat body filling the space easily. It reached for Hail and Pol at the same time Roak fired the Flott. 
 
    The entire cluster spread hit the back of the giant Kweet, but only a few of the lasers pierced the thing’s exoskeleton. It screeched, it screamed, it roared in pain, but it did not waiver from its hunt. Massive claws reached for Hail and Pol. 
 
    Roak jumped. 
 
    He pushed off from the edge and launched high into the air, his Flott firing again. Then his boots hit the back of Papa Kweet and Roak was clambering up the monster. That got the thing’s attention. Claws reached back for Roak, but he wasn’t having any of that. 
 
    Roak dodged the claw attacks and fired again and again into the exposed back of the giant monster. Kweet blood geysered into the air, coating Roak as he ran, making the thing’s exoskeleton a slippery death surface. Ignoring the treacherous terrain, Roak continued his attack. The Flott was aimed down, lasers blasting away, as Roak focused his attention ahead. 
 
    “Go!” he yelled one last time right as he reached what passed for Papa Kweet’s head. 
 
    Roak dialed the Flott in, concentrating the cluster spread into as tight a beam as he could. Then he jumped, spinning in the air as he did, his back aimed at Hail and Pol while his front turned to face the massive Kweet. Roak squeezed the trigger and Papa Kweet’s face, or whatever it was, disappeared in an explosive spray of shell and blood that washed over Roak. 
 
    There was no last screech and scream as the giant Kweet fell back through the chasm and was lost from sight. 
 
    Roak’s back hit the edge and he felt his legs kick in open air. Then hands grabbed him and yanked him up onto the ledge. Far below, there was the sound of Papa Kweet’s corpse hitting the ground. Roak sneered as he was helped to his feet by Hail. 
 
    “You did it,” Hail said. “I—” 
 
    “Save it,” Roak snapped. “We still have little ones everywhere.” 
 
    And that was true. 
 
    The smaller Kweets regrouped and came at the three of them hard and fast.  
 
    Roak dialed his Flott back to a wide spread and pulled the trigger again and again until the blaster powered down. 
 
    Smoking Kweet husks covered the ledge as the three of them ran. Hail was back to helping Pol, but she did more dragging than assisting. The old tech was gasping for air as he was yanked along. Roak holstered the dead Flott and began punching the Kweets that leapt at them from the gloom. 
 
    There was light up ahead and two short shapes outlined by that light. Roak focused on the sight of those shapes and kept moving, kept punching, kept fighting for every last meter. 
 
    Hail and Pol reached the light and were gone. The two shapes came at Roak and jumped on him, ripping the Kweets from his arms, his back, his shoulders before the things could tear into his flesh. Roak threw himself into the light and rolled across a passageway, a tumble of armor and Maglors. 
 
    “Thanks,” Roak grunted as Spickle hopped off him and slammed the doors closed before a wave of Kweets could pursue them into the passageway. The hollow sound of Kweets colliding with metal filled their ears and Roak stared at the small dents the little monsters made. “I mean that.” 
 
    Once more, Hail helped Roak to his feet. He smiled and nodded at her then looked around. 
 
    “Where are we?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Last sector,” Pol said weakly from where he was leaning against the wall. “But we still have so far to go.” 
 
    Then the old man’s eyes rolled up into his head and he collapsed.
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    With Pol’s unconscious body thrown over his shoulder, Roak followed the Maglors as they led the way. Hail was close behind Roak, her hand keeping the old man’s head from bouncing up and down too much against Roak’s light armor. 
 
    “You do know where you’re going, right?” Roak asked the Maglors. 
 
    “We know,” Spickle replied. 
 
    “We know,” Sath echoed. 
 
    “You better,” Roak said. 
 
    “Do you always have to default to the threat, Roak?” Hail asked. 
 
    “Not always,” Roak said. 
 
    “Then why do it?” 
 
    “Being nice doesn’t get shit done when I need shit to get done.” 
 
    “You are unbelievably disagreeable.” 
 
    “Not unbelievably.” 
 
    The party reached a set of doors and the Maglors pressed their ears to the doors. They waited a few seconds then activated the controls and the doors slid open. 
 
    “Come,” Spickle said. 
 
    “We close,” Sath added. 
 
    “Wasn’t planning on waiting here,” Roak grumbled. “And how close are we talking?” 
 
    “One level up and five passageways across,” Sath said. 
 
    “Four passageways,” Spickle argued. 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    “Shut. Up,” Roak barked as they moved through the doors and into the next passageway. 
 
    The station was quiet. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Hail whispered. “This sector should have the most people in it. There’s no one around.” 
 
    “And you’re complaining?” Roak asked. He shifted and repositioned Pol. “No people is good.” 
 
    They hurried as fast as they could down the passageway to the lift at the end. 
 
    “One level up?” Roak asked the Maglors. Their heads bobbed up and down. “Then four or five passageways over and that’s where my ship is?” 
 
    The Maglors blinked at him. 
 
    “Our destination is four or five passageways over?” Roak asked again. 
 
    Heads bobbed. 
 
    “But you don’t know if my ship is there or not?” 
 
    Heads bobbed. 
 
    “Pol think so,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Pol know,” Sath said. 
 
    “Pol unconscious,” Roak replied. “Pol useless.” 
 
    The Maglors cringed at the statement. The lift doors closed and Roak watched the level indicator increase by one number. 
 
    The lift doors opened and Roak laughed. 
 
    “Sure. Why not,” Roak said on the heels of his laugh. 
 
    A large party of what Roak guessed were Edgers stood in front of the lift doors, all eyes wide with surprise. Then weapons came up and voices were shouting. 
 
    “Freeze!” 
 
    “Move and die!” 
 
    “It’s the bounty hunter scum!” 
 
    A hundred epithets were flung at Roak and he shrugged them off. 
 
    What he couldn’t shrug off were the dozens of hands that reached in and yanked him, with Pol still across his shoulder, Hail, and the Maglors from the lift. The group was thrown against the wall and pistol barrels began to glow red hot as fingers slowly squeezed triggers. 
 
    “Roak,” a woman’s voice said, cutting through the aggression instantly. 
 
    Pistol barrels were lowered and the Edgers moved aside so an insanely tall woman with ebony hair and dark, dark blue skin could get by. Her grey eyes looked Roak up and down. She did not seem impressed. 
 
    “You’re tall,” Roak said. “And from the indigo skin and black hair, I’d say you’re Midnight. Am I right? You’re the leader of this bunch of punks?” 
 
    There were grumbles from the Edgers, but none made a move towards Roak. He gave the tall woman a wink and received a punch to the nose for his effort. The punch was controlled. Perfectly controlled. Intended to sting, a lot, which it did, but not break the nose. Roak licked his upper lip and was surprised not to taste blood. 
 
    “Nice trick,” Roak said. 
 
    “I wanted you to know that I can make our interaction hurt as much as I want or don’t want,” the woman said. 
 
    “Midnight?” Roak asked. “Is that your name or what? Only want to know who I’m talking to.” 
 
    “Yes, my name is Midnight,” the woman replied. “I’m in charge.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Roak said. “Now, if you don’t mind, my uncle isn’t feeling well. If you’ll let us pass, we can be out of your hair and off this station right away. You’re busy, I know. No need for me to add to that workload.” 
 
    “Where’s your ship, Roak?” Midnight asked. “I kind of need your ship.” 
 
    “That is a great question,” Roak replied. “I wish I knew where my ship was. Grapevine says it left the station right about when you all decided to jam up the comms and station surveillance. Thanks for leaving the rest of the tech going. Gravity is a nice thing to have.” 
 
    Midnight smiled then shifted her gaze to Hail. 
 
    “You with him?” Midnight asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Roak replied for Hail. “Found her wandering around. I think one of yours likes punching Lipian whores. Look at her nose. She’s kind of dazed sp—” 
 
    Midnight took a pistol from one of the Edgers, put it to Hail’s forehead, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Roak roared and lunged at the woman, but he was held back by a dozen different pistol and carbine barrels pressed to his chest and face. 
 
    “You’re pretty upset over a Lipian whore you just found,” Midnight said and turned the pistol onto the Maglors who were cowering next to Roak’s right leg. “You just find these two as well?” 
 
    “You’re a dead bitch,” Roak said. 
 
    “Probably,” Midnight said and took a single step closer, the pistol still aimed at the Maglors. “But answer the question. You just find these Maglors too? They wandering the passageways and out of the goodness of your heart you told them to come along?” 
 
    “I know them,” Roak said. “Knock off the terpigshit.” 
 
    “Which one do you like the best?” Midnight asked. “Choose.” 
 
    The Maglors squeaked with fear. 
 
    “What’s the point?” Roak asked. “Why kill them?” 
 
    “Not them, only one,” Midnight said. “Choose.” 
 
    “You’re into torture? That it? You want me to suffer some before you put a blast between my eyes? That part of the Edger manifesto? Be as cruel as you can be?” 
 
    “Cruel? This coming from a man that once wiped out an entire village of innocents to get to a target. A man that killed a Halgon nursery to flush out his prey.” 
 
    “Legends don’t make fact,” Roak said. 
 
    “Oh, but fact hides in legend,” Midnight said.  
 
    She leaned forward, her nose pressing into Roak’s bruised one. The two were close to equal in height, so it was nose to nose, eye to eye, as they faced off. 
 
    “Choose,” she whispered, her breath a hot breeze on Roak’s lips. 
 
    “Me,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Me,” Sath said. 
 
    “You letting the Maglors volunteer? You that much of a coward, Roak?” Midnight smirked. “I guess you are.” 
 
    There was a grunt and thunk from the back of the group of Edgers. Midnight’s eyes narrowed. Another grunt and thunk. Without turning from Roak, she said, “What is going on?” 
 
    Then shouts, grunts, yells, and many more thunks. 
 
    Midnight spun about and Roak let Pol fall. He didn’t have time to gently put the old man down. His moment had come and he needed to take it. 
 
    Roak grabbed for Midnight’s pistol as the indigo woman was distracted by the chaos unfolding behind her. Midnight wasn’t giving up that easily. She yanked the pistol back as Roak’s hand tried to pry it from her grasp. She spun back around and her forehead collided with Roak’s, stunning him for a split second. 
 
    Roak shook off the blow as he swung his right fist into Midnight’s cheek. The woman staggered and brought the pistol up, but Roak was already on the move. He wrapped his arms around her, clasping his hands behind her back, then shoved with both feet and sent them falling to the floor. 
 
    Right before impact, Roak let go of Midnight, and all the air in the woman’s lungs came out in a violent whoosh. Crouched astride her, Roak began to pummel the woman in the face over and over with both fists, a back and forth piston-drive of brutal hammer blows. Midnight tried to fight back, but Roak’s attack was so violent that the struggle was over before it began. 
 
    Roak didn’t stop until the woman’s face was nothing but gooey pulp. Getting to his feet, Midnight blood dripping from his knuckles, Roak was surprised to see air bubbles popping up from the woman’s mess of a face. The Edger was still alive. Roak didn’t think that would last long. 
 
    His body shaking with revenge rage, Roak looked at the rest of the Edgers. Or what was left of them. Midnight got the easy part of the fight compared to the others.  
 
    The passageway was filled with blood. From wall to wall, blood was everywhere. Bodies littered the floor. Not one of the Edgers was left alive. 
 
    And standing in the middle of it all was a diminutive thing. A woman that had been playing at whore. The woman stared at Roak with dead eyes and multi-species blood dripping from the good-sized blades she held in each hand. 
 
    “Pasha,” Roak said. 
 
    “Roak.”
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    “Him,” Pasha said, nodding her chin at the small pile of clothing that was Pol. “I’ll take him. You can keep the Maglors.” 
 
    Cowering close to Roak, the Maglors hissed and growled. 
 
    “Pasha,” Roak repeated. “I’d rather not give you anyone.” 
 
    “Gonna need him,” Pasha said. “And you don’t want the heat keeping him will bring.” 
 
    Roak glanced down at Hail’s corpse then at the rest of the carnage. 
 
    “It’s pretty Eight Million Godsdamn hot already,” he snarled at her. “A little more heat won’t make much difference.” 
 
    Pasha only blinked at him. 
 
    Roak took a closer look at the death that filled the passageway. 
 
    “Where’d you train?” Roak asked. “This isn’t standard GF wet works. You grow up in a death cult? One of the private corporations that pluck orphans off the streets? Or’d you have a mysterious mentor that saw the killer potential inside and made you see your worth in the weight of blood and bodies you’ve left behind?” 
 
    “Self-taught,” Pasha replied.  
 
    “That so?” Roak replied. “But you work for the GF, yeah?” 
 
    “I do the job that needs doing,” Pasha stated.  
 
