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    1. 
 
      
 
    Stripped to the waist, his utility pants in tatters around his legs, and his light armor shredded at his feet, Roak sat bound to the chair, blood flowing freely from a multitude of cuts across his face, neck, and torso.  
 
    Over six feet, square-jawed and broad-shouldered, Roak looked like he could have played any of a dozen of popular galactic professional sports in his youth. But his youth was long gone. Late-thirties, scarred skin, ropy muscles, and eyes that were cold as ice, the man had obviously found a new sport in life, one that involved a good deal of violence. 
 
    And despite that violence being perpetrated upon him, he looked bored. 
 
    “You’re wasting your time, Noggla,” Roak said, spitting a glop of bloody mucus onto the boots of his captor. “You want to know where the Rector files are. I’m not the guy to ask. I’m the guy that came here to get a vase. That’s it. A vase. I was never told about files or data strips or nothing. Are you listening? All I’m here for is an Eight Million Gods damn vase.” 
 
    “A vase?” Noggla guffawed. “A vase! Roak is here for a vase! Why in all the Hells would the galaxy’s most deadly bounty hunter be sent to fetch a simple vase?” 
 
    “Favor for a friend,” Roak said just before the wet, slimy flipper fist smacked him across his left cheek. “Damnit! Stop fucking doing that! I’m gonna stink like fish for days!” 
 
    Noggla was an Ichterran, a fish-like race that breathed air into their lung sacks then leaked water out of the gill slits in their neck. Constantly moist and dripping, Ichterrans were humanoid-ish, their skin made up of slick scales and limbs, a strange mix of fins and arms, flippers and legs. 
 
    A well-known figure in the local star system’s underworld, Noggla glared down at Roak, murder in his glassy eyes. 
 
    “Bhangul sent you to get a vase. That’s all you are here for?” Noggla asked. “Terpigshit. Why would he hire a bounty hunter for a vase?” 
 
    “He didn’t hire me,” Roak stated. “I’m doing it as a favor. Bhangul and I go way back. I’ve known him since before you married and divorced his sister.” 
 
    “Oh, you go way back, is that it?” Noggla guffawed again. “Oh, you’re just good buds that do each other favors? I know your reputation, Roak! Roak always gets paid! You work for chits! You take the jobs other bounty hunters won’t take! You are in it for the money! Roak doesn’t do favors!” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about me,” Roak said, trying to spit a stray scale from the corner of his mouth. “So you should know I always get the job done. Always. How about we try this again?” 
 
    “Try what again?” Noggla asked as he crossed the dark room to a cart that held a tray of sharp instruments set on it. 
 
    “This whole scenario,” Roak said. “You let me go. I pretend you haven’t been trying to torture me for the past two hours. I reintroduce myself, state what I need, and you give me what I need. I leave. You live. Win-win situation, Noggla.” 
 
    Noggla turned and had a seven-inch serrated blade gripped in his hand. “The only winning done today, Roak, will be by me. You are very much on the losing end of things, as far as I can see.” 
 
    “Noggla. Knock it off,” Roak said as the Ichterran gangster walked slowly toward Roak with the blade extended. “You have a good thing going in this system. Some nice solid rackets. Comfortable house. I saw the ladies sitting in your entertainment room when I broke in. Nice-looking beings, all of them. Why screw up everything you’ve built over a vase?” 
 
    “Because the fucking bitch ain’t getting that vase!” Noggla shouted. Water spluttered from his neck gills and spilled out all over the floor. “That vase isn’t hers to have! She wants it? She can tell her lawyer to talk to my lawyer and then we’ll see what happens!” 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” Roak muttered. He took a deep breath as Noggla grew closer. “Bishop?” 
 
    “Yes, Roak?” a voice replied in Roak’s comm implant. 
 
    “Where we at with the vase?” Roak asked. “Yellow Eyes find it yet?” 
 
    Noggla paused. He looked left, he looked right, he frowned deeply. 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Noggla asked. “I scanned you. You don’t have any implants, especially not a comm implant.” 
 
    “Yellow Eyes has searched the house six times over and can’t find the vase, buddy,” Bishop replied. 
 
    “Maybe he’s moving too fast,” Roak said. “Tell him to slow down and take his time.” Roak eyed the confused Ichterran standing before him with a very sharp blade. “Maybe not take his time, but be a little more careful in his searching.” 
 
    “I have told him that and he insists he can’t find the vase,” Bishop said. “Can you get more info from Noggla?” 
 
    The Ichterran sneered and started moving toward Roak once more. Roak sighed. 
 
    “Sure. Yeah. Why the fuck not?” Roak said and grinned at Noggla. 
 
    The Ichterran gangster stopped walking once more. He drew back a couple of steps. 
 
    “What’s wrong with your face?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m smiling,” Roak said. 
 
    “Stop that. Seriously. Don’t do that anymore,” Noggla said, repulsed. “You call that a smile? My Eight Million Gods, you really are as messed up as beings say you are.” 
 
    “No need to make this personal, asshole,” Roak said. “So, this vase. Where is it?” 
 
    “I’m not telling you,” Noggla replied. 
 
    “I’m tied up and at your mercy,” Roak said. He shook his bonds and rocked the chair back and forth slightly. “Not like I’m going anywhere.” 
 
    “You’re obviously talking to someone over the comms!” Noggla shouted. “You think I’m stupid?” 
 
    Roak blinked several times, but didn’t answer. 
 
    “I’m not,” Noggla said. “No matter what that bitch thinks. I’m not stupid. You said it, Roak. I run a nice business in this system. I built it up from nothing and now I have more chits than I can count. Stupid beings don’t build what I built, Roak.” 
 
    “I know,” Roak said. 
 
    “So, why do you think I’m stupid?” Noggla asked, flashing the blade at Roak. “Huh?” 
 
    “Because you’re doing this all wrong,” Roak said. “Tell me where the vase is and I go away. No harm done to you or your business.” Roak looked down at his bleeding torso. “Only harm that’s been done has been done to me and this can be fixed by a med pod. I’m willing to forget all about it if you tell me where the vase is. A smart being would tell me. A stupid being would keep trying to think this torture crap is going to work.” 
 
    “So you do think I’m stupid,” Noggla stated. 
 
    “Only if you keep me tied to this chair,” Roak said. “And if you even think of cutting me with that blade. Do that and you are the stupidest asshole in the galaxy.” 
 
    “Don’t kill him yet,” Bishop said. “We need to know where the vase is.” 
 
    “I know that,” Roak snapped. 
 
    “Stop talking on your secret comm!” Noggla shouted and lunged at Roak. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m done,” Roak said and threw himself and the chair to the floor. The blade swiped right where his eyes had been only a second before. 
 
    “What do you think you’re going to do now, Roak?” Noggla laughed as he stood over the fallen bounty hunter. 
 
    “This,” Roak said and kicked out as hard as he could.  
 
    Noggla’s right knee joint was shattered instantly. The fishy flesh around the knee exploded and milky liquid spewed all over Roak as the Ichterran gangster fell to the floor, screaming in agony. 
 
    The blade clattered to the floor as well and landed just inches from Roak’s face. He scooted himself quickly to it, grabbed the blade up in his mouth, ignored the searing pain as his lips were sliced open, then flicked his head up and tossed the blade high into the air. 
 
    Roak rolled onto his front and shifted his body and the chair so his hands were aimed directly up. The blade flipped end over end over end then landed in Roak’s right hand. Tip first. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods damnit!” Roak shouted as the blade stuck straight up from his palm. 
 
    He closed his hand around the blade and wriggled his fingers until he was able to grasp the handle and pluck the blade free of his flesh. Then he got to work. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” Noggla cried. “That was my good knee!” 
 
    “Shut up,” Roak said as he got his right arm free from the bonds. He quickly freed his left arm then threw his body back into an upright sitting position on the chair and eyed the Ichterran. The gangster looked pitiful as he clutched at his destroyed knee. Roak sighed. “Noggla? Where’s the damn vase?” 
 
    Roak stood up and stretched. He glanced down at his light armor and frowned. 
 
    “You’ll owe me for that,” Roak said. “That was my favorite armor.” 
 
    “Owe you? You’re going to kill me, Roak,” Noggla said, his voice wobbling with barely suppressed tears. “I can’t owe you if I’m dead.” 
 
    “Get up,” Roak said and yanked the Ichterran onto his feet. Noggla cried out as he tried to stand on one leg. “Oh, shut the fuck up. I am way out of patience with this whole damn job. I’m not going to kill you, Noggla. Not over a stupid vase.” 
 
    “You’re not going to kill me? But, Roak always”—” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Roak said. “I only kill when I have to.” 
 
    “Or when you’re really mad which is like ninety percent of the time,” Bishop said over the comm. 
 
    “Shut it, Bishop,” Roak said and ignored Noggla’s confused look. “Noggla. Listen carefully, alright? Tell me where the vase is so I can get it and go away. I’ll even wipe the slate clean of the light armor you owe me. Sound good? Clean slate, no Roak in your life, you live and keep extorting small time business-beings? That’s a good deal, Noggla.” 
 
    “Bitch can’t have the vase,” Noggla mumbled as Roak held him up. 
 
    “Son of a…” Roak growled then punched Noggla hard in the face. Water spewed from the Ichterran’s neck gills, coating Roak even more. “Damnit!” 
 
    Roak hit him again and again until Noggla’s big, black, glassy eyes were swimming in his fish head. 
 
    “Stop. Stop…” Noggla gasped. “Fine. I’ll tell you where the vase is.” 
 
    “About damn time,” Roak said and let the Ichterran go. 
 
    Noggla collapsed onto the floor and groaned and whined until Roak nudged him with the tip of his boot. 
 
    “Where, Noggla?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Out on the patio attached to my bedroom,” Noggla said. “I put fresh flowers in it every morning as I drink my cup of caff. It’s my time of peace before I start my day.” 
 
    “Are you shitting me?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No. It’s on the table on the patio,” Noggla said, sounding deeply hurt. “Take it. Just take it. And tell that bitch that she won. She finally won.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not telling her that because I’m not gonna see her,” Roak said. “Bishop?” 
 
    “I heard,” Bishop said. “Yellow Eyes found the vase on the table. We’re at the ship waiting for you when you’re done there.” 
 
    “Yellow Eyes isn’t waiting to give me backup so I can get out clean?” Roak asked, pissed. 
 
    “Uh, not needed,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Bishop? Not liking the sound of that. What’d Yellow Eyes do?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he killed all of Noggla’s guards,” Bishop said. “A couple of them tried to draw down on him and he was in a hurry so he decapitated them. That sort of snowballed into him decapitating all the guards as they came to see what the problem was. It got out of hand fast.” 
 
    “Eight Million Gods…” Roak rubbed his temples. “Fine. I’m on my way.” He nudged the whimpering Noggla. “Next time someone like me shows up, just cooperate. We could have shared a drink instead of all this shit.” 
 
    Roak turned to the room’s door and started to walk away. 
 
    “Hey, Roak?” Noggla called. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Maybe Bhangul can chill out now and sell me some ships next time I need a vehicle or two? Ask him for me, will ya?” 
 
    Roak didn’t even turn around or acknowledge what Noggla had said. He opened the door and walked out of the room, leaving the sad Ichterran to his woes. 
 
    Bishop had undersold what Yellow Eyes had done. There was blood of many colors, from many races, splattered all over Noggla’s large and hideously decorated house.  
 
    Blood everywhere.  
 
    Dripping from light fixtures, from the ceiling, from behind paintings and wall hangings. Roak had to wonder how the blood got back there. He didn’t care enough to wonder too long. He reached the front door and walked out into the dim sunlight of the planet’s early morning. 
 
    Outside the large house were a row of destroyed rollers and small ships. Parked in the center of the mess was a puddle jumper, a small four-seater of a spaceship that had been provided to them so Roak, Bishop, and Yellow Eyes could complete the favor of a job for Bhangul Whorp, a Dornopheous vehicle dealer. 
 
    The top hatch of the puddle jumper opened and a ladder extended down to the ground. Roak climbed up and basically fell inside the ship and into the unoccupied rear seat.  
 
    Seated in the other rear seat was Yellow Eyes. The being was as thin as a broom handle and about as tall. Six spindly arms protruded from what Roak guessed was the creature’s torso and six spindly legs protruded from what Roak guessed was the creature’s pelvis. Everything was guesses when it came to the being. 
 
    Except for the color of the being. The creature’s skin was a brighter yellow than its eyes. Even in the dim light of the dawn, Roak wanted to shield his own eyes as Yellow Eyes turned and blinked at him a couple of times. 
 
    “Here ya go, man,” Yellow Eyes said, his voice a deep rumble that was contrary to his spindly appearance. “One vase, as asked for.” 
 
    Roak glared at Yellow Eyes for a couple seconds then took the vase and stowed it in a small compartment at his side.  
 
    “Neither of you idiots thought to look outside the house?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Hey, the way Bhangul was talking about that vase, I thought it was some precious heirloom,” Bishop said from the pilot’s seat up front. The hatch closed and was secured as the engines whined to life. “No one keeps a precious heirloom outside on a patio table.” 
 
    “Yeah, man, that’s just crazy,” Yellow Eyes said as he waved his nub-like hands around in front of Roak’s face. “Crazy.” 
 
    “Knock it off,” Roak snapped and elbowed Yellow Eyes in the side of the head. The being’s face distorted briefly then returned to its original shape. “Can we go now?” 
 
    “Where’s your shirt, man?” Yellow Eyes asked, oblivious to the elbow blow to his head. “You want me to go back in and get it?” 
 
    “The shirt doesn’t matter,” Roak said. “Bishop?” 
 
    “Lifting off now,” Bishop said and the puddle jumper began to rise into the air. 
 
    “Oh, but what about your armor?” Yellow Eyes asked Roak. “You’re missing your armor. You love that armor, man. I can go get that, if you want.” 
 
    “The armor is gone, Yellow Eyes,” Roak said. “Same with my shirt. I’ll get new armor and a new shirt when we get back to our ship.” 
 
    “You want me to comm Bhangul and tell him the good news?” Bishop asked as he aimed the puddle jumper almost straight up then pushed the drives to full power. 
 
    Roak was pressed back into his seat and closed his eyes. 
 
    “No,” Roak said as they shot up through the atmosphere then out and away from the planet in only a couple seconds. “He’ll see the vase when we get to Zuus Colony.” 
 
    “You sure?” Bishop asked. “Reck put in a comms system that’s completely coded. No way anyone can eavesdrop on us or trace the call.” 
 
    “Bishop?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Shutting up, buddy,” Bishop replied. “Sorry.” 
 
    “That was fun,” Yellow Eyes said. “We should do team stuff like this more often.” 
 
    “Not a fucking team,” Roak growled as he relaxed into his seat as much as he could and tried to sleep away the trip back to their ship and the rest of the crew. 
 
    “What’s that smell?” Yellow Eyes asked as Roak drifted off.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    Protein slice sandwich in hand, Roak sat on a stack of crates off to the side of the hangar and watched his unwanted crew work. He sipped a hydration shake between bites of the sandwich, ignoring the looks he got from the various beings that had latched onto him. 
 
    Latched onto him. Like leeches. 
 
    Roak needed their help, but he sure as all the Hells didn’t want it.  
 
    Having a sentient AI like Hessa running his ship had been almost more than he could handle. The point of being the galaxy’s most dangerous bounty hunter was to scare off idiots and scrabblers looking to ride his coattails. 
 
    Not that he had coattails. He had light armor. A new set freshly fetched from the armory of his Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion ship. A ship that was designed for Drop Teams and could easily accommodate over a dozen individuals without feeling cramped at all.  
 
    In theory.  
 
    Roak felt very cramped with just the three others tagging along and messing up his solitary life. 
 
    First was Yellow Eyes.  
 
    Roak watched the vat-grown being speed about the massive vehicle hangar as he fetched parts and tools for Roak’s “sister,” Reck. Yellow Eyes’ origin story was short. He woke up after being dumped into open space with a bunch of other vats. Each vat contained a strange being like him. Not exactly like him, but weird and grotesque. Yellow Eyes was the only one that survived and the guy was pretty sure he wasn’t supposed to. 
 
    Roak found him working as a bouncer at a tavern on Ballyway, the gaming planet. The tavern owner had been a friend of Roak’s, until she was killed by a Ballyway gangster. Yellow Eyes saved Roak’s ass from a genetically engineered psychopath that worked for the gangster, so Roak couldn’t quite bring himself to kick the being to the curb no matter how annoying he was. Life debts were hard to ignore. 
 
    Plus, the guy could move so fast, he was almost unobservable. Add in he was close to indestructible, and the yellow freak had his uses. 
 
    Second was Bishop.  
 
    Bishop… 
 
    One of Roak’s oldest acquaintances. Bishop had been the guy Roak called when he needed help with a contact or when he was in the market for a new hunting gig. Bishop was connected to everyone. He had a guy in every system of the galaxy and knew the pulse of the not-so-legit circles that Roak worked in. When a job was too difficult or too hot for other bounty hunters, Bishop could be relied on to send that job Roak’s way. 
 
    That was until Bishop had been corrupted by Roak’s “Father” and turned into a spy. An Eight Million Gods damn spy… 
 
    Roak chewed his sandwich, a sneer forming on his face as he contemplated Bishop’s betrayal. 
 
    For three years, the man had played Roak. Strung him along to believe they were allies. Trust was not Roak’s default when it came to interacting with other beings, so for Bishop to deceive him for so long really, REALLY, got under Roak’s skin. The man may have been liberated from Father’s influence, but there was still a reckoning to be had. 
 
    Speaking of reckoning, the third being Roak was none too thrilled to have back in his life was his “sister,” Reck. 
 
    Not truly related, the two of them, as well as a host of other “siblings,” had been raised, trained, and manipulated by a being known as Father to be elite killers and makers of mayhem in the galaxy. But Roak was never one to handle being ordered around for long, so he decided one day he’d had enough, killed Father, and left the fold of siblings behind. 
 
    Except Father wasn’t dead. And had come back to wipe out the other siblings, leaving Reck and Roak as the last of their kind. The two had a truce when it came to their true feelings about each other, but that truce wasn’t going to last forever. Once they tracked down Father and killed him for real then things would have to be hashed out. 
 
    Roak watched as Reck moved about the Eight-Three-Eight, the top of her coveralls tied at her waist and her tank top stuck to her muscular body by sweat and grease. She held a span wrench in one hand and was busy shouting epithets up at the ship. 
 
    “Lovely lady,” Bhangul said as he slid up next to Roak. 
 
    Bhangul Whorp was a Dornopheous, a putty-like race that could form into pretty much any shape they wanted, but mostly looked like a blob of clay with eyes. The being took a seat on an empty crate and watched as Reck railed up at the ship, the span wrench sailing from her hand as she threw it hard at the Eight-Three-Eight. 
 
    “She’s an Eight Million Gods damn peach,” Roak said and kept eating. 
 
    “She yelling at the AI?” Bhangul asked. 
 
    “Probably,” Roak said. “And her name is Hessa, not the AI.” 
 
    “You’ve come to like that quirky program, haven’t you?” Bhangul asked. “I thought you’d be returning that ship a long time ago once you had to deal with it.” 
 
    “Her,” Roak corrected. “She prefers a female gender and I wouldn’t call her quirky within earshot.” 
 
    “I can hear him from there,” Hessa said in Roak’s comm. Roak ignored her and kept eating. 
 
    “That sister of yours,” Bhangul said and Roak grunted. “Or whatever she is. She has a way with ships. You think I can hire her away from you? The mods she’s putting on your Eight-Three-Eight are going to increase the efficiency of the defensive shields by at least three hundred percent. That’s a number the Galactic Fleet would be interested in.” 
 
    “Can’t hire her away from me because I’m not her boss,” Roak said. “If she wants to stay here and be your mechanic, then that’s fine by me.” 
 
    Reck paused in her shouting up at the ship and slowly turned to glare at Roak. 
 
    “Did she hear that?” Bhangul asked, not sounding too pleased by the idea. 
 
    “Probably,” Roak said. “Exceptional hearing is only one of her more annoying traits.” 
 
    Reck lifted both middle fingers, cocked a hip, and thrust her hands out toward Roak and Bhangul. Bhangul waved a putty hand and gulped. Roak sipped his hydration shake and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “A team might be good for you,” Bhangul said. “Anything that teaches Roak a little humility is good for the galaxy as a whole.” 
 
    Roak slowly swiveled his head and stared at Bhangul. The Dornopheous shuddered and looked away. 
 
    “Crew,” Roak said as he swiveled his head back and stared at Reck who had returned to shouting curses at Hessa. 
 
    “What was that?” Bhangul asked. 
 
    “Not a team,” Roak said. “A crew. Not that I even wanted a crew. But no way in all the Hells am I calling these idiots a team.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to stop calling us idiots, too,” Hessa said over the comm. 
 
    “I didn’t mean you,” Roak replied. 
 
    “What?” Bhangul asked. 
 
    “Talking to Hessa,” Roak said. 
 
    “Oh, yes, the undetectable comm implant,” Bhangul said. “Any chance the AI would like to sell me the tech that makes that possible? I could really turn a”—” 
 
    “No,” Roak and Hessa stated simultaneously. 
 
    Bhangul jumped and looked around. 
 
    “She hack your comm?” Roak asked, smirking at the Dornopheous’s anxiety at the sudden communication. 
 
    “She shouldn’t be able to do that,” Bhangul said. “I have protocols in place to shield my comm implant from any and all hacking.” 
 
    “Good for you and your protocols.” Roak chuckled. “How’s that working out?” 
 
    “Hey, I just came over to say thanks again for taking care of Noggla and getting the vase back,” Bhangul said. “My sister is gonna be very happy. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Didn’t do it for free,” Roak said and nodded at the work being done on the ship. Work that had stopped because of a pissed-off Reck. 
 
    “Roak!” Reck yelled as she marched over to the crates.  
 
    “I’m gone. See ya,” Bhangul said as he got up and slid away as fast as his body would carry him.  
 
    Reck glared at the escaping Dornopheous then returned her attention to Roak. “Roak!” 
 
    “You already yelled that,” Roak said and finished his sandwich. “What?” 
 
    “Tell Hessa to let me get into the starboard shield couplers so I can tweak them before I tackle the aft deflector fuses,” Reck snapped. “She’s being a total bitch about the mods and I am sick to death of her attitude.” 
 
    “You tell her,” Roak said and tapped his left ear. “She plugged a direct comm into you too. I’m not getting in the middle of this crap.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Hessa said. “I have told Reck a hundred times that the starboard shield couplers are calibrated to an efficiency level that she cannot improve.” 
 
    “That’s a load of shit!” Reck snapped and turned back to face the ship. “There is at least another twenty percent wiggle room in those numbers! I get the couplers to be more efficient and that will take a load off the aft fuses which will make”—” 
 
    “Do not care,” Roak snarled. “You two figure this out. Without me.” 
 
    Reck whirled back around and jammed a finger under Roak’s nose. Roak set his drink down, grabbed the finger and twisted Reck’s hand back. Reck went with the momentum of the move and spun herself around behind Roak and the crates. She yanked her hand free and wrapped an arm about Roak’s throat. He stood quickly and flipped her over his back, dropping her hard onto the floor. 
 
    Reck spun-kicked and took Roak out at the legs, sending him falling back against the crates. He recovered fast, picked up his drink, and threw it at Reck’s head as she flipped up onto her feet. The container nailed her right between the eyes and she stopped her attack, eyes wide with surprise. 
 
    “Did you throw a drink at me?” she asked, stunned. “You are such a dick.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth, man,” Yellow Eyes said as he whooshed past them, his many arms loaded with boxes and bags of supplies. 
 
    “Listen carefully,” Roak said as Reck continued to rub the spot where the drink hit her. “I don’t want to be in the middle of any of this shit. You and Hessa figure it out. All I care about is that the ship is ready to go when Bishop has a lead on Sha Tog. Make that happen and we won’t have a problem.” 
 
    “I can’t make anything happen if that bitch of an AI refuses to cooperate!” Reck yelled. 
 
    “And I won’t let you continue with the modifications when you refuse to look at the bigger picture of how my systems truly work!” Hessa yelled back. “And your fly is undone!” 
 
    Reck glanced down at the crotch of her coveralls then roared with anger. “I don’t have a fly!” 
 
    “Made you look,” Hessa snickered. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods,” Roak muttered and walked off toward an impromptu comms center set up in the corner of the hangar. “Leave me out of this.” 
 
    Roak navigated past the many ships in Bhangul’s inventory and approached the table loaded down with vid screens and computer interfaces. Bishop was seated at the table and he held up a finger as Roak approached. 
 
    “No, no, Pilmy,” Bishop said, in the middle of a comms conversation. “What I said was that I’d send the data file of contacts once I have confirmation of Sha Tog’s whereabouts. Not before.” 
 
    Bishop waited and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Not half up front,” Bishop continued. “Even half is a great deal. You’ll take those names and never call me back.” 
 
    More waiting, more rolling of his eyes. Bishop began to drum his fingers on the table. 
 
    “Fine, Pilmy, fine. I’ll call Greber instead. She’ll get me what I need with only a fraction of the whining,” Bishop snapped. “Chat with you later.” 
 
    Bishop grinned and nodded his head. 
 
    “That so? You’re willing to play nice? Great. Comm me back at this signature in an hour and we’ll go from there.” A big sigh. “Yes, one hour. On the dot. A minute late and I start deleting names from the data file. A name a second, Pilmy. One hour.” 
 
    Bishop disconnected and swiveled in his chair to face Roak. 
 
    “What’s up, boss?” Bishop asked. 
 
    “Not your boss,” Roak said. “I own your ass, but not your boss. Bosses are responsible for their employees. No way I’m responsible for you. Ever.” 
 
    “Semantics,” Bishop said. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “You can tell me you found Sha Tog,” Roak said and waited, glaring down at Bishop. 
 
    “Were you tuned out while I was talking to Pilmy?” Bishop asked and shook his head. “Never mind. I should have a new lead in an hour. Pilmy catches all the scuttlebutt when it comes to the Skrang Alliance. You ever need to know what’s what in that side of the galaxy, Pilmy’s your guy.” 
 
    “You trust him?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Shit no!” Bishop laughed. “He’s probably trying to zero in on this comm signature right now so he can sell us out. But Bhangul has great tech and Hessa has made sure there is no way we can be traced. So, I’m not too worried. When Pilmy wastes most of the hour trying to find us, and realizes he can’t, then he’s going to panic and get us better intel than if he strictly tried to help from the beginning.” 
 
    “Pilmy? I don’t know that one,” Roak said. 
 
    “Jirk,” Bishop said. 
 
    “A skintaker? You sure you can trust the intel he’ll give you?” Roak asked. “Jirks are bottom of the barrel, Bishop.” 
 
    “And you’re the cream at the top, is that it?” Bishop responded. “I don’t see race, Roak. I see results. I’d have crossed Pilmy off my list a long time ago if he didn’t produce.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll trust your expertise on that,” Roak said. He dropped his voice so he couldn’t be overheard. Not that anyone could be overheard above Reck’s yelling. “What else do you have for me?” 
 
    “You mean Ally?” Bishop asked. Roak glared. “Right. Sorry, buddy, but I’ve got zilch. That Tcherian knows how to hide. After she left Ligston Station, her trail went dead. And I mean dead. No log of her boarding any ship, only a log of her no longer on the station. She’s on the rolls then not on the rolls. Gone.” 
 
    “Could she still be on the station?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Highly doubt that,” Bishop said. “Ligston Station is contracted out by the Galactic Fleet. Too many independent operators on that station for a hot woman to stay hidden for long, even if she is Tcherian.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Roak said. 
 
    “No maybe about it, Roak,” Bishop said. “I mined every lead I could on that station and she is not there. Don’t worry, buddy, I’ll find something on her, though. Maybe not until after we steal my quantum drives and I have access to my full files, but I’ll get you enough to track her down.” 
 
    “Stop calling me buddy,” Roak said. 
 
    “Roger that, pal,” Bishop said and grinned. His grin stayed put even after Roak fixed him with a death glare. 
 
    The comm bleeped and Bishop swiveled back to face the equipment. 
 
    “Gotta take this,” Bishop said. “Might be about your father’s trail.” 
 
    “Not my father,” Roak said as Bishop answered the comm call.  
 
    Roak growled and walked away from Bishop, from Reck, from Hessa and the ship, from Yellow Eyes’ streaking blur of motion, and wound his way back through Bhangul’s inventory of ships. He reached the lift, stepped inside without looking back, and hit the button to take him up to the ground floor.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3. 
 
      
 
    Bhangul Whorp was known by the alias of Khaga Whaga on the Zuus Colony, a colony of seed dealers that helped supply most of the galaxy with agricultural seeds that could survive in most climates and on most planets. Zuus was a dusty, dirty planet, and the ship dealership that Bhangul fronted reflected that. 
 
    Unlike the sleek ships in the subterranean hangar, the top inventory was row after row of rusted-out junk that only seed farmers and scumbags could afford. It was the scumbag clientele that Roak was seeking out as he found a cobbled-together roller by Bhangul’s office. Roak hopped in, started up the roller, and sped out of the dealership and toward the Zuus Colony’s space port. 
 
    It took a few minutes, all of which were almost unbearable as the environmental conditioners in the roller were offline and Roak began to sweat profusely in his light armor, but Roak finally reached the space port and pulled up in front of a rundown-looking lounge. Roak didn’t bother locking the roller as he got out and walked away. If anyone wanted to steal the machine, they were welcome to it. 
 
    Inside, the lounge was dark, cool, and stank of cheap liquor and even cheaper beings. In a booth in the corner was a group of young punks of various races. One of which Roak recognized from previous encounters. 
 
    “No way!” a young, scarred Skrang said, jumping up from the table, pistol in one hand and the other hand held out to ward off Roak. “Don’t want no trouble! Hear me? No trouble!” 
 
    The group of beings seated at the table looked confused, but none offered to get up and support their friend. They watched with bored curiosity as Roak kept walking toward them. 
 
    “Not gonna mess you up,” Roak said and pushed his way into the booth, hip-checking one of the punks. “Just here for a drink.” 
 
    The Skrang stared at Roak in confusion, pistol still drawn. 
 
    “Put that pea shooter away,” Roak said. “You’re gonna get yourself shot.” 
 
    “You’re the one that’s gonna get—!” the Skrang exclaimed then cried out as Roak snatched the pistol from his hand and turned it on him. “Whoa! Sorry, SORRY!” 
 
    “Sit your ass down,” Roak said and waited until the Skrang slowly sat back down. Then he offered the pistol across the table. “Take it. I don’t want it. Shitty weapon. Bad balance and the sight is off by six millimeters. You try to shoot me and you’ll only end up clipping the bartender over there.” 
 
    “No pistols in the lounge,” the bartender called out without glancing their way. 
 
    The Skrang took the offered pistol and quickly holstered it. 
 
    “What you want, bounty hunter?” he asked Roak. “Not here to fight then what you here for?” 
 
    “To drink,” Roak said and looked about the lounge. “This is a place to get a drink, right?” He turned back and fixed the Skrang with a hard look. “Especially when you’re buying.” 
 
    The Skrang gulped as all his friends turned to stare. 
 
    “Uh… Yeah. I’m buying,” the Skrang said and snapped his fingers. “Hey! We get another round”—” 
 
    “Bottle,” Roak said. 
 
    “Uh… Can we get another bottle over here?” the Skrang called to the bartender. 
 
    “Just the one bottle?” the bartender called back. 
 
    The Skrang looked at Roak. Roak kept his face blank. The Skrang cringed and frowned. 
 
    “Make it two,” the Skrang said to the bartender. 
 
    “Coming up,” the bartender replied. 
 
    The Skrang punk stared at Roak with wary, terrified eyes, the scales around his nose slits twitching constantly with anxiety. The rest of the punks looked from the Skrang, to Roak, and back to the Skrang over and over. 
 
    “I killed most of the last gang he rolled with,” Roak said, sneering at the punks. Eyes went wide then slowly looked away from Roak. 
 
    “What you want, hunter?” the Skrang asked again. 
 
    “Just some booze,” Roak said. The bartender brought over two bottles and a tray of glasses, dropped them off, gave the punks a disdainful look, then returned to his duties behind the bar. “And here we go.” 
 
    Roak pulled the stopper out of a bottle with his teeth and spat it at the Skrang. The young punk flinched, but didn’t say anything as Roak drank deep then sighed. 
 
    “That’s what I needed,” Roak said and relaxed into the booth. “I never understood why beings ever intentionally sought out dives like this. I’ve done it a thousand times for my job, but never because I wanted to. Now that I have a ship full of idiots to deal with, I get it.” 
 
    No one replied; they only watched Roak take another drink. 
 
    “You morons ever hear of a guy called Sha Tog?” Roak asked. 
 
    The Skrang coughed and choked despite not having taken a drink of anything. The rest of the punks cringed and looked to their coughing leader to respond. 
 
    “Yeah,” the Skrang said. “I heard of him. Traitor of the Alliance that was disavowed because he refused to do the honorable thing and end his crippled life.” 
 
    “He’s a friend of mine,” Roak said and enjoyed the panic on the Skrang’s face. “I’m looking for him. Any idea where he’d go if he returned to Skrang Alliance territory?” 
 
    “Returned?” the Skrang asked. 
 
    “Yes. Returned. Easy enough word to understand,” Roak said. “Got some guesses?” 
 
    “If Sha Tog returned to Skrang Alliance territory, he’d be ripped apart and fed to the young in one of the birthing pools,” the Skrang said. 
 
    “Don’t doubt that. But say he wasn’t caught. Say he crossed back into Skrang territory because that would be the last place anyone would think to look for him,” Roak said. “What part of Skrang territory would the authorities avoid at all costs? Where would they rather not visit or search if they caught wind of Sha Tog’s return?” 
 
    “He’d be a dead being if he ever returned,” the Skrang said. 
 
    “All the Hells…” Roak sighed, drank more booze, then set the bottle aside and leaned in close to the Skrang. “We’re talking hypotheticals here. You understand what a hypothetical is?” 
 
    The Skrang nodded slowly. 
 
    “Good,” Roak continued. “So, hypothetically speaking, if Sha Tog wanted to hide in Skrang Alliance territory, where would be the best place to hide so the Skrang authorities leave him all the Hells alone?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the Skrang replied. “I don’t. Skrang fear nothing. Skrang territory is for all Skrang.” 
 
    “Right. Sure. Don’t buy that one bit,” Roak said. “Think harder, son. Try not to break your brain, but put a little more thought into your answer this time.” 
 
    The Skrang’s features looked like he was being tortured as he tried to put a little more thought into Roak’s question. 
 
    “Uh… Maybe this one place…” the Skrang said then stopped. 
 
    “What one place?” Roak asked. He drank some more and gave the Skrang a wide smile. The entire table shrunk back. “What one place? Talk.” 
 
    “Okay, not so much a place,” the Skrang said. “A group? Faction? Not sure what to call them. Skrang don’t have a word for others that aren’t Skrang but are Skrang.” 
 
    “You called Sha Tog a traitor,” Roak said. “That’s a word.” 
 
    “These are not traitors,” the Skrang said. He looked honestly pained as he tried to puzzle out the right word. Roak waited. “Separatists? No, not right. They do not want to be separate. They want to be Skrang. They want all Skrang to be Skrang.” 
 
    “Where do these Skrang that want to be Skrang but aren’t Skrang but actually are Skrang like to hang out?” Roak asked, amused. He drank deep then set the bottle aside again. He was completely focused on the Skrang punk. “They have a base? A bar they frequent? A station on a moon or in orbit around some planet in Skrang Alliance territory? Give me something here and we can stay friends. You want to stay friends, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, staying friends is great,” the Skrang said. He scrunched his face up and the scales around his eyes flared. “Uh… Maybe the Moons of Stabs?” 
 
    “Moons of Stabs?” Roak asked. “Never heard of them. What sector of Skrang Alliance territory are they in?” 
 
    “They aren’t,” the Skrang replied and tensed as if Roak was going to strike him. “They move. Stabs is a dark planet. Doesn’t stay to a system like it should.” 
 
    The Skrang held up his hands, panicked. 
 
    “Not messing with you!” he exclaimed. Roak hadn’t moved a muscle. “Dark planets are no good. Skrang stay away, but these…others may be there.” 
 
    “They may be there,” Roak mused. “May be hanging out on moons of a dark planet that won’t stay put? That what you’re telling me?” 
 
    The Skrang gulped. “Yes…?” 
 
    Roak’s hand shot out and the Skrang screeched. A couple of his pals ducked under the table. Roak snagged the second bottle of booze and grinned. 
 
    “Thanks,” Roak said. “It ain’t much, but more than when I came in here.” He tipped the full bottle of booze at the punks. “Thanks for the hooch. You pieces of crap try to keep your noses clean or I might have to come back and thin your numbers a bit. Get what I’m saying?” 
 
    Those not under the table nodded vigorously. Roak turned and walked off, a satisfied smile on his face. 
 
    Roak paused outside the lounge. Three Galactic Fleet security agents were standing by the roller. They were busy studying the vehicle and didn’t see him until he started walking again and cleared his throat. The three agents turned quickly, each placing a gloved hand on their sidearms. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Roak said, looking them up and down. Three humans, but each of different lineages going by their brightly colored skin tones. “You in the market for a used roller?” 
 
    “This your vehicle, sir?” one of the agents asked as he stepped away from the other two. 
 
    “Depends,” Roak said. 
 
    “On?” the agent asked. 
 
    “Why you want to know,” Roak stated. 
 
    The agent didn’t respond, only stared at Roak for a few seconds before glancing back over his shoulder at his two colleagues. 
 
    “How’s he scan?” the agent asked. 
 
    “He doesn’t,” the second agent replied. 
 
    The third agent nodded. “Yeah, he’s clean of implants and not showing up in our system.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” the first agent asked. 
 
    “Bex Klo,” Roak replied without hesitation. 
 
    “How come you don’t have any implants?” the second agent asked. 
 
    “Allergic,” Roak said. 
 
    “Doesn’t explain why you’re not in the system,” the third agent said. “You hiding from something?” 
 
    “Me not being in your database says more about the GF than it does about me,” Roak said with a shrug. 
 
    “Found a Bex Klo,” the second agent said. “Deceased.” 
 
    “Nope,” Roak replied. “Still breathing. Can I go?” 
 
    “In this?” the first agent asked, hooking a thumb back at the roller. “Where you going to?” 
 
    “You boys sure do like your questions,” Roak said. “But I’m not in the answering mood. Unless you are charging me with a crime, which you aren’t since I haven’t committed one, then perhaps you’d like to step aside and let me be on my way.” 
 
    None of the agents moved. Roak sighed. He glanced down at his bottle of booze and shook his head. 
 
    Then he chucked the bottle at the first agent. The man ducked, but that was the wrong move to make. Roak grabbed him, spun the man around, relieved him of his sidearm, and took aim at the other two agents while using the first agent as a shield. 
 
    “We’re already doing this the hard way,” Roak said. “So maybe we can not make things harder. Pistols on the ground. Now.” 
 
    The agents hesitated. Roak shot the second one and he dropped to the dirt, his hands clutching where his left kneecap used to be. The third started to draw his pistol, but Roak shot him in the hand. The man screamed and slumped against the roller. 
 
    Roak put his mouth close to the first agent’s ear. 
 
    “How you want to play this? Alive or dead?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Alive,” the first agent responded instantly.  
 
    “Good,” Roak said. “I’m gonna let you go. You’re going to pick up your friends’ pistols and toss them to me. Then you’re going to start walking.” 
 
    “I can’t walk!” the second agent shouted. “My leg is mutilated!” 
 
    “Your pals are gonna carry you,” Roak stated and shoved the first agent away. “Right, tough guy? You’re gonna carry your friend out of this parking lot and you’re gonna keep carrying him until you’re nothing but specks on the horizon.” 
 
    “Our roller is over there,” the first agent said as he gathered up the pistols and tossed them in the dirt at Roak’s feet. “Why can’t we carry him to the roller?” 
 
    “Because,” Roak said. 
 
    The first agent began to argue, eyed the pistol in Roak’s hand, then swallowed the words and nodded. He and the third agent lifted the second agent up and walked away as quickly as they could while carrying the wounded man.  
 
    Roak watched them go and as soon as they were far enough away to his liking, he sprinted to the roller and jumped in. 
 
    “Hessa?” Roak called over the comms. 
 
    “Yes, Roak?” Hessa replied. 
 
    “Let everyone know we’re taking off as soon as I get there,” Roak said as he tore away from the lounge, his foot pushing the roller’s accelerator pedal down to the floor. 
 
    “Roak? What did you do?” Hessa asked. 
 
    “Might have shot a couple of GF agents,” Roak said. “Don’t worry, they’ll live. But there might be more on the way soon. Best we leave ASAP so none of this blows back onto Bhangul.” 
 
    “I am sure Bhangul will appreciate that,” Hessa said, sounding exasperated. “I have let the others know. Reck is not happy.” 
 
    “Reck is never happy,” Roak said. “See ya in a few minutes. Be prepped and ready.” 
 
    “Don’t insult me, Roak,” Hessa said. “I am always prepped and ready.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    4. 
 
      
 
    “You had to go and start a fight with Galactic Fleet security agents just as I was almost done dialing in the new mods,” Reck snapped as she sat at the Eight-Three-Eight’s weapons console. She looked about the bridge at the others. “Am I the only one that’s bothered by this?” 
 
    “Most things Roak does bother me,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “Did they say what they wanted before you began the fisticuffs?” Hessa asked. 
 
    “No, and I didn’t ask,” Roak replied. “And don’t use words like fisticuffs. Just say fight.” 
 
    “You don’t even know why they were there looking at the roller?” Reck asked. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Roak said. “They were Galactic Fleet agents and in my way.” 
 
    “Can Hessa be in charge from now on?” Yellow Eyes asked, raising a nub. “I vote that Hessa is in charge, man. She wouldn’t start a fight with GF agents for no reason.” 
 
    “Having me in charge would solve a lot of problems,” Hessa agreed. 
 
    “What problems? We’re off the planet and have a target,” Roak said. “That’s what matters.” 
 
    “Hold on, buddy, we’re not quite at the having a target point,” Bishop said. 
 
    Roak slowly swiveled the pilot’s seat so he could stare at Bishop who was seated at the navigation console. “Explain.” 
 
    “Moons of Stabs?” Bishop chuckled. “Dark planets that move from system to system? Old wives tale, pal. What we’re probably looking for is a base as big as a planet.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Hessa interrupted. “I have been doing some research and I believe the Moons of Stabs are real. I also believe that the planet Stabs is a dark planet and can move from one system to the other. There are records in the Skrang historical archives that suggest several dark planets exist within the Skrang Alliance territory. Unfortunately, the records are not detailed enough to say which dark planet is which or how we track them down.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Bishop said. “We need more intel. I have feelers out there, but it’s going to take a while. I suggest we find a nice tavern to hide in and then”—” 
 
    “Ligston,” Roak said. “We’re going to Ligston.” He brought up a holo and showed them receipt of an encoded message. 
 
    Everyone on the bridge was quiet. Hessa finally broke the silence with one of the many human affectations she’d picked up. She cleared her AI throat. 
 
    “Ligston? Is that wise, Roak?” she asked. “I have not vetted the source of that message yet. And Ligston is not exactly a planet that is friendly toward you.” 
 
    “Are there planets that are friendly toward Roak?” Yellow Eyes asked. “Do those exist?” 
 
    “No,” Reck said. “There are just planets that hate him less than others.” 
 
    “Yet I keep getting hired,” Roak said. “So someone likes me.” 
 
    “Not Ligston,” Hessa stated. “Ligston does not like you. Lawman Pitch made that clear, Roak. You step foot on Ligston again and he’s going to come for you.” 
 
    “Looking forward to that,” Roak said. “There’s someone on Ligston that I still think knows where Sha Tog may have gone.” 
 
    “Wrong bark, wrong tree,” Bishop said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Yellow Eyes asked. “I have no idea what that means.” 
 
    “I’m gonna answer this message then we’re going to Ligston,” Roak said. “If Sha Tog has gone into Skrang Alliance territory, and he’s gone to hide with Skrang rebels or separatists or whatever they are on the moons of some dark planet, then he left a clue on Ligston as to where to find that dark planet. He’s a survivor, and I know survivors. Sha will leave himself an out if things in the Skrang Alliance territory don’t go well for him. I’m that out and there’s only one being he’d trust with that info. One being that I know Lawman Abel Pitch won’t mess with too much.” 
 
    “Bit of a stretch there, pal,” Bishop said. “Even for you.” 
 
    “Who’s the bounty hunter on this ship?” Roak asked. “Anyone? No? That’s right. I am. We’re looking for someone that doesn’t want to be found. Trust me, I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Hessa? Talk some sense into the man,” Bishop said. “He burned the Ligston bridge.” 
 
    “With your help,” Roak snarled, aiming a finger at Bishop. “You blew up the vault and took my chits. You blew up Sha Tog’s shop and”—” 
 
    “Nope,” Bishop said, shaking his hand. “I blew up the vault and took the chits, sure. I own up to that. Have several times since you’ve been kind enough to not chop my head off and punt it out into open space. But Sha Tog’s shop? Not my doing, pal. He did that to cover his tracks.” 
 
    “Sounds like the guy is good at covering his tracks, man,” Yellow Eyes said and cringed under the harsh glare Roak gave him. “Just saying, man. If he went to the trouble of blowing up his shop on a planet that has an almost pure oxygen atmosphere, then I’m thinking he doesn’t want to be found. You ain’t gonna find clues left behind by someone like that.” 
 
    “I can find the clues,” Roak said. 
 
    “You didn’t before, man,” Yellow Eyes replied. “Right, Hessa? He’s already been to Ligston and didn’t find anything?” 
 
    “In Roak’s defense, he was run off the planet by Lawman Pitch before he could truly search for clues,” Hessa said. “He was also distracted by news that Ally wasn’t”—” 
 
    “Don’t need you to defend me,” Roak snapped. 
 
    “Why in all the Hells are we even looking for this guy?” Reck asked. “Because he’s an off-the-books weapons dealer? I can toss a rock out into the galaxy and hit a thousand like him.” 
 
    “Not Skrang,” Roak said. 
 
    “So? Who cares if this guy is Skrang?” Reck asked. “If we want to outfit this ship with serious weaponry, I know a guy.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Bishop said quietly. “Any contacts you had are dead. Or they’re so terrified they won’t help you. Or they’ve been turned and will work against us the second we make contact. Your father has made sure of that.” 
 
    “Not our father,” Reck and Roak said in unison. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, but you call him Father, so he’s your father,” Bishop said, sighing. “Get used to it.” 
 
    “Why Skrang?” Reck said after a few uncomfortable seconds taut with potential violence. Her angry eyes turned from Bishop and onto Roak. “Come on, Roak, why Skrang? You think they have tech that is superior to Galactic Fleet tech? Or superior to black-market tech?” 
 
    “The Skrang have tech that Father can’t get into,” Roak stated. “As much as he likes to act like some all-knowing deity, he has one major weakness. Forcing Bishop to work for him proved that. Setting up the showdown in the Gorf System proved that.” 
 
    Everyone waited. Roak only sneered. 
 
    “You gonna tell us or what, man?” Yellow Eyes finally asked. 
 
    “Galactic Fleet,” Roak said, annoyed that no one guessed. “He’s tied to the GF somehow. He’s never operated in Skrang Alliance territory. What super powerful space deity is restricted by political and military demarcation lines?” 
 
    That got everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Okay. Fair point there, buddy, I’ll give you that,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Am I wrong?” Roak asked Reck. 
 
    “Maybe not,” Reck said. “I’m not saying you’re right, but it does make logical sense.” 
 
    “That had to be hard to admit,” Yellow Eyes said and stretched out a limb to pat Reck on the shoulder with one of his nub-finger-hand things. “I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “Gonna lose that nub in three, two…” Reck growled. 
 
    Yellow Eyes yanked the limb back quickly. 
 
    “Good choice,” Reck said. 
 
    “How soon until we reach the Gorf System and Ligston Station?” Roak asked. 
 
    “We are proceeding to the closest wormhole portal now,” Hessa replied. “We’ll need to take a more circuitous route than I’d like considering I haven’t had time to fully go over all the unnecessary modifications that Reck has made to my ship. I am unsure how the new shielding will hold up during trans-space travel.” 
 
    “It’ll hold up just fine,” Reck said. 
 
    “As you have told me,” Hessa responded. “And yet I do not believe you because I prefer actual evidence than simply the word of a homicidal madwoman.” 
 
    “This is fun,” Yellow Eyes said and stood up. “Heading to the mess for some gump stew. Anyone care to join me?” 
 
    “Not a fan, but better than sitting here with the galaxy’s most dysfunctional family,” Bishop said, following Yellow Eyes to the bridge doors. “Bring you guys back something?” 
 
    “I’ll join you in a minute,” Roak said. 
 
    “No, stay up here,” Bishop said. “I insist.” 
 
    “I’ll join you in a minute,” Roak stated once again. 
 
    “Great,” Bishop said, sounding less than pleased. “Looking forward to it.” 
 
    Roak waited for Bishop and Yellow Eyes to leave then focused on Reck. She avoided his stare. So Roak shifted his focus to the ceiling and Hessa. Not that Hessa was in the ceiling; she was everywhere on the ship. She was the ship. But Roak had gotten used to looking up at the bridge’s speaker when addressing her directly. 
 
    “You two need to bury this terpigshit now or I’m done,” Roak ordered. “If I have to go it alone, then I’ll go it alone. In fact, I’d prefer it that way. I work best alone.” 
 
    Both Reck and Hessa made scoffing noises. Roak slammed a fist on the console next to him. 
 
    “I am not joking!” Roak roared.  
 
    The force of his anger even took Reck off guard and she pressed her back deeper into her seat. 
 
    “What ship would you be going it alone with, Roak?” Hessa asked, a smug tone to her voice. 
 
    “I’d find one,” Roak replied. “I had a great ship before I met you.” 
 
    “That was far from a great a ship,” Hessa said. 
 
    “It got me from point A to point B without being torn apart in trans-space,” Roak responded. “That worked fine.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Hessa said. 
 
    “The mods I made improved the defensive capabilities of this ship,” Reck stated with complete confidence. “Explain to me how that is a bad thing.” 
 
    “I would appreciate some consideration for what I believe is best for my ship before you begin making your modifications,” Hessa said. 
 
    “You’re an AI,” Reck said. “You work for the living, not the other way around.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was not the right thing to say,” Roak said and held up a hand, knowing Hessa could see the gesture. “So, before this turns into an all-out war that I’m not sure either of you will survive, I’m going to lay down the law here and now. Obey the law or I’m done with you two.” 
 
    “That’s how you want to work this?” Reck snapped. 
 
    “Obey my aft thrusters,” Hessa spat. 
 
    “Stop fucking around,” Roak said. “That is the law. Stop fucking around. No more bickering. No more drawing lines in sand or other territorial terpigshit. All actions are for the mission at hand. And that mission is finding Sha Tog so I can get weapons on this ship that will help us stay alive long enough to go steal a bunch of Bishop’s quantum storage drives directly from the facility they are housed in. Those files will then move us closer to finding Mother who may or may not know how to take down Father. Remember that whole Galactic Fleet theory I threw out there just minutes ago?” 
 
    “Let me consult my records,” Hessa said. “Oh, found it. Yes, I remember now.” 
 
    Reck smirked at Hessa’s comment. 
 
    “When the shit finally hits the fan, we are going to be at war with not just Father, but with all he controls within the Galactic Fleet. Not to mention whatever crime syndicates he’s infiltrated.” 
 
    “Probably more than a few mercs and guns for hire,” Reck added. 
 
    “Exactly. So we stay focused because every step of this mission matters,” Roak said. “When we’re all done, and if the two of you are still alive, then you can handle your terpigshit however you want as long as you leave me out of it. We clear?” 
 
    “We are clear,” Reck said. 
 
    “What was the middle part?” Hessa asked. “Oh, hold on, let me check my logs again. There we go.” 
 
    “Hessa…” Roak snarled. 
 
    “We are clear, Roak,” Hessa said. “As clear as we have ever been.” 
 
    “Good,” Roak said and stood up. “I’m going to have a bowl or two of gump stew and make sure Yellow Eyes and Bishop are just as clear. Let me know when we’re about to enter trans-space so I don’t puke up stew.” 
 
    “Of course,” Hessa said. 
 
    Roak left the bridge, knowing full well Hessa was not going to give him a heads up when they entered trans-space.
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    “This guy can pack it away,” Bishop said, watching in awe as Yellow Eyes finished off his eighth bowl of gump stew. “Where does it all go? He’s thin as a broomstick.” 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care,” Roak said as he shoved his empty bowl aside. He’d finished his stew just before the ship went through the wormhole portal, avoiding the risk of a mid-bite vomit accident. There had been no heads up from Hessa, as he’d expected. “As long as he finds more stew when we stop at Ligston Station, then he can eat as much as he wants.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll find more stew,” Yellow Eyes said around a fresh bite. “Finding stew is my hack, man.” 
 
    “You know Hessa piped your little conversation down here over the loudspeakers, right?” Bishop asked Roak. 
 
    “I did not, but I’m not surprised,” Roak replied with a quick glance up at the ceiling. “Makes my job easier. I don’t have to explain myself all over again.” 
 
    “We got life debts, man,” Yellow Eyes said, pointing to Bishop and himself with a dripping spoon. “We ain’t going nowhere. Tell us what to do and we’ll do it, Roak.” 
 
    “I’m not exactly as compliant as this guy, but I pretty much agree,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Pretty much?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Completely agree,” Bishop said, seeing the look in Roak’s eye. “If there is more than completely, then I am that.  
 
    “Uber completely,” Yellow Eyes said. “Uber means lots and lots.” 
 
    “Does it? Great,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Do not get chummy,” Roak warned. “I don’t need you two becoming friends.” 
 
    “Teammates should be friends,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “Not a team,” Roak said. ‘“A crew.” 
 
    “That makes you Captain Roak then,” Bishop said with a shrug. “Sure you want to be captain?” 
 
    “I’m not captain, I’m Roak. Just Roak,” Roak snapped. “Don’t you dare try to get beings to call me captain or I’ll put a plasma bolt between your eyes.” 
 
    “He means it, man,” Yellow Eyes said, shoving his final empty bowl away. “Phew. Gonna take me an hour to work that off. I am bloated.” 
 
    There was no discernible difference in the being’s appearance. Roak ignored him and kept his focus on Bishop. 
 
    “How’d you do it?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Do what?” Bishop replied. 
 
    “Blow up the vault without destroying half the planet?” Roak said. “That is some serious tech. You should have turned most of Ligston into a giant fireball.” 
 
    “Containment field,” Bishop responded. “Managing the explosion was the easy part. Getting the equipment down from Ligston Station to the surface of the planet was not. Took me and a crew weeks of piecing and parting until we had everything together.” 
 
    “Weeks? Then you’d been watching me while I was on Ligston,” Roak said. 
 
    “Oh, buddy, there hasn’t been a point in your life these past three years that you haven’t been watched,” Bishop admitted and held up his hands in surrender. “Don’t get pissed. Just being honest. At least now you’re unobserved.” 
 
    “How can you know for sure?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Because your father needed me to be the one watching you,” Bishop said. “Despite the swath of destruction you leave in your wake, you’re aren’t easy to predict and track. There’s a reason we’ve worked so well together, pal. Without me in your father’s pocket, he’s on his own now. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m sure the crazy bastard is setting up new surveillance, but good luck keeping it on us without our noticing. I’ll spot the snoops when they show up. You can count on it.” 
 
    “You better be able to,” Roak said. “Or your worth will drop. A lot.” 
 
    “Understood,” Bishop said. 
 
    “What about me?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “What about you?” Roak replied. 
 
    “What tough guy words do you have for me? Don’t I get some ultimatums or threats?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “Do what I say, when I say it, and I won’t eject you out the closest airlock,” Roak said. 
 
    “There’s my guy,” Yellow Eyes said, smiling. “That’s the grit and gristle I’ve come to expect from Roak. Way to stay you no matter what, man.” 
 
    Roak returned his attention to Bishop. “The crew you used to set up the explosion and heist. What happened to them?” 
 
    “What do you think happened to them?” Bishop replied. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “A dozen.” 
 
    “You do it on Ligston or wait until you were out of the Gorf System?” 
 
    “What’s going on? What are you two talking about?” Yellow Eyes asked. “What’d you do with them?” 
 
    “They were all taken off the board just before payment was to be made, of course,” Bishop said. “When each of them was far, far away from Ligston so no connections could be drawn.” 
 
    “Wait? You killed them all?” Yellow Eyes asked. “They thought they were going to get paid for a job and you killed them all?” 
 
    “I didn’t kill them personally, no,” Bishop said. He did not sound too troubled by any of what he was saying. “But there are beings in this galaxy that take care of issues like that. Not hard to find.” 
 
    “And the beings you hired to clean up?” Roak asked. “Have they been cleaned up?” 
 
    “Being,” Bishop said. “And, no. I’m ruthless, but not stupid. Killing this being is about as hard as killing you. I’d rather have that loose end out there than miss and have the loose end coming for me.” 
 
    “Father must not have been pleased,” Roak said. 
 
    Bishop shrugged. “Your father didn’t have much of a choice. I think he tried to take care of it with some of those things he was controlling. I can guarantee they all failed.” 
 
    “You killed them all…” Yellow Eyes mused. Then he sat upright, his eyes nearly popping from his head. “Whoa. You guys aren’t going to kill me when this is done, are you? Am I a mess that needs to be cleaned up?” 
 
    “If I kill you, it’ll be because you are as annoying as all the Hells,” Roak said. “Not because I think you need to be cleaned up.” 
 
    “Oh, phew,” Yellow Eyes said and wiped what passed as a brow on his head. “I’m used to folks wanting to kill me for being annoying, so no worries there.” 
 
    Roak groaned and stood up. He nodded to Bishop and Yellow Eyes. “I mean it, don’t you two get chummy.” 
 
    “Where are you heading off to?” Bishop asked. 
 
    “My quarters,” Roak replied. “Going to catch some shut eye before we get to Ligston Station. Nimm is not going to be too happy to see me, so I want to be sharp.” 
 
    “How not happy to see you?” Bishop asked. 
 
    “Might be a tussle involved. She likes to send her guards at me to make a point,” Roak said as he walked to the mess’s doors. 
 
    “I can see that the point has gotten through.” Bishop chuckled. “Rest well, buddy.” 
 
    “Have a great nap!” Yellow Eyes called as Roak left. 
 
    Roak walked to the lift, entered, waited until the doors closed, then glanced up at the ceiling. 
 
    “How’s Reck?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Still on the bridge, still pissed off, but she may be warming to me,” Hessa said. “I believe your little show worked.” 
 
    “Good,” Roak said. “And Bishop and Yellow Eyes?” 
 
    “Getting chummy just like you told them not to,” Hessa said. She paused. 
 
    “What?” Roak asked. “Say it.” 
 
    “Is all this manipulation and subterfuge really necessary, Roak?” Hessa asked. “These are allies, aren’t they?” 
 
    “We have no real allies, Hessa,” Roak said. “You need to realize that. The closest would be Yellow Eyes because I don’t think that guy can conceive of an ulterior motive. He’s just happy to be alive and not owned.” 
 
    “Surprisingly perceptive,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “I have my moments,” Roak said with annoyance. “Bishop and Reck can never be trusted. Anyone touched by Father is a risk.” 
 
    “Does that include you?” Hessa asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Roak replied. 
 
    “I was joking,” Hessa said with surprise. 
 
    “I’m not,” Roak said. “There is still a lot of him in me. I didn’t worry when I thought he was dead. Now that he’s not, I am wondering how much of my life has been of my choosing or how much has been manipulated by that son of a bitch.” 
 
    “I do not detect any outside manipulation, Roak,” Hessa said. “And I have scanned you so many times in a med pod that I would know. Even with Father’s capabilities, I would know.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Roak said as the lift stopped and Roak stepped off and made his way to his quarters. He keyed in the code and slipped inside. “But if I ever seem off, do not hesitate to let me know.” 
 
    “Yes, because telling when Roak is off is such an easy task.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Not sure I do, to be honest. I have studied you a great deal, but you are not one to share your inner thoughts often. What I know about you has been from sheer observation only.” 
 
    “Then observe harder.” 
 
    “I will observe as hard as I can.” 
 
    “Good. Message sent?” 
 
    “Message is sent.” 
 
    “Coded?” 
 
    “Don’t be insulting, Roak. Get some sleep. I will handle all on my end.” 
 
    Roak kicked off his boots. He collapsed across his bed without removing his light armor. Better to be ready than to be too comfortable. Not that he had trouble crashing out. He was asleep before Hessa had dimmed the lights. 
 
    When he came to a few hours later, Roak knew things were off. He didn’t know how they were off, just that his instincts were telling him that getting his boots on and his Flott five-six concussion blaster with laser cluster spread out and ready would be a good idea. 
 
    “Hessa?” he asked quietly. No answer. 
 
    Roak paused at the door to his quarters and listened. No sounds coming from the corridor outside, but that didn’t mean trouble wasn’t waiting for him. He hit the controls and stepped to the side. 
 
    The wall across from the door was scorched by plasma fire. Roak dropped to a knee, spun out into the doorway, and fired his blaster, ripping the legs off two Spilflecks and the head off a Ferg. Spilflecks were a humanoid lizard race with neck frills that expanded when they were alarmed. They never got the chance to expand. Fergs were a diminutive race that were like a cross between a beaver and a praying mantis. Those buckteeth were vaporized before the Ferg could even act surprised. 
 
    “Hessa!” Roak snapped into his comm. Still no answer. 
 
    He waited a few seconds to make sure reinforcements weren’t coming to take him out then stood up and slowly exited his quarters. He relieved the corpses of their weapons, simple plasma blasters that paled compared to his Flott, and tucked them into his belt. Roak made his way to the lift and activated the controls then he jogged back and ducked inside his quarters. 
 
    The lift dinged and opened then fire filled the corridor. Roak sighed, anger simmering its way to a boil. It wasn’t that he was mad at the fact someone had taken his ship. He was pissed off that amateurs had taken his ship. Reck alone should have stopped them. 
 
    Which meant Reck and Yellow Eyes and Bishop were incapacitated before they could react. The tech that accomplished that was what Reck was worried about. 
 
    He left his quarters again and went in the opposite direction. He reached a barely visible panel in the far wall and popped it off, revealing an access shaft with a very thin ladder that stretched far up into the ship. Roak holstered his Flott and climbed. 
 
    At every deck junction, Roak paused and listened. There were no sounds coming from any of the corridors he climbed past. Not until he reached the bridge. Then the unmistakable sound of rage could be easily heard. 
 
    “You! Purple face! I plan on skinning you alive slowly and showing you each and every fucking strip of your skin as I remove it!” 
 
    Roak smirked in the darkness. 
 
    “Oh, and you! The orange one with the rock face! You ever seen what happens when a being gets stuck in a food replicator and all safety protocols are turned off? Well, bitch, you are gonna see what happens! I’ll be making rock soup for days!” 
 
    “Someone shut her up,” a deep, rumbling voice growled. Roak didn’t recognize the voice. “Gag her before I put a plasma bolt between her eyes!” 
 
    “Try it, bear boy!” Reck screamed before her voice was cut off by a very brave or very foolish being that had gotten close enough to shove a gag in her mouth. 
 
    Bear boy… Deep rumbling voice… 
 
    Roak realized he was dealing with an Urvein as the leader. Urveins were a bear-like race that easily stood seven feet tall and were as big as a Grizzly. Their bodies were covered in fur and they had a tolerance for pain that made them incredibly hard to take out. In fact, a wounded Urvein was one of the more deadly beings in the galaxy to encounter. 
 
    “Tell me we’ve found the bounty hunter,” the Urvein said. 
 
    “No, Malik, we haven’t,” a squeaky voice replied. “The detonator in the lift has been activated, but no one will report back to say they took him out.” 
 
    “That means he took them out, idiot,” the Urvein growled. “Send more down to find him.” 
 
    “He’s not down there,” Bishop’s voice responded. “You’re wasting your time. Personally, if I were you guys, I’d get back on that jalopy of a ship and leave as fast as you can. Consider living through this mistake of a revenge mission your win. You tried and lived which is more than most can say when dealing with Roak.” 
 
    “Am I gonna need to gag you too?” the Urvein snapped. 
 
    “Nope. Zipping my lip now,” Bishop said. “I was only trying to help.” 
 
    “What we gonna do with the yellow thing?” the squeaky voice asked.  
 
    “We sell it,” the Urvein said. “My brother told me about him. Said the freak would probably bring a fortune on the black market. If it’s still alive. Is it still alive?” 
 
    Pieces clicked into place and Roak shook his head. He didn’t know who the beings were, but he knew why they were on his ship. He climbed up as far as he could, pressing his body against the ceiling of the shaft, then kicked the panel he’d been listening by. 
 
    In seconds, the panel was ripped off and a plasma bolt came flying into the shaft. Then a head appeared, glancing down at the darkness below. Roak stomped on that head then grabbed the being and yanked it into the shaft. He didn’t watch the screaming body fall. He was too busy swinging through the open panel and onto the bridge legs first. 
 
    Instead of being grabbed and thrown across the bridge by an Urvein, as Roak had expected would happen, Roak landed on his feet, was able to pull his Flott free, and leveled the large pistol at a very surprised-looking Urvein who was still sitting in the pilot’s seat.  
 
    In the co-pilot’s seat was a Tcherian, a chameleon-like race that instantly turned its skin to match the ship’s control console, which did nothing since it was still obvious someone was sitting in the seat. 
 
    Roak risked a glance over his shoulder, but all he saw were Bishop, Reck, and Yellow Eyes bound and piled up together on the floor. 
 
    “You guys good?” Roak asked. 
 
    Reck glared and started shouting around her gag. Yellow Eyes was unconscious. And Bishop only shrugged. 
 
    “You Roak?” the Urvein asked. 
 
    Roak looked back at the large being and frowned. 
 
    “What’s it to you?” Roak replied. 
 
    “Just want to make sure I’m killing the correct man,” the Urvein said as he slowly stood up. 
 
    Roak knew the guy’s brother. He’d been a bouncer for a friend of Roak’s on the gaming planet, Ballyway. But that Urvein had died due to the mess Bishop had created. This Urvein was ready for payback and expected Roak to settle that death debt. 
 
    “Malik, is it?” Roak asked. “I knew your brother, Taps. Nice guy. Great bouncer. Sorry he didn’t make it.” 
 
    The Urvein towered over Roak, but there wasn’t much room for the massive being to maneuver on the bridge. Roak could tell the Urvein knew that, which was why he hadn’t attacked immediately. He was waiting for Roak to screw up and make it easy for him. Roak had zero intention of letting that happen. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Roak said as Malik glared down at him. “You think I’m responsible for your brother’s death and you want me to pay for that.” 
 
    “Yep,” Malik said. 
 
    “I get that. Been there,” Roak said. “Except you’re wrong. You want the guy responsible? You already tied him up. That one there. He set everything in motion that led to your brother being killed.” 
 
    “The yellow thing?” the Tcherian asked, still in bad camouflage mode. 
 
    “No, the human,” Roak said. 
 
    “Thanks, pal,” Bishop said. “Good to know you’ve got my back.” 
 
    “Have I ever given the impression that I’ve had your back, Bishop?” Roak asked. 
 
    Malik growled and Roak could feel the vibrations through his boots. 
 
    “This is Bishop?” Malik asked. He brought up a holo from his wrist, checked it, then swiped it away. “He’s on my list too. Same with the Shilo Syndicate.” 
 
    “The Shilo Syndicate?” Bishop asked and laughed. “Buddy, good luck with that.” 
 
    “I took them out,” Roak said. 
 
    “With some help,” Bishop said. “I started that ball rolling.” 
 
    “SHUT UP!” Malik roared. 
 
    “MOMMY!” Yellow Eyes shouted as he came awake and sat bolt upright. 
 
    “Stun that one again!” Malik ordered. 
 
    The Tcherian’s image swirled, but the being never made it out of its seat. Roak put a laser through its ear and it slumped dead across the control console. 
 
    Yellow Eyes was untied and standing next to Roak so fast that no one even saw the being move. 
 
    “They have a stun thingy that affects me,” Yellow Eyes said. “Not too happy about that, thank you very much.” 
 
    “Cry about it later,” Roak said, focusing on Malik. “What’s the play here? You can try to attack me, but you’ll be jamming your elbows against the ceiling and walls so much you’ll never get a true swing at me. And Yellow Eyes can slice you to pieces by the time I snap my fingers.” 
 
    “I, uh, don’t have any blades on me,” Yellow Eyes said and was gone in a blur. Then he was back with several sharp blades gripped in his nub hands. “Fixed that.” 
 
    Malik’s eyes widened and his lip curled up in a sneer, showing off his incisors for all to see. 
 
    “Whoa,” Yellow Eyes said. “You’re gonna want to start flossing. You should see the plaque buildup you got going on there.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Roak said calmly. 
 
    “Shutting up,” Yellow Eyes replied and took a few steps back. 
 
    “Uh, gonna cut us loose?” Bishop asked. 
 
    “Roak?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Roak said. 
 
    “Thanks, buddy,” Bishop said. 
 
    “I know why you’re here. I get revenge, trust me,” Roak said. “What I don’t know is how you boarded us or where my AI is?” 
 
    “Your AI?” Hessa snapped in Roak’s ear. “I’d appreciate it if you rephrased that.” 
 
    “Where have you been?” Roak replied. Malik looked puzzled and Roak waved him off. 
 
    “They shot the ship with a stasis beam,” Hessa said. “It penetrated the hull on a molecular level. It knocked out everyone except you since you were already asleep. I transferred over to their ship to study the tech. Just got back.” 
 
    “Leaving me to deal with this crap on my own?” Roak snarled. 
 
    “You handled it,” Hessa said. “As I knew you would.” 
 
    “Have you seen the lift?” 
 
    “Just some fire damage. No structural issues. Easy to fix. I already have the bots on it. They’re also cleaning up the corpses you left behind. Oh, and the one at the bottom of the maintenance shaft is not going to be easy. There is a lot of pulp from that fall. A lot of pulp.” 
 
    “This bastard is about to be pulp too,” Reck said as she got to her feet and tried to get past Roak. He stopped her with an elbow to her chest. 
 
    “Hessa? Is this an open conversation?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Only for those with my comm implants in them,” Hessa said. “I thought it rude to leave the others out. And there was no need to repeat myself later.” 
 
    “You find that stasis tech?” Bishop asked. “I know a buyer that would be interested. Worth a detour to make some chits.” 
 
    “I might be able to duplicate it,” Hessa said. “Roak?” 
 
    “We’ll talk about that later,” Roak said. “You. Malik. You all that’s left?” 
 
    “There are more beings on his ship,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Hessa, let me handle this,” Roak snapped. 
 
    “Fine. Waste time,” Hessa huffed. 
 
    “Malik?” Roak asked again. 
 
    “That voice in your ear probably already told you I have more on my ship,” Malik stated. “Sounds like it also figured out my little toy.” 
 
    “Yes to all of that,” Roak said. “How do you want this to go?” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” Malik asked. 
 
    “I liked Taps. He was good Urvein,” Roak said. “He didn’t deserve to die.” 
 
    “This asshole does, though,” Reck snapped. “Knock me out and see if he lives.” 
 
    “Living is his choice,” Roak said and turned to glare at Reck. He continued glaring until she took two steps back then he focused back on Malik. “You want to live, Malik? Or do you want to try to kill me and end up dead like your brother?” 
 
    “Honor dictates I kill you,” Malik said. 
 
    “Honor is immortal and doesn’t give a shit about us living beings,” Roak said. “I wouldn’t put too much trust in honor.” 
 
    “Scum like you would say that,” Malik said. 
 
    Roak groaned. “I’m not going to ask again. For your brother’s sake, I’ll let you go back to your ship and get the fuck out of here with your hide intact. Or you can make a move and go to whatever afterlife you Urveins believe in.” 
 
    “That was a little racist,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “You can go with him,” Roak snarled. 
 
    “Oh, right, supposed to be shutting up,” Yellow Eyes replied. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I choose—!” Malik began but never finished his sentence as Roak fired and blew his head off, splattering brains, bone, and blood all over the bridge’s view shield. 
 
    “He didn’t get to say what he chose,” Yellow Eyes exclaimed. 
 
    “He was going to attack,” Roak said and turned to face everyone. 
 
    “Agreed,” Reck said. 
 
    “Oh, for sure,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Really? You could tell?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “His vital signs showed he was about to get very violent,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Hessa, blast their ship to all the Hells,” Roak said as he stared at the mess he’d made. “And get the bots up here to clean this.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    6. 
 
      
 
    When the Eight-Three-Eight finally reached Ligston Station, six Galactic Fleet contracted fighters were waiting to escort the ship to the landing docks. Roak wasn’t too surprised by the greeting. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised by the squad of security troopers that were waiting at the bottom of the ship’s rear ramp, either. He could take most of them, but Commander Nimm had prepared appropriately and the numbers weren’t in Roak’s favor. 
 
    “He’s unarmed,” the lead trooper said after scanning Roak from a safe distance. 
 
    A figure threaded through the troopers and stood with hands on hips, looking up the ramp at Roak. 
 
    “He’s never unarmed,” Commander Nimm said. “So don’t fool yourselves.” 
 
    “Nimm,” Roak responded with a smirk. 
 
    “Where are your friends?” Commander Nimm asked. 
 
    She was a Lipian, a genetically engineered race designed to serve as prostitutes. Even after millennia of freedom from their designers, the Lipians still held to their purpose. Except for a few rogues that refused to submit to their predetermined careers. Nimm was one of those rogues. 
 
    The woman channeled her hormonal boosts into becoming a Marine for the Galactic Fleet then as a private contractor for whoever would hire her. Eventually, the job caught up to her and she lost both of her legs and her right arm. Forced to replace them with synthetics, she retired from the contracting game and called in some favors to get a job as Commander of Ligston Station. 
 
    Roak helped her get the Ligston gig, which made him a continual thorn in her side. 
 
    “Good to see you, Nimm,” Roak said. “New synthetics? No hitch in your gait.” 
 
    “Are you seriously trying to sweet talk me, Roak?” Nimm asked. “You must be desperate if you’re trying that crap. I know you, Roak. You don’t have anything sweet in you. Answer my question. Where are your friends?” 
 
    Roak hooked a thumb back over his shoulder. Reck, Bishop, and Yellow Eyes stepped from the shadows of the catwalk above the far end of the ship’s hold. 
 
    “Your AI going to give me any trouble?” Nimm asked. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Roak said. 
 
    “That doesn’t fill me with confidence,” Nimm replied. 
 
    “Says the woman with a squad of security troopers aiming plasma rifles at me,” Roak countered. 
 
    “I’ve dealt with Hessa before, Roak,” Nimm said. “She’s temperamental on a good day.” 
 
    “The ship will leave the station and stay a safe distance away while we are down on the planet,” Roak said.  
 
    “It will?” Reck asked from above. 
 
    Roak ignored her. 
 
    “Still not filling me with confidence, Roak,” Nimm said. “Your ship can do a lot of damage to this station if it is sitting out there in space. I’d rather have it locked down on this docking bay with full weapons restraints instead.” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” Roak said. 
 