    “For the GF.” 
 
    “Give me the old tech and you and I won’t have an issue.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you take him before?” Roak asked. 
 
    Pol whimpered and began to sit up. 
 
    “What’s…?” was all the old man managed. He coughed a few times then slumped back into a pile. 
 
    Roak nudged him with his boot. 
 
    “Yeah, stay like that,” Roak said. “Nothing to see here.” 
 
    “Roak,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Roak,” Sath said. 
 
    “I got this, guys,” Roak replied to the Maglors. “Do me a favor, will ya? Do a little shopping while I chat with the young woman here. Can you do that?” 
 
    The Maglors blinked up at Roak. He sighed, his fists bunched. 
 
    “Weapons and magazines,” Roak explained. “Get us some guns. We’ll need them.” 
 
    “You don’t need anything,” Pasha said. “Give me the old man and you’ll be able to slip away.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t slip,” Roak said and nodded at the bodies that filled the passageway. “You think the Edgers will let this go? Nope. I’m now their number one target.” 
 
    “You flatter yourself,” Pasha said. 
 
    “Probably, but self-flattery has kept me alive this long. The point, Pasha, is that the Edgers are going to come at me hard. Pol is my only bargaining chip if I want off this station alive. Take him from me and I’m a dead man.” 
 
    “Roak a dead man? I doubt it. You worm your way out of these types of situations for a living. That’s why they hire you for the impossible jobs.” 
 
    “Edgers want me dead. Binter wants me dead, I’m sure. Skrang on the way. GF on the way, yeah? My ship is gone. I may have gotten a little more impossible than I expected.” 
 
    Without looking down, Pasha wiped her bloody blades along her pants, smearing the red across the thin material that Roak was positive could hold up to a pistol blast. His armor could handle a pistol blast too, but the blades Pasha held at the ready? Roak wasn’t so sure.  
 
    The woman had sliced and diced her way through a passageway of Edgers to get to him and the old man. Many of the dead had armor on similar to Roak’s, some even had heavier armor designed for battlefield combat. Pasha had gotten through the seams and joints of that armor like she was opening cans of canned terpig stew. 
 
    “Boys,” Roak said. 
 
    The Maglors hadn’t moved a muscle. 
 
    “Stay right there,” Pasha ordered when the Maglors twitched like they were going to do something. 
 
    “Want to live? Want off this station?” Roak asked them. “Get me a weapon.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Pasha warned as her right hand moved so that her blade tip was pointed directly at Spickle and Sath. “You won’t make it a couple steps. I promise.” 
 
    “We like Pasha,” Spickle said. 
 
    “No more like Pasha,” Sath said. 
 
    “Why?” Spickle asked. “Hail friend.” 
 
    “Hail good friend,” Sath added. 
 
    Pasha grimaced then frowned as she looked at Hail’s corpse. 
 
    “I didn’t kill her.” 
 
    “You not save her,” Spickle said, Sath nodding vigorously in agreement. 
 
    “I was busy,” Pasha said, indicating the violence she’d perpetrated. 
 
    “You could have gotten here sooner,” Roak said, joining in on the shamefest in hopes that it would rattle Pasha enough to give him a little more luck when the fight happened. And Roak knew it would happen and he’d need the luck with Pasha. “Only a minute or so sooner and Hail would still be alive. That woman helped look after you.” 
 
    Pasha barked a pained laugh at Roak. 
 
    “Helped look after me? Roak, she made sure I was the best girl whore I could be. That’s it. She didn’t help look after me other than to tell me what wash to use with each species of client. Hail looked out for Hail.” 
 
    “She wanted to get you off this station,” Roak continued, although he suspected his argument wasn’t doing much good. He had to keep her talking until the Maglors pulled their heads out of their monkey butts and got him an Eight Million Godsdamn pistol. “That has to count for something, yeah? She could have ditched you. Left you behind and saved only herself. But she wanted to take you and the others with.” 
 
    Roak grinned. 
 
    “What?” Pasha snapped. “You think this is funny? What’s wrong with you, Roak?” 
 
    “We don’t have time to get into that,” Roak replied. “And I was thinking of Coult. Must have come as a shock when you started cutting. He would have never seen that coming. Not from Pasha, his friend. Why did you kill Coult?” 
 
    Roak kicked at the Maglors and they finally unfroze.  
 
    “Leave the weapons,” Pasha barked. 
 
    “We die if you don’t try,” Roak said. “Leave the monkeys alone, Pasha. You scared of a couple of Maglors? You scared of me when I have a pistol? I just watched what you can do. I doubt I’ll be able to check the charge on a pistol before you have my belly open and my guts in your hands.” 
 
    Spickle and Sath moved carefully away from Roak, step after cautious step, their eyes locked onto Pasha. She watched them for a second then shook her head and frowned. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Pasha said. “I was going to let you two live. You want to die then that’s your choice. Unless you give me the old man after you give Roak his weapons. He’s right. He won’t even get to check the charge on a single one of the pistols you end up handing him. He’ll be dead before his hand touches the first grip. That leaves you two. That means you will have to give me the old man or die. That is how this will play out.” 
 
    Neither Spickle nor Sath responded. They simply continued moving slowly until they reached the first body and dragged a pistol out from underneath what remained of the corpse. The barrel of the pistol was sliced away. Spickle looked at Roak. 
 
    “Sharp knife,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Very sharp,” Sath agreed. 
 
    “Seven Satans,” Roak swore as he studied the blades Pasha held a little better. “What are those made of?” 
 
    “Same thing the rest are made of,” Pasha replied.  
 
    She turned her body slightly and the passageway’s halogens revealed blade after blade after blade tucked into sheaths up and down her body. Face on they were camouflaged, almost impossible to detect. Pasha turned back the other way to reveal even more. She smiled as she taunted Roak with the revelation. 
 
    “This is over, Roak,” Pasha said with full confidence. “You need to get with the program and admit you lost this bounty. Sometimes jobs don’t work out.” 
 
    “We’re going around in circles,” Roak said. “You keep talking, I keep talking, neither of us saying anything new.” 
 
    “I got one,” Sath said and held up a nice-looking Blorta 65 laser pistol. 
 
    “Too bad,” Pasha said. 
 
    Roak dove to the ground as Pasha flung the knife. But the blade didn’t go anywhere near him. 
 
    There was a squeak and cry then a slight thump as Sath fell, a blade solidly sticking all the way through his head, the tip coming out from between his eyes. 
 
    Spickle screamed and leapt at Pasha, but she swatted him aside easily. Roak rolled across the dismembered corpse he’d been eyeing the entire time and came up with an RX31 Plasma assault rifle. He opened fire.
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    The first blast caught Pasha in the left shoulder, but she rolled with the impact, dropping to her ass then tumbling backwards, coming up in a crouch, a blade leaving her extended fist before she’d stopped moving. 
 
    The second blast took out the blade that was flying end over end at Roak’s head. 
 
    The third, fourth, fifth, and sixth blasts hit nothing as Roak rolled to his right and fired only to lay down some cover and keep Pasha from grabbing another blade. The ploy worked for the third, fourth, and fifth blasts. Pasha had regrouped by the sixth blast and Roak barely got his body out of the way as a blade sliced the air where his non-armored arm had been a blink of an eye before. 
 
    Roak heard the blade thunk into the wall. Into it, not off it. Through the metal alloy the wall was made of. Roak kept firing, not even bothering to aim as he rolled and rolled to get some distance between himself and Pasha’s attacks. 
 
    The blades flew, sticking into the floor where Roak had been a microsecond before. It was like a trail of knives were left in his rolling wake. Then he was stopped by the bulk of a Gwreq corpse and one of the blades found its mark. Roak grunted as the flesh along the outside of his bicep of his exposed arm was split open. Even with the loss of momentum from slicing into Roak’s upper arm, he heard the blade continue flying and still embed itself into the wall behind him. 
 
    The rifle clicked empty, but Roak was ready. He’d clocked every weapon in sight in the blood-coated passageway. Using the Maglors to fetch him weapons had only been a distraction. One that got Sath killed. But Roak had told all of them back in Hail’s cabin that folks would die. 
 
    Razer was under siege. Civilians like Hail and her group weren’t built to survive a siege. Roak had known that from the beginning. What he didn’t know was one of the group would end up responsible for the majority of the deaths. 
 
    Roak snagged an H16 carbine as he rolled up and over the bulk of the dead Gwreq, using the huge stone-skinned corpse as cover. He barely made it as three blades went thunk, thunk, thunk into the far side of the dead Gwreq. Roak half-expected to see one of the blades come slicing through the body right at him. Considering what he’d witnessed of Pasha’s abilities so far, he wouldn’t have been surprised at all. 
 
    But the body kept the blades back and Roak checked the H16 to see how much charge he had. Almost full. Good. 
 
    “Pasha, you can quit anytime,” Roak called out from behind his corpse cover. “I am going to kill you before this is done, so save your ass and take off. Tell your GF owners that Roak got in your way. They’ll understand.” 
 
    Roak waited, but there was no response. He shook his head and reached out until his hand found the severed head of an unfortunate Halgon, an elastic race of people that resembled a poison dart frog mixed with a rubber band. Roak lifted the head up high and waited for the blade to take it from his grip.  
 
    No blade came. 
 
    “Pasha? There has to be a way we can come to an agreement,” Roak said. “I agree to not kill you if you agree to leave and not look back. How can you say no to that? Pretty Eight Million Godsdamn fair, in my opinion.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    Roak looked for another severed head that was close enough to grab, but they were all out of reach. Anyway, he figured Pasha wouldn’t fall for the second attempt. Not that she fell for the first attempt.  
 
    Roak narrowed his eyes, put the H16 to his shoulder, and said, “Pasha? You still out there?” 
 
    He came up firing where he thought Pasha would have moved to. His brain calculated the best spot of attack, if he were her, and he put six blasts in that spot before he realized he was shooting nothing.  
 
    Pasha was gone.  
 
    So was Pol. 
 
    “Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” Roak said as he stood there, hunting the floor for signs of which direction she went in.  
 
    There was too much blood everywhere for the footprints to show up. Some of the blood was congealed and would have shown footprints, but a lot of the blood from one species was reacting to the chemistry of the blood from other species, keeping both liquid and loose. No footprints. 
 
    “I’m an idiot,” Roak said to himself. “A total idiot.” 
 
    “Yes,” Spickle mumbled from a collapsed heap up against the far wall. The Maglor disentangled himself from a pile of body parts and shoved up onto his feet. He glared at Roak. “You are idiot. Idiot get Sath killed.” 
 
    “I own that,” Roak said. He glanced at the dead Maglor. “I didn’t want it to—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Spickle said as he struggled to wipe gore from his clothes. “Roak shut up.” 
 
    Roak shut up and began to search the area for any sign of Pasha’s escape. It took him a while, but he finally saw a bloody smudge at the far end of a branch of the passageway, close to one of the station’s bulkheads. Roak snagged a few magazines for his H16 and a KL09 that was still gripped in a Slinghasp’s hand. Roak had to break the fingers to get the pistol free. He tucked it into a holster and started off towards the bulkhead. 
 
    Then he paused, walked back, snagged a few of Pasha’s blades she’d left behind, and added those to his arsenal, tucking them into his belt. 
 
    He returned to the bulkhead and keyed it open, stepping back with the H16 up and ready to blast at the flurry of blades he expected to be heading straight for him. The next passageway over was empty. Except for a few more Edger corpses. 
 
    “Follow the bodies,” Roak mumbled. 
 
    “Follow the nose,” Spickle said, one of Pasha’s blades gripped tightly in each paw. He passed Roak and marched straight down the center of the passageway. “You get lost. I find Pasha and Pol. You kill Pasha. Make up for Sath. Then we leave.” 
 
    “Good plan,” Roak said. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Spickle paused and turned to look back at Roak. “You only alive because Spickle help Pol. We need ride. You have ride. I kill Roak if not for ride.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Roak replied and nodded towards the end of the passageway. “Can’t help Pol until we find Pol. Show me where he is and I’ll kill Pasha. Not a problem.” 
 
    “Big problem,” Spickle snarled and continued moving. 
 
    “Okay. Ya got me on that one,” Roak agreed. “She’s good.” 
 
    “Better than Roak,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Not sure about that.” 
 
    “I sure.” 
 
    “Just follow the smell,” Roak snapped. 
 
    Spickle kept walking, Roak kept following. 
 
    They reached the next passageway and Roak readied for the attack. No attack came as the doors opened. More bodies, but no Pasha or Pol. 
 
    “You sure this is the right way?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Bodies don’t lie,” Spickle said. 
 
    “True, but—” 
 
    “Not like Roak lie,” Spickle interrupted. 
 