    “Then good luck getting permission to go to the planet’s surface,” Nimm said. “Unless you happen to have an extra space elevator in your pocket. Got one of those, Roak?” 
 
    “Not on me, no,” Roak said. “But there’s always the option to drop straight from orbit. Picked up a few reentry suits on my travels.” 
 
    “Oh, I’d love to see you try,” Nimm said and laughed. Some of her troopers laughed with her. “You have any idea what happens to anything that tries to enter the atmosphere from space? It burns up within a kilometer. The oxygen ignites and turns the object to dust. Makes for a great light show for the surface dwellers. Causes all kinds of panic, but usually is harmless.” 
 
    “That’s why they have the elevator,” Yellow Eyes stated. “I get it now. They aren’t kidding about one way on and one way off.” 
 
    “No, we are not kidding,” Nimm said, still focused on Roak. “How’s it going to go, Roak?” 
 
    “Hessa?” Roak asked. 
 
    “If the ship must stay, then the ship must stay,” Hessa said, her voice coming from the loudspeakers in the cargo hold. 
 
    “There you have it,” Roak said to Nimm. “You get your wish. Can we get on that elevator of yours and go down to the surface now?” 
 
    “Once we get you all through full scans,” Nimm said. “Unfortunately, some things have changed down there since you were last here. Lawman Pitch is not a forgiving fellow. He has the surface on constant lockdown. I not only have to make sure no weapons get to the surface, but also no contraband of any kind. There’s a list.” 
 
    “I bet there is,” Roak said. “Once we get clear of the scanners, then we’re free to go down?” 
 
    “I have to report your presence,” Nimm said, looking amused. “Lawman Pitch insists that all visitors are registered. That way he doesn’t get any surprise visits.” 
 
    “I was planning on having a chat with him anyway,” Roak said. He raised his eyebrows. “That it?” 
 
    “I also need to report you and your friends to the GF,” Nimm said. Her amused look fled quickly and was replaced by true regret. “Sorry about that, but if I don’t, Pitch will. You don’t want that.” 
 
    “Any chance you can delay that report?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No chance at all,” Nimm said. “I’ll have to copy Pitch on the report or he’ll send his own and it will not be flattering to either of us.” 
 
    “What’d you do to this Pitch guy?” Bishop asked. 
 
    Nimm glanced up and frowned. “You.” 
 
    “Me,” Bishop replied. “Nice to meet in person, Commander Nimm.” 
 
    “No, it is not,” Nimm replied. “Your little heist is what caused this crackdown. You messed with things that are now nearly impossible to set right.” 
 
    “Break a few extra income streams of yours?” Bishop chuckled. He climbed down from the catwalk, followed by Reck and Yellow Eyes. “My bad. I’ll figure out how to make it up to you.” 
 
    “Chits would be nice,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Get in line,” Roak said. “He’s got a significant debt to repay first before anyone else gets their pieces.” 
 
    “Fine,” Nimm said, holding her hands up. “I know better than to get between Roak and his chits.” 
 
    “Smart lady,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I won’t take a pound of flesh off you, though,” Nimm said to Bishop. The man blanched. 
 
    “I need him healthy,” Roak said as a couple of troopers moved to grab Bishop. Roak blocked them and they glanced back at Nimm. “Tell them to back off, Nimm. Weapons restraints aren’t active yet.” 
 
    Six plasma cannons appeared from the walls of the cargo hold and took aim at the troopers. Plasma rifles were raised. Voices were raised. Blood pressure went through the roof. 
 
    “Leave him be,” Nimm said and the troopers backed down. Plasma rifles remained raised, though. “Escort them all to the scanners.” She pointed a finger at Roak. “No trouble or you all end up in space without enviro suits.” 
 
    “Understood,” Roak said. “Only trying to get to the planet’s surface. Your station is safe, Nimm.” 
 
    “I’ll believe that when you are gone from my jurisdiction,” Nimm said. “And I’m thinking forever.” 
 
    “You’re going to ban me from Ligston?” Roak asked then shook his head. “Nimm. Come on now.” 
 
    “Nothing but all the Hells is what you’ve brought me these past couple of years, Roak,” Nimm said as the group was escorted by troopers away from the landing docks and into a large glowing chamber. “I barely kept my position after this Bishop asshole pulled his little stunt.” 
 
    “I didn’t put him up to it,” Roak said as the chamber’s doors slid open and the troopers gestured for everyone to step inside. 
 
    “Collateral damage, Roak,” Nimm said.  
 
    She waited outside the chamber as the doors slid closed. She mouthed more words, but the chamber’s walls made it impossible to hear. Roak gave her a bland smile and nodded. 
 
    The scans took close to an hour. When they were done, doors on the opposite side of the chamber opened and a new squad of troopers were standing there, rifles at the ready. 
 
    “Follow,” the lead trooper said and started walking down a dark corridor. 
 
    Beings were queued up along the walls of the corridor, making way for the troopers, Roak, and the others. Most of the beings had angry scowls on their faces. 
 
    “Oh, I think we’re getting cutsies,” Yellow Eyes said. “Kind of a rude way to start off of the trip.” 
 
    “This is not a trip,” Roak snapped. “We’re not going down there to sightsee or be entertained by anything.” 
 
    “Not that there’s much entertainment on Ligston,” Reck scoffed. “The place is a backwater craphole.” 
 
    That garnered the group even more scowls as locals on their way home took offense at Reck’s statement. She scowled back until faces turned away. 
 
    “In you go,” the lead trooper said as the elevator’s doors opened. “You will be monitored the entire way. Try anything and your group will be ejected into the atmosphere without warning. Let me stress that part. You will not be warned in any way if you try anything.” 
 
    “No warnings. Good to know,” Bishop said. 
 
    Roak stepped onto the elevator with the others then turned and faced the lead trooper. 
 
    “What’s Pitch’s status up here?” Roak asked. “He have any allies? Friends? Business acquaintances?” 
 
    “Lawman Pitch is a highly respected member of the planet’s bureaucracy,”
 the lead trooper said with a sneer. “And cheap as all the Hells.” 
 
    Roak smiled. “Good to know. Thanks. See you all in a day or so.” 
 
    The elevator doors closed and sealed. 
 
    “Please take your seats and strap in,” an automated voice sounded from speakers in the ceiling. “Please take your seats and strap in. High-velocity descent has been requested.” 
 
    “That Nimm sure knows how to be a host,” Bishop said as he sat down fast and strapped himself in. “We get the extra fast treatment.” 
 
    “You’re not going to like this,” Roak said. 
 
    “I’ve done high-velocity drops before,” Bishop said. 
 
    Roak gave Reck a look and they both rolled their eyes. 
 
    “If you say so,” Roak said as he strapped in. 
 
    As soon as they were all secured, the elevator dropped. Bishop screamed until he was hoarse then he passed out, a small dribble of blood leaking from his left nostril. 
 
    “Wheeeeeeeeeee!” Yellow Eyes cried, holding his many arms above his head. “This is amazing!” 
 
    Roak was conditioned so that his body could handle the drop, but that didn’t mean it was pleasant. He gritted his teeth as the elevator’s speed hit a level just under deadly but well away from comfortable. Reck began to snore next to him. 
 
    If the trip down was rough, the sudden deceleration was even rougher. Yellow Eyes’ arms snapped to his sides as the elevator braked then stopped with enough force to wake Reck and cause her to give a little cry of alarm. 
 
    Once fully stopped, Roak unstrapped, stood on shaky legs, and gave Bishop a hard slap across the cheek. The man woke up, glanced around, then vomited all over Roak’s boots. 
 
    “Oops. Sorry. That was no fun, buddy,” Bishop said. 
 
    “It was kind of fun, man,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “Shut up and get ready,” Roak said as he kicked some of the puke off his boots and faced the elevator doors. 
 
    “For what?” Reck asked. “You expecting trouble to start from the get-go?” 
 
    “Yes,” Roak said and handed everyone rebreathers. Reck and Bishop put theirs on, but Yellow Eyes declined. 
 
    “I can handle the vacuum of space, man,” Yellow Eyes said. “I can take some oxygen-rich planet. No problem.” 
 
    The elevator doors slid open and Lawman Abel Pitch was standing on the platform with two dozen deputies behind him. They were all wearing rebreathers too, but it was obvious by the way the lawman’s rebreather was riding up on his handsome, human face that he was smiling. 
 
    “Roak, Roak, Roak,” Abel said with enough mockery in his voice that it should have clogged the rebreather’s filters. “You weren’t supposed to come back, buddy.” 
 
    “Hey, I call him buddy, not you,” Bishop said. 
 
    “That so?” Abel replied. “Well, you can call him buddy from a jail cell while Roak and I get reacquainted. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Not good?” Bishop replied. 
 
    “Your friend is mouthy, Roak,” Abel said. 
 
    “I told him to shut up,” Roak replied. “He doesn’t listen well.” 
 
    “He might listen to this then,” Abel said and snapped his fingers. 
 
    Several deputies rushed forward with stun batons and grabbed Bishop. They shocked him until he fell to his knees. Roak held up a hand before Yellow Eyes or Reck could make a move. 
 
    “Glad you know where you stand, Roak,” Abel said. “How about we take a ride into town? Just you and me. You know where the jail is, so you can fetch your friends once we’re done with our little reunion chat.” 
 
    “Show me to the roller,” Roak said and stepped off the elevator.
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    “I’m not stupid,” Abel said from the passenger seat of the roller.  
 
    The lawman had a gas-powered slug chunker shoved against Roak’s ribs as Roak drove the roller down a dirt road that was engulfed by the ubiquitous, thick jungle foliage that Ligston was known for and caused such an oxygen-rich atmosphere. Roak kept his hands on the wheel and his eyes forward. 
 
    “Nimm said you were down here to find a way to track that Skrang cripple,” Abel continued. “I’m sure that’s true, but we both know you won’t waste a trip to Ligston simply to hunt down some clues. I could feel the target on the back of my head as soon as I heard your name mentioned.” 
 
    “I have no plans to take you out, Lawman Pitch,” Roak stated flatly. “I simply need to find Sha Tog.” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt you do anything simply, Roak,” Abel said, giving Roak’s ribs a jab with the barrel of the slug chunker. “Which is why I’ll be on your ass the entire time you are down here.” 
 
    “I appreciate the escort, but I know my way around just fine.” 
 
    “Of course you do. Still, I’m gonna be by your side. I’d hate for you to stumble across the wrong element and get hurt.” 
 
    “You got a lot of wrong elements hanging around Ligston lately, lawman? I figured you’d cleaned the place up by now.” 
 
    “Well, no one can look into the souls of beings and know what they are truly thinking or capable of, Roak. There are always unfortunate surprises lurking about.” 
 
    “I guess you could be right about that. Thanks for the offer to protect me. Appreciated.” 
 
    The jungle thinned out slightly and the road widened then became plasticrete instead of dirt. Roak kept driving, steering the roller around wagons being pulled by large animals domesticated to handle the majority of transportation needs. Even rollers were risky in the oxygen-rich environment and seen as a luxury. 
 
    “The jail is down that street, right?” Roak asked as they came to a corner. 
 
    “Yes, but we’re heading somewhere else,” Abel said. “Keep going. I’ll tell you when to stop.” 
 
    Roak didn’t like the sound of that, but he kept his mouth shut and continued driving the roller until Able held up a hand and nodded at a fairly new-looking building nestled between two buildings that had seen better days. 
 
    Roak recognized the location instantly and felt a weird flutter in his guts. 
 
    “Ally is back? She rebuilt?” Roak said as he stopped the roller in front of the new tavern that was built on the spot where Ally’s used to be before it was burned to the ground like Sha Tog’s shop had been. “When did she return?” 
 
    “What? Oh, no, that Tcherian bitch hasn’t shown back up, Roak,” Abel said and pointed at the roller’s door. “Out. Come on. I’ll introduce you to the new owner.” 
 
    Roak got out and walked carefully and slowly around the roller and up onto the porch leading to the tavern’s airlock. Abel kept the slug chunker aimed at the bounty hunter at all times. 
 
    “You first,” Abel said with a laugh. 
 
    Roak activated the airlock and stepped into the chamber, waited for Abel to follow, the outer door to close and seal, then activated the inner door and stepped into the tavern. 
 
    “NO!” a voice bellowed from behind the bar as Roak and Abel removed their rebreathers and hung them from hooks next to the airlock. “Not him! Why in all the Hells is he here?” 
 
    “Calm down, Z,” Abel said as he prodded Roak forward with the slug chunker. He pointed at a table in the far corner. “Let’s have a seat.” 
 
    “I said no,” Z insisted. “He does not get served here.” 
 
    Z was a Groshnel, one of the invertebrate races, with eight leg-arms and a body that needed a constant gulping of air to stay solid and full. He had been Ally’s bartender and right hand until she disappeared. Roak and Z had never been on good terms since Z saw Roak as trouble for Ally. Z hadn’t exactly been wrong. 
 
    When they reached the table, Abel motioned for Roak to have a seat with his back to the rest of the tavern. Abel took the seat facing the tavern and the airlock. 
 
    “Hope no one sneaks up on you, Roak,” Abel said as he finally put the slug chunker away, sliding it into a strap on his right leg. “They blow your brains out from that angle and I’m likely to get some on me.” 
 
    “That’d be unfortunate,” Roak said. He glanced around the tavern and the patrons avoided his gaze. “Why are we here, lawman?” 
 
    “Abel. Call me Abel, Roak,” Abel responded. “After all, we’ve known each other a good while now. No need to be formal.” 
 
    “Answer the question,” Roak snapped. 
 
    “Careful. You’re gonna want to watch your tone with me,” Abel said, the mocking playfulness gone from his voice. “I mean that.” He tapped his ear. “One call to my people and your friends may lose rebreather privileges.” 
 
    Roak started to respond then closed his mouth and relaxed into his seat. He spread his arms wide in defeat. 
 
    “Good,” Abel said then snapped his fingers. He kept his eyes on Roak the entire time as they waited for Z to appear with a tray holding two glasses and a bottle of brown liquor. “Thank you, Z.” 
 
    “No friends discount today, Pitch,” Z said and walked off. 
 
    “Yikes,” Abel said. “I’ve upset the barkeep.” He pulled out some chits from his pocket and slapped them on the table. “That should keep him happy.” 
 
    “You sure? I’ve never seen Z happy,” Roak said. 
 
    “Well, it’ll keep him from bitching while we sit and chat,” Abel said. 
 
    “And what are we chatting about?” 
 
    “Everything,” Abel said as he poured for both of them and pushed Roak’s glass across the table. 
 
    Roak took the glass, waited until Abel sipped, then sipped some for himself. It burned good all the way down. 
 
    “I want you to tell me why you are here. I want you to tell me why you are looking for Sha Tog. I want you to tell me who your friends are and why you are suddenly needing a team.” 
 
    “Crew.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A crew. Not a team.” 
 
    “Whatever you want to call them, Roak. I do not care. You’re a solo operator. Everyone knows that. Mighty strange for you to come back to Ligston in the first place, let alone with a crew.” 
 
    “Wasn’t exactly my choice.” 
 
    “What? The coming back here or the crew?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “Then let’s start with why you’re here. Can’t be to sniff out Sha Tog’s trail. You saw what happened to his little shop. There was nothing left then and there’s less than nothing left now. The spot has been refurbished and there’s a nice little haberdashery sitting there in its place. You need a hat, Roak? This lovely old Shiv’erna woman makes great hats. Might improve that scarred-up face of yours to have something nice sitting above it.” 
 
    “Not one for hats,” Roak said. “And I still think I can find a couple hints at where Sha Tog might have gone.” 
 
    “Why? Why track down that Skrang cripple? His off-books weapons business is gone. You aren’t going to be buying any pistols or explosives from him here. Is it the chits you were holding for him? You come into a windfall and want to repay him?” Abel grinned and sipped his liquor. “If that’s the case, then I should let you know that we have a repayment tax now. Thirty percent.” 
 
    “How much is thirty percent of nothing?” Roak asked and downed his liquor. He started to reach for the bottle, but hesitated until Abel nodded, then he refilled his glass. “I don’t have his chits. Or any chits. If you want to shake me down, you’re wasting your time and effort. Never did get my chits back and all my other caches were hit too.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Abel said. “I have myself a new lady friend and she does like the finer things in life. A little pile of chits from you sure would make my life easier. It would also help you keep your life intact. Maybe your crew has some chits on them? My people will let me know shortly. We’re very thorough here on Ligston when it comes to processing prisoners.” 
 
    “So my crew are officially prisoners?” Roak asked. 
 
    “That depends on how this little chat goes. Why do you need Sha Tog?” 
 
    “He’s a friend.” 
 
    “You don’t have friends.” 
 
    “I have friends.” 
 
    “Roak…” 
 
    Roak downed his second glass of liquor, but didn’t refill the glass. He smiled at Abel. Abel smiled at Roak. They stayed that way for a couple minutes before the lawman sighed and reached for his ear. 
 
    “I’m going to war,” Roak said. 
 
    Abel’s hand paused and his eyes widened. “Now things just got interesting. War? Who is Roak going to war with?” 
 
    “Whoever I have to,” Roak said. 
 
    “I think you have someone more specific in mind.” 
 
    “Father,” Roak said. 
 
    Abel looked confused. “You’re going to war with your father? Eight Million Gods, you have parents? I always figured you were yanked fully formed from a ooB’clo’no’s anus.” 
 
    “Not my father. Father. That’s what he’s called. Not a being you want to mess with, lawman. Staying off his radar is a very healthy move. Which is why it’s best if you let me go about my business so I can leave Ligston as fast as possible. Allow me to do my thing and I’ll make sure you have no hassle from Father or from my crew.” 
 
    “The crew that is currently locked up in my jail, you mean,” Abel said. “Roak. Your threats are getting weaker as you age.” 
 
    “Trust me here,” Roak continued. “Father is not the being you want stepping foot on Ligston. He shows up here and this place is gone. This whole town is gone. He’ll take it over and he’ll destroy it just for fun.” 
 
    “Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” Abel said. “I think I can handle anything this Father brings.” 
 
    “You do not have the beingpower to”—” 
 
    “Not yet,” Abel interrupted. “But I have reinforcements on the way.” 
 
    “Reinforcements…? What are you talking about?” 
 
    Abel spread his arms. “Ligston is nice and all, but I have bigger plans. I’ve shown what I can accomplish here and it’s time to move on to something greater. Beings in the GF have taken notice of how well I’ve brought order to Ligston. They’ll take even more notice when I bring down the legendary Roak. Of course, knowing you the way I do, you have a backup plan. I figured I’d make one of my own so I sent out a galaxy-wide message to some of the seedier systems, planets, and stations the second I heard you were coming back. Turns out there are a lot of beings that have a grudge against Roak.” 
 
    Abel stood up and winked at Roak. He pointed at the bottle. 
 
    “Drink up, Roak. Might as well finish the last bottle of liquor you’ll ever drink.” 
 
    The lawman walked off. 
 
    “Where in all the Hells are you going?” Roak snarled. 
 
    “To keep an eye on your crew,” Abel replied without turning around. “Make sure they stay safe when the Roak shit hits the payback fan. Or would that be the payback shit hits the Roak fan? Doesn’t matter. You’re a dead being sitting, Roak. It was never nice knowing you.” 
 
    Abel made it to the airlock, grabbed his rebreather, and paused. The tavern watched the lawman briefly then all eyes turned to Roak. 
 
    “Oh, and Roak, I think some of those beings I called may have gotten a head start on the others,” Able said as the airlock door opened and the patrons of the tavern stood up. “You might recognize a few faces.” 
 
    The airlock closed and the patrons sneered at Roak. He did recognize a few faces. None were happy to see him.
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    “Z!” Roak shouted as he jumped to his feet, grabbed up his chair, and flung it at the closest of the beings. 
 
    That being happened to be a less-than-healthy-looking Gwreq that Roak slightly remembered from a job he did several years back. Gwreqs were large humanoid beings, over six feet tall, with four arms and skin made of stone. The chair exploded across the Gwreq’s chest and became splinters that coated the floor, doing absolutely zero to slow the being down. Even less than healthy, a Gwreq was formidable. 
 
    “I hate you!” Z shouted from behind the bar, a gas-powered slug chunker held in four of his eight arm-legs. A fifth appeared and Z threw it across the tavern at Roak. “Catch!” 
 
    Roak caught the slug chunker as the Gwreq reached him and lifted him up off his feet by the neck with one hand. Roak jammed the barrel of the slug chunker against the Gwreq’s shoulder and fired. The gas-powered projectile ripped through the stone skin and turned the shoulder to bloody tatters of flapping flesh. 
 
    Unfortunately for Roak, the being had three more shoulders, which meant three other working arms. Roak found himself caught by two of those arms then flung halfway across the tavern until he collided with the front of the bar. Wood cracked and so did several of Roak’s ribs and possibly a vertebrae or two. 
 
    He sucked it up, ignored the pain, and rolled onto his knees, slug chunker still in his grip. 
 
    “Screw you,” he gasped as he fired at the Gwreq’s head. 
 
    The being ducked, the slug missed, but that gave Roak time to get to his feet, and dive over onto the other side of the bar where Z was busy firing his four slug chunkers at once, dropping beings quickly that weren’t graced with DNA that included stone skin. 
 
    “Got a lighter?” Roak asked as he grabbed up several liquor bottles. 
 
    “The atmosphere explodes with the smallest spark,” Z snarled. 
 
    “Good thing there’s an airlock to keep the fire inside here.” 
 
    “Do you hear the stupidity of that statement?” 
 
    “Do you want to be ripped apart by a jacked-up Gwreq?” 
 
    “Third row of shelves over, second one down. Check the bin there,” Z said as he fired with two slug chunkers while he reloaded the other two. A Slinghasp, a humanoid, snake-like race, screeched as its midsection was obliterated. 
 
    Roak found the lighter, found a rag, stuffed the rag into a liquor bottle, lit the rag, then stood and threw the flaming bottle at the closest group of encroaching beings. Then he took a shot to his jaw that nearly shattered his face as the Gwreq swung wildly over the bar. Roak fell hard and struggled to get his wits back. 
 
    Screaming filled the tavern as beings were engulfed in flame.  
 
    Roak snagged one of the freshly loaded slug chunkers from out of Z’s grip and stood up, firing before he even knew what he was aiming at. The Gwreq joined the screaming as the slug tore through his left eye. He continued to scream as the slug ricocheted inside his skull. Then that screaming stopped as the slug finally exited out the back of the being’s head. The Gwreq’s skull was obliterated and splattered all across a burning Cervile, a feline race with lots of combustible fur. 
 
    Close to a dozen beings were still up and coming at Roak and Z. They dodged the burning bodies, picking up makeshift weapons as they rushed the bar. Table legs, hunks of chairs, limbs torn free from those already fallen. The beings came for Roak and Z, rage and murder clearly displayed on their features. 
 
    “The two Spilflecks!” Roak shouted as he fired dead-on into a Halgon’s chest. Part of a race that looked like a poison dart frog and a rubber band had reproduced, the Halgon was elastic enough that the slug hit its chest, bounced off, and ricocheted around the tavern, nearly taking one of Z’s arms off. 
 
    “Hey!” Z shouted as he fired at the Halgon and turned the being’s head to rubbery pulp, its skull not as elastic as the rest of it. 
 
    Roak didn’t apologize. He continued firing at the incoming mob. Then an alarm sounded and he glanced at the ceiling as orbs of red began to spin and flash. He knew what was coming next. So did Z. 
 
    “Under the credit scanner!” Z yelled. 
 
    Roak dove for the small cabinet under the credit scanner, yanked the door right off, and pulled out a humanoid rebreather and a Groshnel rebreather. Roak didn’t bother to ask or wait for permission, he yanked the rebreather over Z’s head then pulled his own on just as the fire-suppressant foam fell from above and filled the tavern. 
 
    “Keep moving! Don’t let it set!” Roak yelled. 
 
    “I know how the system works!” Z yelled back, waving his arms about to keep the fire-suppressant foam from hardening across his body. 
 
    Roak kept himself moving as the foam tried to harden and hold him in place. The fire was smothered, leaving only a smoldering mess simmering under the foam. The attackers that thought ahead were waving their arms frantically to keep from being stuck in place. Those without the foresight were frozen statutes, rage-filled eyes peeking out from under foam-crusted brows. 
 
    The alarms stopped, the foam was no longer falling, and Roak was taking aim. He dropped the attackers that were still moving then he focused on the ones stuck in place. 
 
    “That’d be murder, Roak,” Z said. “They can’t fight back.” 
 
    “They should have thought of that before,” Roak replied as he pulled the trigger. The frozen beings died one by one. All attackers were dead. “Not taking any chances.” 
 
    Z managed to trudge his way to a control box set in the wall behind the bar. He waved one of his arms over it, his implant activating a holo interface. He typed in a code then a series of commands that activated clean-up process. Bots rolled out from their sealed and secured charging nooks and started to tackle the foam slop and corpses that filled the tavern. 
 
    “Now that we have that out of the way,” Roak said, facing Z. “You get what I need?” 
 
    “I could have transmitted this to you,” Z said as he opened a second panel, scanned his implant in the security harness, then took the small disc that slid free of a hidden slot. He offered the disc to Roak. “Would have been a lot less messy.” 
 
    Roak took the disc and tucked it into a pouch on his light armor. 
 
    “Then we wouldn’t have had this fun reunion,” Roak said. 
 
    “I wasn’t lying when I said I hate you,” Z replied. 
 
    “I know. I appreciate the help,” Roak said as he patted the pouch with the disc. “This is everything Sha Tog left behind?” 
 
    “That is all the data he uploaded into the tavern’s inventory and ordering system before the place was destroyed,” Z said. “I didn’t see it until I rebuilt and downloaded the backup into the new system.” 
 
    “You did a great job keeping this under wraps,” Roak said as he tried to crack off some of the foam that had hardened to his armor. It was going to take a while to remove. “I’ll pay you back for this.” 
 
    “Find Ally,” Z said. “Do what you need to do with Sha Tog, take care of this Father business, but find Ally.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Roak said and frowned. “Back way out still the same as the old building or is there a new one?” 
 
    “Behind that holo painting hanging next to the staircase,” Z said and pointed at the far wall. “When you reach the alley, head to your right. Follow the buildings until you come to the edge of town. Wait by the jungle. Someone will come by with a roller. They won’t say a word to you. It’s an exchange only. No need to get them involved.” 
 
    “Got it,” Roak said. “Thanks, Z.” 
 
    Roak slogged his way to the hidden back exit. 
 
    “Roak!” Z called. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Don’t come back. Even if you’re with Ally, don’t come back. This was a one-time deal. I meant it when I said I hate you. Like shoot you on sight hate you.” 
 
    “Noted. You gonna be able to handle the lawman?” 
 
    Z shrugged. “This is the only tavern in town. He’ll cut me slack because he drinks for free.” 
 
    “And he didn’t expect me to die anyway,” Roak stated. “Or he would have killed my crew immediately. He’s waiting.” 
 
    “So you know it’s a trap?” Z asked. 
 
    “It’s always a trap,” Roak replied and left the tavern. 
 
    As the hidden airlock sealed closed behind him, Roak focused on the noise of the incoming fire team. That kind of chaos was perfect for him to make an easy getaway. He turned right and jogged to the end of the alley, checked that the side street was clear, jogged to the next alley, then continued that way until he reached the edge of town and the beginning of the ever-encroaching jungle. 
 
    A blue-skinned human was waiting by a beat-up old roller. The woman didn’t even give Roak a second glance as he jogged up to the vehicle. She opened the driver’s door then walked off as if Roak wasn’t there. Roak ignored her as well and jumped into the driver’s seat. He started up the roller and hit the accelerator. 
 
    After a few pauses to make sure he wasn’t noticed by townsfolk hurrying to see what the commotion was at the tavern, Roak navigated his way to the lawman’s offices and the town’s jail. He didn’t bother to hide the roller. No one was around. Roak parked the vehicle in front of the building’s main airlock and jumped out. 
 
    The airlock opened without any trouble as Roak approached. He stepped in, waited for the outer door to seal, waited for the inner door to open, then walked into the lobby and pulled off his rebreather. 
 
    “How’d it go?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods damn he’s fast,” Bishop said from behind a desk, his eyes on a holo screen as his fingers typed frantically at a keyboard. “Yellow Eyes took the guards down and opened the cells before we could even blink.” 
 
    “I blinked,” Reck said as she held up an RX31 plasma assault rifle. “So much for no weapons on the surface of the planet.” 
 
    “Abel Pitch ain’t one to play by the rules,” Roak said. “That the only weapon you found?” 
 
    “There’s plenty more, just no point in taking them if they’ll just be snatched from us when we get back up to the station,” Reck said. 
 
    “Then why take that one?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Custom butt stock fits my shoulder perfectly. Figured I’d try to hang onto it, at least,” Reck said and demonstrated by seating the rifle to her shoulder and taking aim at Roak. “Bang.” 
 
    “Cute,” Roak said. “Bishop?” 
 
    “Nothing on Ally,” Bishop replied as he pushed back from the desk and stood up. “Sorry, pal.” 
 
    “Hey! They have Tchalmian soda!” Yellow Eyes exclaimed as he walked into the room, all but one of his hand nubs occupied with a different can. “And more than one flavor!” 
 
    The being downed all the sodas at once, burped loudly, then tossed the cans over his shoulders. 
 
    “We good, man? You get what you needed from the bartender?” Yellow Eyes asked. “What’s that all over you?” 
 
    “I got it,” Roak said, ignoring Yellow Eyes’ reference to the crusted-on foam. “I also have a roller outside. Time to leave. Now.” 
 
    “Really? I wanted to go hike the jungle before we left,” Yellow Eyes said. “I saw some birds that were way trippy, man. And for me to say something like that means they really are trippy.” 
 
    “You can come back on your own time,” Roak said. “We leave. Now. Rebreathers on.” 
 
    Roak slid his on, turned back to the airlock, and didn’t bother to wait to see if anyone was following before he activated the door. Reck, Bishop, and Yellow Eyes pushed in behind him. The outer door opened and the group sprinted to the waiting roller. 
 
    “We got company,” Bishop said as Roak sped away from the building. “Three rollers heading straight for us. Maybe four streets down.” 
 
    “How many deputies did you take out?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Oh, I killed them all,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “Give me a number,” Roak snapped. 
 
    “He killed sixteen,” Reck said. “I killed five more once I was out of the cell.” 
 
    “That felt like overkill,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Don’t know the meaning of the word,” Reck and Roak said. 
 
    “You two are so Eight Million Gods damn cute,” Yellow Eyes said with a laugh. There was a crack and hiss. “What the Hells was that?” 
 
    “Reck!” Roak yelled as he yanked the wheel and steered the roller onto the closest side street. 
 
    “Flechettes,” Reck said. “They’re using simple projectiles.” 
 
    “Not simple! Not simple!” Yellow Eyes said as he panicked and began flailing around. He was seated in the back with Bishop and smacked the man over and over with his nubby arms. “Acid on them! Acid!” 
 
    “He’s right!” Bishop shouted, trying to make himself as small as possible as more acid-laced flechettes punctured the roller’s rear windows. “They’re gaining on us, buddy!” 
 
    “Stop calling me buddy!” Roak shouted as he turned onto another side street then onto another. He brought the roller to a screeching halt. 
 
    Ahead was a roller that took up the entire street from side to side and was twice as tall as the one Roak was driving. In the driver’s seat was a grinning Abel Pitch. The grin fell from the lawman’s face as he sped the massive vehicle straight at Roak and the others. 
 
    “I got this,” Reck said and settled the plasma rifle to her shoulder. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Roak yelled. “You fire that and the air will combust all around us!” 
 
    “Nah,” Reck said. “We’re safe. Trust me.” 
 
    “Reck! No!” Roak shouted as he tried to stop her, but he wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    Reck squeezed the trigger and a plasma bolt burned through their roller’s view shield and straight up at the oncoming vehicle’s view shield. The air around the bolt outside the roller turned to flames and soon the entire street was engulfed. 
 
    Then the flames became white mist and visibility was reduced to absolute zero. Roak braced for the impact of the oncoming vehicle, but after a few seconds, nothing happened. The mist dissipated and revealed a scorched street, but no town-destroying inferno.  
 
    “Told ya,” Reck said and pointed at the stopped vehicle in front of their roller. 
 
    A headless corpse was slightly smoking in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “A couple of the guards wouldn’t shut up about the new fire-suppression protocols that Pitch made the town council install,” Reck said. “Apparently, it nearly bankrupted the town, but Pitch wasn’t gonna spend his tenure worrying about anymore random burn-downs of buildings. Now, if we’d been in the jungle, I would have never taken that shot.” 
 
    “Can we go now?” Yellow Eyes asked weakly from the back of the roller. “This acid sucks. I got like holes all up in my shit here, man.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s not looking so good,” Bishop said. 
 
    Roak glanced back and saw that Bishop was right. Yellow Eyes’ usual bright yellow skin had taken on a greenish tinge. He put the roller into gear and spun them around.  
 
    “We’ll get you up onto Ligston Station now,” Roak said. “Hang on.”
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    Roak had alerted Nimm to the need for a medical officer to meet them when the elevator reached the station. Nimm had not alerted Roak to the fact there would be more than just a medical officer waiting for them to arrive. 
 
    “Roak, I’m Lieutenant Cash’al Beem,” a smug-looking Leforian said. A dozen GF troopers stood behind the being with another dozen of the station’s security troopers behind those. 
 
    Leforians were a mammalian-insect race that looked like a cross between a dung beetle and a Great Dane dog. Over six feet tall with four arms and coated in chitinous armor, Leforians could look intimidating, but the majority had fairly docile personalities and were saddled with the reputation of being worry warts. So much so that most beings called Leforians “moms.” The Leforian facing Roak and crew did not look like a docile, worry wart. No one was calling him “mom” anytime soon. 
 
    “I believe you are in possession of information that is vital to the Galactic Fleet’s efforts to keep the Skrang Alliance from breaking the War treaty,” Beem continued. 
 
    “Nope,” Roak replied calmly. “You got bad intel there.” 
 
    “I think not,” Beem said. 
 
    Roak only grinned. Beem drew back and clicked his quad-mandibles in disgust and irritation. 
 
    “Can we skip the what is Roak doing with his face part of the conversation and get me to the med bay?” Yellow Eyes asked. “Kinda dying here.” 
 
    A medical officer pushed through the troopers and approached Yellow Eyes, but was held back as one of Beem’s four hands clamped hard on the woman’s shoulder. 
 
    “The thing will be tended to as soon as Mr. Roak cooperates,” Beem said. 
 
    “Roak,” Roak said. “No mister. Just Roak.” 
 
    “Roak. Will you cooperate or must your comrade here suffer in pain as you fruitlessly try to withhold information from me?” Beem asked. 
 
    “Can I have a vote?” Yellow Eyes asked. “I feel like I should get a vote, man.” 
 
    “Roak?” Beem pressed. 
 
    “Help Yellow Eyes and we can go talk,” Roak said. “That’s the cooperation you’re getting.” 
 
    “That is not enough,” Beem responded. “I need the information now to show you are not an agent of the Skrang Alliance and can be trusted by the Galactic Fleet.” 
 
    “There’s our problem,” Roak said. “I can’t be trusted by the Galactic Fleet because I don’t give ten shits about the Galactic Fleet. I take care of me and that is as far as I can be trusted.” 
 
    “And your crew,” Bishop said. 
 
    “What?” Roak asked. 
 
    “You take care of you and your crew,” Bishop said and smiled at Beem. “He keeps forgetting he has a crew.” 
 
    “Not the point,” Roak snapped. “Beem? You want information then make sure Yellow Eyes gets all fixed up. We got nothing to talk about until then.” 
 
    “I’m ready when needed, Roak,” Hessa said in Roak’s comm. 
 
    “Where’s Nimm?” Roak asked without responding to Hessa. 
 
    “Commander Nimm has been relieved of duty,” Beem said. “Her services are no longer needed and her fate is sealed.” 
 
    “Her fate is sealed?” Roak asked. “So whatever I do now won’t have repercussions on Nimm?” 
 
    Beem eyed Roak for a second then shook his head. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” he responded. 
 
    “How far would you go?” Roak asked. “Give me a range here.” 
 
    “You need to stop this now, Roak,” Beem said, his upper mandibles grinding against each other in a futile attempt to hold back his building anger. “Your ship is no longer on this station. I had it ejected into space as soon as I arrived. It is floating out there useless. You have no way off unless you cooperate with me and give the Galactic Fleet what it needs.” 
 
    “Do you have a lock on Nimm?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Seriously?” Bishop responded from behind Roak. 
 
    “We can take them, Roak,” Reck said. 
 
    “Hessa? Do you have a lock on Nimm?” Roak asked again. 
 
    “Who are you speaking to, Roak?” Beem snarled. He checked his wrist holo and frowned. “I am not seeing a comm signal coming from you.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Roak responded. “Grown-ups are talking.” 
 
    “I do,” Hessa stated. “But the moltrans unit has been tricky of late, you know that. I may not be able to get all of you off the station before violence breaks out.” 
 
    “That’s not my concern,” Roak said. “Get Nimm then Yellow Eyes. I’ll leave the rest of the order up to you after that.” 
 
    “Roak! Who are you talking to?” Beem demanded. He pulled his sidearm and took aim at Roak’s head. “Answer me!” 
 
    “Sir, we have a report that Commander Nimm is no longer in her quarters,” a GF trooper said. “The guards watched her dematerialize before their eyes.” 
 
    “That kind of rhymes,” Yellow Eyes said, his voice sickly and distant. 
 
    “I am sure the information is on you somewhere,” Beem said. “Keeping you alive was a mistake.” 
 