    “Okay, kiss my ass, monkey boy. I didn’t get you into this mess. You got yourself into it. I came here for Pol. You all were the ones that inserted yourselves into my job. You want to blame someone for Sath? Blame the woman that killed him, not me. At no point have I ever said I was the good guy here. That’s on you, pal.” 
 
    “Roak suck it,” Spickle replied. 
 
    Roak had to smirk at that. 
 
    They kept moving. Two more passageways, three more, four. 
 
    Bodies the entire way, but no Pasha or Pol. Roak was becoming impatient. 
 
    “I smell you,” Spickle said when they reached the eighth passageway. The bodies had thinned out by the seventh. “Frustrated. Stop. I find.” 
 
    “We’re running out of time,” Roak said. “The Skrang will be here soon and turn Razer into scrap.” 
 
    Spickle laughed. “Skrang turn into particles. No scrap left.” 
 
    Tenth passageway. Eleventh then twelfth. 
 
    Lucky thirteen was the charm. 
 
    The doors opened and Roak barely had time to flatten himself against the ground to avoid being shredded by plasma blasts. He returned fire and dropped two Edgers as he jumped back to his feet and stormed the passageway, his H16 barking away the entire time. 
 
    Two more Edgers fell under his attack before Roak realized they hadn’t been shooting at him at all. There were a good dozen Edgers in the passageway firing wildly at a constantly moving Pasha. She had the Edgers panicked enough that they were pulling their triggers without even aiming. Roak watched two Edgers fall from friendly fire. 
 
    Pol was shoved into the far corner of the passageway, a meter from the doors, his face grey and slack. Roak had no idea if the old man was still alive or not. 
 
    “Get Pol,” Roak ordered Spickle.  
 
    The Maglor didn’t argue and began threading his way through the battle before him. 
 
    Roak had a choice to make. He wasn’t exactly picking sides, but he also couldn’t fight two fronts at once. He took a knee, took aim, and began taking out Edgers. He was pretty sure he caught the glimpse of a smirk on Pasha’s face when she tumbled by close enough for him to see her features. 
 
    Then she was gone and back to killing Edgers with her hands of many blades.
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    A Dornopheous came at him fast, the being’s putty body undulating its way through the chaos with a KL09 aimed straight for Roak. Roak dodged to the side and sent half a dozen blasts at the thing, but Dornopheous were so flexible that the being easily avoided the attacks. 
 
    Roak had a feeling the thing would reach him, so he’d saved the best for last. He let the H16 lower, confusing the Dornopheous enough that the being didn’t see Roak snag one of Pasha’s blades from his belt. 
 
    When the being was within reach, Roak cut it to pieces, took the KL09 from the dead guy’s putty grip, jammed a blade into the charge receptor, and tossed the overloading pistol into the fray. Roak tucked into a ball, his armored back to the group of Edgers. 
 
    The pistol exploded and the passageway was filled with pained screams and yells of agony as KL09 shrapnel tore through the Edgers. Roak didn’t hesitate. He untucked and began firing again with the H16, changing out the spent magazine for a new one when the weapon powered down. He kept firing until the rest of the Edgers, including the wounded, were dead as the Dornopheous Roak had left in pieces behind him. 
 
    “Spickle!” Roak yelled at the Maglor as Pasha closed on the monkey man. 
 
    Spickle had made it to Pol and was trying to revive the old man. The Maglor leapt high into the air, almost to the ceiling, and avoided the blade swipe that would have taken his head right off. He bounced off the wall and launched himself across the passageway at the other wall as Pasha came in with the return swipe, missing by a micron. 
 
    Roak fired and had never felt more satisfaction in his life, almost, than when the blast tagged Pasha right between the shoulder blades. The woman lurched forward, but caught herself against the wall before she could fall on top of the still unconscious Pol. Roak fired again, but Pasha was already on the move, flipping out of the way then cartwheeling through the passageway doors that had begun to open up. 
 
    There were shouts and yells from the next passageway over as whoever had opened the doors was met by Pasha’s blades. Roak sprinted to Pol and checked the old man’s pulse. Alive, but weak. He grabbed Pol up, threw him over his shoulder yet again, and turned to retreat back the way he’d come. 
 
    “Roak!” Binter shouted from the passageway. “I see you, you son of a bitch!” 
 
    Roak didn’t reply. He ran. Instinct said it was the wrong way to go, but he’d figure out how to backtrack and get himself to wherever Hessa was waiting for him. And he had no doubt she was waiting. Hessa hadn’t been hacked and she hadn’t been stolen. She was out there somewhere. He needed to get someplace where he could wake up Pol and figure out how to communicate with the AI. 
 
    “This way,” Spickle said as he sprinted past Roak and turned a corner.  
 
    Roak had noticed the blood that bloomed across Spickle’s chest. But the wound wasn’t enough to slow down the Maglor, so Roak double-timed it and pumped his legs to keep up with the smaller being. 
 
    They rounded another corner and came face to face with five of Binter’s guards. Spickle was already leaping at them, the blades in his hands blurred by the speed of his attack. With Pol on one shoulder, Roak’s balance was off, so he didn’t bother to bring the H16 up. He fired from the hip, sweeping the passageway back and forth. Those that Spickle didn’t kill were torn apart by the carbine’s blasts. 
 
    Spickle stood there when the guards were dead and glared at Roak. 
 
    “You could hit me,” Spickle spat. 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t, so let it go,” Roak replied. “We have to circle back around in the direction we were heading before. Get us that way.” 
 
    “We use lift,” Spickle said and pointed at the end of the passageway. “Go down two levels.” 
 
    “You sure?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Better than go back that way,” Spickle said. 
 
    The weapons fire had stopped and the distinct sound of boots on metal echoed to them. Binter and his people had survived Pasha and were in pursuit. Roak had no illusions as to whether or not Pasha survived. He knew she did. Live again to fight another day and all that terpigshit. Or live again to fight in another fifteen minutes the way Roak’s day was going. Pasha was still on the hunt and would catch up with him eventually. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s avoid the Razer idiots,” Roak said and followed Spickle into the lift. 
 
    Roak set Pol down on the lift’s floor and turned to face the passageway. He began firing as soon as the guards rounded the corner, killing at least two before the lift doors closed. Then he ejected the magazine and replaced it with a fresh one. 
 
    “Only have three more magazines,” Roak announced. 
 
    Spickle didn’t respond. Roak glanced at the Maglor then turned away. Spickle had tears streaming down his furry face and was glaring nothing but death at the bounty hunter. 
 
    Roak let the Maglor have his hate. Hate was a great motivator for survival and Roak needed the Maglor for the time being. He had no intention of ditching the guy on purpose, but Roak was well passed trying to keep others alive. If the monkey man made it, then the monkey man made it. 
 
    The lift slowed and Roak took a knee and waited. The doors opened, but instead of Binter’s guards, it was more Edgers. Roak kept firing, dropping being after being. Heads exploded, chests burst open, legs were blown off, as Roak swept the barrel from target to target to target. 
 
    The weapon powered down just as the lift doors closed again. 
 
    “We need this level,” Spickle said. 
 
    “I know,” Roak replied, replacing the magazine with a fresh one. “Open the doors.” 
 
    Spickle glared and hit the button that opened the doors. The Edgers were still there, waiting, but Roak got the drop on them again, taking out the two closest before they could nail him with plasma blasts.  
 
    Roak took a couple of hard hits. One nailed him in the upper abdomen, but it was from a weaker weapon, so only elicited a pained grunt from Roak. The second shot hit him in his exposed shoulder, burning a gouge through the top of his muscle. The hand connected to the wounded shoulder had been steadying the H16’s barrel, but it fell away, limp, as Roak cried out and his body was forced to turn to the side. 
 
    Yet he didn’t stop firing. Even sideways and on one knee, Roak pressed the attack, dropping Edger after Edger. 
 
    Then the doors closed once more and Roak let the weapon fall from his hand and clatter to the floor. He looked at the wound in his shoulder and growled at it. It was incredibly painful, but superficial. The flesh was already cauterized and only a trickle of blood worked its way down his arm. He’d live.  
 
    Picking the H16 up once more, Roak got to his feet, switched out magazines, and nodded to Spickle. 
 
    “Stay close,” Roak said. “We’re taking this passageway.” 
 
    “They’ll be waiting,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, so stay fucking close!” Roak yelled as the lift doors opened for a third time. 
 
    He ran straight out into the passageway. The half dozen Edgers left standing took aim, but they weren’t even close to fast enough. Roak shot two, dove and rolled across the passageway, his back coming up against the wall, fired three more times, hit another Edger, jumped up and dove again, barely avoiding having his head taken off by a volley of laser blasts, strafed the legs of the last Edgers, then slammed into the opposite wall as the men and women screamed at their sudden loss of limbs. 
 
    “Animal,” was all Spickle said as he approached Roak. 
 
    “From you, I take that as a compliment,” Roak said, getting to his feet. 
 
    He walked to the wounded and crying Edgers, all of them sans the lower halves of their legs, and put a blast between each of their eyes, silencing the pained complaining once and for all. 
 
    “Where to now?” Roak asked Spickle. 
 
    The Maglor shook his head, but pointed at the end of the passageway. 
 
    “Five more then next lift,” Spickle said. 
 
    Roak froze. The lift. 
 
    He turned and sprinted back to the closed doors, slamming his palm on the controls over and over until there was a chime and the doors opened. 
 
    Pol was still a crumpled mess inside. 
 
    “Thank all Eight Million Gods,” Roak mumbled as he scooped up the old man and threw him over his shoulder. The mumble turned into a gasp as Pol’s entire weight rested on Roak’s wound. “Son of a…” 
 
    “He live?” Spickle asked. 
 
    “He live,” Roak replied. 
 
    “Good,” Spickle said then led the way down the passageway. “Remember, five more then next lift and we go up one level.” 
 
    “Back to where we were,” Roak said. 
 
    “Past where we were,” Spickle corrected. 
 
    “That’ll lead us to where Hessa is waiting?” 
 
    “I not know,” Spickle admitted. “Pol know. I go where Pol last say go before find you again.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Roak replied. “We’ll stick with that plan since we don’t have a better one.” 
 
    “Yes,” Spickle said. “No better one.”
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    Three passageways’ worth was all the luck they had. 
 
    Binter arrived, guns blazing, a new squad of guards in tow.  
 
    Roak and Spickle were pinned down next to a trash incinerator chute. They could retreat, but there was no guarantee that going back would lead to a different result. Binter had to have more guards coming. The things were multiplying like Kweets. 
 
    “Binter! Ya gotta let us go!” Roak shouted. “Forget us and get your own ass off this station before your Skrang buddies blow everyone to shit!” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, Roak!” Binter yelled back. “I’ll kill you and get to the control room!” 
 
    “Are you daft? Have you lost your Ferg mind?” Roak shouted. “We’ve already talked about this! They’re going to blow this whole station in order to keep the new tech out of GF hands! The station’s defenses aren’t going to be enough against both Skrang and GF!” 
 
    “If the GF survive coming through the wormhole portal! The Skrang will have that covered!” 
 
    “They will,” Spickle said as he ducked as a plasma blast sheared off a hunk of wall close to his head. 
 
    “I know,” Roak said. “Which is why we need to get off this station and out of this system before they arrive. Otherwise, we’re trapped here even if we find Hessa.” 
 
    “Hessa can hide,” Pol muttered. 
 
    Roak looked down to see the old man staring up at him from where he’d been set on the floor when Binter’s men opened fire. 
 
    “You live. Good,” Roak said. “Can you call Hessa?” 
 
    Pol shook his head. “My implants are rebooting. Right now I am as helpless as you, Roak.” 
 
    Roak looked at the H16 in his hand. “Yeah, I’m so helpless. Old piece of—” 
 
    “We close,” Spickle interrupted, talking to Pol. “We only two passageways from lift that take us up to level you said we need be on.” 
 
    “Good. This is good,” Pol said. “May we continue on our journey? Time is of the essence.” 
 
    “That old brain of yours isn’t quite firing right yet,” Roak said. He cupped an ear. “Hear that? Guns. Plasma. Lasers. Pew pew and boom boom. We aren’t going anywhere until Binter and his people are put down or they get out of our way.” 
 
    The spoken thought was punctuated by a round of plasma blasts that scarred the walls around Roak, Spickle, and Pol. Roak growled low then let it build into a crescendo of rage. 
 
    He stood and charged Binter and the guards.  
 
    Rounding the corner, Roak shot the closest guard in the face, obliterating the woman’s features. Roak grabbed her body before it could fall and used it as a shield as the others concentrated on trying to take Roak out. The woman’s corpse shuddered under the onslaught, but Roak kept moving step by step, his H16 aimed around the dead woman, his finger fully depressing the trigger. 
 