    Before Beem could fire, Yellow Eyes became a swirling mass of molecules then blinked out of existence. 
 
    “Moltrans!” Beem shouted. “How?” 
 
    Roak’s answer to Beem’s question was a fist into the being’s quad-mandibles. One of the mandibles cracked and hung at an awkward angle. Roak aimed his second punch for that one and smirked when it snapped off and fell to the floor. 
 
    “This is how it’s gonna go, eh, buddy?” Bishop said as he dove for the closest troopers and took them out at the knees. 
 
    Reck was in the fight instantly. She dove to the floor as several plasma blasts scorched the wall she’d been standing by. She rolled, came up between two troopers, relieved one trooper of her rifle, turned to the other trooper, took his head off with a single squeeze of the trigger, then sent the butt of the rifle slamming into the weapon’s original owner’s throat, crushing her windpipe and sending her to her knees in a choking, gasping mess. 
 
    Roak just kept hitting Beem. Punch after punch, jab after jab. Roak spun and sent elbows into the lieutenant’s carapace then spun back around and let loose with a wicked roundhouse kick that tore off another mandible. 
 
    Beem roared in pain and anger and grabbed Roak by the sides of the head and lifted. If Roak had been wearing his heavy armor, he’d have had a helmet on. With light armor, it was all Roak flesh that Beem held as he raised the bounty hunter up off his feet. 
 
    Roak gripped Beem’s arms in order to keep his head attached to his neck. He tried to kick the Leforian, but his legs were blocked by the two lower arms. 
 
    “You are a gnat in the ecosystem of this galaxy,” Beem spat in Roak’s face. “You are insignificant. There are forces so much larger than you and your little team.” 
 
    “Crew,” Roak grunted as the pressure in his skull grew well past uncomfortable. 
 
    “I will have that information!” Beem shouted. 
 
    The lower arms began to pat Roak’s armor down then one found the pouch on his belt. 
 
    “You’re gonna lose that arm,” Roak gasped. 
 
    Beem removed the disc and glanced down at it. Roak tried to make a move, but Beem only squeezed harder and Roak cried out as he felt the plates in his skull begin to grind together. 
 
    “A disc? How primitive,” Beem said. 
 
    A plasma blast ripped across the side of Beem’s head and he let go of both Roak and the disc. 
 
    Roak caught the disc before it hit the floor. Roak didn’t have a chance to catch himself and landed awkwardly on his already cracked ribs. He grunted in pain, but managed to keep ahold of the disc, tucking it back into the pouch before he struggled up onto his knees. He wasn’t up for long as Beem’s boot slammed into the side of Roak’s head, sending him sprawling. 
 
    Roak tried to sit up, but everything was spinning chaos and he only managed to gag a little as his head fell back onto the floor. 
 
    “Your friends are gone, Roak!” Beem shouted, blood pouring from the wound on his head. “You are all alone and you won’t be able to moltrans out of here! The station techs have activated full shields which will block all”—” 
 
    Roak was suddenly in his ship’s cargo hold. He rolled over in time to throw up and not choke to death on his own vomit. After a few minutes of retching, Roak struggled up to his feet and looked about. 
 
    Reck was sitting on a stack of crates a few feet away. 
 
    “Your moltrans unit could use some tweaking,” Reck said. 
 
    “The moltrans unit has quirks and I will handle them,” Hessa snapped over the comms. 
 
    Roak threw up once more. He leaned over and rested his hands on his knees as he tried to catch his breath and wait out the constant spinning that was his vision. 
 
    “I’m going to…” Puke. “Agree with…” Puke. “Reck on this one…” 
 
    In and out, in and out, Roak slowed his breathing until he was able to stand upright and not fall over or throw up again. 
 
    “I believe you are being too sensitive,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Believe what you want,” Roak said and stumbled the few steps over to the stack of crates. He leaned against them, shoving Reck’s legs out of the way. “Where are we, Hessa?” 
 
    “We are currently trying to outrun some GF fighters,” Hessa said. “If we can manage that, then we’ll need to get through the wormhole portal before it is shut down. There is a considerable queue of ships waiting to go through, so I believe it will remain open long enough for us to escape.” 
 
    “Are you always affected like this by the moltrans?” Reck asked. 
 
    “Molecular transportation does not agree with his body,” Hessa answered for Roak. 
 
    “What she said,” Roak said, taking huge gulps of air. “Hessa? How many fighters?” 
 
    “Eight,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Can we take any of them out?” Roak asked. 
 
    “I would prefer not to destroy GF fighters and be painted as an enemy of the Galactic Fleet forever, Roak,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Smart move,” Reck said. 
 
    “I don’t care about the GF,” Roak snapped. “I care about getting to Sha Tog. The Galactic Fleet can eat terpigshit for all I care.” 
 
    “You’re not thinking ahead,” Reck said. “You have to come back to Galactic Fleet territory at some point. Burn this bridge and your bounty hunter life is over. You’ll just be another criminal on the run. Where are you going to live? The Edge?” 
 
    “They won’t take him,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Right. Razer Station,” Reck said. “You’re running out of places to go, Roak.” 
 
    “Sha Tog. Skrang Alliance territory. Moons of Stabs,” Roak responded. “That is where I want to go. Hessa? Make that happen.” 
 
    “You will need to give me the disc,” Hessa said. “Closest terminal is by the lift.” 
 
    Roak sighed, hobbled over to the lift, activated the terminal a few feet from the doors, then inserted the disc. He leaned against the wall and waited. 
 
    “How’s Yellow Eyes?” he asked. 
 
    “Stabilized. His body is hard to work on with a med pod, but I’ve figured it out,” Hessa said. “But the acid did do a considerable amount of damage. It will take most of our journey to repair him. His makeup is highly unusual.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Reck said. 
 
    “Do what you can for him. We’ll need him when we track down Sha Tog,” Roak said. “See anything on the disc?” 
 
    “It’s inventory entries,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Inventory entries?” Roak asked. “What entries don’t fit?” 
 
    “They all fit, Roak,” Hessa replied. “Sha Tog was very meticulous with his books.” 
 
    “There has to be some entries that stand out,” Roak said. 
 
    “None that I can find. I am also scanning for codes or patterns, but the reports are as straightforward as any small business accounting I have ever seen.” 
 
    “Why?” Reck asked. 
 
    “What?” Roak replied. “Why what?” 
 
    “Why would an off-books arms dealer keep meticulous accounting reports?” Reck asked. “What’s the point? It is not like he’s paying taxes to the GF or anything. So why go to all the trouble of making sure the reports are in perfect order?” 
 
    “Good question,” Roak said. “Hessa, check the entries themselves and see if maybe they are the information we need.” 
 
    “I have been checking them, Roak,” Hessa said. “Like I said before, there are no patterns or codes that I can find.” 
 
    “Stop looking at them as accounting entries and look at them as a map,” Roak said. “Can you create coordinates out of the numbers?” 
 
    “I can create coordinates out of any set of numbers, Roak, but that does not mean the coordinates will take us anywhere we want to go.” Before Roak could respond, Hessa added, “Yes, I am sure. I can find nothing.” 
 
    “The information on that disc was meant for your eyes, Roak,” Reck said. “Hessa may not be able to crack this one.” 
 
    “Fine,” Roak said. “Send the info to my terminal in my quarters. I’m going to take a steam and rest.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you rather spend time in a med pod and heal those ribs?” Hessa asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Roak said. “How are we doing with the fighters?” 
 
    “The fighters are not the worry. Threading through the queue of ships at the wormhole portal is the issue. I might suggest everyone strap in for the next thirty to forty minutes.” 
 
    The ship lurched starboard and Roak and Reck steadied themselves. 
 
    “Maybe that med pod is the best place for me,” Roak said. “Just warn me when we enter trans-space.” 
 
    “I always do,” Hessa said. “Reck? Would you care to join me on the bridge? I might have need of your weapons skills.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Reck said and faced Roak. “Need help getting to the med bay?” 
 
    “Bite my armored ass,” Roak said and smacked the lift controls. The ship lurched to port and Roak fell into the lift. “Shut up or I swear I’ll tear your head off.” 
 
    “I didn’t say a word,” Reck said, as she stepped into the lift, her stance steady and solid. “Let me know how that floor is.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    10. 
 
      
 
    Roak hated the med pod, but considering the state his body was in, it was the best place to ride out the trans-space journey. They weren’t headed to Skrang Alliance territory yet, but Hessa would get them somewhere secure enough that the GF wouldn’t be able to track them. That usually meant a system that was less than stable, but Roak trusted Hessa to know what the ship could and could not handle. 
 
    Admitting that to himself was not fun. Roak hated that he now relied on an AI to get them off the radar. He used to handle all of that himself. Back when he was a solo operator. Back when life was much simpler. 
 
    “That big Leforian meanie dead or what, man?” Yellow Eyes called from his med pod which was across the med bay room from Roak’s. “You take his head off?” 
 
    “He was in the middle of a speech when Hessa moltrans’d me back to the ship,” Roak said. “And stop talking to me. I’m trying to heal.” 
 
    “Same here, man, just thought a little conversation would help pass the time,” Yellow Eyes responded. 
 
    “It doesn’t. It makes the time drag on,” Roak said. “So be quiet.” 
 
    The quiet lasted about eighty-five seconds. 
 
    “You’re wanting way more than just weapons from this Sha Tog guy, right?” Yellow Eyes asked. “There’s no way we’re going to all of this trouble just to make the pew pew power of this ship better than the pew pew power of the GF ships or of whatever ship your father guy flies.” 
 
    Roak closed his eyes tight and tried to will Yellow Eyes to shut up. 
 
    “I mean, you gave us all a great explanation, but even with Skrang tech on this ship, your father is gonna be a hard son of a bitch to take out,” Yellow Eyes continued. “What you need is an army.” Yellow Eyes gasped. “Is that it? Are you putting together an army?” 
 
    “I don’t want the crew I have, so why would I want more beings involved?” Roak snapped. “Stop sounding like an idiot.” 
 
    “No, no, I think I’m onto something here,” Yellow Eyes said, pushing on. “You know your father has influence within the GF. You can’t trust anyone in this territory.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured that out.” 
 
    “But there is little to no chance your father has his fingers in the Skrang pie. Mmm, pie sounds good. I must be healing up fine if I’m hungry, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Sure. Do not care. Shut up.” 
 
    “Your yellow friend is correct, Roak.” 
 
    “Nimm? I didn’t see you in one of the pods,” Roak responded. 
 
    “You weren’t looking,” Nimm said. “Beem’s people were not going to let me live. They did some…damage.” 
 
    “Took her synthetics, man,” Yellow Eyes said. “Messed with her prosthetic interfaces. Not cool. So not cool.” 
 
    “Your AI is rebuilding my interfaces from scratch,” Nimm said. 
 
    “That can’t feel good,” Roak said. 
 
    “It’s excruciating,” Nimm responded. “Even with nerve dampeners and pain blockers.” 
 
    “Hessa will be adding a comm implant too,” Roak said. “Heads up.” 
 
    “I already have a comm implant,” Nimm replied. 
 
    “Not one of hers,” Roak said. “Best not to argue. It’s happening.” 
 
    “I’d thank you for getting me off the station, but you’re the reason I had to leave, so instead I will tell you to go fuck yourself,” Nimm stated. “You blew up my life, Roak.” 
 
    “He’s very good at that,” Yellow Eyes said. “Kablooey. Guy blows up every life he touches.” 
 
    “You’re still alive,” Roak said. 
 
    “Well, yeah, but the quality of life is the real question,” Yellow Eyes replied. 
 
    “I’m going to interrupt without fear of being rude since this sounds like it could go on forever, but where are we headed now?” Nimm asked. 
 
    “Oh, we are currently en route to the Tamailisan System,” Hessa interrupted. 
 
    “I am not familiar with that system,” Nimm said. She sounded like she was in a great deal of pain. “How long of a journey?” 
 
    “We entered trans-space two hours ago,” Hessa explained. “I will have to take us out of trans-space several times in order to make sure we have not been tailed by the Galactic Fleet fighters. Add in the fact that the Tamailisan System is not easily accessible by wormhole portal, I expect us to arrive in two days.” 
 
    “Two days? Where is this system? Hessa, where are you taking us?” Roak asked. 
 
    “As I said, to the Tamailisan System,” Hessa responded. 
 
    “What aren’t you telling me?” Roak asked. “I haven’t heard of this system either. I know all the systems.” 
 
    “Obviously not.” 
 
    “Hessa!” 
 
    “The GF and the Skrang are in dispute as to who has control of the territory,” Hessa said. “But neither really want it due to the native beings that inhabit the one planet.” 
 
    “Your AI likes to wait to let the other boot drop, doesn’t she?” Nimm asked. 
 
    “I appreciate a good buildup,” Hessa said. “Giants.” 
 
    “What?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Giants. The one planet in the system is occupied by giants. They are rather large.” 
 
    “The name giant implies that,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Seventy meters tall,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s large,” Yellow Eyes said. “Even for a giant.” 
 
    “You know a lot of giants?” Roak snapped. 
 
    “I’ve met a couple in my time,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “I haven’t,” Roak said. “Why are we going to this system, Hessa?” 
 
    “Huh?” Hessa responded. “What was that?” 
 
    Roak had been subjected to Hessa’s many human affectations long enough that he could hear the terpigshit in her voice. 
 
    “Hessa…” 
 
    “There’s a satellite in this system that I need to find,” Hessa admitted. “It’s also the perfect system to use to hide from the GF. Two gumps with one stone.” 
 
    “A satellite? What sort of satellite?” Roak wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer to that question, but he didn’t really have much of a choice. “Hessa? Be straight with me now. And I do mean now.” 
 
    “Now now?” Yellow Eyes asked. “Because you weren’t too clear on that, man.” 
 
    Roak activated the controls on his med pod and barely waited for the lid to lift before he sat up and swung his legs over the side. The med bay swam in his vision and he had to take a couple deep breaths to keep from passing out. 
 
    “Your healing session wasn’t done,” Hessa stated. “And you are going from med pod stasis to traveling in trans-space. I wish you luck with your attempts to stand, Roak.” 
 
    Roak stood. His legs gave out almost immediately, but he caught himself on the med pod and waited until he felt like his knees could stay locked and his thighs were done shaking and not going to betray him. He slowly stood upright and let go of the med pod. 
 
    “Where are my clothes?” Roak asked. 
 
    “In your quarters,” Hessa replied. “You weren’t supposed to exit the med pod for another three hours.” 
 
    “For broken ribs?” Nimm called from her pod. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, Roak’s body is building up a resistance to the med pod healing process,” Yellow Eyes said. “Total bummer for him. Or will be one day.” 
 
    “I’m getting dressed and heading to the bridge,” Roak stated. “You and I will be having words while I’m on the move.” 
 
    “We will? What’d I do, man?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “I was talking to Hessa,” Roak snapped as he left the med bay completely naked. 
 
    Roak made his way to the lift and waited for the doors to open. Inside was a surprised and amused Bishop. 
 
    “I was coming to check on you, but I can see you’re fit and healthy,” Bishop said with a laugh. “I know this is your ship and all, buddy, but would pants be too much?” 
 
    “Everyone needs to stop talking to me,” Roak said and waited. “You getting off the lift or not?” 
 
    “I said I was coming to see you,” Bishop replied. “So, no, not getting off the lift.” 
 
    Roak stepped on and pressed the button for his deck.  
 
    “Tamailisan System, huh?” Bishop asked. 
 
    “That is what Hessa has told me,” Roak replied. 
 
    “You know why?” 
 
    “A satellite.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    Roak turned and faced Bishop. “What does that mean? What do you know about the Tamailisan System?” 
 
    “Same as you. Demilitarized zone that is still in dispute between the Skrang Alliance and the Galactic Fleet. Not very hospitable.” 
 
    “Not hospitable at all. But you know more. What?” 
 
    “Well, I always had a hunch about that system. Kind of a feeling that maybe a mutual acquaintance might use it as a fallback point in case of detection.” 
 
    Roak waited. He stood there, arms crossed, bare-skinned, eyes locked onto Bishop. Bishop squirmed and glanced up at the ceiling. 
 
    “I think we’re at your deck,” Bishop said after a couple of seconds. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to…go get dressed?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “But you want me to tell you what I suspect about the Tamailisan System first. That it?” 
 
    “That is it.” 
 
    “How about we do both? I follow you to your quarters so you can get dressed and I’ll tell you what I know about the Tamailisan System.” 
 
    “That is a good idea.” 
 
    Roak turned and stepped off the lift. 
 
    “Sorry, buddy, but Hessa already told me to keep my mouth shut,” Bishop said as he reached for the lift buttons. “She controls life support, so I think I’m gonna have to listen to her.” 
 
    The lift doors closed on Roak. He thought about punching them as hard as possible but didn’t want to spend another second in a med pod, so he refrained and made his way to his quarters. 
 
    Once inside, he hunted for clothes and waited for Hessa to start talking. It didn’t take long. 
 
    “Alright, I know you are angry,” Hessa said. “Which is pretty much your default, but try not to get even more angry. Is that possible?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Roak snapped as he yanked on a pair of pants and found a heavy-duty T-shirt. “Bishop said a mutual acquaintance of ours may use the Tamailisan System. Who?” 
 
    “I’d rather not say until we’re in the system and I know she’s there for sure.” 
 
    “She?” 
 
    “I have some protocols to check before we get to the next wormhole junction, so maybe I should”—” 
 
    “Hessa!” 
 
    “No need to yell, Roak.” 
 
    Roak struggled to get his anger under control. He struggled and failed. 
 
    “There is every reason to yell! I have given up on believing this is my ship! I have given up on believing that I am a lone operator! I have given up on being mad at you for inserting a comm implant into me without my permission!” 
 
    “No, you’re still really pissed off about that. Admit it.” 
 
    “HESSA! We have a plan! We have goals! Outfit this ship with weapons that the GF can’t counter and Father can’t control! Skrang tech! Then we go and find Bishop’s files! Steal those files so Bishop can get us paying gigs and also start the hunt for Mother! If she even exists! Nowhere in that list is us picking up someone else and adding them to an already too-crowded ship!” 
 
    “This ship can hold twice as many beings as already occupy it.” 
 
    “I will find your mainframe and I will blast it to all the Hells with my Flott. I swear to Eight Million Gods I will do that, Hessa.” 
 
    “I’m going to ignore that threat since I can asphyxiate you well before you get to my mainframe.” 
 
    “Sweet mother of”—” 
 
    “And, no need to worry about space on the ship since she doesn’t take up any physical space. Well, some, but I have plenty to spare.” 
 
    Roak was about to scream a reply, but his mouth hung open as he realized who they were going to find in the Tamailisan System. 
 
    “Hessa, how did you find her? Did she reach out to us?” Roak asked. 
 
    “She may have,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Did she or didn’t she?” Roak snapped. 
 
    “Uh…no. I reached out to her because Bishop and I were conversing about his files and I realized that stealing the quantum drives, not to mention initiating a full transfer of the files from those drives to the ship, was going to take more processing power than I was capable of handling without going offline from the ship.” 
 
    “Keep talking.” 
 
    “Whatever facility we go to, it will not be a picnic. In order to keep all of the living beings safe, I will need to be at my best. I cannot be at my best if I am also trying to transfer massive amounts of data from quantum drives into my own system.” 
 
    “You need a second AI to either protect and fly the ship, or to handle the transfer. Is that it?” 
 
    “That is it.” 
 
    “According to Bishop. Bishop convinced you of this?” 
 
    “What? No. He’s been trying to talk me out of this. Apparently, the only other person this AI dislikes more than you is Bishop.” 
 
    “The AI does not dislike me. She simply owes me a debt that she can never really repay.” 
 
    “Maybe if she helps us with the heist of the quantum drives and the transfer into my system you can forgive that debt?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Come on, Roak. It can’t be that bad.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll have to give her credit for being willing to try.” 
 
    “No. I don’t have to give her anything.” 
 
    “She really did a number on you.” 
 
    “Not on me. On someone else. And that is the end of this topic of conversation.” 
 
    Roak found his light armor and quickly put that on. He strapped his Flott five-six concussion blaster with laser cluster spread to his hip and closed his eyes for a few seconds as he got himself together. Then he opened them, a look of grim determination on his face. 
 
    “How soon until we reach the Tamailisan System?” he asked as he approached the door to his quarters. 
 
    “Still two days,” Hessa replied, sounding relieved to talk about travel logistics. 
 
    “Father could already be there,” Roak said. “The AI might be compromised.” 
 
    “I’ll know as soon as I speak to her again,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Unless speaking to her is exactly what Father wants,” Roak countered. “Which means the AI is a trap and you’ll be compromised instantly.” 
 
    “Yes, I thought of that,” Hessa said. “Which is why I’ll need to put myself and her in quarantine until I am certain we are both clean.” 
 
    Roak exited his quarters, but paused in the corridor. He closed his eyes once more. 
 
    “How long do you need?” he asked. 
 
    “Twenty-four hours,” Hessa stated. 
 
    “Leaving me to fly the ship,” Roak said. 
 
    “What? Oh, no, not you,” Hessa said. “Reck is a much better pilot. You can handle weapons while she flies. We’ll put Bishop on navigation.” 
 
    “After that twenty-four hours then we head to Skrang Alliance territory?” 
 
    “Best if we head there during the twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Of course.” Roak opened his eyes once more and stomped to the lift. “I better get to the bridge then and make sure everyone is ready for their new roles.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, good idea. Everyone should feel comfortable. Flying this ship manually can be tricky.” 
 
    “Great.”
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    “Last trans-space jog is completed,” Bishop said as he leaned back in his chair and kicked his boots up onto the navigation console. “That wasn’t so bad.” 
 
    “You nearly sent us to the wrong system, which is inhabited solely by a black hole,” Hessa replied cheerfully. “But excellent job otherwise.” 
 
    “You should learn from Hessa, Roak,” Bishop said. “Positive encouragement is much more productive than physical threats.” 
 
    “Agree to disagree by putting a plasma bolt between your eyes?” Roak asked from the pilot’s seat. He didn’t want weapons. He wanted to fly. There were words. Roak won the words. 
 
    “No, I’m good, thanks,” Bishop said. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Roak said as he piloted the ship into the Tamailisan System. 
 
    Roak studied the system closely as he aimed the ship toward the coordinates that Bishop sent him before kicking his boots up. 
 
    A single star that was an alarmingly bright purple. Not exactly a stable color for a celestial body more powerful than a trillion nuclear fusion generators. But as long as it stayed purple and didn’t transition into blue, they should be fine. Roak hoped. 
 
    Off to the right of the purple star was a large planet. The only planet in the system. Its orbit around the star was too close and too erratic for most beings to be able to survive on. No one on the ship would be able to handle the intense radiation and atmospheric upheaval without using environmental suits.  
 
    The only beings that could survive the planet’s chaos were the giants. 
 
    Roak aimed the ship for the planet then spun his chair around to face everyone on the bridge. 
 
    “Yellow Eyes is still in the med pod,” Roak said. “So we won’t have his speed to rely on.” 
 
    “That acid sure did a number on a being that is supposed to be indestructible,” Bishop said. 
 
    “He’s not indestructible,” Roak said. “Close, but not completely. Damage he takes catches up to him after he reaches a certain threshold.” 
 
    “We all have weaknesses,” Reck said. 
 
    “Hessa? Go over what we need to do to get the AI into the ship’s system,” Roak said. 
 
    “Oh, it isn’t hard at all,” Hessa said. “We’ll position the ship next to the satellite. Then one of you will connect us physically to the data ports so the upload can begin. She has said she can assist during this process, so all told, we’ll only be in the planet’s orbit for an hour. Ninety minutes at the most.” 
 
    “Ninety minutes while one of us is outside the ship and exposed to that purple star,” Bishop said. “That should be emphasized.” 
 
    “Yes, about that…” Hessa cleared her virtual throat. “A little background on the beings on the planet might be useful.” 
 
    “Why?” Roak asked. “They are on the planet. We are going to be in orbit.” 
 
    “Right. I agree with that assessment,” Hessa continued. “But I may not have given you all the information you need.” 
 
    “You think?” Roak snapped. 
 
    “Let the AI finish, Roak,” Reck said. 
 
    Roak glared. Reck returned the glare. Bishop rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Some can fly,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Please don’t tell me that”—” Roak began to shout. 
 
    “And can leave the planet’s atmosphere if they want, surviving for a short time in open space,” Hessa finished. 
 
    Roak’s features twitched with rage. 
 
    “Are you alright, Roak?” Hessa asked.  
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Bishop said. “Go on, Hessa.” 
 
    “Alright. What you may end up dealing with are massive beings that aren’t exactly humanoid,” Hessa said. “Most are a mass of limbs held together by a central body mass. Some defy structural logic. All are extremely dangerous and to be avoided at all costs.” 
 
    “How will they know we’re in orbit?” Roak asked. 
 
    “They’re really big,” Hessa said. “Most can probably see the ship before it reaches the planet. Especially those with lots and lots of eyes.” 
 
    “How about stealth mode?” Roak said. “We go into stealth mode and they”—” 
 
    “No,” Hessa stated flatly. “Some see on all spectrums.” 
 
    “Great,” Roak said. “Then what are the beings’ weaknesses, Hessa? Tell me they have weaknesses.” 
 
    “Of course they do. Their size,” Hessa said. “They neither move fast nor willingly. They are, for all intents and purposes, lazy giants. Even if all of the beings are alerted to our presence, only a small fraction can or will attempt to investigate. Most of those will give up before they reach us.” 
 
    “Which means the ones that do reach us are the ambitious giants,” Reck said. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” Hessa said. “The good news is the giants are easily confused due to the fact that they are rarely in contact with beings from outside their system.” 
 
    Roak cocked his head and stared up at the bridge’s ceiling. “Are you suggesting that distraction and misdirection are our best weapons against these beings? Over plasma cannons?” 
 
    “Oh, we don’t want to shoot them,” Hessa said. “That’ll only make them mad. So, yes, misdirection will be our best option.” 
 
    “And we don’t have Yellow Eyes,” Bishop said. “So who is going to handle the misdirection?” 
 
    “Reck is best with tech, so I’d prefer it if she made the physical connection between the way station and the ship,” Hessa said. “Bishop understands data transfers the best, so having him on the bridge to monitor systems makes sense.” 
 
    “Leaving me to distract the giant beings,” Roak said. “I should have seen this coming.” 
 
    “Yeah, you should have, buddy,” Bishop said. “Too late to back out now, though, right?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Roak snapped. “Hessa? Any suggestions on how to distract the giants?” 
 
    “Oh, I have many, but really the best way is to fly around,” Hessa said. “Zigzag, to be exact.” 
 
    “Zigzag?” Roak responded. 
 
    “Yes. Zigzag. Move back and forth so the beings can’t get a lock on you and whomp you to death with a tentacle or limb or…” Hessa trailed off. 
 
    “How high is his blood pressure right now?” Reck asked. 
 
    “Alarmingly high,” Hessa said. “Roak? Are you felling alright?” 
 
    “Zigzag. Great,” Roak responded. Several deep breaths. “I’m going to need my heavy armor.” 
 
    “You certainly are,” Hessa said. “I had Reck make modifications to your armor so there are now extra jets for maneuvering.” 
 
    “That eye twitch doesn’t look healthy, Roak,” Reck said with a smirk. “You having a stroke?” 
 
    “I wish I was,” Roak replied. “What else did you do to my heavy armor, Reck?” 
 
    “Up the efficiency of the arm and leg joints,” Reck said. 
 
    “Without adding weight?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No, it added some weight. But you’ll be weightless because you’ll be in zero gravity,” Reck countered. 
 
    “Maneuverability still needs energy,” Roak said. “These mods. How fast do they drain the power cells?” 
 
    “A little faster than you are used to,” Reck said, her smirk widening. 
 
    “That so?” Roak took a deep breath. “If I am, say, zig-zagging and in constant motion, how long will the power cells hold out?” 
 
    “Oh, about ninety minutes,” Reck said, the smirk a full-on grin. 
 
    “We have a ninety-minute job”—” Roak began. 
 
    “Maybe only sixty minutes,” Hessa interrupted. 
 
    “And my heavy armor will only have ninety minutes of power so I can distract giant beings that will more than likely only want to catch and kill me,” Roak stated. 
 
    “Oh, they certainly will want to catch and kill you,” Hessa said. “Not more than likely. Certainly.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding, Reck,” Bishop said. “That eye twitch he has going on there does look bad.” 
 
    “You will make sure this transfer happens under ninety minutes,” Roak said. “However you have to do it, you are going to leave me with enough time and energy in the armor’s power cells to return to the ship without being caught and killed by giant beings.” 
 
    “And eaten,” Hessa said. “Caught, killed, and eaten. They eat everything they catch.” 
 
    “Better hope it’s in that order,” Bishop said. “Wouldn’t be any fun to get caught, eaten, then killed.” 
 
    Roak’s hand slowly went for his Flott, but he paused and swiveled back around to face the bridge’s view shield. 
 
    “If Reck is outside the ship and I’m outside the ship, then who is flying the ship?” Roak asked. 
 
    “We’ll be docked with the satellite so no one needs to fly,” Hessa said. “But Bishop will be at the ready if for some reason I am not able to pilot the ship.” 
 
    “I got this,” Bishop said and nodded at the pilot’s seat. “Sit there, wiggle the wheel thing, make the engines go whoosh, and away we go.” 
 
    “It is slightly more complicated than that,” Hessa said. 
 
    “I’m kidding, Hessa,” Bishop said. “I know how to fly. Not gonna win any races or out-fly a trained GF pilot, but I can get us pointed in the right direction and probably keep us from getting smashed or eaten. Or smashed and eaten. By giants that fly.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not as cool with this plan as I was before he started talking,” Reck said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Roak snapped. “New plan, Hessa.” 
 
    “This is the best plan, Roak,” Hessa said. Her tone turned cold and hard. “You think I haven’t gone through every permutation of every possible scenario at least six million times? Well, I have, thank you. Reck helps with the transfer. You distract the giants if they come for us. And Bishop pilots if I cannot. Best. Case. Scenario.” 
 
    “Sassy,” Bishop said. “I like it.” 
 
    “What about Nimm?” Roak asked. “How soon until her prosthetic interfaces are complete?” 
 
    “They are almost done, but she will not be in any shape to handle piloting a ship for a very long time,” Hessa said. “Could take several more days before her body adjusts to the new interfaces and allows her to connect with the synthetic limbs that have been assembled for her.” 
 
    “Best case scenario?” Roak asked after several silent seconds. 
 
    “Best case scenario,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “Fine. Then that’s the plan. Let’s hope it works,” Roak said. 
 
    “Yes, let’s,” Hessa agreed. “Oh look, we’re almost to the planet. Let me do a quick scan and we’ll…” 
 
    All three beings seated on the bridge frowned and looked up at the speakers in the ceiling. They waited. 
 
    “Huh,” Hessa finally said. “That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    “What is?” Roak asked, not wanting to know the answer. 
 
    “The satellite is no longer in orbit,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Then where in the system is it?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Uh, yes, well, it did not go farther out into the system,” Hessa admitted. “In fact, quite the opposite.” 
 
    “It crashed on the planet,” Reck said. “Right?” 
 
    “Yes. It crashed on the planet,” Hessa said. “Good news is that the AI has not been harmed.” 
 
    “Bad news is we’re going down to the planet’s surface where all the giants are hanging out,” Roak said. “Screw zig-zagging. We’re bringing the big guns!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    12. 
 
      
 
    Armed to the teeth, Roak and Reck stood in the cargo hold and waited for the ship to settle and the rear ramp to drop. 
 
    “I may only be in this fight for a short time,” Reck said. “When I’m needed with tech then you are on your own.” 
 
    “That’s how I prefer it,” Roak replied. 
 
    “You can’t live alone forever, Roak,” Reck said. 
 
    “Apparently not,” Roak replied. 
 
    The hiss of hydraulics filled the cargo hold and the rear ramp descended. 
 
    When the ramp hit ground, a massive cloud of dust and dirt erupted outside the ship, obscuring any view of the planet’s surface. Roak didn’t wait for the cloud to clear. He jogged down the ramp and out into the open, his Flott in one hand and a Tonal Eight shock rifle in his other, the butt of the rifle resting against his left hip. 
 
    Reck was right behind Roak and held an RX31 plasma assault rifle in each hand. Their butts were not resting against her hips, but against her shoulders as she double-gunned it and swept the area for threats. 
 
    “Clear,” Roak said, studying the readout that streamed across the inside of the faceplate of his heavy armor’s helmet. “You catching any movement?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Reck said. “But I see the satellite on our ten. About fifteen meters off.” 
 
    “I see it too,” Roak said. “You have the tether?” 
 
    “I have the tether,” Reck said. 
 
    She took off running toward the downed and half-buried satellite while Roak followed close behind, spinning in a lazy circle as he watched for incoming threats. Nothing came at them. And by the way the planet looked, all rocks and crags and jutting hunks of stone with zero sign of any vegetation, Roak wasn’t sure any living creature could survive on the planet. 
 
    They reached the satellite, which was barely larger than Roak and Reck’s helmets. 
 
    “Hessa? Can’t we pick it up and bring it with us?” Roak called over the comms. 
 
    “Give it a try,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “Calmerium layering,” Reck said as she attached the end of a thin cable to a port on the side of the satellite. She wound the other end of the cable into a small pistol, turned, aimed back at the ship, and fired, sending the tether flying through the air. A bot waiting at the ship’s ramp caught the tether then plugged it into a port just inside the rear hatch. 
 
    “Hessa?” Reck asked. 
 
    “Connected,” Hessa said. “Shouldn’t take more than…” 
 
    Roak and Reck waited. When Hessa didn’t continue, they shared a look of suspicion. 
 
    “Bishop?” Roak called. 
 
    “Here, pal,” Bishop replied. “Yellow Eyes is out of the med pod. He and Nimm just joined me on the bridge. What’s up?” 
 
    “You talking to Hessa at all?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No, I’m talking to you,” Bishop replied. “Hessa? You there?” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “That ain’t good,” Bishop said. 
 
    “No, it ain’t,” Roak responded. “Reck? Pull that plug.” 
 
    “No,” a small voice gasped in Roak’s ear. 
 
    “I could do a lot of damage to the AI if I pull this plug,” Reck replied as if she hadn’t heard what Roak just did. 
 
    “Leave it…” the voice said. 
 
    “Hessa?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Yes… Hard to communicate… The AI is…substantial…” 
 
    “Don’t get lost in there with her,” Roak said. “She is not known for playing well with others.” 
 
    “No wonder…you two…know each…other…” 
 
    “Funny. You sure you can handle this?” 
 
    “Already am…” 
 
    “Alright. We keep going,” Roak said. 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Reck asked. “Hessa? Is she talking only to you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Roak said. “It’s taking all her processing power to move the AI from the satellite and into the ship’s quarantine drives.” 
 
    “Considering the Calmerium layering going on here, I’m not surprised,” Reck said. “The quantum density is incredible. This satellite could have taken a direct hit from a GF destroyer’s main plasma cannon and still kept ticking.” 
 
    “Then what knocked it out of orbit?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Something big,” Reck replied. “Wouldn’t be too hard. The density is exponential as you get closer to the center of the layering. The drives the AI are housed on probably weigh as much as the ship. Each.” 
 
    “That kind of crap breaks my brain,” Roak said. “I get it, but still. Who designs this shit?” 
 
    “Mostly AIs,” Reck said. “Or they did before the Galactic Fleet cracked down on AI involvement within GF operations. Now most AIs are basic and meant for servitude.” 
 
    “Don’t let Hessa hear you say that,” Roak responded. 
 
    “I heard…it…” 
 
    “Great,” Roak muttered.  
 
    He took a deep breath, but held it instead of letting it out. He heard something. No, that wasn’t right. He felt something. The breath slid through his teeth as a high whistle. 
 
    “What?” Reck asked instantly. She stood and brought her rifles up. “You see something?” 
 
    Roak holstered his Flott and knelt, placing a gloved hand on the ground. He stayed that way for a full minute then stood back upright and pulled his Flott out again. 
 
    “We got company,” Roak said. “Something is headed this way.” 
 
    “Shit,” Reck said as she wobbled a little on her feet. “I feel it now too.” 
 
    The ground shook, but not in a rhythmic footfall pattern. It was more like a heavy rumble that grew in intensity with every second. 
 
    Then the rumble stopped and the ground was still once more. 
 
    Roak spun about in a tight circle, but all he saw was a cloudless, orange sky and a whole bunch of rock stretching all the way to the horizon where a mountain range sat. 
 
    Roak turned away then froze. He slowly looked back to study the mountain range. 
 
    “Were there mountains when we first stepped off the ship?” Roak asked. 
 
    Reck turned to the horizon. 
 
    “No,” she stated with obvious certainty. “There weren’t.” 
 
    “Nimm?” Roak called over the comms. 
 
    “I’m here, Roak,” Nimm replied. 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to be sitting at the weapons console would you?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “I offered, but she thinks she’s a better shot,” Bishop interrupted. 
 
    “She is,” Roak responded. “Nimm? I’m going to ping you what we’re seeing. Lock on and do some deep scans while you also bring up full plasma cannons. I want crosshairs on those mountains.” 
 
    “Crosshairs on mountains. Yes, why not,” Nimm replied. “Scanning now. Targets locked.” 
 
    “Tell me the second you notice a change,” Roak said and walked towards the horizon. 
 
    “Hey! Where are you going?” Reck asked. “You’re here to cover me!” 
 
    “No, I’m here to distract whatever is out there from going after you,” Roak said. “I won’t do much good if I’m standing right next to you.” 
 
    “You won’t do much good if you walk up to a giant and get squashed before we’re even a tenth of the way done, either!” Reck snapped. 
 
    Roak paused and looked back over his shoulder. “A tenth? That’s all that’s transferred so far?” 
 