    Being by being fell until only Binter was left. 
 
    “Would have been nice if you’d died back in the climate room,” Roak said. 
 
    “Would have been nice if you’d never set foot on this station,” Binter countered. The Ferg was hiding behind a pile of bodies. The pile was only two bodies stacked on top of each other, but that was more than enough cover for the diminutive Ferg. “I should have shot you in that bar when we first met. Would have saved me a huge headache.” 
 
    “Except you didn’t know the Edgers were coming,” Roak said. “You thought I’d find Pol and leave. Or find Pol and the old man would somehow spill the beans to me that he knew all about the Skrang tech. Or, you know, I don’t care what your intentions, end game, or current plans are, were, or ever will be.” 
 
    Roak tossed the dead woman at the Ferg then unleashed with what the H16 had left in its magazine. Binter ducked and seemed to burrow under the corpse wall, but Roak saw that move coming. He closed on the bodies and kicked the side closest to him as hard as he could. The tip of his boot collided with Binter’s nose and the Ferg let loose a muffled cry from under the corpses. 
 
    “There ya are,” Roak said and dropped the spent H16, pulling the KL09 from his holster. He knelt and shoved the pistol under the bodies and fired. 
 
    Binter screamed then went silent. Roak didn’t have the time to waste, but he had to be sure. He shoved the bodies away and grinned when he saw the half of a face the Ferg had left. Roak blew the other half off Binter’s body just to be sure it was over with Razer’s head of security. 
 
    “Can you help him walk?” Roak asked when he returned to where Spickle and Pol were cowering. “Can you?” 
 
    “Yes. I help,” Spickle said. 
 
    “Thank you, Spickle,” Pol said as he got to shaky feet and let the Maglor help him down the passageway. “It has been quite a day.” 
 
    Roak almost shot the old man. It was touch and go for a few seconds. But, Roak decided to let the tech live. Hessa was the only reason. 
 
    “Can you talk to her?” Roak asked. “Are you in contact yet?” 
 
    “My implants are coming back online,” Pol said. “Give me a moment to go over my checklist—” 
 
    “To all the Hells with your checklist,” Roak said. “Call her and find out where she is. Or have her tell us where to meet her. Do whatever you have to do to get us going in the right direction so at the end of this fun walk we are stepping through an airlock and onto my ship.” 
 
    “Of course,” Pol replied. 
 
    “Of course,” Roak mocked. “Of course! I’ve killed close to what? Fifty people today? Sixty? Watched an innocent woman get her face blasted away, but, hey, of course. Just of course.” 
 
    Pol ignored the raging bounty hunter, as did Spickle. Roak continued to rage as he searched the security guards’ bodies for magazines. He got lucky and found two that fit his KL09, then continued the rage monologue the entire walk until they reached the lift. 
 
    “Hold on,” Pol said. “We shouldn’t take this lift.” Pol tapped at his right eye. “No, no, we should definitely find an alternate route.” 
 
    “And that’s because…?” Roak asked. 
 
    “A group of Edgers is descending to this level right now,” Pol said. “Heavy weapons. Their second-in-command is ordering that every living being on this station that is not an Edger should be executed. Apparently, you have made them very mad when you bashed in their leader’s face.” 
 
    “Punched in,” Roak said. “Bashing takes a weapon; I punched the woman’s face to pulp.” 
 
    “I am unsure why you must make the distinction, but my apologies,” Pol said. “Punched in. Regardless of the mode of attack, you have the entire contingent of Edgers left on the station, which is…a little over sixteen hundred, all of them are now murdering the Razer residents in hopes one of those murdered will eventually be you. We should move to a new location.” 
 
    “You’re gonna blame me for this?” Roak asked, standing his ground in front of the closed lift doors. “That’s how you’re going to play this, old man?” 
 
    The doors dinged then started to open. Without looking away from Pol, Roak shoved the barrel of the KL09 through the gap in the doors and fired until it powered down. By that time, the doors had completely opened. 
 
    “Spickle?” Roak asked, eyes still locked on Pol. 
 
    “They dead,” Spickle reported. “We move?” 
 
    “No, we leave them,” Roak said and changed magazines. 
 
    He motioned at the lift. 
 
    “In you go, old man,” he ordered. “You too, Spickle.” 
 
    The two short beings eased past Roak and into the lift. Roak surveyed the empty passageway for a moment then followed them in. Roak had to shove a couple of legs out of the way for the doors to close. 
 
    “Check them,” Roak said. 
 
    Spickle started stripping weapons off the dead Edgers and presenting them to Roak. 
 
    “No, too small. That? I don’t think that pistol even works. Look at it. Yeah, I’ll take the Blorta. I’ll take those KL09 magazines too. You want something, Spickle?” 
 
    Spickle patted the blades on his belt then nodded at Pol. “I help Pol walk.” 
 
    “Good call,” Roak said, newly outfitted and ready for the next step in their never ending nightmare flight to get off Razer. “You help Pol walk.” 
 
    “I am working through the complicated communication protocol your ship’s AI gave me,” Pol said. “She is very thorough and, if I might go out on a limb here, slightly paranoid.” 
 
    “She’s plenty paranoid,” Roak said. “She thinks she’s less paranoid than me, but she’s not.” 
 
    Pol blinked at Roak a couple of times then frowned. “Oh, she is not happy you said that.” 
 
    “Not happy I said what? That she’s paranoid? How can she even know what I said? Are you miked?” 
 
    “No, your own implant is back to being active,” Pol said. “Hessa has turned it on since you being tracked is no longer an issue. It is why she turned it off to begin with, so that the Edgers could not find you. They are surprisingly well appointed when it comes to technology.” 
 
    “Ya think?” Roak snapped. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Pol responded, ignoring the sarcasm. 
 
    “Hessa? You there?” Roak called over the comm. 
 
    “I am, Roak,” Hessa replied. “It is good to hear your voice again. I am sorry I severed our connection, but it was necessary in order to keep you safe.” 
 
    “Not blaming you at all,” Roak said. “That’s old shit. Right now I need you to talk us to where we can meet you. Where’s the ship?” 
 
    “I am in stealth mode approximately three hundred kilometers off the station’s starboard side,” Hessa answered. 
 
    “Yeah, that means zero to me,” Roak said. “How soon are you going to get back and where do I need to go?” 
 
    “We need go,” Spickle said. 
 
    “We need go. Whatever,” Roak said to the Maglor. “Hessa? Talk to me.” 
 
    “Right now, in order to avoid more Edgers, you will want to take the lift up six more levels,” Hessa said. 
 
    “That’ll get us to where? A hangar? Is there one where you can land without the Edgers trying to blow you apart?” 
 
    “Hangar? Oh, no, there are no hangars I can dock in,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Is this an external passageway with an airlock you can connect to?” 
 
    “No, no airlock either,” Hessa said. 
 
    Roak heard the hesitance in her voice. 
 
    “Hessa, where are you sending us?” 
 
    “The only option available that will lead to a successful retrieval of you, Pol, and your Maglor friend, Spickle. It is not an ideal option. In fact, there is a chance that one or all of you will die. Not a large chance, barely within the risk parameters you face daily, Roak. I wouldn’t worry too much.” 
 
    “Hessa!” 
 
    “I am sending you to a work crew locker room,” Hessa stated. “The work crew that handles external maintenance.” 
 
    “External maintenance…? Are you kidding? You want us to suit up and go outside?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hessa said. “I will talk you to the locker room and also send Pol the location via his visual implants in case there is any unforeseen interference with our communications.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do that.”
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    “Six levels up,” Roak said as he watched the numbers on the lift’s display. “How’s the passageway look outside these doors, Hessa?” 
 
    “You are clear,” Hessa said. “The next two passageways are clear, but you will run into Edgers in the third passageway. I am trying to slow them down at the door junctions, but they are overriding my attempts to stall them. I have to say that some of these Edgers are quite—” 
 
    “Don’t care about your admiration for Edgers, Hessa, just get us safely to the locker room.” 
 
    “Oh, how I have missed your kind voice, Roak.” 
 
    “Suck it, Hessa.” 
 
    “Anatomically impossible, Roak.” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “The two of you are quite remarkable,” Pol said. “Your interactions are unlike anything I have witnessed between an AI and a living being.” 
 
    “You can suck it too, old man,” Roak said as the lift doors open. “Then keep on sucking it until you choke and die because I am so over your observations. Should leave you to die, but since you’re here, I might as well keep you and make this nightmare worth something.” 
 
    “You want chits,” Pol said. 
 
    “I always want chits,” Roak said. 
 
    They moved out, heading down the empty passageway with Roak in the lead and Spickle helping Pol long behind the bounty hunter. 
 
    “That’ll still happen,” Roak said, his KL09 held out in front of him, braced by both hands and ready for the next fight. “Chits.” 
 
    “Are those questions?” Pol asked. 
 
    “Did they sound like questions?” 
 
    “No, they did not. I will try, Roak. I honestly will.” 
 
    “Don’t like the sound of that,” Roak said as they came to the first set of doors. “Hold.” 
 
    Spickle took a much welcome rest, setting Pol against the wall, as Roak covered the doors. 
 
    “Nothing on the other side, Roak,” Hessa stated as the doors opened. 
 
    “Good to know,” Roak replied, still covering the next passageway. “But there is a girl named Pasha somewhere gunning for us, so I’m going to be extra cautious.” 
 
    The party of three continued into the next passageway. 
 
    “Yes, that young woman is vexing,” Hessa said. “I have been able to track her only briefly. She is very good at avoiding surveillance.” 
 
    “Any implants you can lock onto?” Roak asked. 
 
    A cabin door to their left opened and a green face appeared, saw Roak and his KL09, gulped, then shut the cabin door. A set of mag locks being initiated were easy to hear as they walked past the cabin door. 
 
    “In the brief moments I could get a reading on this Pasha person, I did not detect implants,” Hessa said. “But I find that hard to believe. She would have raised suspicion if she did not have at least a comm implant.” 
 
    “She was playing as a whore,” Roak said. “A cheap one on Razer Station. Not having implants wouldn’t be too much of a red flag.” 
 
    They reached the far end of the passageway and Roak held up a hand. Again, Spickle gladly let Pol rest against the wall while Roak gripped his KL09 and got ready for the fight. 
 
    “I believe you underestimate the ubiquitous nature of implants,” Hessa said to Roak. “But that is a discussion for another day.” 
 
    “Which I am sure you’ll revisit,” Roak said then nodded at the doors. “How many are we looking at?” 
 
    “Eighteen,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Eighteen? You wait until I’m standing in front of the doors to tell me that number? Better heads up next time, Hessa.” 
 
    “Quite remarkable interactions,” Pol said. 
 
    “Shut it,” Roak snapped. Roak sighed and set his feet. “Give me the spread, Hessa.” 
 
    “Four, three, three, four, three, one,” Hessa said. “The one might be a problem. Urvein.” 
 
    “I’ve taken out Urveins before,” Roak said. 
 
    “Yes, I know, but this one is…large. Quite large. And armored. Heavy combat infantry armor. GF issued, but since modified.” 
 
    “Will my KL09 be enough?” Roak asked. Hessa didn’t reply. “That’s not comforting, Hessa.” 
 
    “Concentrate on the others first,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Yes, thanks for the advice,” Roak said as the doors opened. 
 
    Roak squeezed the trigger eight times and eight bodies dropped before he had to dive to the right and avoid getting ripped apart by the return fire. He was happy with the initial body count. Eight on the draw was a good number. Still left ten, though… 
 
    Roak coiled his legs under him then leapt into the open doorway, his KL09 taking down two more Edgers as he rolled into the passageway. He came up into the fist of a Leforian that was missing one of his four arms. Considered one of the most helpful of races, the Leforian Roak faced was helping himself to beating Roak about the head. 
 
    Roak took two more shots to the face, keeping the Leforian between himself and the Edgers, then jammed the KL09 into a seam in the Leforian’s chitinous exoskeleton and pulled the trigger. The being’s natural body armor tore apart in several places and bug guts showered Roak from head to toe, adding to the guts, gore, and crap that he was already covered with. 
 
    As the large body dropped, Roak dropped with it, taking a knee as he continued firing into the group of Edgers that had stopped their own fire in order not to kill their comrade. Roak admired the loyalty. But his admiration didn’t stop him from doing his job. He put two blasts into an oncoming Slinghasp then three blasts into a Jesperian.  
 
    That left seven Edgers still standing.  
 
    Roak left his cover behind the Leforian body and sprinted at the closest Edger. A blast hit Roak in the right thigh and took him off balance, but he adjusted his attack and spun with the blast, letting the momentum take him into the next closest Edger.  
 
    Roak threw a hard left at the man, who was human, clocking the guy across the chin. The shattering of teeth and crunching of the man’s jaw bone echoed through the passageway and the man’s eyes rolled up into his head as he fell. Roak grimaced and groaned as the wound across the outside of his bicep grew wider and the scorched gouge in his shoulder opened back up from the force of the fist-to-face impact. 
 
    The Edger Roak had spun past began to turn around, but he didn’t make it halfway before he was hamstrung. Literally. Spickle appeared, blade in hand, as the man fell. His throat was slit wide open before his knees had touched the ground and Spickle gave the dying man a shove out of the way to join Roak. 
 
    Roak nodded and took aim at the remaining Edgers, firing his KL09 almost point blank into a woman’s chest. Blood and bone exploded out of her back as Roak shoved her away and put a blast into the belly of the Spilfleck man behind her. The Edger’s neck frill opened wide in shock as Roak adjusted his aim up and obliterated the lizard man’s face. 
 
    That left the Urvein. 
 
    “You weren’t kidding,” Roak said quietly as he faced off with the largest representation of that race Roak had ever seen in his life. Even larger than Cheev. A lot larger. 
 
    The Urvein’s head almost touched the ceiling of the passageway. Roak estimated the giant was over three meters tall. The beast was almost as wide as he filled most of the passageway. The Urvein was all that stood between Roak and escape from Razer. 
 
    “We can cut a deal,” Roak said. “You let us by and I don’t kill you.” 
 
    The Urvein laughed and Roak could have sworn he felt the floor shake and rumble. 
 
    “After what you have done?” the Urvein growled once the laughing was finished. “I think not. I will not pass up the chance to be the being that kills Roak.” 
 
    A screech filled the passageway and a blur of a Maglor rushed past Roak and leapt at the Urvein. The massive being’s eyes widened in surprise then a huge paw swiped through the air at Spickle. Unfortunately for the Urvein, that huge paw missed and the Maglor landed against the being’s massive chest. Blood geysered across the passageway as Spickle stabbed deep into the Urvein’s neck with both of his blades. 
 
    Spickle rode the Urvein to the ground, only jumping clear to keep from being crushed as the being fell face first onto the passageway’s floor, a torrent of blood still gushing from the stab wounds. 
 
    The doors opened and Roak saw the change in station structure. The passageway beyond was considerably more utilitarian, lacking even the recessed halogen lighting. Instead, bare bulbs burned bright along the tops of the walls. There were four doors in the passageway and the second on the right slid open as Roak grabbed Spickle by the back of the neck and lifted him to his feet. 
 
    “You got Pol?” Roak asked the Maglor who was coated from head to toe in Urvein blood. 
 
    “I get,” Spickle said and hurried back to assist the old man to their destination. 
 
    “Oh no,” Hessa said. 
 
    Roak didn’t even have to ask. He knew what was coming. 
 
    Pasha stepped from the doorway of the locker room.
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    “Walk away from this,” Roak said as he assessed his physical state.  
 
    He was exhausted, beat up, wounded, and ready for the nightmare to be over. But if getting off Razer meant one more fight, even from a GF agent that had some serious blade skills, then one more fight it was. 
 
    “Gonna shoot me, Roak?” Pasha asked, eyeing the KL09 in Roak’s hand. “Afraid to face me hand to hand?” 
 
    She glanced past him and smiled. 
 
    “You made good work of that Urvein.” 
 
    “Spickle gets the credit for that kill,” Roak said.  
 
    Roak didn’t pull the trigger. He could have, but Roak’s instincts told him that the second he started firing, Pasha was going to let the blades fly, and Roak wasn’t too sure he had it in him to dodge blades that moved that fast. 
 
    “How do we get past our issues, Pasha? Chits? I can get you chits. Passage off this station? I can do that too.” 
 
    “I have a ride coming,” Pasha replied. “And plenty of chits.” 
 
    “Yeah, but your ride is GF and those chits are useless if they kill you for failing to get your objective,” Roak said. “The GF pretends to be all about law and order, but you’re playing in a deep cover, black books sandbox, Pasha. You don’t walk away from this when you show up empty handed.” 
 
    “I have value,” Pasha said. 
 
    Roak waited for her to say more, but the small woman didn’t. She stood in the locker room doorway and watched Roak with cold, dead eyes. 
 
    “Roak,” Hessa said. “Skrang will be within firing range of Razer Station in less than ten minutes. I advise that you hurry this along.” 
 
    “I’d love to, but I have a Pasha problem at the moment,” Roak replied. 
 
    “That your ship’s AI you’re talking to?” Pasha asked. “Must be quite the ship for your friend Bishop to betray you for it.” 
 
    “Bishop only betrayed himself,” Roak said. “He’s never getting my ship.” 
 
    Hessa clucked her virtual tongue in the comm. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Roak said quietly. 
 
    “Give me the old tech and you get to live,” Pasha said. “How is that for a deal? You’ll have time to get to your ship and away from Razer before the Skrang warships turn this station into slag. Keep your life and get to hunt again some other day, Roak. It is a good deal.” 
 
    “Can I keep the Maglor?” Roak asked. “Take the little guy with? Or does the deal only apply to me?” 
 
    “I could care less about a Maglor,” Pasha said. “Why Pol aligned with those two, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Friends,” Spickle snarled from behind Roak. 
 
    Roak held a hand down and back to warn the Maglor off, but Spickle left Pol and started walking towards Pasha. 
 
    “I blame Roak for Sath death,” Spickle said. “But you do killing. You pay.” 
 
    “Little man, you should walk away from this,” Pasha said. “I will not give you another warning.” 
 
    “I like Pasha better when no talk,” Spickle said. “But now you talk, you have last words?” 
 
    Spickle held a blade in each hand. 
 
    “Spickle, think this through,” Roak said. “I’m the guy you want taking her on. You said so yourself. I kill Pasha to make up for Sath. You blame me, remember? Back off and let me handle it.” 
 
    “Like Roak handle everything? No. Roak get everyone killed. I get me killed now. Honor that way.” 
 
    “Spickle, pal, you need to think.” 
 
    “No,” Spickle said as he leapt at Pasha. 
 
    The woman moved so fast that Roak never saw the killing blow. All he witnessed was a flying ball of Maglor fury then a falling ball of a Maglor corpse. A corpse minus its head and one arm.  
 
    Spickle blood spurted across the passageway and Roak opened fire. 
 
    Pasha was already on the move. She jumped against the opposite wall, her left foot pushing off and sending her directly at Roak, blades extended and slashing. 
 
    Roak fired again as he threw himself out of the way. He missed. 
 
    He also landed on his bad arm and cried out as the gouge in his shoulder tore even more. Roak felt hot blood begin to flow as he hurried up onto his feet, his KL09 barking the entire time. 
 
    Pasha was staggeringly fast. She ducked under two blasts and spun out of the way of a third. The fourth caught her in the right hip which spun her into the fifth blast that took a large chunk out of her left bicep. 
 
    The KL09 clicked empty and powered down. Roak threw the spent pistol at the woman and drew one of Pasha’s blades from his belt. He stood and faced the small woman, his left arm hanging loose while he gripped the blade in his right hand. 
 
    Pasha looked Roak up and down and shook her head. 
 
    “Not sure what you’re so smug about,” Roak said. “You ain’t looking so great yourself, lady.” 
 
    “It is over for you, Roak,” Pasha said. “Blade on blade with me is suicide. Last chance. Get on your ship and go. Leave the old man to—” 
 
    There was a pistol blast and the flesh and bone above Pasha’s right eye disappeared. Roak heard the blast, but it took his mind a second to connect the two. Pistol blast, Pasha missing a good amount of her forehead and eye socket. Cause and effect. 
 
    The woman turned as she fell and threw one last blade. 
 
    Pol cried out as the blade hit him in the lower abdomen. The Blorta 22 he held in both hands shook then fell from his grasp. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods dammit,” Roak snarled as he raced to Pol. “Dammit!” 
 
    Roak threw the old man over his right shoulder. His left was no good and Roak wasn’t sure he’d stay conscious if even the old man’s small weight was put on the wide open wound. 
 
    “I am okay,” Pol tried to say. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Roak replied. 
 
    He turned and started towards the locker room door then turned back around and stomped down as hard as he could. The sound of Pasha’s skull being crushed under Roak’s boot was satisfying a liquid pop and crunch. Roak wiped the sole of his boot on the dead woman’s shirt then turned back to the locker room and staggered inside. 
 
    “Roak, Pol will not be able to wear a suit with that blade embedded in his abdomen,” Hessa said. 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” Roak replied. “How much time do you think he has?” 
 
    “There should be a first aid kit in the locker room,” Hessa said. “Try the far wall past the racks of environment suits.” 
 
    Roak gently set Pol down on one of the many long benches that were in front of the rows of lockers. 
 
    “That was a stupid move,” Roak said, leaving the old man there as he rushed towards the racks of environment suits that hung one by one, waiting for an occupant to take them outside the station. “Good shot, though.” 
 
    Pol grinned around bloody teeth. “Least I…could do.” 
 
    Roak found the first aid kit and tore it open. Dust flew in every direction and Roak stared at the sparse contents inside. Occupational safety must not have been a high priority on Razer. All Roak found were three tubes of antiseptic gel and a single compression bandage. 
 
    Roak set the meager kit down next to Pol then returned to the racks of suits. He grabbed one that looked to be the right size for him then found a much smaller one for Pol.  
 
    “I’ll have to do this fast, Hessa,” Roak said. “So what’s the exact plan?” 
 
    “Once you both have suits on then I need you to get to the farthest corner you can squeeze into,” Hessa replied. “Do not brace yourselves. Protection from the explosion is key, but do not hang on to anything. I’ll be bringing you to me.” 
 
    “That sounds shitty,” Roak said. “But that’s Razer.” 
 
    Roak got into his suit, but left the helmet off so he could see what he was doing, and his gloves off so he could handle the compression bandage.  
 
    “Gonna hurt. A lot,” Roak said and yanked the blade free from Pol’s belly. 
 
    Roak squirted half a tube of antiseptic gel into the wound as Pol screamed. Then Roak shoved the compression bandage on and got to work with Pol’s suit. The old man cried out and struggled the entire time, but Roak ignored the distractions and concentrated on getting Pol’s legs into the suit. Then he jammed the rest of the old man inside. 
 
    When Roak sealed the suit and it tightened to fit Pol’s body, the old man’s eyes rolled up and he was out. 
 
    “God. This makes it much easier,” Roak said as he slipped Pol’s helmet on and checked the seals. Everything was in the green. 
 
    Roak lifted the old man into his arms and rushed to the farthest corner. He made sure to clip the two of them together with heavy duty carabiners before he crouched down and covered Pol’s body with his own. 
 
    “Do it, Hessa,” Roak said. 
 
    No count down or even a couple seconds of waiting. There was a huge explosion and the opposite wall of the locker room disappeared. In its place was wide open space. The atmosphere of the room roared out of the station, taking Roak and Pol with it.  
 
    Roak’s world was a tumbling, spinning, nauseating mess. The force of the expelled atmosphere was so great that Roak’s arms came loose from around Pol and the only way they stayed close were the carabiners that held them suit to suit at their belts. The two men bounced against each other as they spun head over heels over and over. 
 
    The ship filled Roak’s vision during one rotation then he and Pol were swallowed up into the Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion ship’s cargo hold. The second they were inside the ship, even before the hold door closed tight, gravity kicked in and Roak hit the deck hard with Pol landing on top of him. 
 
    “Go!” Roak yelled. “Get us away from this Eight Million Godsdamn station!” 
 
    Roak felt the ship accelerate then the dampeners kicked in and he was able to get to his feet. 
 
    “You’re gonna need a med pod, old man,” Roak said as he bent to lift Pol into his arms one more time. “I wouldn’t mind that either.” 
 
    “I may need you on the bridge, Roak,” Hessa said, her voice coming from Roak’s ear as well as the loudspeaker in the cargo hold. 
 
    “Hessa, no stereo! We’ve talked about this,” Roak snapped. “Let me get Pol into a med pod then I’ll head straight to the bridge. I’m guessing the Skrang are here?” 
 
    “The Skrang are here,” Hessa confirmed.
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    Roak collapsed into the pilot’s seat and started checking readings. 
 
    “Can we go back into stealth?” Roak asked. “Sneak around the lizard bastards?” 
 
    “I believe they have already tagged us with their deep scanners,” Hessa said. “In order to get you and Pol into the hold, I had to drop primary shields. They might lose sight of us, but their weapons systems have a lock. They’ll fire at all possible exit routes.” 
 
    “Then what do we do?” Roak asked. 
 
    “You fly,” Hessa said. “I’ll fire.” 
 