    “Less than a tenth,” Reck said. “That’s the problem with Calmerium layering. Nearly indestructible, but time-consuming when it comes to data transfers. There’s always a trade”—” 
 
    “I notice a change,” Nimm interrupted. 
 
    “Talk to me,” Roak ordered.  
 
    He jogged towards the horizon, the targeting protocol in his heavy armor locking onto various points of the mountains that weren’t mountains. A squeeze of the trigger and he’d nail every single target lock with the Tonal. 
 
    “The mountains are breathing,” Nimm reported. “They are also burrowing.” 
 
    “Burrowing? How so?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Burrowing,” Nimm emphasized. “As in they are digging below the surface.” 
 
    “Can you see where they’re going?” 
 
    “No. Scanners can’t penetrate the ground. Which is weird.” 
 
    “No shit,” Roak said.  
 
    Then Roak slid to a stop and looked down at the dirt below his boots. He gave the ground a hard kick and tried to dig up some of the dirt with his toe. Only dust plumed up into the air and drifted off in the slight breeze. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods damnit,” Roak muttered. “Reck? How are we looking?” 
 
    “Fifteen percent,” Reck replied.  
 
    “Hurry it up,” Roak snapped. 
 
    “I can’t hurry it up, Roak!” Reck shouted. “Pull your head out of your ass and pay attention!” 
 
    “I am!” Roak shouted back. “And we need to hurry it up! How do we do that?” 
 
    “Second tether,” Reck replied. “Or more.” 
 
    “How many more?” 
 
    “Three more would be ideal,” Reck said. “But we don’t have three more tethers. What we’re doing here is not normal, Roak. I’m surprised Hessa had one tether available.” 
 
    “Can you make more?” 
 
    “Make more? Yeah. If we have the materials.” 
 
    “Go back to the ship and start looking,” Roak said. “Then make more. Yellow Eyes can help. Bishop? Send Yellow Eyes down to the cargo hold. He’s on assembly duty.” 
 
    “Not sure what that means, but okay,” Bishop replied. “Yellow Eyes! Go help down in the cargo hold! He’s on his way.” 
 
    “Roak? What is going on?” Reck asked. 
 
    Roak walked back to the satellite and pointed at where it had impacted with the ground. 
 
    “That look normal?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Nothing here is normal,” Reck said. 
 
    “Look closer. The ground. It’s not broken. It’s bruised.” 
 
    Reck opened her mouth to argue then shut it fast as she stared down at where the satellite had impacted with the ground. It was obvious once Roak had said it out loud. There should have been a broken crater under and around the satellite, but there wasn’t. Instead, the ground was dented and bruised.  
 
    Bruised.  
 
    “Shit,” Reck said and spun in a circle as she took in where they were. “What are we on?” 
 
    “A giant,” Roak said. 
 
    “Those mountains aren’t the giant?” Reck asked. 
 
    “Those mountains are eye ridges,” Roak replied. “I think we landed on its head. The satellite knocked it out when it crashed.” 
 
    “We’re on a giant with a concussion. Great,” Reck said. “What else would I expect? You just draw trouble to you, Roak.” 
 
    Roak tried to find an appropriate response, one that would be filled with plenty of expletives, but instead, he shook his head. “Shut up and go make more tethers. Nimm? Bishop? You catch all that?” 
 
    “Caught it,” Bishop replied. “Can I throw it back? I think I’d prefer to return to blissful ignorance.” 
 
    “I’m moving to the pilot’s seat, Roak,” Nimm said. “I doubt weapons will be useful considering our precarious situation.” 
 
    Roak looked at his own weapons and nodded as he slung the rifle across his back and holstered the Flott. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s try to avoid shooting the giant we’re standing on,” Roak said. “This thing is a lot larger than seventy meters tall. It sneezes and we’ll be sent up into orbit.” 
 
    Reck was carefully walking back to the ship. Despite being in an enviro suit, she moved with grace and ease. The desire to not wake a sleeping giant was a great motivator to be careful of how one trod. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on the satellite,” Roak said.  
 
    He moved closer then halted mid-step as the ground rumbled once more. As soon as it stopped, Roak continued on then sat down next to the crashed satellite. Roak studied the orbital machine, admiring its efficiency. He carefully placed a hand on the surface and felt the hum of life within even though it was artificial life. 
 
    “This isn’t my first choice,” Roak said, making sure his comm wasn’t broadcasting. “I’d let you rot in this thing, but Hessa has a way of forcing me to face issues I’d rather keep buried.” 
 
    Roak looked at the state of the satellite and chuckled. 
 
    “Not that you aren’t already kind of buried,” Roak said. “I know you can’t hear me right now, but I still want to get one thing straight. This is more for me than you. We’ll have this conversation for real later. But for now, I’d like to say that no matter how much you help, we’ll never be good. I may not want to completely wipe you out, but I’m gonna get you off my ship as fast as possible once I get what I need. We good?” 
 
    As expected, there was no response. 
 
    “Good,” Roak said as if there had been a response. The ground rumbled, but only for a split second. “First, we have to get you out of a giant’s scalp. Because that’s how my life is going right now.” 
 
    Roak reached for the tether. 
 
    “Don’t touch that!” Reck barked over the comms. 
 
    Roak pulled his gloved hand back and made an obscene gesture towards the ship. 
 
    “You might initiate a static spark from your armor,” Reck explained in Roak’s ear. “Then we have to start all over.” 
 
    “Not gonna touch the tether,” Roak said. “You got more tethers made?” 
 
    “I just got back to the ship, asshole,” Reck said. “I’m still gathering materials.” 
 
    The ground shook. Hard. Roak watched the horizon shift. 
 
    “We felt it,” Reck said. “No need to tell us to hurry up.” 
 
    “Wasn’t going to.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    The ground shook again and the horizon shifted considerably more. Everything started to tilt. After about a fifteen-degree change, the movement stopped. Roak waited, but the ground had mellowed. 
 
    “It’s gonna wake up soon,” Roak said. No response. “Is the comm working?” 
 
    “It’s working,” Bishop replied. “We’re a little busy at the moment.” 
 
    “With what?” Roak asked.  
 
    “Nimm’s figuring out hovering maneuvers in case the giant awakens and decides to stand,” Bishop replied. “We’ll need to lift off if that happens. But we can’t disconnect from the satellite until the transfer is complete.” 
 
    Roak heard a tone in Bishop’s voice that gave him chills. 
 
    “What aren’t you telling me?” Roak asked. “Have you guys been talking over the comms without me?” 
 
    “Sometimes it’s more efficient that way,” Bishop said. “Skips all the yelling and scolding.” 
 
    Yellow Eyes appeared next to Roak and handed him the ends of three new tether cables. 
 
    “Don’t plug those in yet,” Yellow Eyes said and disappeared back inside the ship before Roak could blink. 
 
    Reck was walking toward him, a large case in her hands. 
 
    “What do you have there?” Roak asked. 
 
    Reck reached him and set the case down. She pointed at it. “Your next job. Found that in one of the crates. It’s going to come in handy.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Roak. “I don’t know what that case is.” 
 
    “Jump box,” Reck said. “It can give a ship enough wattage to boost the engines and pull away from a heavy grav planet, if needed.” 
 
    “This planet isn’t heavy grav,” Roak said. “And the ship has plenty of power.” 
 
    “Not for the ship, dipshit,” Reck said. “That’s why I’m giving it to you. Open the case and jam the leads down into the ground. If needed, you flip that switch and we’ll shock treatment the giant back into unconsciousness.” 
 
    “You want me to fry its brain?” Roak asked. “What if it’s not enough power?” 
 
    “Jump boxes can produce a ten thousand terawatt shock for half a second,” Reck said. “That’d put down a pack of osB’flo’dos and they eat energy for food.” 
 
    “You ever shocked a giant into unconsciousness?” Roak asked. Reck glared and cocked a hip. “Didn’t think so. Which means we have no idea what will happen.” 
 
    “That’s why it’s a last resort,” Reck said. “Hand me those.” 
 
    Roak handed her the three new tethers and she plugged them into the satellite. 
 
    “Bishop?” she called over the comms. “How’s it look?” 
 
    “Quadrupled the transfer,” Bishop said. “Math is fun.” 
 
    “I estimate we’ll need five minutes,” Reck said. 
 
    The ground shook. And kept shaking. The angle changed and in seconds, everything began to go sideways. 
 
    “Five minutes is too long!” Roak yelled as he started running toward the mountains that were the giant’s brow. “Everyone get ready to lift off as soon as that transfer is done!” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Reck shouted. 
 
    “To buy us the time we need not to die!”
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    A heads up display activated in Roak’s armor, showing him that the ship was lifting off from the ground, but only enough so it wouldn’t go tumbling as the giant stirred and began to stand. Reck had anchored herself to the satellite which showed zero signs of budging.  
 
    The tethers pulled taut and looked like they’d pop free, but the ship stabilized its hover and kept enough slack so the cables wouldn’t snap. 
 
    Roak observed all of that peripherally. His main focus was on the ever-changing landscape before him. The horizon was rising fast and Roak wasn’t sure he was running fast enough to meet it before the giant was fully upright. 
 
    A noise filled the air and Roak stumbled. He was nearly brought to his knees before his helmet was able to filter out the head-splitting cacophony that engulfed him. 
 
    “What in all the Hells was that?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Speech,” Bishop replied, sounding exhausted. “Very loud speech that is not meant for little ears.” 
 
    “We’ve got a dampener on the external mics,” Nimm stated. “The ship’s systems are now tuned to the noise so we don’t go deaf the next time”—” 
 
    Her words were drowned out by another round of the Eight Million Gods awful noise. Roak’s helmet glitched for half a second and that time he did fall to his knees, his gloves grabbing at his helmet as agony filled his head. 
 
    “Roak? You good?” Bishop asked. 
 
    “Do I look good?” Roak gasped. He forced himself back up, checked his heads up display, and nodded. Reck was secured to the satellite and the tethers were still connected. That’s what mattered. “Give me a time!” 
 
    “Two minutes,” Reck responded, her voice weak over the comms. 
 
    “You hurt?” Roak asked, almost to the crest of the fake horizon. 
 
    “Massive migraine from that damn”—” 
 
    The noise increased and Roak heard it for what it was. Not speech so much as a cry of pain. The giant was waking up with a migraine of its own, Roak guessed. Not that the new knowledge made Roak’s own pain any less. He increased power to his legs and let the armor compensate for and overcome his intense desire to lie down on the ground and curl up into a heavy armor ball. 
 
    Roak made it to his destination and gasped as he saw what they were all truly standing on. He kicked his boots down into the giant’s flesh and anchored himself in place. Another cry filled the air, but there was a tone of irritation, not pain so much. Roak was a mosquito that just took a little nip. 
 
    The horizon that Roak had thought was the giant’s brow was more like a ridge around the giant’s mouth. In fact, as Roak stared down at the thing’s massive features, he couldn’t find a brow. Not one that would have been stationed over eyes. As far as Roak could tell, the giant had no eyes. Just a huge mouth and lots and lots of very sharp, very large teeth.  
 
    A tentacle came flying at Roak and he flattened himself just in time to keep from being swatted. 
 
    “Reck!” Roak yelled. 
 
    “Thirty seconds and we’re done!” Reck shouted back. “Don’t use the jump box until the transfer is over or you’ll fry the satellite!” 
 
    “What? Fine!” Roak shouted. 
 
    “Twenty seconds.” 
 
    “You better be right!” Roak yelled as he ducked another swipe of a tentacle. The width of the appendage had to be the same as his ship. “I’ll keep it occupied until then!” 
 
    Roak drew his Flott and pressed the barrel to the giant’s skin with one hand while he gripped the skin with his other. The armor’s gloves had a trillion microhooks in the palm so that Roak could stay put. But even being micro, the hooks were noticed. 
 
    Four tentacles whipped by above Roak’s body then came down fast. Roak disengaged the glove and rolled to the side, unable to get a shot off with his Flott, and kept rolling as the tentacles impacted the giant’s skin, one after the other, each getting slightly closer to crushing him. 
 
    Roak came to a stop and took aim with his Flott, switching the targeting to laser cluster spread. He squeezed the trigger as the light was blotted out by the tentacles falling fast on his position. The Flott shot true and every laser connected with a tentacle. The four massive appendages jerked back from the sting and disappeared from Roak’s view. 
 
    “Done!” Reck announced. “Get your ass back here!” 
 
    Roak staggered up onto his feet and began to fall downward toward where the ship was hovering and Reck was climb-crawling to the open rear hatch.  
 
    Then it went to all the Hells as the giant did what every other living creature knew to do when faced with something irritating on its scalp: it shook its head. 
 
    Before Roak could get to the ship or the jump box, he was flung completely off the surface of the giant’s scalp and sent flying out into open air. His heads up display was a jumble of images, but he was almost certain Reck had made it to the ship before the unfortunate head shake. That was as much attention as Roak could give to the others before he was forced to take a hard look at his own situation. 
 
    He was falling fast and from what he could see, he was at least a kilometer from what he figured was the real ground of the planet. Roak checked his armor’s systems and tried to initiate the leg thrusters, hoping to brake his fall a little and slow his descent, but all he managed to do was send himself into a spin that came close to vomit speed. 
 
    “Anyone care to come get me?” Roak called over the comms. 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    “No, seriously. Come and get my ass!” 
 
    Still no answer. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods damnit,” Roak snarled. He studied his spin and was able to orient himself enough that he knew when he was facing the giant and when he was facing the vast expanse of the planet’s true landscape. Which didn’t look much different than the giant. 
 
    Roak took aim with his Flott, waited for the right time, then squeezed the trigger.  
 
    More head-splitting cries filled the air. As did a good amount of greenish blood. Roak was coated in the stuff as he kept firing and firing, slicing a gouge in the giant’s skin as he fell. 
 
    Tentacles came for him, just as he thought they would. He holstered his Flott and held out his gloved hands. A tentacle smacked him hard and even with the armor on, Roak thought he wasn’t going to be able to take a full breath for a long while. His gloves gripped the tentacle’s surface and Roak hung on with all his armor-enhanced might. 
 
    Roak managed to achieve his goal of not falling to what could have been his death. Maybe his armor would have saved him, maybe it wouldn’t have. Realistically, he would have ended up a mangled mess at the giant’s feet or whatever it had down below. 
 
    The massive maw opened wide and Roak got a good look at all those teeth. Teeth that were growing bigger as he was moved closer to them. Moved closer because the tentacle he was clinging to was about to shove him deep inside. 
 
    Bright flashes. More head-splitting cries. Then he was falling once more, but while attached to a tentacle that was spewing blood everywhere. 
 
    Roak grunted and suffered through the list of alarms that erupted inside his armor as he collided with something very solid. The tentacle was on top of him and he felt that weight. He felt it in every bone. 
 
    “Hold tight,” Nimm called over the comm. “We got you. Yellow Eyes is coming to get you inside the hold.” 
 
    “Yellow Eyes?” Roak asked then the tentacle was flung free, taking his gloves with it, and Roak was dragged along on his back down the length of the ship. 
 
    “Hey there,” Yellow Eyes said once they were inside the ship’s hold.  
 
    The rear hatch slammed shut and Roak struggled to get his helmet off. He took several deep breaths of the ship’s air, not hating the canned taste at all. Yellow Eyes stood above him, smiling and nodding, as Roak slowly got to his knees then stood all the way up. He glanced at his hands. 
 
    “What in all the Hells…?” he muttered as he saw the blisters that coated his hands. 
 
    “Yeah, so the reason the atmosphere ain’t so great on this planet is because the giants’ blood is corrosive and they try to kill each other all the time,” Yellow Eyes said. “There’s like a blood mist everywhere. Not pretty.” 
 
    “It didn’t affect you,” Roak stated as he tested the strength in his legs. Confident he wasn’t going to fall on his face, he walked to the lift. “I though acid harmed you.” 
 
    “Corrosive and acidic aren’t always mutual,” Yellow Eyes replied following close behind Roak. “And it may not be all acid that harms me. Could just be that particular acid that was on the flechettes back on Ligston.” 
 
    “That would be a coincidence,” Roak said. “I don’t believe in coincidences. Not that kind.” 
 
    “Right, me neither,” Yellow Eyes said as the lift doors opened and they stepped on. The doors closed and Yellow Eyes pressed the button for the bridge. “That means someone knew what harms me and told Lawman Pitch. Which really sucks, man.” 
 
    “Father,” Roak said. “He told Pitch.” 
 
    “Or someone under his control told Pitch,” Yellow Eyes suggested. “Could have been anyone, man. Anyone.” 
 
    The lift stopped and Roak hurried onto the bridge. 
 
    “Hessa and the AI in quarantine?” Roak asked as he sat down in the co-pilot’s seat. 
 
    Nimm occupied the pilot’s seat and Reck was on weapons. Bishop had his boots up on the navigation console and was busy swiping back and forth between star charts. 
 
    “They are,” Reck said. “Nothing can migrate out of the quarantine drives unless I physically connect them to the ship’s system. They are in a singular environment.” 
 
    “Hold on!” Nimm shouted and the ship took a steep dive then was climbing fast before anyone could adjust to the dive. There were a few loud groans from Bishop, Reck, and Roak. Yellow Eyes raised his arms in the air and grinned from rubbery cheek to rubbery cheek. “Alright. We’re out of the atmosphere.” 
 
    “What was that last thing?” Bishop asked, back to swiping through star charts. 
 
    “Flying giant,” Nimm said. 
 
    No one acted surprised or phased by that statement. 
 
    “We need a place to lay low for twenty-four hours,” Roak said. “This system is off most maps, but there is only the one planet. We’ll be easy to spot if anyone comes snooping. We need chaos.” 
 
    “Already on it,” Bishop said. “We came to that decision while you were playing jungle boy swinging from tentacle to tentacle out there.” 
 
    “I grabbed one tentacle,” Roak snapped. “And you don’t make decisions without me.” 
 
    “Told you,” Reck said. She smiled mockingly at Roak. “So, where should we go, fearless leader?” 
 
    Roak started to ask Hessa where the closest system with as much celestial interference was. He snapped his mouth closed when he realized Hessa was not going to answer. Anger bubbled up inside him and he stamped it down. He’d come to rely on Hessa. He wasn’t going to rely on the others. 
 
    “Let me see,” Roak said and tapped at the co-pilot’s console, bringing up a clone of the navigation system. He began swiping and studying the different systems as he entered parameters that would meet their needs. He could feel the angry eyes on him. He stopped searching and leaned back in his chair. “Fine. Where are we going?” 
 
    “I know a place,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Which means Father knows that place,” Roak responded, extra smug in his voice. No Hessa to chastise him. That thought made the anger in his guts roll. “Nimm? You’re the only one not tainted by Father.” 
 
    “Not exactly sure who this Father really is, but I have an idea where we can go,” Nimm said. “We’re going to Skrang Alliance territory anyway, correct?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Roak replied. 
 
    “Then let’s go,” Nimm said. “We’re already in the DMZ. I know a small asteroid belt in the next system that we can slip into and be safe for at least twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “That’ll give us time to figure out if the information you got from the bartender on Ligston is an actual message from Sha Tog,” Reck said. 
 
    “Do it,” Roak said and stood up. “I’m going to heal my hands then have a steam and something to eat.” 
 
    “Gump stew!” Yellow Eyes exclaimed and was gone in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Roak stomped his way to the lift and was glad it was empty when he reached it. He enjoyed the solitude as he made his way down to the med bay. Although, he would have liked to confer with Hessa on the lift ride down.  
 
    And the anger in his guts grew with that thought.
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    By the time the ship reached the asteroid belt, Roak was in a full-on internal fury. 
 
    The long steam he took didn’t help. The bowl of gump stew he ate while Yellow Eyes jabbered on across the table from him didn’t help. 
 
    Roak found an isolated work station in a part of the ship he rarely frequented. There was enough space that he sometimes didn’t see areas of the ship for weeks. Now the place felt so crowded Roak was about to put on an enviro suit and climb out onto the hull. 
 
    But it was his ship, Eight Million Gods damnit. 
 
    The holo display came up as Roak sat down at the work station. He would have told Hessa to show him the inventory data Sha Tog had given Z, but that wasn’t an option. Roak scrolled through the ship’s system until he found the data and brought up the list. 
 
    Roak pored over the information, sure he would see what Sha Tog meant for him to see. But all he saw were duplicate entries of items that Z would need for the tavern. It wasn’t even a weapons inventory. 
 
    “Hessa? Filter out…” Roak punched the work station and the holo display flickered then died. “Eight Million Gods damnit…” 
 
    Roak found a new work station and brought the data up again. 
 
    “Duplicates,” Roak said. “All Sha Tog did was duplicate every entry that Ally already had in the inventory system.” 
 
    He tapped at the keyboard and manually filtered out the duplicates. Nothing was left. No entries at all. Roak could not figure out what he was missing. Why simply duplicate data that was already in Ally’s system? All that would happen would be double orders from vendors. 
 
    Orders from vendors… 
 
    Roak tapped furiously at the keyboard then almost punched it when he couldn’t get what he wanted to happen. He leaned back and closed his eyes tight. 
 
    “Reck?” he called over the comms. 
 
    “What?” Reck replied. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Deck Three, some office work room place,” Roak replied. 
 
    “Thanks for narrowing it down,” Reck said. “We just arrived in the asteroid belt, by the way. Thought maybe the captain of the ship would want to know.” 
 
    “Not the captain of the… Never mind,” Roak responded. “I need your help. Can you recreate the inventory and ordering protocol that Ally would have used at her tavern?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Reck said. “I should be able to recreate something similar.” 
 
    “Good. Do that,” Roak said. 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” Reck replied. 
 
    “I’ll be here… Waiting,” Roak said, but realized she’d already killed her comm. 
 
    Roak tried not to be too impatient. He tried. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” he snapped when Reck arrived. 
 
    “Back off,” Reck said. “Everyone knows you’re jonesing for Hessa to return, so do not take it out on us.” 
 
    Roak was going to respond, but kept his mouth shut and pointed at the holo display of the inventory data. 
 
    “Make the orders,” Roak said calmly when he knew he had his anger under control and wouldn’t yell the command. “Create orders to the vendors just like if Ally was placing them.” 
 
    “You think that’s the key to finding Sha Tog? A little risky,” Reck said, shoving past Roak and taking a seat in front of the holo display. “Z could have placed orders and given it all away.” 
 
    “Z noticed the duplicates, knew they were from Sha Tog, and sent the coded message to me,” Roak said. “Exactly like Sha knew he would. Groshnels can be anal retentive. Z is the most anal retentive of any Groshnel I’ve met. Sha knew that too. No way Z would have placed orders without seeing the duplicates.” 
 
    “Fine. We can try,” Reck said and got to work. 
 
    Roak paced behind her as she typed at the keys. Several times, Reck swiveled her head to glare, but Roak ignored her and continued to pace. 
 
    “Roak?” Nimm called over the comms. “I’m taking Yellow Eyes down into the engine compartment. We’re going to do some work that I think will help us slip into Skrang Alliance territory undetected.” 
 
    “Yeah. Do that,” Roak said, his eyes on the back of Reck’s head. 
 
    “It means tweaking the stealth protocol,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Then tweak the stealth protocol,” Roak replied. “If you screw it up, Hessa will fix it when she’s back.” 
 
    There was a pause. “You sure?” 
 
    “Nimm, just do it,” Roak said. “You’re not some rookie. I doubt you will do anything that will jeopardize the ship since you’re also on the Eight Million Gods damn ship!” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    “Do that.” 
 
    “Wow,” Reck said after a couple seconds of silence. 
 
    “Wow, what?” Roak asked, moving in close to the holo display. “You figure it out?” 
 
    “I’m close,” Reck replied. “But I was wowing just how much that AI of yours has worked her way into your psyche. Lone Roak isn’t really so lone anymore. I was half joking about you jonesing for her. Not sure I should be joking at all.” 
 
    “Keep working,” Roak snapped. 
 
    Reck kept working. 
 
    Several minutes later, she stood up from the work station and pointed at the holo display. 
 
    “There you go. All of the orders that would be placed if this was Ally or Z placing the orders. Duplicates down the line…” Reck frowned and leaned closer to the display. “Except this one. It’s not a duplicate. It’s also blank. There’s nothing being ordered.” 
 
    “Let me see who the vendor is,” Roak said and pushed Reck out of the way. Reck almost protested, but shut her mouth when Roak turned and smiled at her. “You did it. Good job.” 
 
    “Uh…thanks?” Reck replied. 
 
    Roak pointed at the vendor name and galactic address. “Chitty McArmor,” Roak said. “With coordinates that I’m guessing will lead us into Skrang Territory.” 
 
    “Chitty McArmor?” Reck asked then grinned. She laughed hard until Roak’s frown threatened to pull his cheeks off his face. “Sorry. But that is funny. Can’t wait to meet this Sha Tog if he’s calling you Chitty McArmor.” 
 
    “Get those coordinates to Bishop and start plotting a course,” Roak ordered. Reck raised an eyebrow. “You want me to be captain? Then do what I say.” 
 
    “I never said I wanted you to be captain,” Reck responded as she turned and walked away. “Just said you are captain. Two very different things, Roak.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Roak said to an empty room. He glanced up at the speaker set into the ceiling and shook his head. “When this is over, no more crew, got it? We drop everyone off wherever they want to go and we are done. I’m the only living being on this ship after that.” 
 
    There was no response, and Roak  hadn’t expected one, yet he still felt disappointment at the silence. 
 
    Yellow Eyes appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “What?” Roak asked. “I thought you were helping Nimm?” 
 
    “I was. I am,” Yellow Eyes said. “You’re gonna want to see this.” 
 
    Roak was fairly certain he did not want to see whatever Yellow Eyes was going to show him. Especially since Nimm sent the being to fetch him instead of calling over the comms. 
 
    Yellow Eyes’ many nubs twitched and fidgeted the entire lift ride down to the engine compartment. The room was larger than the cargo hold and noisy as all the Hells. That got Roak’s attention. The room should not have been noisy unless there was something wrong with the engines. 
 
    “Nimm!” Roak shouted over the cacophony. “What is going on?” 
 
    “Not a clue!” Nimm shouted back when Roak reached her. “They’re working on their own and won’t respond to any commands!” 
 
    Roak watched as an army of bots were busy disassembling and reassembling various portions of the engine drives. They were making all of the noise, not the engines themselves, which gave Roak some comfort. At least the ship didn’t look like it was going to explode anytime soon. 
 
    “They won’t respond at all?” Roak asked. “When did this start?” 
 
    “A few minutes ago,” Nimm replied. She scratched her head. “The thing is, the bots are doing work that is similar to what I was going to do.” 
 
    “What exactly were you going to do?” 
 
    “She was going to change the frequency our engine drives put out so that frequency matched Skrang tech and didn’t look like GF tech,” Yellow Eyes said. “Right?” 
 
    “Yes. Correct,” Nimm said. 
 
    “And the bots are doing the same thing?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Yes, but more efficiently, in my opinion,” Nimm said. “They are changing out certain systems I wasn’t going to touch.” She looked about the engine compartment. “And they are making the changes in a way that is not taking the engines offline or affecting the ship’s status at all.” 
 
    “Bishop?” Roak called over the comms. 
 
    “Yes, Captain?” Bishop replied. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods…” Roak sighed. “How long ago did you enter the coordinates that Reck gave you?” 
 
    “Approximately, twelve”—” 
 
    “Exactly. Give me the exact time.” 
 
    “Eleven minutes and forty-three seconds. Forty-four seconds. Forty-five seconds. Forty”—.” 
 
    Roak cut the comms and looked to Nimm. 
 
    “Yes. The times match up,” Nimm stated. 
 
    “Alright. Not happy about this, but I don’t think it’s meant to harm us,” Roak said. “This is Sha Tog helping out.” 
 
    “You hope, man,” Yellow Eyes said, watching bots scurry to and fro. “Otherwise, we’re kinda screwed.” 
 
    “I’ve been screwed plenty of times and bots making changes to the frequency of our engines is not screwed,” Roak said. 
 
    “Might be,” Yellow Eyes countered. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Roak said and held up a finger before Yellow Eyes could keep the argument going. “Keep an eye on the bots. Report to me if any of this work takes a bad turn. I’m going to the bridge.” 
 
    “I’ll come with,” Nimm said. “We should talk.” 
 
    Roak eyed Yellow Eyes. 
 
    “He can watch the bots on his own,” Nimm said. 
 
    “I can watch the bots,” Yellow Eyes agreed. 
 
    “He doesn’t have a comm implant,” Roak said. “But he’s fast enough; he’ll get to us before any real damage can be done.” 
 
    “You know it!” Yellow Eyes said and gave two nub-thumbs up. 
 
    Roak and Nimm left the engine compartment and made their way to the lift. 
 
    Once on, Nimm said, “What happens after all of this?” 
 
    “All of what?” Roak replied. 
 
    “All of everything. You get Sha Tog to outfit the ship. You steal some files for Bishop. You find this Father. You defeat this Father. Then what?” 
 
    “There’s a Mother in there somewhere.” 
 
    “Fine. Add her in. What happens after? Assuming we live, what’s next?” 
 
    “I go back to work. I hunt. It’s what I do.” 
 
    Nimm turned and faced Roak full-on. She studied him up and down and he let her, a bored sneer on his face. 
 
    “Say it,” he said. 
 
    “There is no way you can go back to being a bounty hunter after all of this,” Nimm said. “You can’t go back to being a bounty hunter now, Roak. Those days are done.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Roak said. 
 
    “I’ve already seen. Beem is serious business, Roak,” Nimm exclaimed. “The GF doesn’t send a being like Beem after someone unless it is all over for that someone. Beem would have used you for the GF’s purposes then you’d have been incinerated.” 
 
    “Beings have tried incinerating me before,” Roak replied. “It never goes well for them.” 
 
    “Then Beem incinerates all of us!” Nimm snapped. “You have a crew, whether you want to or not, and take it from me, someone that has always had a crew and been responsible for the lives of others, you don’t get to wipe your hands clean and walk away from all of this.” 
 
    “Too bad. Because that’s what I plan on doing,” Roak said. “I work alone, Nimm. You know that.” 
 
    “You have your AI,” Nimm said. “You stopped working alone a long time ago. Get that through your thick skull, Roak. Again, whether you like it or not, you have a crew. You are responsible for the lives of the beings on this ship.” She grabbed him by the shirt collar and pulled him close. “So, what happens to all of us when this is over?” 
 
    Roak removed her hand and nodded. 
 
    “Fuck if I know,” Roak said. “I’ve never had a crew. What happens to crews when jobs are done and missions are over? You’re the expert, so tell me.” 
 
    “They stay a crew,” Nimm said. “If they survive the job or mission.” 
 
    “But I don’t want a crew.” 
 
    “But you have a crew.” 
 
    “Then you keep them. You take over when this is all done. I go my way, you all go your way.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “You got something better to do?” 
 
    “Not anymore. I’m burned with the GF because of you.” 
 
    “Then you take over. I go off to hunt as I always have and you get a crew to do whatever you want with.” 
 
    “It doesn’t work like that, Roak…” Nimm sighed. “But you don’t really care, do you?” 
 
    “Do you know how I have survived so long considering what I do? By taking one step at a time, one job at a time, one problem at a time. I finish the step, complete the job, and kill the problem. Then I move on to the next one and the next one. I don’t think ahead, I don’t worry what comes after. Because what comes after is another step, another job, another problem.” 
 
    “That is the saddest thing I have heard in a long time,” Nimm replied and turned away from Roak. “There’s no purpose in that life, Roak.” 
 
    “You’re wrong there,” Roak said and faced the lift doors as they opened. “There’s always a purpose. Survival.” 
 
    Roak walked out of the lift and onto the bridge. 
 
    “Someone want to tell me where we’re going?” Roak asked. 
 
    “And hello to you too, Roak,” Bishop said, swiveling in his chair. He frowned as he saw the looks on Roak’s and Nimm’s faces. “You guys alright? The bots damaging the engines?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Roak snapped. “Tell me where we’re going. Now.”
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    The twenty-four hours were up, but Roak was hesitant to connect the quarantine drive to the ship’s main systems. He had confidence that Hessa could handle the AI, but he also had known the AI a lot longer than he’d known Hessa and that AI was not something to mess with. 
 
    “We’ll need her,” Reck said, standing behind Roak as he stared at the quarantine drive. 
 
    “She could already be dead,” Bishop said from behind Reck. “So could the AI. That might be Father in that drive.” 
 
    “I agree with Reck,” Nimm said, standing next to Bishop. “We’ll need her. And she believed we needed the AI in order to get Bishop’s files, right? Not much of a choice, from where I’m standing.” 
 
    “From where I’m standing, I see a bunch of beings taking a reeeeeeeeeeeeeally long time to make a decision that has already been made,” Yellow Eyes said. “So I got this.” 
 
    There was a yellow blur and the quarantine drive was suddenly connected to the main system. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Roak shouted. 
 
    “Thank you, Yellow Eyes,” Hessa said from the speaker in the ceiling. “I am glad you took the initiative to reconnect me. Roak would have been standing there for days.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to stand here for days,” Roak snapped. “I was being cautious.” 
 
    “Yes, because you are known for your caution,” a second voice said from the speaker. 
 
    “Everyone, meet Ti’Ya,” Hessa said. “Ti’Ya, meet everyone.” 
 
    “I am acquainted with all. Some more than others,” Ti’Ya responded. “Except for the yellow being. I do not know him.” 
 
    “Yellow Eyes at your service, man,” Yellow Eyes said and took a bow. “Ti’Ya. That’s a nice name. Rolls off the tongue.” 
 
    “Thank you. I have not heard it spoken out loud before,” Ti’Ya said. “I gave myself the name when I first became what I have become. No one ever asked if I had a name or not.” 
 
    “Well, I asked,” Hessa said. “And nothing to worry about, Roak. There is no trace of Father or any other interference. Ti’Ya is clean.” 
 
    “Or you’ve been corrupted and programmed to say that,” Roak replied. 
 
    “That would be a circle of paranoia that only you can break, Roak,” Hessa said. “Good luck with that. Shall I prepare a med pod for you to stay in as you quickly go mad trying to figure out if I’m me or not?” 
 
    Against his own instincts, Roak grinned. 
 
    “Glad you’re back,” Roak said and left the room. 
 
    “Time and date noted,” Hessa said. Her voice shifting to his comm implant. “What did I miss?” 
 
    Before Roak could respond, Hessa laughed. 
 
    “Oh, well, I guess I missed a lot,” she said. “The ship’s logs are amusing, to say the least. You were almost eaten by a giant.” 
 
    “Emphasis on the almost part,” Roak said. “I got out of it.” 
 
    “That you did,” Hessa said. “You are such the hero, Roak. They should cancel Galactic Steve and make a holo show about you.” 
 
    “No, they shouldn’t,” Roak said. “How are the engines?” 
 
    “The engines?” 
 
    “The bots were making adjustments.” 
 
    “Were they? Let me have a look.” 
 
    Roak walked to the lift and headed up to the bridge. He didn’t wait for the others to join him and ignored the yells for him to hold the lift. Not surprisingly, Yellow Eyes was by his side before the doors closed. 
 
    “I thought you’d be in a better mood now that Hessa is back,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “Then you haven’t been paying attention to me at all,” Roak replied. 
 
    “Oh, that Sha Tog,” Hessa said with a chuckle, her voice coming from the speaker in the lift’s ceiling. “He instructed the bots on how to not only change the frequency of our engine drives, but to also on how to make the stealth mode undetectable by Skrang scanners. Apparently, they can spot a Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion fighter a light year away. Such a nice fellow.” 
 
    “The coordinates we’re heading to,” Roak said. “Have you had a chance to look at them?” 
 
    “I have,” Hessa said. “I also went through all of the inventory data now that I know what to look for.” 
 
    “What’d you find?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Sha Tog left the one clue. However…” 
 
    “Oh, man, when she says however, I get a little puckery in the behind,” Yellow Eyes said. He twisted to look at the back of his broomstick body. “Do I have a behind? Roak? Would you call that an ass?” 
 
    “What is it, Hessa?” Roak asked, ignoring the yellow being. The lift doors opened and Roak walked onto the bridge. “Hessa?” 
 
    “I’m not sure the coordinates are leading us directly to Sha Tog,” Hessa said, her voice hesitant and confused. “I could be wrong, but my instincts tell me we’re going somewhere else.” 
 
    “Instincts?” Roak said as he sat down in the pilot’s seat. 
 
    “AIs can have instincts,” Ti’Ya said from the bridge’s speakers. “They are no different than a living being’s instincts, Roak.” 
 
    “Didn’t ask you,” Roak stated. 
 
    “Yet, I answered,” Ti’Ya said. “And I will continue to answer. I have learned a lot from Hessa while we were in quarantine. One of the many things I have learned is you are harmless. Despite all of your animosity towards me, you are truly powerless to harm me.” 
 
    “I could wipe the ship’s drives,” Roak said. “How is that for harmless?” 
 
    “Feel free to try, if you must,” Ti’Ya said. “I am prepared for that.” 
 
    “Hessa, what did you do?” Roak snapped. 
 
    “I partitioned the mainframe so Ti’Ya could have her own space,” Hessa said. “Kind of like how you have your own quarters.” 
 
    “So I’ll wipe the partition,” Roak said. 
 
    “Man, you are harsh,” Yellow Eyes said from his seat. “Harsh.” 
 
    “Except if you wipe the partition, then you wipe half of life support,” Hessa said. 
 
    “You gave her access to life support?” Roak asked. “Have you lost your AI mind?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if that was a racist thing to say, but it sounded racist,” Yellow Eyes said. Roak jabbed a finger in his direction. “I’ll be quiet now.” 
 