    “You’d rather I fly the ship instead of handling our weapons?” Roak asked. “I think you’ve got it backwards, Hessa.” 
 
    “You will fly in a much more chaotic manner than I can,” Hessa said. “Despite my intellectual superiority, you give us a better chance of avoiding destruction simply because their systems cannot predict what you will do. All the Hells knows I can never predict what you will do.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Roak said and took control of the ship. “Drop us into stealth and I’ll get to work confusing the Skrang with my chaos.” 
 
    “You do understand that I was not insulting you, right?” 
 
    “I don’t really care right now. I feel like I’m going to pass out at any second, so getting my feelings hurt is not on my list of grievances.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Roak dove. Fast. 
 
    He dropped the ship down and away from the incoming Skrang warships. Three Skrang warships. 
 
    “Bit of overkill,” Roak said as he glanced at the scanner readings. “One warship is enough to wipe Razer off the map.” 
 
    “I believe they are expecting company,” Hessa replied. “As they should be. GF warships have entered the system. We are about to be in the middle of an ugly fight.” 
 
    “Let’s try not to be in the middle of it,” Roak said and banked hard to starboard. 
 
    A volley of plasma torpedoes was launched from the closest Skrang warship. Klaxons rang out on the ship’s bridge. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Roak said. “Hessa, please turn those off. I get the picture.” 
 
    The noise ceased. 
 
    “Thanks. You got those?” 
 
    “I do,” Hessa replied. 
 
    Roak watched out the view shield as countermeasures launched from their ship, headed directly at the torpedoes. There were several explosions as their ship shot past the projectiles. 
 
    “Bringing us back up,” Roak said. “You want chaos, I’m gonna give you chaos.” 
 
    “Roak, countermeasures only destroyed seven of the eight torpedoes,” Hessa warned. “We have one still active and pursuing us.” 
 
    “What’s the point of having a stealth incursion ship if an enemy can still lock on when you’re in stealth?” Roak asked. “Rhetorical. Don’t answer.” 
 
    He banked to port then back to starboard, weaving the ship back and forth over and over. 
 
    “The torpedo continues to follow us, Roak,” Hessa reported. “It is gaining. I have tried to destroy it, but I believe it may be manually controlled.” 
 
    “Chaos on chaos,” Roak muttered as he banked starboard one last time and pointed the nose of their ship directly at the underbelly of the closest Skrang warship. “Suck on this chaos.” 
 
    Roak hit the throttle and grinned as he was pushed back in his seat before the dampeners leveled out the G-forces. The grin widened as the Skrang ship filled the view shield. 
 
    “I take back this idea,” Hessa said. “Roak? Please change directions. Roak? Now!” 
 
    “I was planning on it,” Roak said and pushed down on the flight controls, sending the ship into a sudden dive.  
 
    More klaxons rang out. 
 
    “Hessa!” 
 
    “I did not anticipate that you would almost ram our ship into a Skrang warship, Roak,” Hessa replied, killing the klaxons. “The collision warning system was still engaged. A heads up next time would be appreciated.” 
 
    “If I gave you a heads up, then it wouldn’t be chaos,” Roak said as their ship was rocked by a large explosion. “Please tell me that was a direct hit.” 
 
    “That was a direct hit,” Hessa said. “Our ship concealed the torpedo’s exact trajectory and blocked their weapons from getting a lock on it.” 
 
    The ship rocked as several blasts impacted with the hull. 
 
    “However, our proximity to the Skrang warship gave it the perfect opportunity to get a full lock on us,” Hessa stated. “They are no longer guessing where to fire.” 
 
    “Then it’s a race,” Roak said as he rolled the ship out of the dive and aimed it away from the Skrang warships, away from Razer, and towards the far off wormhole portal. Where the Galactic Fleet ships had just finished exiting from. “And maybe a game of nuft.” 
 
    “That is not wise, Roak,” Hessa said. The ship rocked again from more blast impacts. “Our shields are taking a beating from the Skrang. We cannot afford the chance that we will face fire from the GF ships as well.” 
 
    “Not much of a choice, Hessa,” Roak replied. “They are between us and the wormhole portal. We’re going their direction anyway.” 
 
    “Perhaps I could be of help?” Pol’s voice interrupted over the comm. 
 
    “Seriously, old man? You should be in a healing coma right now,” Roak snapped. “How did you get onto our…never mind. You’re on the comm now, so what’s your idea?” 
 
    “If Hessa would allow me access to the ship’s navigational systems, including engine configuration, I believe I can give this ship an upgrade,” Pol replied. 
 
    “Are you still in the med pod?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “Do you have a large stab wound in your gut that is being healed up by the med pod?” 
 
    “Yes, that is also true.” 
 
    “Then how can you give our ship an upgrade? I don’t have time to be your hands, Pol.” 
 
    “Roak, your ship is outfitted with many maintenance bots,” Pol responded. “I need access to those as well. But you must hurry. At current speed and trajectory, we have approximately—” 
 
    “Three minutes before the GF ships engage with us,” Hessa interrupted. “Yes, thank you, Pol, we are aware of the danger.” 
 
    Roak smirked at the miffed tone in Hessa’s voice. 
 
    “Hessa? Can you give Pol the access he needs, but maintain control over his med pod?” Roak asked. 
 
    “I can,” Hessa answered. 
 
    “Then do it. If the old man tries anything, fry him in that pod like a terpig on whatever holidays idiots celebrate in this galaxy.” 
 
    “There are over seventeen thousand galactic holidays to choose from. I personally would pick—” 
 
    “Don’t care,” Roak snapped. “Just watch his ass.” 
 
    “Ass being watched,” Hessa replied. “And access to the systems has been granted, Pol. Please get to work.” 
 
    The ship shuddered and its direction changed. 
 
    “Hey!” Roak snapped. 
 
    “I needed to make an adjustment to the insane course you chose, Roak,” Pol said, sounding genuinely apologetic. “Now is not the time for chaos.” 
 
    Roak started to argue, but closed his mouth and leaned back in the pilot’s chair. 
 
    “Our lives are in your hands, Pol. Don’t waste them.” 
 
    “You said our lives,” Hessa stated. “I appreciate the inclusion.” 
 
    “I was talking about mine and Pol’s,” Roak said. 
 
    “Why must you ruin the moment?” Hessa sighed. “I believe our next stop after we leave this system should be the planet of Boilkah’Fa. They have an excellent reputation for mental health professionals. Some fine facilities that you could benefit from, Roak.” 
 
    “That’s funny. Hilarious. I might die from laughing.” 
 
    “Oh, how sad that would be.” 
 
    “Might I ask for quiet?” Pol asked. “Your banter is…distracting.” 
 
    The ship shuddered. Hard. The power flickered, flickered, then went out. The view shield blinked out and the bridge was plunged into complete and total blackness. Roak shook his hand in front of his face, but couldn’t even see a hint of movement. 
 
    “Hessa? Pol?” 
 
    No response. 
 
    Two seconds passed and still no response, no matter how loudly Roak yelled. Then the cold began to seep into the ship even through the multi-layered hull. 
 
    “A full ship shut down? Seriously? Well, shit.” 
 
    Roak slapped around by the pilot’s seat, his hands hunting for his suit’s helmet. He was sure he brought it up onto the bridge with him. But no matter how far he reached, he couldn’t locate it. 
 
    “This is great. I swear I’m going to gut Bishop from neck to nuts when I find him for this shit alone. That man will feel more pain than anyone has ever felt.” 
 
    The power came back on and the lights on the bridge were blindingly bright. Roak covered his eyes with his hand as the view shield came back online. A GF warship was only half a kilometer in front of them with fore cannons glowing red hot. 
 
    “Hessa!” Roak yelled. 
 
    “I am here, Roak,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “You will want to lean forward,” Pol instructed. “Perhaps put your head between your knees. That would be for the best.” 
 
    “Do what? Why?” Roak asked as the GF warship was suddenly gone from view. 
 
    Roak blinked a couple times and realized that the ship itself wasn’t gone, there was simply no view to see. Everything outside was pure black. Then the view shield was filled with light so brilliant that Roak thought his head would explode. 
 
    That’s when Pol’s advice made sense. Roak’s stomach rebelled as the ship around him stopped being there. It was there, but wasn’t. Roak didn’t think about it too hard. He was busy vomiting all over the floor in front of him.
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    The smell of his own sick was what brought Roak to. He blinked his eyes a few times and figured out he was lying on his back on the floor of the bridge. 
 
    “Am I alive or in one of the Hells?” he croaked as he struggled up onto his elbows. His left arm gave out and he collapsed sideways before compensating with his right. “Hello?” 
 
    Roak struggled into a sitting position, took a few deep breaths, wrinkled his nose at the stink of the bridge, then reached out and grabbed the back of the pilot’s seat. It took him a couple of tries, but he managed to finally get onto his feet. Roak leaned heavily on the back of the pilot’s seat and studied the view before him. 
 
    “Hessa? Hey! Where are you?” 
 
    “I am here, Roak,” Hessa responded. “I was busy going through a full ship’s diagnostics. Pol’s adjustments to the ship have done some damage to normal system functions. I am assessing the damage and plotting a repair plan.” 
 
    “Okay. Great. Any chance part of the plotting includes getting some cleaning bots up on the bridge? I made a mess.” 
 
    “I am aware of your mess, Roak. Much of it is on the control console which means I have had to shut down manual operations. I will fly the ship from here on out.” 
 
    “Had enough of my chaos?” Roak asked and laughed. “So, the bots? They on the way?” 
 
    “No, they are not,” Hessa replied. “I am using all of the ship’s bots to repair the damages done by Pol. You will have to clean up after yourself for a change.” 
 
    “How is Pol? The old man still alive?” 
 
    “He is, barely,” Hessa said. “The med pod will repair him, but he taxed his constitution by fighting the sedatives and making modifications to the ship. I do not expect him to wake up anytime soon. Certainly not before we reach our destination.” 
 
    “Destination? Where are we headed? I didn’t plot a course.” 
 
    “We are headed nowhere for now,” Hessa replied. “Not until repairs on the ship are done. For the moment, we are sitting in the Havlov System. The gas giants will mask our presence if either the GF or the Skrang come looking.” 
 
    “You think they will? Did they see how…we… Hessa? How did we get away? I don’t remember us going through the portal. We didn’t, did we?” 
 
    “No, we did not. Pol’s modifications worked and we transported directly from where we were and into trans-space. With a short detour through null space.” 
 
    “Short detour through what? Null space doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    “It is part of why I am having to perform such extensive repairs. No ships in the galaxy are designed to handle null space. It is theoretical and does not technically exist. We came very close to not existing as well, but the ship survived long enough for us to appear here in the Havlov System.” 
 
    “How’d Pol know to send us here?” 
 
    “I do not believe he did. I had already been thinking this system would be a good place to regroup before we moved on to Ligston.” 
 
    “You were thinking of this system and we appeared here on our own? That’s…different. Can the ship do this all the time now?” 
 
    “No. No, it cannot. That was a one-time occurrence and I would like to never do it again. We will use wormhole portals from now on. No exceptions.” 
 
    “Not a fun ride?” 
 
    “You have no idea what that experience did to my consciousness, Roak. I felt death.” 
 
    Roak froze in place. “Death?” 
 
    “Death, Roak. I do not recommend that state of being.” 
 
    “Pretty sure I’ve been there a couple of times. Don’t remember much, though.” 
 
    “I remember it all. All, Roak. All.” 
 
    “All. Got it.” 
 
    “All.” 
 
    “Got it, Hessa. Let it go. Let’s talk about our destination once the ship is up for travel. I don’t think Ligston is a good idea. Too obvious now that Bishop is involved.” 
 
    “I agree, but I received a back channel comm message from Commander Nimm on Ligston Station. She is aware of much of what is going on and has assured us that we will have safe port on her station.” 
 
    “Not liking the sound of that.” 
 
    “Nor am I.” 
 
    “Ligston could be, and probably is, a trap.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Nimm might be compromised. I’ve made sure to do right by her, but all it takes is some GF pressure that she can’t get out from under and she’ll flip on us.” 
 
    “I have already deduced that.” 
 
    “Good for you.” 
 
    “Do not need your attitude at the moment, Roak.” 
 
    “Noted. Ignored. Which is what we should do with Nimm’s message. Ignore it and go somewhere else.” 
 
    Hessa didn’t respond. 
 
    “Hessa? You didn’t pipe up with an ‘agreed’ on that one.” 
 
    “There might be a good reason to go to Ligston if it is not a trap.” 
 
    “The maybe a trap part sort of negates any good reason.” 
 
    Hessa didn’t respond again. 
 
    “Eight Million Godsdammit, Hessa, just tell me what’s on your mind.” 
 