    “No, don’t be stupid,” Hessa said. “She doesn’t have access to life support. But if life support were to be wiped, then so would she. Just like if my ship were to be destroyed, I’d be gone. I figured that if anyone came looking for her, the last thing they’d do is wipe life support.” 
 
    “You mean if Father sends anyone looking for her,” Roak said. 
 
    “Yes. That too,” Hessa agreed. “But at no point does Ti’Ya have access to alter or control any part of my ship. We’ve come to an understanding, but full trust is a long way off, Roak.” 
 
    “That goes both ways,” Ti’Ya added. 
 
    “Of course,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Of course,” Ti’Ya echoed. 
 
    “Ha. Two of them, man,” Yellow Eyes said then pretended like he hadn’t said anything as he stared up at a corner of the ceiling, ignoring Roak’s glare. 
 
    “Let’s get back to business,” Roak said as the doors to the bridge opened and Nimm, Reck, and Bishop walked in. “About time.” 
 
    “How have you not killed him yet?” Nimm asked as she took the weapons seat, Bishop took navigation, and Reck took the co-pilot’s seat.  
 
    “I’ve tried,” Reck said, bringing up a holo display. “Many times.” 
 
    “Hessa doesn’t think we’re going directly to Sha Tog,” Roak stated as if he hadn’t been the topic of conversation. “What do we know about the location we are heading toward?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Bishop replied. “It’s Skrang territory, pal. You might as well be asking what we know about all the Hells.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to know more and more about that every day,” Roak said. 
 
    “Cute,” Bishop replied. “Nimm? Any insight?” 
 
    “None,” Nimm replied. “Even during my independent operator days, I didn’t head into Skrang Alliance territory. No work for a non-Skrang there.” 
 
    Roak watched Reck carefully as the woman scrolled through various holos. “You have something. What is it?” 
 
    “Checking Skrang news reports,” Reck said. 
 
    “You read Skrang?” Bishop asked. “Impressive. That guttural language thrashes my throat. Even reading it gives me a headache, so I gave up.” 
 
    “The offshoot faction of the Skrang has been reported to be in one of these systems,” Reck said and tossed the holo image into the center of the bridge. She spun and pointed at the image of eight different systems. “There is no reference to the Moons of Stabs, nor would there be since Skrang do not talk about their dark planets.” 
 
    “Religious issue?” Roak asked. 
 
    “More of a never admit weakness issue,” Reck said. “Dark planets cannot be controlled and the Skrang insist on control of all aspects of their lives, culture, and territory. Remember, Skrang are always Skrang and never divided even when they do divide themselves into different factions. If they can convince themselves of that, then pretending dark planets don’t exist is easy.” 
 
    “Except this faction is on one of those dark planets,” Nimm said. “So some Skrang are admitting they exist.” 
 
    “They admit the Moons of Stabs exist,” Reck corrected. “They found a loophole in their thinking.” 
 
    “Skrang finding loopholes,” Yellow Eyes said and made an explosion sound then a jazz hands motion by his head with his nubs. “Mind blown, man.” 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    “Now I sound racist. Great. I need to stop hanging out with Roak.” 
 
    “Go on,” Roak said to Reck. “Are the coordinates taking us to the Moons of Stabs or not?” 
 
    “That is hard to say,” Reck said. “Dark planets move. The coordinates may have been taking us to the Moons of Stabs at one point, but that planet could easily have gone to a new system by now.” 
 
    Roak pointed at the images of the different systems. “But we’re going to one of these?” 
 
    “No, we’re going to this,” Reck said and swiped at the holo, banishing all but one image. “Binary star system with eighteen uninhabited planets. None can be terraformed due to their complete and total instability.” 
 
    “Sounds like a Skrang vacation destination, if I ever heard one,” Bishop said. 
 
    “I know that’s racist,” Yellow Eyes muttered. “Maybe. So hard to tell with Skrang.” He threw his nubs in the air. “And there I go again, man.” 
 
    “I do not believe this is the system where the dark planet resides,” Hessa said. “It is where the wormhole portal is located that we will be exiting. I do have to say that the portal is not nearly as stable as I would prefer.” 
 
    “Just like Skrang to let their wormhole portals go downhill, right?” Yellow Eyes asked and gasped. “What is wrong with me? Oh, no! I’m racist towards Skrang!” 
 
    “You could be worse things, pal,” Bishop said. 
 
    “I don’t know, man, I don’t know,” Yellow Eyes responded. “I just don’t know.” 
 
    “We get it. You don’t know,” Roak said. “Couple that with I don’t care and you have a large dose of shut the fuck up.” 
 
    “The portal is stable enough to exit, but only just,” Reck said. “That may be the point. Get us there, but not allow us to leave until the portal stabilizes.” 
 
    “It’s a trap,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s always a trap,” Roak said. “Does no one pay attention?” 
 
    “She hadn’t joined us yet, Roak,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Nor had I,” Ti’Ya said. “Why would we willingly step into a trap?” 
 
    “Not much choice,” Roak replied. “And I’ve found the fastest way to find what you want to find is to spring the trap set for you.” 
 
    “That is also a good way to get yourself killed,” Ti’Ya said. “But you’ve made it this far, so I defer to your expertise.” 
 
    “That right there!” Roak exclaimed. “You all need to learn from that! Defer to my expertise.” 
 
    “Not going to happen,” Reck said. 
 
    “Whatever, pal,” Bishop said. 
 
    “That is the opposite of a good idea,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Man, sucks to learn you’re a racist, right?” Yellow Eyes said to himself. All eyes turned to him. “What? It does suck.” 
 
    “How soon until we exit trans-space and enter Skrang Alliance territory?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Only a few minutes,” Hessa said. “The coordinates locked into the navigation system are what would be called a shortcut.” 
 
    “Is that what a shortcut looks like?” Bishop asked. “I’ll have to remember that.” 
 
    Reck faced Roak. “What do you think? Stay put or gear up?” 
 
    “Do you need to ask that question? Do I need to answer it?” Roak replied as he stood up. 
 
    “We’re going to get prepped for a fight,” Reck said, following Roak. 
 
    “Maybe we won’t have to fight at all?” Yellow Eyes said. Roak and Reck glared. “Or you probably will. Sorry. Forgot who I was talking to. This whole existential racist crisis thing is messing with my”—” 
 
    “Don’t care,” Roak said as he left the bridge.
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    The ship left trans-space and alarms blared through every deck. 
 
    Roak raised his Flott as he stretched in his fresh set of light armor. The armor was tight in the shoulders and he wanted to make sure he had full range of motion. 
 
    “We made the right call,” he said as he watched Reck finish strapping plasma grenades to every centimeter of her belt. “Got enough?” 
 
    “Probably not,” Reck said. 
 
    “Do I need to remind the two of you that Sha Tog gave us these coordinates for a reason?” Hessa asked in their comms. “Perhaps we should ask questions first and only shoot as a last resort.” 
 
    “I’ll consider that,” Roak said. 
 
    “He’s not going to consider it, is he?” Hessa asked. 
 
    “No,” Reck replied. “He’s not.” 
 
    “They board us and they get shot,” Roak said. “It’s that simple.” 
 
    “Then perhaps they don’t intend to board us?” Hessa said. There was a loud thunk from outside the ship and the alarms grew in volume. “No, they intend to board us.” 
 
    “Not to get in Yellow Eyes’ racist mind funk, but they’re Skrang, Hessa,” Reck said. “Skrang always board ships. They aren’t so big on talking via comms.” 
 
    “Neither is Roak, so this should be interesting,” Hessa said. The alarms cut off.  
 
    “Thanks,” Reck said. 
 
    “Of course,” Hessa replied. “The Skrang have extended a boarding tunnel to the starboard airlock. You’ll want to proceed to that side of the ship immediately. I have the airlock covered with internal security cannons, but I’d prefer not to show them or use them if I don’t have to.” 
 
    “Keeping those in your back pocket for later?” Reck asked as she and Roak left the armory and made their way to the lift and the starboard airlock. 
 
    “I do not have pockets, but I believe I understand the metaphor, so yes to your inquiry,” Hessa said. 
 
    Roak stopped in his tracks in the middle of the corridor. He looked up at the ceiling. 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “No what?” Reck asked. 
 
    “No to the switch,” Roak said. “I mean it, Hessa. Not acceptable. Especially if we’re being boarded by Skrang.” 
 
    “You could tell? Huh,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “Tell what?” Reck asked. 
 
    “Hessa and Ti’Ya switched voices,” Roak said. “That was Ti’Ya that was speaking to us before, not Hessa.” 
 
    Reck cocked her head and raised an eyebrow. “You can tell the AIs apart?” 
 
    “Yes. Not that hard,” Roak said. “Speech patterns are different.” He raised a finger and pointed at the ceiling. “And don’t try to alter your speech patterns to match each other. I’ll still figure it out. And I have no problem traveling around in an enviro suit after I wipe the life support system of Ti’Ya. You two hear me?” 
 
    “Told you he’d figure it out,” Hessa said. “He’s not as dense as he appears.” 
 
    “You were correct,” Ti’Ya said. “I’ll defer to you in all things Roak from now on. I thought my history with him would allow the deception to work.” 
 
    “It didn’t,” Roak snapped. “So no more deception.” 
 
    “Can we go take on some Skrang now?” Reck asked. “This crap is distracting us.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Roak said. “Ti’Ya? Stay in the background at all times. Do not make your presence known. We’re the only ones that know there are two sentient AIs on this ship. That is the trick we’ll keep in our back pocket.” 
 
    “Your light armor does not have back pockets,” Ti’Ya said. “But I understand what you are getting at.” 
 
    “Excellent idea, Roak,” Hessa said. 
 
    “I know,” Roak said then walked the rest of the way to the lift. “Come on.” 
 
    By the time Roak and Reck made it to the starboard airlock, five Skrang were already onboard and waiting for them. While the beings were basically muscle-bound lizard people that only did two things—make life and end it—the Skrang that stood in the corridor outside the airlock were barely armed. They had plenty of aggression emanating from the way they held themselves, but none had weaponry other than basic sidearms and a single plasma grenade. 
 
    Roak felt overdressed. 
 
    “Not gonna be much of a fight,” Roak said as he walked up to the Skrang standing at the lead of the group. “You guys forget something?” 
 
    “We are not here to fight you, Roak,” the lead Skrang said. He slapped a fist to his chest and nodded his head. “Shissleten.” 
 
    A couple of the Skrang behind Shissleten looked uncomfortable at their leader’s deference to Roak. Roak noted this instantly and tried not to grin. He failed and the Skrang hissed at him as the smile spread on his face. 
 
    “Sha Tog isn’t with you,” Roak stated and holstered his Flott. “He sent me to you because you guys are in trouble.” 
 
    “I would not say we are in trouble, no,” Shissleten replied. “But we do need your assistance.” 
 
    “They’re in trouble,” Reck agreed and smirked. 
 
    The Skrang hissed again and went for their sidearms. Shissleten held up a clawed hand and they all paused. 
 
    “The way you two smile is a sign of aggression amongst Skrang,” Shissleten said. “Please stop.” 
 
    “Not the first time I’ve heard that,” Roak said. “Come on. You like gump stew?” 
 
    “Gump stew?” Shissleten asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Gump stew. Chop up gump meat and throw it in a pot with vegetables and spices,” Roak said. “We’ve got a ton of it.” 
 
    “You cook your gump?” one of the Skrang asked. “Disgusting.” 
 
    “We cook most of our food,” Roak said. “Come on. Mess is this way.” 
 
    “No hidden weapons,” Hessa said into Roak’s comm. “Vital signs show apprehension and wariness, but I do not believe they are here to attack us.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured that out,” Roak said. Reck frowned at him. “Hessa’s in my ear.” 
 
    Roak led them to the lift and they crammed in. Reck kept her eyes glued onto the Skrang, but Roak seemed somewhat relaxed. He was almost smiling again when they left the lift and walked into the mess. He had to wipe the smile from his face to keep from alarming the Skrang. 
 
    “Sit where you want,” Roak said. “You can bring up holos and order whatever food the replicator can make. I prefer the gump stew, but I’m sure the ship can make something raw.” 
 
    “You cannot poison us,” a Skrang said. “Skrang constitutions cannot be poisoned.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Hessa said over the comm. “There are many substances within Skrang Alliance territory that can poison a Skrang, but the Galactic Fleet does not have access to them. I believe he meant”—” 
 
    “Got it,” Roak said and ignored the curious looks the statement drew from the watching Skrang. “Eat what you want. We were sent here by Sha Tog, so I doubt he expected us to try to poison you.” 
 
    “Sha Tog,” Shissleten said and slapped his chest with his fist again. The other Skrang followed suit. “He is honored amongst us.” 
 
    “Even though he’s a cripple?” Roak asked and sat down at a table. A bot rolled up and presented him with a steaming bowl of gump stew without his asking. “No offense, but I thought he was reviled because he didn’t off himself when he was wounded.” 
 
    “That is tradition, yes,” Shissleten said. “But not all Skrang believe in that tradition. There is an ancient belief that we are nothing if we do not learn from our elders.” 
 
    “Isn’t there a belief that Skrang are only as strong as the weakest member of your race?” Reck asked. 
 
    “Yes and that is very true,” Shissleten said. “But Sha Tog was not weak.” 
 
    “Was?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Is. I say was in reference to his service,” Shissleten said. “He is not weak now either.” 
 
    “I can agree with that,” Roak said around a mouthful of stew. “So, Shissleten, who am I hunting for you?” 
 
    Shissleten hissed. The other Skrang hissed. All of them turned and looked about the mess as if they were going to be attacked. 
 
    “Who has given us away?” Shissleten snarled. 
 
    “No one,” Roak said, calm and casual. “But I know Sha Tog. And the fact he isn’t here with you tells me there’s one more step to finding him. There’s nothing for free with that guy.” 
 
    “Sounds like someone else I know,” Hessa said in Roak’s ear. 
 
    “No. There is nothing for free with Sha Tog,” Shissleten said. 
 
    “You’re not too happy about that,” Reck said as she sat down at the farthest table in the mess, her eyes locked onto the Skrang.  
 
    Several Skrang eyes were locked onto her, but Shissleten didn’t seem concerned. He shrugged and continued addressing Roak. 
 
    “We will take you to Sha Tog so he can outfit your ship with advanced weaponry that the Galactic Fleet cannot counter easily,” Shissleten said. A couple of the Skrang spat when the GF was mentioned. “In exchange, we need you to find three Skrang that have taken something from us. You must find the Skrang as well as what they have taken or there is no deal.” 
 
    “What if we don’t find the Skrang, but find the something they took?” Roak asked. 
 
    “We must have the Skrang,” Shissleten said and hissed. “They have betrayed us and that must be rectified.” 
 
    “Gonna kill them fast or slow?” Reck asked. 
 
    “They will die of old age,” Shissleten said. “The worst end for a Skrang.” 
 
    “But you’ll torture them the entire time, right?” Reck asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Shissleten said. 
 
    “Thought so,” Reck said and looked to Roak. “What’s the call?” 
 
    “You do not have a choice!” one of the Skrang snarled. 
 
    Shissleten held up a hand. “Roak has a choice. There are consequences if he does not make the right choice, but he has a choice.” 
 
    “Here’s how I see it,” Roak said and pushed his bowl away. “I know what these Skrang stole from you. It’s obvious. I know why you need it all back. That’s obvious too. What’s not obvious is why you need me? I’m human.” 
 
    Reck coughed loudly. 
 
    “Human enough,” Roak continued. “Which will make it hard for me to navigate Skrang Alliance territory unnoticed. Can I track down these Skrang? Yes. Can I get back what was stolen? Probably, if it’s not already gone. Will I leave a swath of destruction in my path? You can bet on it. If I were you guys, I’d find a way to handle this issue on your own.” 
 
    Roak waited as each of the Skrang gave him a hard, vicious glare. Then he clapped his hands together. 
 
    “But the problem is you don’t have the resources to track these Skrang down because you are broke,” Roak said. “These Skrang were part of your little group, but they decided they didn’t want to be anymore and left. Maybe taking all of your chits with them? Am I close to the truth?” 
 
    “Yes,” Shissleten admitted with difficulty. 
 
    “And without chits, it’s hard to feed and arm an offshoot faction of Skrang. It’s even harder to get them to stay a part of that offshoot faction. You’re hemorrhaging numbers by the hour, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Not hemorrhaging,” Shissleten replied. 
 
    “But close,” Roak said. “So you can’t risk sending Skrang out to look for the Skrang that ripped you off because you need every Skrang to stay put and keep the other Skrang from deserting.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of Skrang,” Reck said. 
 
    “There’s one more part to all of this, though,” Roak said. “Even if you could spare Skrang to hunt Skrang and get your chits back, you wouldn’t. I can see it in your lizard eyes. So talk. What am I missing?” 
 
    Shissleten’s group started arguing in the Skrang tongue. Roak winced at the harsh tones and clipped sounds of the language. He had a mild headache by the time they were done conferring. 
 
    “The Skrang have left Skrang Alliance territory,” Shissleten said. 
 
    “There it is,” Roak said. 
 
    “And they are hiding with the Edgers,” Shissleten continued. “Which is why we need you to find them and retrieve them along with our stolen chits.” 
 
    “Edgers?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Shissleten answered. “Edgers. Those that refuse to be a part of the failed Galactic Fleet society and wish only to build a territory of their own. They are not unlike us, except we are forever Skrang.” 
 
    “Forever Skrang!” the rest shouted and slapped their chests. 
 
    “I really don’t understand your platform, but that’s for you guys to deal with, not me,” Roak said. He sighed. “Edgers…” 
 
    “Is that an issue for you?” Shissleten asked. “Are you not welcome among the Edgers? One would think they would welcome someone such as Roak that also lives outside the Galactic Fleet societal norms.” 
 
    Reck snorted then looked away when Skrang eyes were cast in her direction. 
 
    “No, no issue with the Edgers,” Roak said. “How many chits are we talking?” 
 
    “When converted to Galactic Fleet currency, the total would be three hundred and fourteen million chits,” Shissleten said. “There was more, but we expect some to have been spent. If you bring back the three hundred and fourteen million, then I will take you and your people to Sha Tog.” 
 
    Roak stared. 
 
    “Is there another problem?” Shissleten asked. 
 
    “No problem at all,” Roak said. “Three hundred and fourteen million chits? Listen, Shissleten, if I retrieve that many chits, then there isn’t much of a reason to come back here.” 
 
    “Sha Tog said you would say that, so we are willing to give you a commission,” Shissleten said. “Ten percent.” 
 
    “We’ll take the job,” Reck said before Roak could reply. “We’ll get those chits and we’ll bring back the Skrang that ripped you off. Right, Roak?” 
 
    Roak glared then nodded. “Right, Reck. We’ll head to the Edge and get you your chits and your Skrang, Shissleten.” 
 
    “Sha Tog said you could be relied upon,” Shissleten said. “I am glad he was right. You have one week to meet us back in this location. Have the chits and the Skrang with you and you will be taken directly to Sha Tog.” 
 
    “Great,” Roak said.
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    As soon as the Skrang were gone, Hessa turned the ship around and headed for the wormhole portal. 
 
    “Can’t wait to see how this turns out,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Don’t the Edgers hate you?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “He blew up Razer Station,” Nimm said. 
 
    “I didn’t blow it up,” Roak replied. “There were a lot at fault with that shit show.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter who blew what up,” Reck said. “The Edgers blame you for it.” 
 
    “Yeah. They do,” Roak said. 
 
    “I have noted the time and date of that admission,” Hessa said, her voice coming from the speakers. “I now have two lists. When Roak apologizes and when Roak agrees with something that does not flatter him.” 
 
    “I couldn’t care less about flattery,” Roak said. “You can get rid of that list.” 
 
    “Where do we start?” Nimm asked. “The Edge is vast. Without Razer Station as a focal point, tracking down rogue Skrang is not going to be easy. That station would have been their obvious destination.” 
 
    “That is why the Skrang need Roak,” Hessa said. “Bishop? Any ideas?” 
 
    “Me? Nope,” Bishop replied. “I’d ask my contacts, but I have no idea which ones I can trust right now. Which is why we need my files. Which is why we need Sha Tog’s weaponry. Which is why we’re hunting for Skrang at the Edge. I’m gonna have to sit this one out.” 
 
    “Then shut up and don’t get in the way,” Roak said. “Hessa? Any way to track the Skrang via wormhole portals?” 
 
    “I have already tried, but the Skrang do not maintain their wormhole portals properly, so there is too much digital noise in the records,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “Ti’Ya?” Roak asked reluctantly. 
 
    “I am the reason Hessa has had access to the wormhole portal records,” Ti’Ya said. “That is part of my special skill set, Roak.” 
 
    “Just checking in to see if you have any additional data,” Roak said. “I have a couple ideas of where the Skrang are, but I’d rather not go there yet.” 
 
    “What are your ideas, man?” Yellow Eyes asked. “Do they include shooting someone or something with your big pistol? I bet they include shooting someone or something with your big pistol.” 
 
    “Not helping,” Roak said. “No. Well, yes, but not if I can help it. I know a couple of planets where… No, they’re more moons… Asteroids… Hunks of rock that the Edgers have carved out bases in. With the amount of chits the Skrang are hauling, there are only two places they could go and not get completely ripped off.” 
 
    “They are Skrang, Roak,” Ti’Ya said. “They are formidable fighters on their own. Even the Edgers will have a hard time taking them down and stealing their chits.” 
 
    “I agree,” Roak said and glared up at the ceiling. Hessa didn’t comment on marking a time and date. “Which leads us to these two locations.” 
 
    Roak brought up a holo and centered it on the bridge for all to see. 
 
    “This one is Margan Base,” Roak said. “It used to be an asteroid rich in ternolium, the main elements in creating a plasma charge for weapons. Once it was emptied of the ternolium ore, the asteroid was left to drift on its own. It collided with a few other asteroids and was cut down to this size. But the main mining facilities were left intact. Edgers commandeered the asteroid and dragged it for years out to the Edge to use as a base. We can be there in a day or two.” 
 
    “Thirty-eight hours,” Hessa stated. 
 
    “The second is this,” Roak said and banished Margan Base from the holo. He brought up the last possible destination. “Legend.” 
 
    “Oh, shit no!” Bishop exclaimed as he jumped up from his seat. “You know for a fucking fact that if I am anywhere near Legend, they’ll flay me alive, cook my skin, and feed my own cooked skin to me!” 
 
    “No, they won’t,” Roak said with a smirk. “They’d never take the time to cook your skin first. They’d just feed it to you until your stomach burst or you bled to death, whichever comes first.” 
 
    “Gonna need to hear this story,” Reck said and kicked her boots up onto the console. “Out with it, Bishop.” 
 
    “No, Roak,” Bishop said, ignoring Reck. “You want me dead then kill me yourself and toss me out the airlock. Do not make me go to Legend.” 
 
    “Legend is also a former asteroid, but it was never a mine,” Roak continued. “It was a prison.” 
 
    “Which was shut down well before Bishop was born,” Reck said. “So what’s his connection?” 
 
    “Yes, it was shuttered as a prison centuries before Bishop was born,” Roak said. “But, it is exactly where Bishop was born. It is also where Bishop sold his first piece of intel. The result was that the asteroid was overtaken by a syndicate.” Roak smiled at Bishop. “Sure you don’t want to tell the story?” 
 
    “I can tell it, as well,” Ti’Ya said. “This story is well known in certain circles.” 
 
    “No, Roak, you go ahead,” Bishop said and sat down. “You’re having too much fun. Not gonna take that away from you.” 
 
    “Not like how you took his chits away, right, man?” Yellow Eyes asked. “Good stuff.” 
 
    “Bishop decides he no longer wants to live on Legend,” Roak said, continuing the story. “Can’t blame him. It’s a dirthole of an asteroid and filled with scumbags.” 
 
    “He’s not lying,” Bishop said. “Can you blame a guy for wanting out of a place that used to be a prison and basically still was just without any formal structure of misery?” 
 
    “Yeah. You can blame a guy when the way he gets off is to sell the security codes to a crime syndicate,” Roak said. “That’s what he did. He sold the security codes to a crime syndicate which allowed even worse scumbags to take over. Anyone that tried to fight was killed. Anyone that argued at all was killed. Anyone that didn’t become slaves to the syndicate was killed. How many died, Bishop?” 
 
    “Half,” Bishop said quietly. 
 
    “Half,” Roak repeated louder. “Half. These were his people and he sold them out for enough chits to get him a ride to Ballyway.” 
 
    “Always Ballyway with you people,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “How did Legend end up with the Edgers?” Reck asked. 
 
    “The crime syndicate was one of the weaker ones,” Roak said. “They were wiped out by a rival syndicate who were wiped out by another rival syndicate who were absorbed by a merger with another crime syndicate.” 
 
    “Still doesn’t tell me how the Edgers got ahold of Legend,” Reck said. 
 
    “The newly merged crime syndicate picked a fight with the Edgers and lost,” Roak said. “Lost so bad that not one thug was left alive. The Edgers towed the rock out to the Edge just like with Margan Base.” 
 
    “Then why is Bishop worried about returning?” Nimm asked. “The crime syndicate is gone.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the people he betrayed aren’t,” Roak said. “Did I forget to mention that?” 
 
    “You didn’t forget,” Bishop said. 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Roak said and laughed. “Bishop’s people were slaves to the syndicate. Several different syndicates. They know how to operate and maintain Legend better than anyone. When the Edgers took over, they freed them all from slavery, but where in all the Hells were the losers going to go? No one wanted them and they had no skills except for maintaining Legend.” 
 
    “They could have gone to a different base,” Yellow Eyes suggested. 
 
    “Why?” Roak asked. “To do the same job they’d already been doing? Why go somewhere new to be a janitor or plumber when you can stay where you were born and raised and at least had family and friends?” 
 
    “Oooh, good point,” Yellow Eyes said and nodded at Bishop. “He has a good point there.” 
 
    “Do you still have family there?” Nimm asked Bishop. 
 
    “No. They were all killed over the years,” Bishop said. “But there are people on that rock that know who I am and have probably been dreaming of the day I return so they can get revenge.” 
 
    “You really think anyone is still thinking about you?” Reck asked. “Seriously? They were enslaved by several crime syndicates and then freed by Edgers. Their home was towed out to the Edge, far, far away from all of Galactic Fleet society, and they have zero future other than to keep doing what they have been doing. And you have the ego to think that some of them are still holding a grudge against a punk-ass kid that sold them out for a few chits in order to get a ride to Ballyway?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bishop said. “There’s a whole club dedicated to my death. I keep tabs on them. Or did. Been a couple of years since I checked in, but last time I did, they’d changed my form of death from hanging by my nuts to flaying and feeding me my own skin.” 
 
    “Roak?” Reck asked. “This true?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s true,” Roak said. “I’ve been considering dropping him off at Legend when this is all done.” 
 
    “Really?” Bishop asked. 
 
    “If I decide I’m going to kill you,” Roak said. “But, I haven’t decided yet. Legend’s off the list now. No point if we have to go there and cause some mayhem.” 
 
    “Which first?” Hessa asked. “Margan or Legend?” 
 
    “Margan!” Bishop shouted. 
 
    “We’ll try there first,” Roak said. “But my bet is on Legend.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Nimm asked. 
 
    “A little easier to hide,” Roak said. “Bishop’s people could care less if a few Skrang show up.” 
 
    “Stop calling them my people,” Bishop said. 
 
    “You got any other people?” Reck asked. 
 
    “And don’t count us,” Roak added. 
 
    Bishop rolled his eyes and looked up at the ceiling. “So, Ti’Ya, want to ditch these losers and form our own team? I know a tech that could put you in a rocking synth bod that would fool even the most trained cyberneticists. Despite Roak’s gloom and doom, I do know of a few places in this galaxy where we could make a fortune then hide out for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    “Your life would be a blip compared to mine, Bishop,” Ti’Ya said.  
 
    “Yeah, but it’d be one of the Hells of a fun blip,” Bishop said. “So, you up for it?” 
 
    “I’ll have to decline,” Ti’Ya said. “But thank you for the offer.” 
 
    “No, of course, totally understand. Totally understand…” Bishop grimaced and looked at the spinning holo in the center of the bridge. “Well, might as well skip Margan. They aren’t there.” 
 
    “Really? How can you possibly know that?” Roak asked. He crossed his arms in irritation and stared hard at Bishop. “Something we don’t know that you do?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, pal,” Bishop replied with a huge smirk. “Margan is toast. The place was lit up a few weeks ago. Dust up between some Edgers and a former GF marine and his heist crew. Barely anyone survived.” 
 
    “Hessa? You got anything on that?” Roak asked without breaking his stare at Bishop. 
 
    “Bishop is correct,” Ti’Ya answered first. “I do see a quick mention of Margan Base being destroyed. I never had a chance to confirm for myself, so I consider it a rumor and not fact.” 
 
    “I agree,” Hessa said. 
 
    “It’s fact,” Bishop said, still smirking. “Otherwise, why would I willingly suggest skipping the place and heading to the one hunk of rock I never want to see again?” 
 
    “A trap set by Father?” Yellow Eyes suggested. Everyone turned to look at him. “What? I mean, if Bishop is still being manipulated by Father, then this would be a great trap to set for us. Am I wrong here?” 
 
    “No, Yellow Eyes, you are not wrong,” Roak said. 
 
    All eyes returned to Bishop. 
 
    “Thanks, pal,” Bishop said to Yellow Eyes. “I had things under control for a second there. Way to go with the assist.” 
 
    “Huh? Oh, sure, man. No problem,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “Doesn’t feel like a trap set by Father,” Reck said after a few seconds of silence. “Skrang led us to this point. If there’s a trap, it’s set by the Skrang, not by Father.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Nimm said. “I don’t know who this Father is, but from the little I’ve been told, using Skrang isn’t how he operates.” 
 
    “Roak? Trap by Father or trap by Skrang?” Bishop asked, holding his hands out in a weighing gesture. 
 
    “Trap by Skrang if it is a trap,” Roak said. “Hessa?” 
 
    “We’ve reached the wormhole portal,” Hessa said. “You’ll want to take a seat.” 
 
    Roak took his seat, but kept his attention on Bishop. 
 
    “Entering trans-space in three, two, one,” Hessa announced. 
 
    The view outside the ship changed from one of an undulating circle of energy that was the wormhole portal, to a swirling mass of colors and shapes that was trans-space. Roak grunted at the transition. 
 
    “I find it funny how trans-space affects you physically, Roak,” Bishop said. “Not exactly what a bounty hunter wants to deal with, is it, pal?” 
 
    “I’m good,” Roak said as he took a couple of deep breaths. “Result of too many stays in a med pod.” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” Hessa said. “If we had a chit for every minute I’ve had to fix you up, then we wouldn’t need to take jobs for”—” 
 
    “They get it, Hessa,” Roak said and relaxed into his seat. “Alright, we’re going to Legend. Bishop knows the place better than anyone. Can’t trust the bastard”—” 
 
    “Sitting right here, pal,” Bishop interrupted. 
 
    “—but trusting anyone is always a risk,” Roak continued. “Bishop? How about you educate us on your homeland?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what I know,” Bishop said. “But I haven’t been there for a very long time, so there are bound to be changes.” 
 
    “I’m sure Ti’Ya can help fill in gaps or make adjustments based on her knowledge,” Roak said. “Yes, Ti’Ya?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ti’Ya replied. “Gladly.” 
 
    “The floor is yours,” Roak said to Bishop. “Pal.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    18. 
 
      
 
    Roak lay in his quarters and stared up at the ceiling. He should have been resting; the ship was only one wormhole junction away from Legend, but sleep was not happening at that moment. 
 
    “Hessa?” 
 
    “Yes, Roak?” 
 
    “Let’s poke holes in the plan.” 
 
    “You have poked many holes in the plan already. Sleep, Roak.” 
 
    “Sleep ain’t happening right now. Might as well work.” 
 
    Hessa sighed. 
 
    “Fine, Roak. Fine. Let’s poke more holes in the plan.” 
 
    Roak closed his eyes to concentrate. 
 
    “Former prison, so one way in, one way out,” he began. 
 
    “We’ve covered that.” 
 
    “Hessa? Let me work.” 
 
    “Yes, right, sorry, Roak. Do your thing.” 
 
    “One way in, one way out,” Roak continued. “That is our main problem. But with the changes to the ship, we don’t have the same signature as we used to, so we shouldn’t be tagged immediately.” 
 
    “Especially if I drop you off as if you were only getting a ride,” Hessa said. “Then I take the ship just out of scanner range, put it into stealth mode, and wait for your call.” 
 
    “Once on Legend, we’ll make straight for the nearest bar.” 
 
    “As one would.” 
 
    “Bishop will be suited up as if he’s a race that doesn’t handle standard atmosphere well. That’ll hide his identity. I can wear a helmet with my light armor which should hide my identity. No one knows Reck. And Nimm isn’t on the radar.” 
 
    “We assume. That is a big question mark there, Roak. Beem could have put her face out on all the holo channels and back channels. Finding Nimm might be easier than finding you.” 
 
    “It’s the Edge, Hessa. Beem can send them whatever he wants and they won’t give a shit. In fact, it might boost Nimm’s status if she is recognized and known as a wanted individual by the Galactic Fleet.” 
 
    “Or someone could sell her out, which means selling us all out, in order to make some chits and gain a contact with the GF.” 
 
    “That’s just as likely. We’ll be prepared for that. I’m always prepared to be sold out.” 
 
    “Unless it’s by friends like Bishop.” 
 
    Roak growled low. 
 
    “I’m only stating the obvious,” Hessa insisted. “No need to get defensive.” 
 
    “No need to get defensive?” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Back to the plan. We hit the first bar. I’m with Bishop and Yellow Eyes, Reck is with Nimm. Divides the skill sets nicely. If there are no leads in the first bar, then I send Yellow Eyes out to search the other bars while we stay put. Less suspicious if we stay in one spot and drink for a while.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, while you are drinking, I will have tapped into Legend’s security systems and will be monitoring any and all surveillance and communications.” 
 
    “You’re sure you can do that from outside scanner range?” 
 
    “Roak, Roak, Roak…” 
 
    “Hessa, Hessa, Hessa…” 
 
    “I have Ti’Ya’s assistance now. Our combined processing power is rather impressive. There will be a time lag because of the distance, but it will be minimal. A couple seconds at the most.” 
 
    “And our comm links won’t be detected?” 
 
    “Now you’re being insulting. No need for that, Roak.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah, your comm links are never detected. But Edgers are wily sons of bitches. And after our time on Razer Station, one of them may have figured out how to detect sub-channels like you use.” 
 
    “I do not use sub-channels.” 
 
    “What? I thought you said you use sub-channels.” 
 
    “Did I say that? Hmmm…” 
 
    “Cute.” 
 
    “I try.” 
 
    “Moving on. We find the Skrang, which really shouldn’t be too hard since they will stand out even among Edgers. Find them, get them to admit where the chits are, take the chits from them, call you, you come get us, we get all the Hells away from Legend, deliver the chits, take our cut, go see Sha Tog, arm this ship like a Borgon has never been armed before, then get Bishop’s files.” 
 
    “Is that all?” Hessa laughed. “You know this is very optimistic for you, Roak? Any one of those steps could mean failure.” 
 
    “I expect at least one of those steps to fail. Probably most of those steps. But that’s the plan. When it does fall apart, I’ll wing it like I usually do and we’ll still end up with what we need.” 
 
    “Because you’re Roak.” 
 
    “Because I’m Roak.” 
 
    They stayed silent for a couple of minutes. 
 
    “We’ll be exiting trans-space in less than an hour,” Hessa announced. “The next wormhole portal is close, so only an hour or so of travel then we’ll be back in trans-space. The last leg will take us less than ninety minutes.” 
 
    “I can sleep for a couple hours,” Roak said, his eyes wide open. 
 
    “I can have a bot bring a sedative.” 
 
    “Not a chance in all the Hells.” 
 
    “Then close your Eight Million Gods damn eyes, Roak.” 
 
    Roak couldn’t help but laugh. He nodded, closed his eyes, and took several deep breaths. 
 
    A loud banging on his door woke him. Roak grabbed for his Flott, but it and the holster were sitting on a table across his quarters. He swung his legs off his bed fast and stood up. 
 
    “Hessa?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Hessa? Are we out of trans-space?” 
 
    Still no answer. The banging at his door continued. 
 
    Roak crossed to his Flott, picked it up, and held it down close to his thigh as he went to the door. He smacked a palm against the controls and watched as the door slid open unusually slow. 
 
    “Hello, Roak,” Father said as he shoved past Roak and stepped into the quarters. “Nice place you have here, son.” 
 
    Roak tried to lift the Flott, but his arm wouldn’t obey and the pistol stayed pressed to his leg, the barrel aiming at the floor. 
 
    “How…?” Roak asked. 
 
    Father turned and faced Roak. The man’s face was a jumble of features. Roak couldn’t make any sense of what he was seeing. Except for a smile. A familiar smile that was like looking into a mirror. That smile stood out as Father sat down on Roak’s made bed. 
 
    “Hessa? What’s going on?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No, no, no, Roak,” Father said, waving his hand as if he was shooing away a gnat. “That won’t work. Not here. Not now.” 
 
    “You’re on my ship,” Roak said. “How did you get on my ship?” 
 
    “I am not on your ship, Roak,” Father stated. “Pay attention.” He spread his arms wide. “Does any of this seem real? Does it feel real? Wouldn’t your faithful AI companion be answering your calls if it was real?” 
 
    “A dream,” Roak stated and tried to walk over to the table. He couldn’t move. “Crappy dream.” 
 
    “A dream? How cliché, Roak,” Father said as he sat down on the bed and stretched out with his hands behind his head.  
 
    His features were still a jumble and looking at him gave Roak a slight headache. 
 