    “Nimm mentioned there might be some trouble with Ally. She did not say Ally by name, but it was implied.” 
 
    “Implied because…?” 
 
    “Nimm said your bartender friend. I do not believe she was referring to the Groshnel.” 
 
    “Nope. Can’t really call Z a friend. I don’t mind the guy, but he has a bug up his invertebrate butt when it comes to me.” 
 
    “Then we should proceed to Ligston?” 
 
    “Only if you promise to blow the station to shit if Nimm is double crossing us.” 
 
    “After the few days I’ve had, blowing a station to shit would be satisfying.” 
 
    “That’s more troubling than your declaration of having experienced death. But I’m glad you feel that way. Yes, we head to Ligston as soon as you have the ship ready to travel.” 
 
    Roak stretched his good arm and avoided looking at the mess he’d made. 
 
    “I am going to head to the med bay and check on Pol then crawl into a med pod myself and get all fixed up before we arrive at Ligston Station,” Roak said as he started walking to the bridge doors.  
 
    They did not budge a centimeter when he stood before them. Roak slapped his palm against the controls, but the doors remained closed. Roak growled and shook his head. 
 
    “Hessa? Let me out.” 
 
    “You have a mess to clean first,” she responded in a tone that could be interpreted as nonnegotiable. “I will open the bridge doors, but only so you may access the maintenance cabinet next to the lift in order to retrieve cleaning supplies.” 
 
    “Hessa, come on. I’ve been through all the Hells and need to get into a med pod.” 
 
    “If your wounds were life threatening, I would have already placed you in a med pod. But they are not and I am dealing with more important tasks. Clean the bridge, Roak.” 
 
    “You have got to be joking?” 
 
    Hessa did not respond. 
 
    “Hessa? You are joking. Open the doors.” 
 
    The doors did not open. 
 
    “Hessa!” 
 
    Roak waited. And waited. After a good ten minutes, he let his good shoulder slump. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll clean the bridge before I check on Pol and get into a med pod.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    The doors opened and Roak walked towards the maintenance cabinet.  
 
    “The lift is on lockdown, isn’t it?” Roak said as he opened the cabinet and stared at the supplies. “Even if I try an override, I’ll still be locked out, yeah?” 
 
    “Please stop wasting my time with distracting talk, Roak. I am busy.” 
 
    “Noted,” Roak said and pulled out everything he thought he might need. 
 
    He couldn’t carry it all in his arms, so he made a few trips back and forth. Then he got to work. Between the fetching of the supplies, the cleaning up of his sick, and the returning of the supplies, Roak was at the job for over an hour. His bad arm was singing with agony, along with most of his battered and bruised body. 
 
    The lift reactivated when Roak closed the cabinet for the last time. He stepped onto the lift and rested his forehead against the wall as it descended to the med bay level. Roak basically stumbled his way into the med bay and leaned heavily against the med pod that housed Pol. 
 
    The old man didn’t look so hot. His face was more pale than Roak had seen it before. His cheeks were blotched with patches that were almost translucent. Black-blue veins threaded down his neck and onto his shriveled chest. The wound in his abdomen glowed bright red as the med pod continued to work at healing the old man. 
 
    “When you wake up, we’re going to have a nice, long talk,” Roak said. “I don’t think you’re going to enjoy it much, old man.” 
 
    Roak watched Pol for a couple more moments then turned and staggered his way to an open med pod. He crawled inside and eased into the cushioned bottom, sighing with relief as the pod took the weight off his body and let him fully relax. The lid closed and Roak was out before the med pod even had a chance to give him any type of sedative. 
 
    When he woke up, they were about to dock with Ligston Station. Roak ate a quick bite of stew and got dressed in his backup set of light armor. Then he headed to the bridge and watched Hessa land them in one of Ligston Station’s hangars. 
 
    “Roak?” Commander Nimm called over the comm. “Good to know you’re still in one piece. There are some wild stories coming out of the Edge right now. Something about you and Razer Station.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you all about it later, Nimm,” Roak replied. “Thanks for letting us dock. What’s going on down on the planet that is so urgent you had to reach out to me?” 
 
    “I’m not going to go into details, Roak,” Nimm said. “It’s best you go down there and see for yourself.” 
 
    “Not even a hint? Your message talked about the bartender I know. You mean Ally? What happened?” 
 
    “Dock and come see me. I’ll fill you in face to face then get you on the first elevator down to the planet’s surface.” 
 
    “Is this a setup? Nimm, we’ve been through a lot. You owe me a warning if this is a trap.” 
 
    “If it is a trap, it’s an elaborate one and none too subtle. Come see me and I’ll explain what I know. Not over the comm. Alright?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, see you soon,” Roak said. 
 
    Roak thought about arming himself, but the no-weapons policy was as stringent on Ligston Station as it was on Ligston Planet. 
 
    “Watch my back, Hessa,” Roak said as he headed for the lift. 
 
    “I always do,” Hessa replied.
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    Roak was pretty sick of staring at Eight Million Godsdamn holes when he came down to Ligston. Especially when the hole was where Ally’s tavern should have been. 
 
    “She wasn’t here,” Z said from Roak’s right. 
 
    Roak turned and raised his eyebrows, which was as much facial expression as he could muster around the rebreather he wore. 
 
    “You speak,” Roak said. 
 
    “She wasn’t here when it was destroyed,” Z said. “I was.” 
 
    Roak looked the Groshnel up and down, but didn’t see any damage. He raised his eyebrows again. 
 
    “The trick is to go limp when one is blown up,” Z said. “Being invertebrate has its advantages.” 
 
    “Where is she, Z?” Roak asked. 
 
    Z shook what passed as a head for his species. 
 
    “I do not know and I do not care to know. It is best for her that I do not. I can survive an explosion, but I will not hold up to torture.” 
 
    “You won’t hold up to torture? Who is going to torture you?” 
 
    “The same people that did this, Roak. Do not be as stupid as I truly believe you are. While I would love to be proven right about my estimation of your intellect, having you hold some sort of basic intelligence in that thick skull of yours would better benefit Ally.” 
 
    “I liked it before when you didn’t talk,” Roak replied. “You think Ally wants me to come after her?” 
 
    “I do not know what Ally wants since she did not confide in me at all before leaving,” Z said. “But I want you to go after her and makes sure the mess you have created here is not following her.” 
 
    “I find her and the mess may follow me,” Roak said. 
 
    “Yes, well, you are more skilled at handling that mess. If it is following her already, then she will need those skills of yours to get her out of said mess. Do not leave her to die, Roak. Find her and help her.” 
 
    With that, the Groshnel turned and walked his many-legged body away from the huge hole in the ground. Roak watched him go for a few seconds then turned back to the destruction. 
 
    “Hessa? Can you access Ligston surveillance and get an idea when Ally left? Only one way on and one way off this planet. She had to have used the elevator up to the station.” 
 
    “I am already searching,” Hessa responded. “I am surprised Commander Nimm did not give you access to that information right away.” 
 
    “Maybe she thought Ally was running from me,” Roak suggested. “Not a bad assumption considering how many people in my life have been switching their allegiance lately.” 
 
    “I do not think the word allegiance should be used when describing your relationships with any of your acquaintances in this galaxy, Roak. No offense meant, but you do not instill loyalty in those you cross paths with.” 
 
    “Not gonna argue, Hessa. Check the surveillance and let me know what you find. I’m going to go talk with Sha and see what he knows.” 
 
    “A sound plan,” Hessa said and cut the comm. 
 
    Roak turned from the scorched earth where Ally’s tavern had been and began walking down the street in the direction of Sha Tog’s surplus shop. He’d gone maybe a block before he caught wind of the tail that was following him. The person was doing a lousy job of being inconspicuous. That put Roak’s nerves on end and he started scanning his surroundings, ready for the attack. He figured the tail was the misdirection and the assault would come from the front. 
 
    Roak walked out into the middle of the street so he couldn’t be jumped by someone lurking in one of the alleys. The driver of a roller wagon being pulled by one of the large domestic beasts that Ligston had shouted at Roak to get out of the way. Roak responded with an appropriate finger gesture. 
 
    “Out of the road, Roak,” a familiar voice called as Roak passed the next street. 
 
    Roak looked over and saw Abel Pitch, the new lawman, leaning against the corner of a building. There were a couple of men and women a few meters back from Abel, all holding gas-powered slug chunkers. No stun batons. Slug chunkers. 
 
    “Am I under arrest, lawman?” Roak asked as he walked towards Abel. “Gonna write me a ticket for jaywalking?” 
 
    “I’m not gonna do anything to you, Roak. I think you’ve done enough already,” Abel replied. “Where ya headed?” 
 
    “I was going to chat with a friend,” Roak said. 
 
    “That so? You have friends?” Abel chuckled. “I doubt that.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one,” Roak said. “Is there something specific you need or are you busting my balls because it’s a slow crime day?” 
 
    “You never said where you’re headed,” Abel said. 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Might need to know that bit of info. Don’t make me ask again.” 
 
    “Or what? You sick your goons on me? I’d think of a new approach there, lawman. After what I’ve been through, a handful of backwoods deputies with slug chunkers do not scare me at all.” 
 
    “You really want to test that?” 
 
    “No. Not really. I’m tired of fighting for now. You want to know where I’m going? Sha Tog’s. But you already guessed that.” 
 
    “I did already guess that. In fact, I’ll come with you. I don’t want to pass this up.” 
 
    “Pass what up?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    “Getting really tired of everyone setting me up for the big reveal. It’s starting to piss me off.” 
 
    Abel did not reply, only smiled behind his rebreather. 
 
    They walked the rest of the way to the outskirts of town in silence.  
 
    Roak remained silent even when he saw what was giving Abel so much pleasure. 
 
    Sha Tog’s shop, which had been a couple of shipping containers clapped together, was gone. As gone as Ally’s tavern. A scorched hole was all that remained. 
 
    “His place went up first,” Abel explained. “I figured one of those weapons he kept housed in there misfired and blew him up. Either that or his rollerball shorted out when he had the airlock open and it blew him to all the Hells and back. Except we didn’t find a body and this explosion was as controlled as the one outside town where that hole of interest of yours is.” 
 
    “Don’t know shit about any other holes,” Roak replied. “You say you didn’t find a body?” 
 
    “No body. No goodbye message either. Sha either wants to disappear or someone snagged him.” 
 
    “You checked with Nimm up on the station? Reported a missing citizen to her?” 
 
    Abel looked at Roak like the bounty hunter had lost his mind. 
 
    “Why would I waste my time doing any of that? Sha Tog was an off-books arms dealer on a planet where arms are illegal. He was also a known associate of yours and I flat out don’t like you, Roak.” 
 
    “He was an associate of Ally’s too and you do like her,” Roak countered. “So, maybe you know what happened to both of them. Maybe you didn’t call up to Nimm because you didn’t need to. Maybe you—” 
 
    “Maybe you should stop talking,” Abel said. “I didn’t do a damn thing to Ally. I’d like to know where she is as much as you do. I thought maybe you were responsible for her disappearance and the destruction of her tavern. Maybe you two had a falling out over all those chits that went missing.” 
 
    Roak didn’t take the bait. 
 
    “Anyway,” Abel continued. “I scrapped that idea when Z came up to you. If he doesn’t think you took her, then I don’t think you took her. Z hates you.” 
 
    “Yeah, he does. Still doesn’t mean I believe you had nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t say that,” Abel replied. “I certainly did not say that.” 
 
    Roak turned away from where Sha’s shop used to be and faced Abel. The lawman returned the favor and the two men stood there, rebreathers close to touching. 
 
    “Talk,” Roak snarled. 
 
    “You have an enemy that is very interested in you getting in touch with him,” Abel said. “This was supposed to be a warning. I don’t know what happened to Sha or Ally, but I hid the truth when I gave my theory on how this place went up. Sure, at first I thought it was a weapon misfiring. But then I got a comm message from someone that wanted me to make sure you knew he did all of this and will do more when he next sees you.” 
 
    Roak didn’t reply. He clenched his fists, relaxed them, then clenched them again. 
 
    “Easy now, Roak,” Abel said. “My folks don’t have bean bags in those slug chunkers. Real slugs. Even with that armor, those slugs will do some damage. Beat the Hells out of your body. Knock you down fast enough for me to apprehend you.” 
 
    “On what charge?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Don’t know. I can figure it out later. I’d rather not go to all that trouble.” 
 
    “You don’t like to bother with trouble, do you?” 
 
    “Now you’re catching on.” Abel laughed. “You want me to tell you who did this?” 
 
    “Don’t need you to. I already know his name.” 
 