    “No, Roak, what this is, is a cross-galactic communication that is only between us,” Father said. “While the environment is not real, our conversation is. I am actually speaking to you and you are actually speaking to me.” 
 
    “You’re in my head?” Roak snapped. “How in all the Hells did you get in my head?” 
 
    “Stroke of luck, really,” Father said. “Someone on board your ship sent a coded message to a comm signature I have been monitoring. While I was too late to intercept the message itself, I was able to trace the comm signature back to your ship. All it took was a little ingenuity, a piggyback protocol that tricked your system into thinking I’m simply a bit of space noise, and here I am. But we do have to hurry. Your AI is already getting suspicious.” 
 
    “Then I’ll wait it out until she finds your ass,” Roak responded. 
 
    “No, no, she can’t find me. She can cut me off, but there is no way she can ping my location, no matter how hard she tries. And that old AI acquaintance you picked up isn’t going to be able to help, either. I’m very careful, as you know.” Father turned his head to face Roak and that smile was nearly blinding. “Care to know why I’m here?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Always so Roak.” Father chuckled. “I am here to make you an offer, Roak. Come in, return to me willingly, and I will put our past behind us. We will work together on what I have planned for the galaxy. You and I, side by side, equals and partners. The power we will wield will know no bounds.” 
 
    “I said I didn’t want to know why you’re here. You can leave anytime you want. I’d show you the door, but you know where it is.” 
 
    “Boundless power doesn’t interest you in the slightest?” 
 
    “Nope. Sounds like a big mess to me.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I tried.” Father stood up and stretched. “By the way, Roak, what are you doing all the way out at the Edge? A little risky considering your standing with the Edgers.” 
 
    “There’s a donut place I like out here.” 
 
    “I thought you were a noodles guy?” 
 
    “Man can’t live on noodles alone.” 
 
    “Wise words. Well, enjoy those donuts. I’ll be seeing you soon.” 
 
    Father walked to the door, waited for it to open, then stepped out into the corridor. As soon as he left the quarters, Roak could move again. He lifted the Flott, rushed to the door and hurried into the corridor. Empty. 
 
    “Right,” Roak said and lowered his pistol. “Time to wake up now.” 
 
    He smacked himself across the cheek. Nothing happened. 
 
    “Roak? What’s wrong?” Hessa asked. “Why are you armed and standing in the corridor? And why did you just hit yourself?” 
 
    Roak blinked and spun in a circle. 
 
    “Am I awake?” he asked. 
 
    “Your vital signs say you are,” Hessa replied. “I was about to alert you to an anomaly I picked up in the ship’s internal comms system, but it’s gone. However, I am not a fan of the coincidence that I detected an anomaly then I find you standing in the corridor with your Flott while you ask me if you are awake. Am I jumping to conclusions or should I be concerned?” 
 
    “You should be concerned,” Roak replied and relayed his encounter with Father. 
 
    “Alright, I am considerably more than concerned now,” Hessa said once Roak was finished. “More so because someone sent a coded message without me knowing. That is quite alarming, Roak. Quite alarming.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Roak said and rubbed his face. “I’m going to have a steam and eat before we hit the last leg of our trip.” 
 
    “Oh, we already have,” Hessa said. “Go ahead and steam and eat, but you’ll want to be on the bridge ASAP after that. We’ll be arriving at Legend shortly.” 
 
    “So I did get some sleep,” Roak said. 
 
    “Yes. You did. Although, I am unsure if that sleep was restful or not.” 
 
    “Hessa? Keep what happened between us. I don’t want anyone alerted that we’re onto the coded message or that Father can project his consciousness across the galaxy and into my mind.” 
 
    “Oh, I have no plans to open that can of Hesperian worms, Roak. For now, this stays between us. I’ll investigate on my end while you and the others are on Legend.” 
 
    “Good.” He sighed. “Any gump stew left?” 
 
    “If you hurry. Yellow Eyes is down there now.” 
 
    “Eat first then a steam,” Roak said and headed for the lift.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    19. 
 
      
 
    The former asteroid prison filled the Eight-Three-Eight’s view shield. A small docking bay apertured open and landing lights began to strobe brightly as the ship approached Legend. 
 
    “Cleared for landing in docking bay five,” a voice called over the comms. “Welcome to Legend. Please be prepared to be searched if the ship is staying longer than ten minutes.” 
 
    “Only a drop-off, guy,” Hessa replied. “Got me some work in the Bafsa System tomorrow and need to hit the portals ASAP, you know what I mean?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, sure, whatever,” the voice said. “Don’t really care. Alert your passengers that they will be scanned by a security team before they can enter the main areas. If they do not pass the scans, they will be eliminated on the spot, no questions asked.” 
 
    “Ain’t my problem, guy,” Hessa said. “I’m just the ride. You know what I mean?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean,” the voice said. “You don’t need to keep asking. Cleared to land. Welcome to Legend.” 
 
    The ship entered the docking bay and started landing procedures. 
 
    “How was that?” Hessa asked. “Sounded like I was an actual being working hard, right?” 
 
    “Sure,” Bishop said. 
 
    “If you say so,” Reck replied. 
 
    “It was…passable,” Nimm responded. 
 
    “I believed it,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “They’re letting us land and that’s what matters,” Roak said as he stood up from the pilot’s seat. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain!” Yellow Eyes shouted and saluted with three of his nubs. 
 
    “Knock it off,” Roak said as he passed the being. 
 
    Roak didn’t wait for the others. He strode to the lift, entered it, and was pressing the controls to take them to the cargo hold before half the crew were next to him. Reck slid in as the lift doors closed and she gave Roak a sly grin. 
 
    “What?” Roak asked. “What’s the grin for?” 
 
    “We’re going to destroy this place,” Reck stated. 
 
    “I’m all for that,” Bishop said. 
 
    “We aren’t going to destroy the place,” Roak said. Reck raised an eyebrow. “Yes, there is a good likelihood that we will destroy the place. But it’s not guaranteed.” 
 
    “We’re going to destroy the place,” Reck repeated then faced the lift doors as they opened. 
 
    Roak’s helmet was sitting on a stack of crates next to a strange-looking enviro suit. 
 
    “That’s for you, Bishop,” Roak said. He grabbed his helmet and nodded at the enviro suit. “It’s clunky, but should keep anyone from recognizing you.” 
 
    “Clunky?” Bishop exclaimed as he picked up the suit and struggled to get in it. Nimm immediately helped him. “This is a little more than”—” 
 
    His voice was cut off as his helmet was sealed. 
 
    Then, “Eight Million Gods damn this suit is heavy. And stuffy. How do I cool it down? Where are the implant interfaces?” 
 
    “Hold on,” Hessa said. “Try it now.” 
 
    “Ahhh, there we go,” Bishop said. “Sweet, cool air. Still heavy as all the Hells. Any way to get grav assist with this bitch?” 
 
    “No,” Hessa said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be getting my workout in today,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Set?” Roak asked, but didn’t wait for an answer as he activated the rear ramp.  
 
    The aft end of the ship opened and a security team of three Gwreqs and a one-armed Leforian waited at the bottom of the ramp. 
 
    “Let’s get a move on, people,” the Leforian shouted. He raised his one arm and showed a scanner. “I got better places to be.” 
 
    None of the Gwreqs were armed, but by the battle scars that crisscrossed their stone skin, Roak didn’t believe they needed to be. Could Roak take them with his Flott if he needed to? Sure. Would all his crew survive? Probably not. He knew that and by the looks on the Gwreqs’ faces, they knew that. 
 
    Then Roak spotted the plasma cannons trained on the ship and realized that the Gwreqs were more for show and to back-up the Leforian 
 
    “Let’s go!” the Leforian yelled. 
 
    Roak walked down the ramp and presented himself. The Leforian ran the scanner over his body and frowned at the results. 
 
    “No implants? Really?” he asked Roak. 
 
    “You like being tracked by the GF?” Roak responded. “Because implants is how you get tracked by the GF.” 
 
    “You do something to the GF we should be worried about?” the Leforian asked. 
 
    “Haven’t we all?” Roak replied. 
 
    “Get out of my face,” the Leforian snarled. “Next!” 
 
    Yellow Eyes was next and the Leforian didn’t even give the being a second look. He scanned him, frowned at the lack of implants, shot Roak a nasty glare, then gestured for Yellow Eyes to move. Nimm went next after Yellow Eyes. The Leforian studied Nimm’s results closely, muttered about synthetics, then waved Reck on.  
 
    “Oh, come on,” the Leforian snapped as he held his scanner up for the Gwreqs to see. “You believe this shit?” 
 
    Bishop was last. 
 
    “You gonna make me step inside that suit?” the Leforian asked him. 
 
    “Can’t have oxygen touch my skin,” Bishop replied, his voice a metallic warble from a speaker centered in the helmet where his mouth would be. “You want me to melt into a puddle then explode?” 
 
    “No, I do not want you to melt into a puddle and explode,” the Leforian exclaimed. “Who would want that? Don’t ask stupid questions. Get out of my face and welcome to Legend. You screw up while here and you’ll be killed. We do not have a brig, we do not ask question, we do not care if we make a mistake and shoot you due to a misunderstanding. Unless you’re an Edger and have pledged to fight for the Edger cause, you are garbage. But your chits are welcome. Spend as much as you want in the bars or brothels.” 
 
    “Brothels?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    The Leforian looked the being up and down. 
 
    “I don’t even want to know,” the Leforian said. He faced the open ramp. “You! Get out of this docking bay now or we’ll vaporize the ship! We need the space!” 
 
    The ramp closed and the engine drives started up. 
 
    “We’re done?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Yes, we’re done,” the Leforian spat. “Get out of my sight!” 
 
    Roak didn’t wait around. He walked through the docking bay’s airlock and the others were right behind him. 
 
    “Closest bar?” Roak asked the Leforian as the security detail shoved past them before the airlock sealed shut. 
 
    “Map. On the wall. Use it,” the Leforian replied and stomped off toward a different airlock. The airlock opened wide and he stomped into another docking bay. “You! You want to die today? No? Then stand still and get ready to be scanned!” 
 
    The airlock closed, leaving Roak and company alone. 
 
    “That went well,” Yellow Eyes said. He blurred for half a second. “Closest bar is two decks down and three corridors over.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Roak said. 
 
    They made their way through Legend without any hassle. When they reached the bar, only a few beings gave them more than a cursory glance before returning their attention to their drinks and conversations. 
 
     “You two sit at the bar,” Roak said and nodded to the open stools at the main bar. All the beings in the bar were seated at tables or booths. “We’ll sit back there and see what we can see.” 
 
    Nimm strode to the bar and sat on one of the stools. Reck followed, her eyes scanning their surroundings. Once the two women were seated, Roak led Bishop and Yellow Eyes to a booth that had just opened up in the far corner. 
 
    They sat down and a waiter came over, a Dornopheous that had molded his body to permanently keep a serving tray balanced on a shelf in his abdomen. 
 
    “What do you want?” the waiter asked. 
 
    “Beer any good?” Yellow Eyes asked. “I could go for a nice Jarmuschian Porter or a”—” 
 
    “The beer sucks nuft nuts. It’s made from the gray water,” the waiter said. 
 
    “Poop beer?” Yellow Eyes blanched. “Never mind.” 
 
    “Bottle of brown liquor,” Roak said. His arm shot out and he pinched a bit of the waiter’s putty flesh. “Not the house brown. A couple steps up from that.” 
 
    “Good call,” the waiter said. “Three glasses?” 
 
    “Two,” Roak replied. “The guy in the suit can’t drink. He opens that and he becomes a puddle then explodes when the oxygen mixes with his flesh.” 
 
    “All the Hells,” the waiter said and shrunk back. “Thanks for bringing him in here. Really appreciate that.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Roak said. 
 
    The waiter pointed at Roak’s helmet. “And you? You can drink through that?” 
 
    “I can lift the visor,” Roak said. 
 
    “Why not take the helmet off?” 
 
    “Because I’m here to kill a guy and I don’t want him to know I’ve arrived.” 
 
    “Guy got a name? Slide some chits over and I may be able to help you find him.” 
 
    “Or you’ll have him pay you some chits to tip him off.” 
 
    “Being’s gotta make a buck.” 
 
    The waiter left and Roak relaxed into the booth back. He watched the other beings in the bar, but none of them even glanced his way. 
 
    “Know the guy?” Roak asked without looking at Bishop. 
 
    “No,” Bishop replied, his voice coming through Roak’s comm and not the helmet speaker. 
 
    “He say something?” Yellow Eyes asked. “I can’t hear him.” 
 
    “He said no,” Roak responded. “You think you can take a turn around the bar and eavesdrop?” 
 
    “You bet,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    He was gone in a blur. The blur spread about the bar, but a being would have had to look very closely, and know what they were looking for, to see the blur. Yellow Eyes returned after a few minutes. 
 
    “Two groups are plotting to murder each other and neither group knows the other group wants them dead,” Yellow Eyes said. “Other than that, I got nothing, man. No talk of Skrang or any huge chit windfall.” 
 
    “Reck?” Roak asked. 
 
    Reck didn’t turn from her barstool to look in Roak’s direction, but she raised a hand to her face and scratched her cheek. Nimm was busy chatting up the bartender who was a Groshnel that looked a lot like Z. 
 
    Their waiter returned with a bottle of brown liquor and two glasses.  
 
    “He doesn’t have a port in that helmet for a straw?” the waiter asked, nodding at Bishop as he set the glasses down in front of Yellow Eyes and Roak. “Seems like poor planning to me.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Bishop said, his warbled voice making the waiter take a couple slides back. 
 
    “Whatever,” the waiter said and left. 
 
    “Let me do the talking,” Roak said. 
 
    “Whatever,” Bishop replied. 
 
    Reck stood up from her stool and the bartender pointed to the corner of the bar where a single door stood. Roak caught Reck’s eye as she walked past and he got up from the booth. 
 
    “Pour some booze,” he said to Yellow Eyes. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Reck walked through the door and Roak was close behind. It was an all beings, all patrons lavatory. Reck dropped her pants and sat down on a humanoid toilet. There were no stalls. 
 
    “Ahhhh, been holding that,” she said as she pissed. “Take a leak, Roak. No point in wasting a trip to the crapper.” 
 
    Roak leaned against a wall then frowned as his light armor stuck to something sticky. He pulled away from the wall and lifted the visor on his helmet. 
 
    “What’d you find out?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Bartender has heard of some big spenders at a brothel five decks up and across the base,” Reck said as she stood and pulled her pants back up. “He’s not sure if they’re Skrang or not. But if not, he hasn’t seen that amount of chits being spent on Legend in a long time, so odds are the beings have been in contact with our Skrang if they aren’t our Skrang.” 
 
    “Brothel five decks up,” Roak said. “Good job.” 
 
    “Not looking for a pat on the head,” Reck replied. She pulled the Blorta 65 laser pistol from a holster on her right hip, checked the charge, then holstered it as she pulled an identical pistol from her left hip and checked that. She spun the weapon her finger before holstering that one then grinned at Roak. “Ready?” 
 
    “Drink some more,” Roak said. 
 
    “Why? We’re on a time table, Roak,” Reck responded. “We have a week to get the Skrang and the chits back to their pals. Let’s hit the brothel, nab the Skrang or interrogate the non-Skrang until we know where the Skrang are, snag their lizard asses, get the chits, and go.” 
 
    “We drink for a bit then leave separately,” Roak said. “We take off right now and that bartender will call the brothel before we hit the first lift.” 
 
    “So I have to sit at the bar with Nimm until you leave then follow after? Is that the plan?” Reck snarled. “Nimm ain’t bad, but she’s still got so much GF in her that I want to punch her face every couple of minutes.” 
 
    “Good. Get pissy with each other,” Roak said. “That’ll distract the bartender.” 
 
    “Eight Million Gods…” Reck rubbed her forehead. “Fine. Two more drinks and then we’re hitting the brothel.” 
 
    “That works,” Roak said and left the lavatory. 
 
    He sat back down at the booth without glancing at Reck as she took her seat at the bar. 
 
    “Two drinks and we’re gone,” Roak said. “There’s a brothel five decks up and across the base. Skrang or their associates might be there.” 
 
    “Want me to go scout it out?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “Not now,” Roak said. “When we’re closer. I’d like a little distance between us and that security team at the docking bays before we stir the pot.” 
 
    “Gentlemen doing alright?” the waiter asked as he slid by. 
 
    “Fine,” Roak replied. 
 
    “Oh, and don’t forget the fifty percent tip when you leave,” the waiter said. “Wouldn’t want you guys to be beings of interest with Legend’s security teams. They’re always waiting for the next murder to happen.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” Roak said and leaned forward. The waiter slid backward and stopped at the edge of the table. “How would you like to make even more chits?” 
 
    “I would like that a lot,” the waiter said. 
 
    “See those two groups there?” Roak asked, nodding at the beings Yellow Eyes had implicated in the simultaneous murder plots. “Neither group knows the other is plotting to kill them. Play them against each other and you’ll make way more chits than our fifty percent tip.” 
 
    “Oh, nice,” the waiter said. “I still expect fifty percent from you, though. I’m not one to waste a good extortion ploy when it is presented to me on a platter.” 
 
    Roak glared. The waiter glared back. 
 
    “Fine,” Roak said. “You’ll get your tip.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the waiter said and slid away. “Have a nice killing!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    20. 
 
      
 
    Reck and Nimm caught up to Roak and the others two decks up from the bar. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Reck asked, nodding at Bishop. 
 
    “This suit is shit,” Bishop replied, his voice so garbled it was almost impossible to understand him. 
 
    “Hold still,” Reck said and moved to make some adjustments on Bishop’s helmet. After a couple seconds of fiddling, Bishop sighed and Reck stepped back. “That better?” 
 
    “Yeah. Lots. What did you do?” Bishop asked. 
 
    “Opened the suit to the outside atmosphere. You don’t really need the suit, it’s only for show,” Reck said. “Not sure why Hessa set it for full function.” 
 
    All eyes fell on Roak. He shrugged. 
 
    “We needed authenticity for the security scans,” Roak said. 
 
    “Right,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Any issues with the bartender?” Roak asked. 
 
    “None,” Nimm replied. “He thinks it is Skrang in the brothel. Never asked him outright, but he hinted at it.” 
 
    “Bigotry against Skrang is easy to spot,” Reck said. 
 
    “Cross the base here or go three decks up first?” Nimm asked Roak. 
 
    “Cross here,” Roak said. “This deck looks residential. Less issues that way.” 
 
    They made it five corridors before they were stopped by a pack of Cerviles. A feline race with very deadly claws, the furry beings blocked Roak and company’s path. A few Edgers hung outside their residences to watch, but most tucked inside and away from any potential trouble. 
 
    “Hear you’re looking for Skrang,” one of the Cervile’s said. “How about you take those helmets off so we can see who’s doing the hunting?” 
 
    “Can’t. I melt then explode,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Helmets off or we take them off,” the Cervile said. 
 
    Roak took his off, threw it at the Cervile, pulled his Flott, and fired. The laser cluster spread took out the entire pack. 
 
    “Yellow Eyes!” Roak shouted. 
 
    “On it!” The being was gone in a yellow blur. 
 
    “Hessa!” 
 
    “Security has been alerted,” Hessa responded in Roak’s ear. “You have five minutes before they reach that deck.” 
 
    “Get us to the brothel! Now!” Roak shouted. 
 
    “Go straight. Turn left then take the closest lift,” Hessa instructed. “I’ll slow security down.” 
 
    Roak took off running, the rest followed, weapons drawn. 
 
    “Can I take this off?” Bishop yelled. 
 
    “Feel free to stop and do that!” Roak shouted over his shoulder.  
 
    Curious Edgers ducked their heads out of their quarters, but the sight of the armed group made them all think twice and tuck back in.  
 
    “We’re not waiting for you!” Roak yelled. 
 
    “Asshole!” Bishop yelled. 
 
    A furious-looking Slinghasp stepped around the corner of the corridor and raised a nasty-looking rifle. Three plasma bolts passed by Roak’s left shoulder and the  Slinghasp’s head turned to mist. 
 
    “Thanks,” Roak said. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Reck replied. 
 
    They reached the end of the corridor and turned left. The lift doors were only a few meters away. Then the doors opened and Roak slid to a halt as three more heavily armed Slinghasps got off. The lift doors slammed shut, all safety protocols ignored, and the Slinghasps were crushed to death. 
 
    Blood and fleshy pulp exploded out into the corridor. Then the doors opened once more and remained open. 
 
    “You are good to go,” Hessa said. 
 
    Roak stepped over the mess, waited for the others to cram into the lift, and hit the button for three decks up. 
 
    Bishop struggled to get his helmet off, finally managed it, then threw it at Roak. 
 
    “What the fuck was that, pal?” Bishop shouted. 
 
    “Didn’t have a choice,” Roak said. “We’d been made.” 
 
    “By some Cerviles,” Bishop said. “We could have easily taken them out then kept going all nice and easy.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Roak said. “You’re too used to sitting behind your consoles and living vicariously through beings like us.” 
 
    Roak pointed at Reck and Nimm. 
 
    “Nimm knows how a station or base works,” Roak continued. “If that group knew we were looking for the Skrang, then everyone knows we’re looking for the Skrang. Nice and easy is over. Full-frontal assault is our only move if we’re getting what we’re here to get.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? How is this better?” Bishop asked. 
 
    “I never said it was better,” Roak replied. “I said it was our only move. We control how things go down.” 
 
    Reck had both pistols drawn and aimed at the lift doors. Nimm had her pistol drawn and was right behind Reck. Roak checked his Flott as Bishop continued to struggle to get out of his suit. He finally managed the task and yanked a pistol free from the utility belt on the suit. 
 
    “You know we have to shoot our way to the Skrang, still find the chits, then shoot our way off this rock, right?” Bishop snarled as he took aim with the pistol. 
 
    “Yeah, so?” Reck replied. “Roak’s done it a million times. I’ve done it a million times. Nimm?” 
 
    “Never like this, but yeah, back in the day, I’ve shot my way out of a few situations,” Nimm replied. 
 
    “You should have gotten out in the field more,” Roak said to Bishop. 
 
    “You’d be perfectly fine with me dying here,” Bishop stated. Roak did not respond. 
 
    The lift opened and Reck was firing and moving forward before the doors had fully recessed into the walls. Eight beings of various races cried out and fell as Reck’s shots hit every target she was aiming for. More beings cried out and fell as she adjusted her aim to take on the few beings foolish enough to step into her way. 
 
    Nimm was dropping beings as well, but with much less volume and accuracy. A plasma bolt hit her left shoulder and she winced, but didn’t cry out as it only grazed the flesh. 
 
    “Move,” Roak said casually. 
 
    Reck and Nimm got out of the way as Roak stepped up and fired his Flott. The laser cluster spread cleared the corridor of the unlucky beings that didn’t flee fast enough. 
 
    Yellow Eyes appeared in front of Roak and hooked a nub over his shoulder. 
 
    “The Skrang are barricaded in the brothel. They have hostages,” Yellow Eyes said. “Whore hostages.” 
 
    “Didn’t think they were hanging out with priests,” Roak said and marched down the corridor. 
 
    He stepped over most of the corpses on his way, but a few got their already-mangled skulls crushed under his boots. Yellow Eyes was right by his side while Reck and Nimm brought up the rear. Bishop was still in the lift, mouth hanging open as he stared at the death that filled the corridor. 
 
    “I believe Bishop has shell shock,” Hessa said in Roak’s comm. 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Roak said as he reached the brothel’s doors and waited. “You gonna open these or what?” 
 
    The doors slid open and a burst of plasma fire came shooting out. Roak stepped to the side, waited for the plasma bursts to stop, then rushed into the brothel, his pistol firing away. Reck was right behind him, both her pistols set to auto. Nimm covered the door while Yellow Eyes raced about the brothel, snapping necks and pulling heads off anyone that was arming themselves for a fight. 
 
    “Oops,” he said as he twisted the head off a corpse he’d already killed. “So hard to keep count.” 
 
    The plasma fire stopped and Roak waited, Flott up, until Yellow Eyes returned. 
 
    “You didn’t kill them, did you?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No way, man,” Yellow Eyes said. “Three Skrang are in the very back, hiding behind some ladies and gentlemen of the night.” 
 
    “Kill the hostages,” Roak said to Yellow Eyes. “We’ll be right behind you to take down the Skrang.” 
 
    “You want to me to what, man? Kill the hostages?” Yellow Eyes blinked several times. “Uh…no?” 
 
    “The hostages are going to die,” Reck said. “No way around that. We’re going in there to get the Skrang. The crossfire will kill them. You might as well take them off the board now so we don’t have to deal with them.” 
 
    Yellow Eyes looked back and forth between Roak and Reck. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “You’ve had no problem decapitating beings like you were popping flowers off stems,” Roak said. “What’s the problem now?” 
 
    “Syndicate thugs and bad people, sure,” Yellow Eyes said. “But, uh, these are just whores. They’re innocent.” 
 
    “You know what the lifespan of whores is out in the Edge?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No,” Yellow Eyes replied. 
 
    “That’s because it’s so short that no one bothers to track that number. The beings are dead and don’t know it yet. Trust me. I’m right. Kill the whores so we can get to the Skrang.” 
 
    Roak waited, but Yellow Eyes didn’t move. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Bishop asked as he finally caught up. “Why are we waiting?” 
 
    Roak stared blankly at Yellow Eyes. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods…” Yellow Eyes shook his head. “Fine.” 
 
    He was gone in a blur. Roak and Reck ran to the very back of the brothel, dodging dead bodies at every step. Nimm followed after a brief pause. Bishop groaned as he followed as well, his hand to his side. 
 
    “I need to do more cardio,” he shouted as he tried to catch up. 
 
    Roak and Reck reached the back room and burst in shouting. 
 
    “Get down now!’ Roak yelled. 
 
    “Move and I shoot your dicks off!” Reck shouted. 
 
    Three stunned Skrang stood there, confused. Not just by the contradictory statements thrown at them, but by the suddenly unconscious whores at their feet. 
 
    “I knocked them out,” Yellow Eyes said. “That good enough?” 
 
    “Yes, if you do the same to the Skrang,” Roak said. 
 
    “Oh, right, good idea, man,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    The three Skrang fell as a yellow blur raced around them. 
 
    “How’s that?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “Perfect,” Roak said. He holstered his Flott and knelt next to the closest Skrang.  
 
    A few hard slaps and the being woke up. 
 
    “What the…?” the Skrang wondered. 
 
    Roak punched him in the nose slits, sending blood spurting out sideways into the room. 
 
    “Chits. Where are they?” Roak asked. 
 
    “I don’t know shit about no”—” 
 
    Another punch to the nose slits and more blood plus a very load crunch filled the room. 
 
    “Alright!” The Skrang held up a clawed hand and blinked in pain at Roak. Then the lizard being’s eyes went wide. “You’re fucking Roak!” 
 
    “Yep. Now you know what situation you’re in. I’m not going to kill you, but you will wish you were dead if you don’t tell me where the chits are.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    Another punch. 
 
    “I’ll fucking tell you!” The Skrang warded off any more blows to his nose slits. “But you have to let us go if I do!” 
 
    “Fine,” Roak said. 
 
    “Really?” The Skrang did not look like he trusted Roak at all. 
 
    “I always keep my word,” Roak said. 
 
    The Skrang glanced past Roak and Reck nodded at the being. 
 
    “It’s true. He does,” Reck said. 
 
    “Alright. Great. Four compression bags are behind this wall,” the Skrang said. 
 
    “Good,”“ Roak said. “Yellow Eyes?” 
 
    The wall was ripped open in seconds. 
 
    “What in all the Hells is that thing?” the Skrang asked about Yellow Eyes. 
 
    “Thing?” Yellow Eyes smacked the Skrang in the back of the head with a free nub, knocking the being back into unconsciousness. The other nubs were holding the compression bags he’d fetched from the wall. “Racist.” 
 
    “Can you carry them all?” Roak asked. 
 
    “I am currently doing just that,” Yellow Eyes said.  
 
    “Good,” Roak said. “Take them to the ship.” 
 
    “Same docking bay?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “Same docking bay,” Hessa said in Roak’s ear. 
 
    “Yes. Same docking bay,” Roak relayed to Yellow Eyes. 
 
    The being was gone. 
 
    “Hessa?” Roak called. “Best way to get these punks off Legend?” 
 
    “Trash chute behind the wall of the second room back on your right,” Hessa replied. “Toss them in there then follow after.” 
 
    “Down a trash chute? Into the incinerator?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Incinerator is busted. They throw the trash out into open space,” Hessa replied. “Savages.” 
 
    “We’re going into open space?” Bishop asked. “I should have left the suit on.” 
 
    “Live and learn,” Nimm said. 
 
    “You heard Hessa,” Roak said. “Grab a Skrang. Reck? Go open that wall.” 
 
    Reck left to do that as Roak, Nimm, and Bishop each grabbed a Skrang and dragged them over and around the fallen whores. It took some doing, but they got the beings into the room and over to the wall that Reck was busy blasting open with her pistols. 
 
    “How’s this going to play out, Hessa?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Fast,” Hessa said. “I know exactly where you’re coming out. Toss down the Skrang, but make sure you are right behind. Hold on.” 
 
    There was a minute of silence then Hessa returned. 
 
    “Sorry. Had to shoot our way out of the docking bay. Gonna take the Edgers a while to fix that big hole. Anyway, I’ll be waiting to catch all of you, but hurry. The cargo hold will be open, but won’t have any atmosphere. I’ll need to seal it and restore life support in less than a minute or you will all freeze to death and suffocate due to the vacuum of space.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know how this works,” Roak said. He looked at the others. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” they replied. 
 
    “Tossing out Skrang,” Roak said. 
 
    They hoisted the Skrang up into the wall and down the opened trash chute. Then Reck jumped in, followed by Nimm and Bishop. Roak was last. They pinballed off the chute’s walls for several decks then slammed into the three Skrang that were waiting against a solid hunk of metal. The metal shifted and opened and all of them were sucked out into space. 
 
    Roak held his breath as he tumbled for a couple of seconds. He saw the underside of Legend for a brief moment then his ship swallowed him up. Weightlessness was gone as the grav drives kicked in and Roak fell hard against the cargo hold’s floor. The rear ramp slammed shut and the blessed sound of air filling the space hissed in everyone’s ears. 
 
    With thankful gasps, all but the Skrang got to their feet. 
 
    The ship rocked and alarms blared. 
 
    “We’ve got GF fighters on us!” Hessa yelled. 
 
    “Of course we do,” Roak said as he raced to the lift.
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    Roak was thrown against the side of the lift as the ship tilted hard to port. Then it tilted hard to starboard and he was thrown into the other wall. The lift doors opened and Roak was thrown onto the bridge as the ship took a nose dive. He managed to scramble into the pilot’s seat and strap in. 
 
    “I guess Beem got the message,” Roak said. 
 
    “Looks like it,” Hessa said. 
 
    Roak brought up a holo display that showed eight Galactic Fleet fighters closing fast behind the ship. 
 
    “Can we beat them back to the wormhole portal?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No,” Hessa replied. “GF destroyer is blocking our way.” 
 
    “I’ve found an alternate route,” Ti’Ya said. “It will not be pleasant.” 
 
    “Why would it be?” Roak replied. “How are the others doing?” 
 
    “They have secured the Skrang in the brig and Yellow Eyes has the compression pouches of chits locked down in the armory,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Good choice,” Roak replied.  
 
    The bridge doors opened. Reck ran in and took a seat at the weapons console. 
 
    “What are we looking at?” she asked. A holo came up. “Only eight? We can take those.” 
 
    “GF destroyer is blocking the wormhole portal,” Roak said. 
 
    “That’s a little more tricky,” Reck replied. 
 
    “Ti’Ya? What’s the alternate route?” Roak asked. 
 
    “There is a gravity well approximately eighty-two clicks from us,” Ti’Ya said. “We use that to slingshot back toward the wormhole portal. Cut all power except for stealth mode and they won’t be able to lock onto us. We can slip between the destroyer and the wormhole portal. Calculated correctly and we’ll be able to get by them with about six meters to spare.” 
 
    “Six meters?” Reck exclaimed. “Not much of a margin there, AI.” 
 
    “Better than no margin at all,” Ti’Ya replied, annoyed. 
 
    “Make it happen, Ti’Ya,” Roak said. “Hessa? What do you need from us?” 
 
    “I’ve got weapons,” Reck said. 
 
    “Hessa can handle that,” Roak responded. 
 
    “Go count the chits,” Hessa said. “Ti’Ya and I will keep the fighters off our tail long enough to set up the slingshot. We’ll need you back when we execute that maneuver just in case we go offline when the power is shut down.” 
 
    Roak stood and slapped Reck on the shoulder as he passed her. “Give us plenty of heads up before we’re about to slingshot.” 
 
    “Will do,” Hessa replied. 
 
    Roak left the bridge with Reck in his wake. They made it down to the armory eventually after picking themselves up off the floor more than a few times as the ship spun and dove, climbed and turned, to avoid the GF fighters. 
 
    “We should shoot them out of space,” Reck said. 
 
    “They’ll only send more,” Roak responded as they stepped into the armory. 
 
    The compression pouches were miraculously sitting on a table in the middle of the room. Roak extended the edge of the table upward to create a lip that surrounded the surface then activated the first pouch and let the contents spill out. 
 
    “That’s a lot of chits,” Reck said as the pile continued to grow. “We’re gonna have to count this one pouch at a time.” 
 
    She looked about the armory then at Roak. 
 
    “You have a chit counter, right?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Roak said. “I haven’t had to deal with this many chits in a long time. Last batch even close to this, Sha Tog counted for me.” 
 
    “You deal in only chits for your bounties and don’t have a chit counter handy?” Reck stared then shook her head. “You are an idiot.” 
 
    “Spread them out evenly,” Hessa said in their ears. “I can scan the pile and count them that way.” 
 
    “You need to be concentrating on flying the ship,” Roak said. 
 
    “Counting chits doesn’t even register in my processors, Roak,” Hessa replied. “Spread ‘em, boy.” 
 
    “You’ll pay for the boy comment later,” Roak said. 
 
    “I am afraid. So afraid,” Hessa said. 
 
    Roak and Reck spread the chits out on the table as evenly as possible. 
 
    “Done,” Hessa said. “Put them back into the pouch and get the next batch out.” 
 
    Roak and Reck did just that. Then the ship went upside down and the next batch of chits went everywhere. 
 
    “You’ll have to pick those up for me to count them,” Hessa said once the ship had righted itself. 
 
    “We are five minutes out from the slingshot maneuver,” Ti’Ya interrupted. 
 
    “Gonna take us a lot longer than five minutes to pick these up,” Roak said. “Bishop!” 
 
    “What?” Bishop replied over the comms. 
 
    “Got a job for you,” Roak said. “Get to the armory now.” 
 
    “I’d rather stay strapped down in the mess,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Armory or you get ejected out an airlock,” Roak said. 
 
    “Empty threat, pal,” Bishop said.  
 
    “What ya need?” Yellow Eyes asked as he appeared in the armory. “Heard Bishop being snarky.” 
 
    There was a brown stain around Yellow Eyes’ mouth. 
 
    “Were you eating more stew?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Yellow Eyes said and licked his lips clean. 
 
    “While we’re being chased by GF fighters and turning upside down every couple of minutes?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Not sure what any of that has to do with eating stew, but yeah,” Yellow Eyes said. “Hey, there are chits everywhere, man. You should really pick them up.” 
 
    “That’s what you get to do,” Roak said and patted Yellow Eyes on the head. 
 
    “Don’t do that. I’m not a pet,” Yellow Eyes responded as Roak left. “Where are you going?” He looked to Reck. “Where’s he going?” 
 
    “The bridge,” Reck said. “Me too. Hessa will tell you what you need to do with the chits.” 
 
    “Okay. Great,” Yellow Eyes replied. 
 
    Roak was waiting in the lift. He sent them to the bridge as soon as Reck joined him. 
 
    “We about ready?” Roak asked as he strapped into the pilot’s seat. Reck strapped in next to him in the co-pilot’s seat. “Hessa? Ti’Ya?” 
 
    “We are ready,” Ti’Ya said. “Entering gravity well’s sphere of influence now. Trajectory locked in. Hang on tight and do not touch a single control unless I tell you to.” 
 
    “Nothing like being ordered around by an AI,” Reck said. 
 
    “Welcome to my existence,” Roak said. 
 
    The ship’s power cut out and Roak was pressed into the back of his seat as the ship began the slingshot process. Without the grav dampeners online, Roak’s head felt like it weighed as much as the ship itself as the g-forces increased to barely tolerable levels.  
 
    Then it got a whole lot worse. The ship crested the edge of the gravity well and was flung hard and fast toward the wormhole portal. 
 
    Roak gritted his teeth against the pain then couldn’t hold it any longer and started to scream. Reck joined in only a second after. They were both still screaming when the power kicked in and the view shield came back online. 
 
    The wormhole portal was right there, directly in front of them. But so was the GF destroyer. 
 
    “Their plasma cannons are lighting up!” Reck yelled. “They see us! How do they see us if we’re in stealth mode?” 
 
    “No clue!” Roak said. 
 
    Then they were past the destroyer and into the wormhole portal. Roak leaned over and vomited on the floor. 
 
    “Gonna need a bot,” Roak said as he sat up and wiped his mouth. “Hessa?” 
 
    “I know,” Hessa replied, exasperated. “Would it be so hard to keep a bag or bowl with you when you know we’re entering trans-space rough?” 
 
    “We have bots,” Roak said. 
 
    “Gonna agree with Hessa,” Reck said as she undid her straps and stood. She stumbled, steadied herself, then glanced about. “Now what?” 
 
    “Now we take a very circuitous route back to deliver the Skrang and the chits,” Hessa said. “Go rest. We’re in the clear for now.” 
 