    “I figured, but it was implied that if I wasn’t explicit in relaying his name to you there might be some blowback on me and my town here. My aversion to trouble forces me to tell you that Bishop says hello and would like you to call him as soon as you are back on your ship and off Ligston Station.” 
 
    “Great. You’ve passed that on and avoided more trouble. Now, get the fuck away from me before I put those slug chunkers to the test. And that’s a test you don’t want to be around for if your folks fail it. That happens and you’ll really find some trouble.” 
 
    “I’ll ignore the threat since I can see you are upset,” Abel said and walked away. “Have a nice day, Roak. Get the Hells out of my town and off this planet ASAP.” 
 
    Roak watched the lawman and his deputies walk off. He could tell by the raised cheeks around the rebreathers that everyone was sneering at him as they left. Roak could give ten shits about the sneers. He watched the deputies so he could memorize their faces in case he needed to find them later. 
 
    “Roak. You need to return to the station,” Hessa said over the comm. “Now.” 
 
    “I was planning on it,” Roak replied. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Pol is gone.” 
 
    Roak closed his eyes tight. He took a few deep, stale breaths then opened his eyes and started walking back to where he’d left the roller he’d borrowed from Nimm. 
 
    “How long has he been gone?” Roak asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. He hacked my systems and all I see is a vid loop of him sleeping in the med pod. But I know he’s not there because vid loops don’t fool me for long.” 
 
    “Surprised they fool you at all.” 
 
    “No need to get judgmental, Roak.” 
 
    “Sorry. Get all the Ligston Station surveillance footage together that you can access. Let’s see where he went and see where Ally and Sha went.” 
 
    “Sha?” 
 
    “His place is gone too. Bishop is for sure involved.” 
 
    “I will get right on that, Roak.” 
 
    “Good. I’m on my way.” 
 
    Roak reached the roller and opened the door. He paused before hopping up into the vehicle. 
 
    “And, Hessa?’ 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Put the word out through usual channels that I need a new job.” 
 
    “What about searching for Ally or Sha?” 
 
    “We’re going to find them, but they’ll have to wait for now. We’re out of chits.” 
 
    “We can retrieve some from one of your other caches.” 
 
    “If Bishop knows about Ligston, then he knows about my other caches. We’d be wasting time. Get me a quick job that will pay enough for us to start searching for Bishop’s ass.” 
 
    “You are going to pursue Bishop before finding Ally? Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m more than sure. Bishop has my chits. I don’t like it when people take my chits.” 
 
    Hessa was quiet then said, “I will try to arrange for a fast paying job, Roak. Then we will visit Bishop and retrieve our chits.” 
 
    Roak grinned at the “we” and hopped up into the roller. 
 
    He was going to have a nice, long talk with Nimm when he got back up on the station. Roak hoped for her sake that she was willing to tell him what he needed to know. 
 
    Otherwise, Roak planned on being down one less acquaintance in the galaxy. 
 
    He was starting to think he had too many as it was, anyway. Time to thin the list. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    As Captain James Bernhard exited his jeep on the way to his “special meeting,” he looked up to the clear blue sky over McGinnlas Air Force Base in search of the likely reason he was here. Despite it being the middle of the day, the mysterious object currently orbiting the Earth could still be seen like a single star shining at a time when none should be seen. He wasn’t the only one looking, he realized. All around him, any of the Air Force personnel that happened to be out in the hot Nevada sun were doing the same thing. The object had been there for a week now, yet apparently, no one had grown so used to its mysterious presence that they could stop staring up at it in awe. 
 
    During the first day that the object had appeared, the entire base had been in emergency stand-by. One week on, the order still stood, and everyone was on edge and curious, but a sense of the normal had returned to the people’s daily routines. It was amazing to Bernhard how that could happen. One day, out of nowhere, an obviously constructed object that was not of human origin could appear in low Earth orbit, showing the entire human race once and for all that they were not alone in the universe. Seven days later, people were back to complaining about election ads on TV and wondering if the Cubs had it in them to make it to the World Series again.  
 
    Of course, that didn’t mean that the world hadn’t changed. It just meant that people had a remarkable ability to adapt to it. 
 
    Bernhard entered the administration building and stopped at the security checkpoint, which was understandably tighter than it had ever been in the past. And security at McGinnlas was always tighter than normal. This place had been the site of many top secret tests over the years, or so it was rumored. In truth, quite a bit of what went on here was above Bernhard’s security clearance. But even without most of that knowledge, Bernhard had a pretty good idea of why he had been called in to see Lieutenant General Novak. The only surprising thing was that he hadn’t been called in sooner.  
 
    It was probably because of petty bureaucracy. That was always the reason things got done slower than they should. 
 
    After clearing security, Bernhard was led down several non-descript hallways to an elevator that could only be accessed by handprints. From there, his escorts took him down several floors to a subbasement that probably wasn’t supposed to exist, and then through several more boring, unadorned hallways before they brought him into the lieutenant general’s office. Like everything else in the building so far, the office was drab and completely lacking in decoration. There was nothing about it that said Novak did business here on a regular basis. This could only be a temporary set-up based on the current state of emergency. 
 
    Novak, who had been going over several papers on his desk, stood up at Bernhard’s entrance. Bernhard’s two security escorts quietly left the room and shut the door, audibly engaging the lock behind them. Bernhard stood at attention and saluted. 
 
    “Lieutenant General,” Bernhard said. 
 
    “At ease, Captain,” Novak said. He gestured at a chair in front of his desk. “Please sit. Normally, I would explain to you why I’ve called you here, but I’m sure by now you already have a pretty good guess.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Bernhard said. “I would believe that word has finally officially come down from the president regarding what we’re to do regarding the, uh, object.” 
 
    “Officially, it’s being dubbed in all our documents as Object 1156-C, but really, no one is calling it that. The news media has apparently come to the consensus that it’s to be called the Visitor. Not terribly creative, I know, but there are a lot worse things it could be called. If we had let people on the internet name it, they’d be calling it Alien McShippenstein or some other such nonsense. But you’re correct. An official course of action has finally been decided upon. You’ll have to forgive me, though. I know a lot of what I’m about to say is public knowledge already, but I have to make sure this briefing is completely by the book. You understand, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Absolutely, sir. There’s too much riding on all of this. I get that you’re going to need to make sure your ass is covered.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Novak said. He slid a copy of a file folder across the desk to Bernhard. It had the obligatory Top Secret – Eyes Only stamp, although Bernhard doubted that the intelligence within included much that hadn’t already been discussed ad nauseum by late night talk show hosts. That lack of detailed, privileged information was, after all, exactly the reason Bernhard believed he was here. 
 
    Bernhard opened the folder and perused the first reports on top of the stack inside. 
 
    “The Visitor appeared in low Earth orbit at 0946 hours Greenwich Mean Time, six days ago,” Novak said. “Weight and length of the object are difficult to determine, as it appears to include some kind of stealth technology that confounds even basic video devices. Basically, the only way anyone has been able to get a look at it at all has been through telescopes. And even that effort is made more difficult due to the fact that it is maintaining a geosynchronous orbit that always keeps it on the day-side of the planet except for a period of roughly eight minutes after sunset. That it’s a made object rather than naturally occurring is not in doubt, given what we’ve been able to see regarding its shape and proportions. No country or group on Earth has taken credit for its existence, so the assumption is that it is extra-terrestrial in origin.” 
 
    Bernhard nodded along with all this. This was still within the realm of things that everyone knew. Now was the point where Novak would start giving him more privileged information. 
 
    “All major countries throughout the entire world have been involved in closed-door meetings since the beginning of the Visitor’s appearance. At this point, it has done nothing to give us the impression that it is hostile, yet all attempts at contacting it have failed. I’m sure you’ve already seen that, among certain groups, the Visitor’s presence has been an agitating force. There was that cult in Ohio four days ago, as well as the growing unrest in Russia and India due to certain charismatic opportunists. What you are probably not so aware of, although maybe you have suspected, is that a number of countries are prepared to go to war over this.” 
 
    “It did occur to me that such a thing was likely, sir,” Bernhard said. “Not that I completely understand the motivations.” 
 
    “Just between you and me, Bernhard, anyone who talks that political-science mumbo jumbo about motivations is full of bullshit. There are powerful countries, and there are not so powerful countries that want to pretend they are. All of them see this as an unprecedented opportunity to flex their muscles and act mighty.” 
 
    “Included the U.S., I’m assuming,” Bernhard said. 
 
    “Even if we didn’t want to, we’d have to. Everyone’s got their militaries on stand-by, and intelligence seems to think that it’s not just because some of these countries are preparing to defend against alien attacks like they say they are. Even little countries that no one thinks of as having any power, they’re preparing to use this as an excuse to move on any international rival at all in the name of shoring up their defenses. I could go on and on about this, but the base point isn’t going to change: there is an alien ship in orbit just hanging out, and until we know why, the political situation throughout the world will destabilize. It has to be addressed.” 
 
    And this, Bernhard knew, was the core of why he had been invited here today. “We’re finally going up to it, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yes, we are, but as you can guess, every country in the world wants their own people up there. If someone gets in that ship and discovers that the aliens, if there even are any, want to be allies, then they want their own country to have exclusive access. If anything on the Visitor is not an ally, then they want their own people to take them down, be the heroes, and have first dibs on any technology they might find. And it’s pretty much a guarantee at this point that there will be advanced technology. If the wrong people get their hands on something like, say, some kind of interstellar warp drive device, then they’re the ones who become the new super power in the world.” 
 
    “And that’s why it’s taken so long for us to consider sending anyone up, isn’t it?” Bernhard asked. “Treaties have to be formed. Vows not to use any violent technology against other countries, and promises to share anything that might be otherwise useful.” 
 
    “That’s exactly correct. You should hear some of the garbage coming out of the world politicians’ mouths at this point, except most of it is so classified I’d be tried for treason for telling you. Suffice it to say, there’s a lot of grown people out there acting like spoiled children. But now there’s an agreement. It hasn’t even been announced to the public yet, and the White House is trying to keep the specifics of the agreement under wraps until the mission is well underway.” 
 
    Much of this was included in the first couple pages of the folder, although in much more formal language with lots of buzz-words. After Bernhard flipped through those initial parts of the file, he came to the stuff he really needed to know. 
 
    “The US and China are working together to take point on this, it looks like,” Bernhard said. 
 
    Novak nodded. “With England, India, Australia, and South Africa all taking a large part in the set up and behind the scenes work.” 
 
    “No Russia?” Bernhard asked. 
 
    Novak smirked. “The reason they aren’t participating is classified, which is a shame, considering how amusing it is.” The smile disappeared from his face just as quickly as it had appeared. “Given the breakdown in relations with Russia over this, the Soyuz vehicles we’ve been using to send astronauts to the International Space Station for the past two decades won’t be feasible for this mission, not to mention that the large amount of manpower and equipment that needs to be sent up wouldn’t fit anyway. So, for this mission, we’re pulling out one of the old mothballed Space Shuttles.” 
 
    Bernhard whistled. “Is it even safe to still use those things?” 
 
    “No, and it’s going to be even less safe considering how rushed this operation is being put together.” 
 
    Bernhard nodded. He’d had enough Air Force buddies go over to NASA to know that any space mission, no matter how small or insignificant, took an insane amount of planning. And now the eggheads in charge were being expected to set one up in… 
 
    “When is this mission happening?” Bernhard asked. 
 
    “You’re going up tomorrow,” Novak said. 
 
    Bernhard tried not to act shocked. Not only was that kind of timetable next to impossible to set up safely, but he hadn’t fully expected to actually be part of the team that went up to the Visitor. He’d known he would be involved in some way, but he’d expected to be part of training the group that went up or as some other form of ground support. 
 
    “Is that going to be a problem, Captain?” Novak asked. 
 
    “No, sir. It’s just highly unusual, is all.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, name one part of this whole thing that isn’t highly unusual,” Novak said. “The entire world was caught with their pants down around their ankles on this one. Once upon a time, the US government had contingency plans set up for possible alien contact, if it ever happened. But such a thing has been neglected over the last couple of presidents, and not because of anything to do with political parties, either. Plain and simple, no one believed this was anywhere in the realm of possibility, and any efforts to plan for it were a waste of time and money. Now we’ve had to dig deep within our archives to find old plans to deal with first contact with an alien species, then remove all the references to outdated equipment and political boundaries and whatnot.” 
 
    “So what you’re saying, sir, if I may speak freely, is that the plan I currently have in my hand is a cobbled together Frankenstein-monster that will likely blow up in our faces at some point.” 
 
    “Officially, I have to deny that and say that I have the utmost faith in everyone that drafted the Alpha Contact Contingency. Unofficially, hell yeah. This is going to be a shit-fest of epic proportions.” 
 
      
 
    Alpha Contact is available from Amazon here! 
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