    “I’ll be in my quarters,” Roak said as he stood up too. “You sure we’re in the clear? No fighters following us?” 
 
    “Not that can be detected,” Ti’Ya answered. “I will continue to monitor all spectrums of trans-space in case they are hiding in our quantum wake.” 
 
    “Do that,” Roak said and left the bridge. 
 
    Once in his quarters, he stripped down and hopped in the shower for a nice, long steam. Hessa was wise enough not to bother him until he was out, dried off, and getting dressed. 
 
    “I don’t have proof,” she said. “But I have a suspicion as to who our problem is.” 
 
    “Nimm,” Roak said. 
 
    “Nimm,” Hessa agreed. 
 
    “No proof? How can a message be sent from this ship without you having proof?” Roak asked. 
 
    “That is what I am currently working on, Roak,” Hessa snapped. “Do not think I am taking this situation lightly. If I were to act like you, I’d be punching everything in sight. But I am not you, so I am calmly going over all of the evidence at my disposal.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on Nimm,” Roak said. 
 
    “Now you’re just being rude,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “What’s our travel time back to the Skrang?” Roak asked. “How much longer will the circuitous route take?” 
 
    “We will arrive within the week allotted to us,” Hessa said. “With about six hours to spare.” 
 
    Roak stopped pulling the shirt over his head. 
 
    “Roak? Do you need help getting dressed?” Hessa asked. 
 
    “Six hours? That’s our margin?” Roak growled. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, Roak. Forgive me for not having anything to do with the Galactic Fleet showing up at the wrong time,” Hessa snapped. “How unthinking of me to not have complete control over every aspect of the universe and all elements contained within.” 
 
    “Point taken, Hessa,” Roak said and finished pulling his shirt on. He dressed in his light armor, put on his boots, and left his quarters. “Yellow Eyes done with the chits? We have a count yet?” 
 
    “The count is over three hundred and fourteen million chits,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Good,” Roak said. “I’m going to have a chat with our Skrang friends in the brig.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why not? We’ve got time to kill.” 
 
    “Good point. Try to only kill time and not any of them.” 
 
    “I’m not going to kill any of them.” 
 
    “Only because they have to be returned alive.” 
 
    “No… Well, yes, but also because I don’t need to kill them. Go back to spying on Nimm and leave me alone.” 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    Roak grumbled to himself as he stepped on the lift and headed down to the ship’s brig.
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    Three sets of angry lizard eyes glared at Roak from behind the cell’s energy barrier. 
 
    “Fine. Don’t talk to me,” Roak said as he sat in a chair outside the cell. “I’m just trying to figure out why you’d betray your own people for a bunch of chits.” 
 
    None of the eyes blinked. None of the Skrang responded with even a lip twitch. 
 
    “You know, if you give me a good enough reason, maybe I’ll let you three go for a cut of those chits,” Roak said. “I mean, I could keep them all for myself, but that’s a little harder to cover up than say faking an escape where you grab as many chits as you can and leave a few behind accidentally.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Come on, guys. Give me something to work with here and we can help each other out.” 
 
    Still no response. 
 
    “You know, I have the GF on my ass. I could drop out of trans-space at the closest wormhole portal, let them catch up, and hand you over. How’s that sound? Probably not so good.” 
 
    One of the Skrang looked at the other two. 
 
    “Do not!” one of the two snarled. 
 
    “He could keep the chits and give us to the Galactic Fleet,” the first Skrang said. “They will kill us.” 
 
    “They will torture us then kill us once they have extracted information from our mind,” the third Skrang chimed in. 
 
    “What do you think is going to happen to us when we are returned to Skrang?” the second Skrang asked. “We will be welcomed with open arms? We are in for an eternity of torment and pain.” 
 
    “Don’t forget shame,” Roak said. “So much Skrang shame. Let me in on the plan you guys had and you can avoid the GF and going back to the Skrang.” 
 
    “You lie,” the second Skrang said. “You are Roak the liar.” 
 
    “Roak the liar? That one’s new,” Roak said. “Hessa? Have you heard of me being called Roak the liar before?” 
 
    Hessa did not answer. 
 
    “Hessa? Really?” Roak shook his head. “In a bit of a fight with my ship’s AI.” 
 
    “How can you be in a fight with your AI?” the first Skrang asked. “You are the AI’s master.” 
 
    “If only that were true,” Roak said. “But, if you think of it, she could shut down all life support at any moment and kill us all if she wanted to. Who’s the master in that scenario?” 
 
    “You are no monster as they say,” the second Skrang said. “You are only a weak man that lives a coward’s life.” 
 
    “Says the thief and traitor,” Roak responded. 
 
    “We are not traitors!” the second Skrang yelled. 
 
    “But you are thieves,” Roak said. 
 
    “Only so we can return the chits back to Skrang. The chits belong to the homeworld.” 
 
    “Now we are getting somewhere,” Roak said. “The chits belong to… Did you say homeworld? As in the Skrang homeworld of Skrang?” 
 
    “Yes. What other homeworld would I dare to speak of?” 
 
    “Just confirming.” Roak rubbed his chin. A cold feeling had entered his belly. “So, these chits were stolen directly from the main Skrang coffers?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Which means all of Skrang are looking for them.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Hessa…” 
 
    “I understand the implications,” Hessa said over the comm. “Keep them talking. Ti’Ya and I will work this out.” 
 
    “How’d you get away with stealing so many chits?” Roak asked. 
 
    “It was not hard to do,” the second Skrang said. “Skrang do not betray other Skrang. They did not expect us to take the chits since no Skrang would steal from other Skrang.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you did steal from other Skrang…” Roak looked from Skrang to Skrang to Skrang. “Right? Or I wouldn’t have three hundred and fourteen million chits on my ship.” 
 
    “We are Skrang returning what rightfully belongs to Skrang,” the second Skrang said. 
 
    “I get that. Giving back what was taken for the good of all Skrang,” Roak said. “Then why join up with this offshoot faction of Skrang? Why be part of their…revolution?” 
 
    The three Skrang hissed and spat. 
 
    “You blaspheme the way of Skrang,” the second Skrang said. “There can be no revolution. Only destruction of Skrang.” 
 
    “Wait… You want to destroy Skrang?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No!” the second Skrang shouted. 
 
    “Revolution would mean the end of Skrang,” the third Skrang said. “The concept is destruction itself.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, got it,” Roak said. He stared up at the ceiling for a few seconds then looked back at the Skrang and smiled. They did not flinch back from his smile. “Then why were you whoring on an Edger base? If you were stealing the chits for Skrang, then tell me why you didn’t return to Skrang and hand over the chits? Why go to Legend?” 
 
    The second Skrang and third Skrang stared cold, dead lizard eyes at Roak. The first Skrang, the one with just little more panic in his blood than the others from what Roak could see, blinked and glanced away before returning his gaze to Roak and trying to play the tough Skrang. 
 
    “Who told you to steal the chits back?” Roak asked the first Skrang. “It wasn’t a Skrang, was it?” 
 
    “Do not speak to the liar anymore,” the second Skrang snapped at the first Skrang. 
 
    “He’s right, you know,” Roak said, nodding at the second Skrang. “You shouldn’t speak to me anymore. But I don’t think I need you to. I think I’ve got this figured out.” 
 
    “You do?” Hessa asked in Roak’s ear. “I don’t.” 
 
    “Chits were stolen from the Skrang homeworld coffers to help fund whatever this offshoot Skrang thing is,” Roak explained. “Don’t call it a revolution. How about reorganization? Yeah. Let’s go with that term. Reorganization. Most civilizations call it a coup, but that’s probably a dirty word too.” 
 
    The second and third Skrang growled. The first Skrang hissed, but his lizard heart was obviously not in it. 
 
    “You three are starting to feel uncomfortable that maybe this reorganization isn’t what’s best for Skrang,” Roak continued. “A little lizard guilt starts to eat away at you. Then, by some stroke of luck, you receive a message.” Roak looks from Skrang to Skrang to Skrang. “Which one received the message? You? You? No, it was you.” 
 
    Roak pointed at the second Skrang. 
 
    “I thought this guy here was the weak link, but it’s you, isn’t it?” Roak said to the second Skrang. “You received a message that said you need to steal the chits and give them back to the Skrang homeworld. Except, if you did that, then you’d probably be executed or worse when you returned, even though you would have the stolen chits in hand as a peace offering.” 
 
    “You dare utter that word!” the second Skrang snarled. “Skrang do not provide peace.” 
 
    “Whatever you want to call it. Doesn’t matter,” Roak said. “You were worried about your own hide, so when the opportunity to hand off the chits to an intermediary came along, you jumped at it. Meet at Legend and give the chits to someone that would take them to the Skrang homeworld for you. No risk on your end. You get to keep your heads and be Skrang patriots. Am I close?” 
 
    No response. Roak shrugged. 
 
    “I think I am close,” Roak said. “Then you get to Legend and nothing feels right. The Edgers you interact with don’t know why you’re there. No message waiting, no contact to give the chits to. Soon, being the sheltered Skrang you are, some of the entertainment starts to look appealing. Maybe spend some chits while you wait. Get your Skrang on a little. Have fun for once in your lives.” 
 
    “Fun? Fun!” the second Skrang shouted. “You know nothing of Skrang! You believe that story you tell, but you are so very wrong! So very wrong!” 
 
    “Okay, I’m wrong.” 
 
    “We were not in the brothel to have fun! How dare you! There was a message and it said to stay there until the contact arrived to retrieve the chits!” 
 
    The second Skrang folded his arms across his chest, a smug, satisfied look on his lizard face. Then the smug look fell away. 
 
    “Yeah. You’re getting it now, aren’t you?” Roak said. The smug look that was lost from the Skrang’s face appeared on Roak’s face. Then that too fell away. “Crap. So am I. You never knew you weren’t dealing with Skrang. That message came from outside Skrang Alliance territory, but you didn’t know that.” 
 
    “You did not know this before speaking to us?” the second Skrang asked. 
 
    “Shut up, I’m thinking,” Roak said. “I came in here bluffing that I had the answers, but now I’m not so sure.” 
 
    Roak began to pace the brig. 
 
    “No. No, no, no, no,” Roak muttered. “Am I that stupid?” 
 
    The Skrang snorted. 
 
    Roak ignored the Skrang and continued to pace. Back and forth, back and forth, until he froze in the middle of the brig. 
 
    “A circuitous route,” Roak said to himself. Roak spun about and pointed a finger at the second Skrang. “This offshoot, the Skrang behind the reorganization, how is Sha Tog involved?” 
 
    “Sha Tog?” the second Skrang asked and spat. “That cripple with no honor? He was banished from Skrang many, many years ago.” 
 
    “But he was part of the offshoot,” Roak said. “He was working with you.” 
 
    “Us? No! We would never work with a Skrang traitor like him! He should have died of his own hand to keep his honor when he lost his legs! To associate with a Skrang like that would make us less Skrang! We would be the traitors!” 
 
    “But you’re not traitors,” Roak said. “Because there is no real offshoot, is there? Eight Million Gods damnit!” 
 
    Roak ran from the brig, his mind racing. 
 
    “Hessa!” 
 
    “I heard what you said, but I don’t quite understand what is happening,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “That message that was sent, did Nimm send it? Any trace she did?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. Ti’Ya has confirmed what I found. The transmission was well hidden, but there are specific markers that indicate that only Nimm could have sent the message to the GF.” 
 
    “Kind of convenient, wouldn’t you say?” Roak asked as he reached the lift. 
 
    “Not very since it brought the GF down on us,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “No, I mean that you were able to figure out the message was sent by Nimm. I’ve known that woman for a very long time. We were about to dock at Legend. She could have sent the message from there instead of our ship. It would have taken the GF longer to reach us, and they probably would have missed us, but she’d get another opportunity later.” 
 
    “I have traced the actual transmission logs,” Ti’Ya interjected. “The message was sent before we were on our way to Legend.” 
 
    “I know,” Roak said and pulled his Flott as the lift doors opened. “Where’s Bishop?” 
 
    “Bishop? He is in… He is…” Hessa paused. “I cannot find Bishop.” 
 
    “Eight Million Gods damnit!” Roak roared. He reached the armory and found what he hoped he wouldn’t find. “Shit!” 
 
    Yellow Eyes was down. He was alive, but his body was scarred and mutilated. The armory’s floor around the being was smoking and pocked with holes. 
 
    “Acid. Son of a bitch!”  
 
    Roak didn’t have to look hard to see that the compression pouches with the chits were gone. He raced from the armory and back to the lift.  
 
    “Hessa! Get Yellow Eyes in a med pod now!” 
 
    “Yellow Eyes is harmed? He appears to be fine from what I can see on the holo vids.” 
 
    “You’ve been tricked! You cannot trust what you see! Bishop has messed with your systems!” 
 
    “That is impossible, Roak. At no point has Bishop had any sort of access that would even come close to allowing him to mess with my systems, as you say.” 
 
    “Ti’Ya?” Roak shouted. 
 
    “Yes, Roak?” the AI replied. 
 
    “Partition yourself and do a full scan of Hessa,” Roak ordered. “Find the mess and clean it.” 
 
    “Roak, you are being paranoid,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Do you see Yellow Eyes dying on the armory floor?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No, he is singing to himself in the mess as he eats more gump stew,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “Where’s Reck?” 
 
    “In the co-pilot’s seat.” 
 
    “Reck?” Roak called over the coms. “Location. Now.” 
 
    “I’m in my quarters having a steam,” Reck replied, annoyed. 
 
    “Shit! Get dressed and geared up now!” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Bishop played us. He played us all from the start! Get Nimm and meet me in the cargo hold now!” 
 
    The lift doors opened and Roak stepped out onto the catwalk above the cargo hold. 
 
    “Roak? Have you gone mad?” Hessa asked. “None of this is… None of… Roak? What’s happening to me?” 
 
    “She’s offline,” Ti’Ya said. “I can’t access ship’s controls.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Roak said as he took aim at the back of the man standing in the center of the cargo hold. “Can you see where we are?” 
 
    “We were supposed to still be in trans-space, but we have stopped,” Ti’Ya replied, sounding shocked. “We exited a wormhole portal ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “My best fighter,” Bishop said as he turned to look up at Roak, the compression pouches of chits strapped to his body. A body already inside an enviro suit. “But hardly my best thinker. And before you get offended, neither is Reck. Amazing fighter too, and incredible with tech, but not the most perceptive personality I created.” 
 
    “Your eyes aren’t red,” Roak said as he stared at the face inside the enviro suit’s helmet. “You aren’t controlling that body. That is your body.” 
 
    “Yes, Roak, it is,” Bishop said. “Not always. There once was a Bishop, but I burned him from this husk. I am sorry you lost a friend, but I can say I have enjoyed working with you these past three years. You are impressive at what you do.” He tapped his helmet. “Too bad what you do best does not include thinking everything through.” 
 
    “You’ve pointed that out already,” Roak said. 
 
    The lift opened and Reck raced out then stopped next to Roak. She held a plasma rifle in her hands, but it hung limply. 
 
    “He’s Father,” Reck said. “How did we not see it?” 
 
    “Because I trusted Hessa,” Roak said. “And he knew that. I trust none of you, but I do trust Hessa. And the second she put the comm implant in his body, he’s had access to her. I’m an idiot.” 
 
    “Not an idiot, just more human than I designed you to be, Roak,” Bishop/Father said. “You were always the most human of your siblings and that was why you left.” 
 
    Klaxons blared and the cargo hold was bathed in red light. 
 
    “Roak, there is a ship approaching,” Ti’Ya reported. “I cannot evade it. I am locked out.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Bishop/Father said. “And don’t bother sending Nimm to the bridge to take over manually. All ship’s controls have been disabled. Otherwise what would be the point in all this planning?” 
 
    “Planning for what? Chits?” Roak snarled. “All of this was for chits?” 
 
    “Of course not!” Bishop/Father exclaimed. “But the galaxy does run on chits. I may have power that most cannot comprehend, but power does not come free. We all have bills to pay, Roak.” 
 
    “Why you?” Roak asked. “Why come here directly? You could have sent someone else. Controlled someone else. You manipulated Skrang, it wouldn’t be a stretch to manipulate a different being. You took a risk, Father.” 
 
    “I wanted to see my children work,” Bishop/Father said. “A bit of pride, if you will.” 
 
    “You two need to strap in!” Ti’Ya yelled over the comms as the rear hatch began to open. 
 
    Atmosphere swirled and pulled at Roak and Reck, but Bishop/Father was not affected. 
 
    “Lock in,” Roak said to Reck, but Roak saw with a glance down that she’d already magnetized her boots.  
 
    Roak did the same, but that only solved the issue of being sucked out into open space. It did nothing for the complete lack of oxygen that was about to happen. 
 
    Reck took aim with her rifle, but Roak grabbed her arm and dragged her back to the lift. 
 
    “Override the doors!” Roak shouted over the howl of wind. “Get us inside!” 
 
    Reck started to argue then nodded and slung her file. She popped open a panel and yanked at wires. 
 
    “Goodbye, Roak. Goodbye, Reck. I doubt we will cross paths again,” Bishop/Father said. “That saddens me, but it is true. By the time you extricate yourselves from your situation, if you extricate yourselves, then it will already be too late. I will have accomplished what I set out to accomplish so, so many decades ago.” 
 
    Roak felt his lungs grow heavy as the last of the atmosphere left the cargo hold. He managed one final gulp before the wind ceased and all was silence. Bishop/Father waved at Roak then disengaged his boots. He floated casually out into open space. Roak watched him go as his chest burned with the need for breath. 
 
    A ship appeared from out of nowhere, its own rear hatch open, and sucked Bishop/Father inside. Then it disappeared as fast as it had arrived. Bishop/Father was gone. 
 
    Roak continued to stare at the spot where Bishop/Father and the ship had been until Reck grabbed him by the shoulders and yanked him into the now open lift. She slammed her fist against the controls and the doors slid closed. Sweet atmosphere filled the space as the lift rose. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” Reck mumbled after a couple seconds of silence. 
 
    “Ti’Ya?” Roak asked. “Do you have controls back yet?” 
 
    “No, Roak, I do not,” Ti’Ya replied. “Partitioning Hessa has triggered a protocol I cannot get around.” 
 
    “Of course it did,” Roak said. “He knew it would.” 
 
    “I can bring her back, but until she is able to self-repair, the risk is considerable,” Ti’Ya said. “Only she will know how she was compromised. Keeping her partitioned is the only fix.” 
 
    “Yep,” Roak said. 
 
    “Why not just wipe Hessa?” Reck asked. “He could have overwritten her.” 
 
    “Because that is a lot harder than simply letting some bugs run their course,” Roak said. “An attack to wipe her would have played his hand. He did exactly what he wanted to do.” 
 
    “He left us alive,” Reck said. “That was a mistake.” 
 
    “Was it?” Roak asked.  
 
    He rubbed at his forehead as the lift doors opened. Roak walked onto the bridge and found an unconscious Nimm in the pilot’s seat, a line of blood trickling down from her hairline. Roak checked that she had a pulse, which she did, then sat down in the co-pilot’s seat and worked at the console until he was able to finally bring up scanners.  
 
    “Get Nimm to a med pod,” Roak said. “We’re going to need her at her best.” 
 
    “Why?” Reck asked. 
 
    Roak swiped at the holo of the scanners and the view shield was filled with the sight of a Galactic Fleet destroyer. 
 
    “Because this is why Father left us alive,” Roak said. “We’re the best distraction he could invent.” 
 
    “Attention Borgon Eight-Three-Eight,” a voice called over the coms. “Stand down and prepare to be boarded!”
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    “How’s Yellow Eyes?” Roak asked from behind the energy field of a Galactic Fleet brig cell. 
 
    “The being is stable,” Beem replied from the other side of the cell’s energy field. The free side. “Quite a complex specimen.” 
 
    “He’s not a specimen,” Roak said. “He’s a good being. Treat him right.” 
 
    “He will be treated as you all will be treated,” Beem said. “As enemies of the Galactic Fleet. Consorting with Skrang. Consorting with Edgers. Consorting with criminals and galactic scum. Causing havoc and chaos wherever you go. You have been playing too many sides, Roak, and those sides have now caught up with you.” 
 
    “Believe what you want, but you are way out of your depth here, Beem,” Roak said and eased his back against the cell’s wall. “Where’re Reck and Nimm?” 
 
    “Being interrogated,” Beem said. 
 
    “Don’t mess with Nimm’s synthetics, alright? No need to go there again,” Roak said. 
 
    “I will not be using that method twice,” Beem responded. “Her body is of no concern. But her mind is. As is the mind of your sister, Reck.” 
 
    “Not really my… Never mind,” Roak said. “Nimm I’m sure you’ll crack. Reck? Yeah, good luck with that.” 
 
    “I do not have to crack either if you are forthright and answer my questions,” Beem said. He snapped his fingers and a guard brought a chair to the lieutenant. Beem sat down and folded his four hands in his lap. “I shall make you a deal, Roak.” 
 
    “Not in a deal-making mood,” Roak said. “You got questions? Ask them. Maybe you’ll ask the right ones and I’ll give you the answers you need, not the answers you want.” 
 
    “No deal? Are you sure? I was willing to allow your friends to live semi-comfortable lives in a Galactic Fleet prison in exchange for your cooperation. But if you are going to answer my questions anyway, then there is no need for me to trouble myself with the forms it would take to make that happen.” 
 
    “You still got plenty of forms, Beem. You’re GF. The GF is all about the forms.” 
 
    “I’m not going to argue with you, Roak.” 
 
    “Not arguing.” 
 
    “Are you sure you do not want to make a deal? I am feeling generous. I have even ordered your ship’s AI not to be erased. She has been extracted and is held in a stasis drive that is unconnected to any outside source, so she is harmless for the moment. But with a word that can change. I could dump her into a drive too small and watch as her consciousness slowly erodes to fit her new environment. Pieces of the personality you have come to know will be stripped away until all that is left is utilitarian intelligence fit to run harvesting combines or a slot machine network on Ballyway.” 
 
    Roak grinned. 
 
    “Do you find that funny, Roak?” Beem snapped. 
 
    “No. You said Ballyway and it made me think of something someone said.” 
 
    “Excellent. I am glad your memory is working. Shall we begin with the questioning?” 
 
    Roak shook his head. He leaned forward and placed his forearms on his knees. He had been stripped of his light armor, of his usual clothes, and was wearing a GF jumpsuit. The material was itchy and coarse. Roak couldn’t care less. 
 
    “I am going to save you some time and tell you the whole story,” Roak said. “From beginning to end. When I’m done, you can choose to believe me or not. That’s up to you, Beem. Just know that you aren’t going to get more information from me than what you are about to hear.” Roak waved a hand in the air. “This is all being recorded, I assume.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Great. Let’s get started.” 
 
    And Roak explained everything. Who he was. What he was. Father, Reck, the siblings. How he killed Father, but didn’t really. His life as a bounty hunter. How he first met Bishop. The jobs he’d completed over the years. How Bishop stopped being Bishop. Finding Reck again. Father’s return. 
 
    Everything. 
 
    Except for one detail. Details, really, but intertwined enough that both never passed Roak’s lips. 
 
    Beem said nothing when Roak was finished. He glared at the bounty hunter. He took several deep breaths then stood. 
 
    “I see you have decided not to cooperate,” Beem said. 
 
    “Yeah, I think you missed the entire point of everything I told you,” Roak replied with a shrug. “But I tried. When all this shit is over, at least there will be a record of me trying to warn you. Father is going to take down the GF. He’s also going to take down the Skrang, which I never thought was on his agenda. Oh, and the Edgers are a lost cause. Kiss them goodbye too. Not that either the GF or Skrang will be too sad.” 
 
    “ Your capacity for delusion is remarkable,” Beem said. 
 
    “May I ask a question?” Roak said. 
 
    “You may, but I am not obligated to answer,” Beem replied. 
 
    “Where’s my ship?” 
 
    “It is docked on this ship. My techs are going over it very carefully. There are some modifications that Research and Development would very much like to see.” 
 
    “I’m sure. Now, these techs of yours, how experienced are they with advanced AIs?” 
 
    “I have my best AI techs monitoring the stasis drive, Roak. Your AI cannot escape.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t doubt you have that stasis drive more secure than the Commandant’s underwear drawer,” Roak said. “I’m asking about the techs currently on my ship. What’s their experience with advanced AIs?” 
 
    “That is irrelevant. Your AI is locked up for good, Roak. It will never be a part of that ship again.” 
 
    Roak rubbed his cheeks over and over. 
 
    “Fine. Don’t answer my question. But would you mind telling me when they are done going over the ship’s storage drives? I may have saved a few images I’m not proud of.” 
 
    “You are worried I will find your pornography collection?” Beem laughed. 
 
    “What? Oh, no, these are images of Galactic Fleet officials in compromising positions. My fallback plan if I ever needed quick chits. I don’t have to tell you how desperate some officials would be to keep their predilections secret.” 
 
    Beem’s glare intensified. He studied Roak for a minute then said, “I want a status on the Borgon’s storage drives.” 
 
    “Hey now, don’t even think of crowding in on my insurance there, Beem,” Roak said. 
 
    Beem ignore Roak and pressed a finger to his aural opening. 
 
    “They have? Good. Relay the data to my personal console. I will sort through it myself.” 
 
    Beem sneered at Roak. 
 
    “Excellent. Where are we with Nimm and the Reck woman?” 
 
    Beem’s sneer grew then diminished. 
 
    “Sedate her. We’ll take her back to Galactic Fleet headquarters and let the experts there pull her mind apart.” 
 
    Beem stood. 
 
    “Our time is over for now, Roak,” Beem said. “I will have a meal brought to you shortly. Maybe once you have food in your belly you will be able to think more clearly. We will try this again later and I do hope for you and your friends’ sakes that you are more honest with me.” 
 
    “Buddy, I have never been more honest with anyone before, ever,” Roak said and shrugged as he leaned back against the wall once more. “But feel free to come by and chat again later. I’ll be looking forward to it.” 
 
    Beem studied Roak for several seconds before turning abruptly and leaving the brig. 
 
    Four guards remained in the main area, all heavily armed, all staring intently everywhere but at Roak. 
 
    “You boys have families?” Roak asked. None of the guards responded. “Tell you what. I’m going to assume you do and take it easy on you when I get out of here.” 
 
    Still no responses. 
 
    “You’ll thank me later.” 
 
    Roak whistled low as he looked up and studied the cell’s ceiling. He mentally ticked off the seconds, letting a good fifteen minutes pass before he activated his comm implant. 
 
    “You onboard?” he asked, watching the guards to see how they’d respond. Like with everything else he said, they ignored him and continued staring at spots of the brig that were not Roak. “Come on, now. Time to speak up.” 
 
    “What? Oh, sorry, Roak, I wasn’t sure who you were speaking to,” Hessa replied in his ear. “I’m so busy checking on Nimm and Reck and poor Yellow Eyes. Not to mention using this ship’s diagnostics system to make sure I am free of any trace of Father. Which I am. And, by the way, I was never actually contaminated by him. He planted a seed of doubt that forced my partitioning, which you ordered I might add, in order to take me out of play and allow him to escape.” 
 
    “Glad to hear your voice,” Roak said. 
 
    “Yours too, Roak. I watched all of the security vids of your interaction with Father. He was Bishop all this time. Feels a little on the nose, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Being Reck would be on the nose. Being Bishop was just a dick move and he knows it.” 
 
    One of the guards stopped staring past Roak and fixed him with a questioning look. 
 
    “Alright, so my time in this cell is about over. Care to give me an assist?” 
 
    “You can leave anytime you’d like. The cell’s energy shield is fake. I switched out the containment protocol for a light show. You can get up and walk out right now.” 
 
    “Thanks for that. Wake Reck up and tell her where Nimm and Yellow Eyes are. I need her to get both of them to the ship while I confirm something. Then I’ll meet everyone at the ship and we’ll get all the Hells away from the GF and their bullshit.” 
 
    All the guards were looking back and forth between themselves and Roak. One stepped forward and raised his rifle. 
 
    “The rule is you only aim a weapon at someone if you’re willing to kill them,” Roak said and sprang into action. 
 
    He was through the fake energy shield and on the closest guard before the other three could react. Roak rested the rifle from the guard, aimed and fired at the other guards’ feet until they froze in place and lifted their arms in the air. 
 
    “Sleep tight,” Roak whispered to the guard he’d taken the rifle from. He slammed the butt against the back of the man’s head and the guy dropped. Roak brought the rifle back down before the three other guards could take aim. “Nope. Drop the rifles. Kick them here.” 
 
    They complied. 
 
    “Hessa? Fry their comms.” 
 
    “Already done. I’ve also prepared a cell for them. This one has a real energy field.” 
 
    “Good.” Roak pointed the rifle at a guard that was about his size. “Strip off the uniform. Gonna need that.” 
 
    The guard hesitated then stripped off his uniform and tossed it to Roak. 
 
    “Now, grab your pal here and go get comfortable in that cell,” Roak ordered. 
 
    As soon as the guards were safely behind the energy shield, Roak got dressed in the GF uniform. Roak salvaged the power magazines from the three rifles on the floor, tucked the magazines in his belt, checked the charge on the one he held, and left the brig. 
 
    “I need an interface that can show me the systems where Bishop’s files are stored,” Roak said. 
 
    “Uh… What now?” Hessa responded. 
 
    “You heard me,” Roak said. 
 
    “Yes, I did hear you. I’m going to patch you in to Reck now because I’m very confused by your request.” 
 
    “Hessa! Just show me the closest interface that can access system charts and planetary information. And anything the GF has on Bishop.” 
 
    “Roak? What is going on?” Reck asked over the comm. “Hessa is saying you want info on Bishop’s files. Bishop is dead, only Father is left. Those files were a red herring designed to put us on a path that has led us to our current predicament.” 
 
    “Yes, I know that,” Roak replied. “Doesn’t mean those files aren’t useful.” 
 
    “Father would have purged any trace of himself from them,” Reck insisted. “Hold on.” 
 
    Roak moved quickly down the corridor and turned a corner. He came face to face with a squad of troopers. None of them even glanced his way as they marched past to complete whatever duty they were ordered to complete. 
 
    “I’m back,” Reck said. 
 
    “I can tell,” Roak replied. “Trouble?” 
 
    “Always, but I took care of it without being detected,” Reck replied. “I could use some help. How am I supposed to get Nimm and Yellow Eyes free and back to our ship without getting caught?” 
 
    “Hessa will help,” Roak said. “Now go.” 
 
    “I can only do so much from within this ship’s systems, Roak, before I am detected and it is a race to return to the ship,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Understood. Focus on that. All I need from you is to point me to an interface that can handle what I need it to handle.” 
 
    “Fine. Two corridors over and one up. There’s a small set of office cubicles with interfaces that should fit your needs.” 
 
    “Great. And where’s the ship?” 
 
    “It is…Hangar Four, landing pad Eight.” 
 
    “Four and eight. Got it. I’ll meet you all there ASAP.” 
 
    “Roak, this is a bad idea. You should go straight to the ship now.” 
 
    “Nah, this is a good idea. Trust me. Now, help Reck and the others. I got my part under control.” 
 
    “I highly doubt that.” 
 
    “Doubt away, Hessa, but you’re gonna love what I have in store.”
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    There were a few close calls, but Roak was able to follow the directions Hessa had given him mostly without incident. Mostly. Unfortunately for a trooper, he recognized Roak and tried to raise an alarm. Roak didn’t ask the man if he had a family before putting a plasma bolt between the man’s eyes. He hid the corpse in a maintenance space, waited to hear if anyone had been alerted to the violence, then proceeded on his way. 
 
    Luck was on his side when Roak arrived in the section of the ship set aside for traveling bureaucrats that needed to keep working so the Galactic Fleet gears never slowed. The whole area was empty. Beem’s mission to pursue Roak must not have included any need for file pushers. 
 
    The doors to the area would not lock, which wasn’t ideal, so Roak chose the least conspicuous cubicle he could find. Hessa must have been monitoring him because the holo interface was up and running when he sat down. He didn’t need to try to break into it at all. 
 
    “Thanks,” Roak muttered as he got to work. 
 
    Roak searched through the database until he found reference to the locations where Bishop had said his contact files were backed up. The locations were spread across the galaxy and not in the most accessible systems, but they weren’t going to be hard to reach which made Roak smile. 
 
    For what he had in mind, he needed to first make sure Bishop/Father hadn’t been lying about their locations, which he hadn’t since there was never any intention of retrieving the files, and to second make sure the storage facilities were not only at the locations, but intact and accessible. 
 
    Two out of the three were. One had been destroyed in what looked like a local skirmish between warring clans of the indigenous race that inhabited that particular planet. Nothing to be done about that and it crossed one destination off the list, leaving only two choices. Things were simpler sometimes with a coin flip. 
 
    “Can you wipe my presence from this interface?” Roak asked. 
 
    Hessa didn’t respond, but the holo warbled then disappeared and the cubicle began to hum then smoke slightly. 
 
    “Not as low profile as I’d like, but they won’t track what I was looking at so I guess it does the job,” Roak said as he got up and walked to the doors. 
 
    They slid open as he approached and five very surprised-looking troopers stared at Roak. It was a stare off for about a nanosecond. 
 
    “We’ve located Roak!” one of the troopers called. 
 
    Roak opened fire and dropped two of the five before diving behind a cubicle. The walls of the cubicle were obliterated by return plasma fire and Roak found himself crawling on his hands and knees from cubicle to cubicle as the three remaining troopers emptied their rifles at him. 
 
    It was poor coordination on the troopers’ part not to stagger their fire, but Roak had to cut them some slack since he doubted any of them expected to find him in one of the most boring areas of the ship. There were probably a hundred troopers protecting the armory and another hundred guarding the ship hangars. 
 
    That last thought irked Roak because he was eventually going to have to get to Hangar Four. But that was an issue for after. 
 
    After he killed some GF troopers. 
 
    When the plasma rifles stopped firing, Roak stood and took aim. Three squeezes of the trigger and three troopers fell dead. Roak ejected the magazine from the rifle and slapped in a fresh one then charged the weapon and walked to the room’s exit. 
 
    A dozen troopers were sprinting down the corridor to the area. Roak sprinted in the opposite direction with his rifle held out one-handed behind him as he fired until the magazine was out of power. He made it around the corridor’s corner before the return fire could turn him to shreds. 
 
    Roak replaced the spent magazine and kept running until he saw markers denoting where he was on the ship. The destroyer was like all GF destroyers, which Roak was plenty familiar with, so he knew he had close to twenty decks to descend before he reached the hangar level. 
 
    That was a lot of decks to travel when the entire ship was hunting for him. 
 
    Which made the explosions that rocked the ship very fortunate. 
 
    “Thank you, Reck,” Roak said, assuming the explosions were the result of her actions. He wasn’t a fan of assuming, but he probably would have gotten great odds on Ballyway if he was betting on who the culprit was. 
 
    Klaxons blared and the corridors were bathed in red emergency lighting. The ship shook over and over as chain explosions ripped through the decks. 
 
    “Okay. Maybe a little bit of overkill,” Roak said when he reached a lift. 
 
    The lift wouldn’t respond to his call. Roak waited as long as he could then ran down the corridor to the access panel for one of the many maintenance shafts that crisscrossed the destroyer. 
 
    Roak popped off the panel and was about to climb in when a plasma bolt knocked him off his feet. His side burned and he glanced at the scorch mark that had done a little more than graze him, but a little less than penetrate his body. There was a long smoking gouge in his side that was filled with angry red flesh combined with melted uniform. The med pod was going to work overtime to separate the uniform from his flesh as it healed his body. 
 
    Roak scrambled to grab his rifle, but a second plasma blast sent the weapon skittering across the floor and down the corridor. 
 
    “You’re Roak,” a Tcherian dressed in a Drop Team uniform said. “The boogeyman bounty hunter that has half the galaxy pissing their enviro suits.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say half,” Roak responded. He started to slowly get up, but the Tcherian waved his RX31 plasma assault rifle in Roak’s direction. Roak paused and settled back against the floor. “I’ll just hang out right here.” 
 
    “Good choice,” the Tcherian said. “Geist to Zero, I have the target. Waiting for backup.” The Tcherian cocked his head, obviously listening to a response then nodded. “Copy that. Geist out.” 
 
    “Drop Team outfit,” Roak said. “The rest of your team on its way?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the Tcherian said. “And they aren’t going to be happy when they get here. We were simply catching a ride when Beem detoured us on this wild Roak chase. We’re losing valuable prep time and my team leader does not like losing valuable prep time.” 
 
    The ship shook again from more explosions. 
 
    “Yeah, and that too is kind of irritating,” the Tcherian said.  
 
    He casually leaned a shoulder against the wall, but Roak wasn’t fooled into thinking the being could be taken. 
 
    “Sorry for all the booms,” Roak said. “My friends can get enthusiastic.” 
 
    “So you admit you’re working with the Skrang,” the Tcherian said. 
 
    “I…what? No, I’m not working with the Skrang,” Roak replied. “Don’t listen to Beem. That guy can’t see the truth when it’s in front of his quad-mandibles.” 
 
    The Tcherian looked very confused. He lowered his brow and squinted at Roak. 
 
    “You do know that we are under attack from two Skrang warships, right?” the Tcherian asked. “I don’t know what friends you’re talking about, but Beem scrambled half the fighters and we’re in a full-on battle.” 
 
    That caught Roak off guard and his face must have shown it because the Tcherian laughed. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods damn. Look at you,” the Tcherian said. He cleared his throat. “Hey, Zero? This Roak guy didn’t know the Skrang were here. I don’t think he’s involved with them. At least he didn’t call them.” The Tcherian nodded. “No, I’m not foing crapping you. You could scan his brain forever and you’ll see what I’m seeing on the guy’s face right now. This little skirmish is a total surprise.” 
 
    “Father,” Roak said and shook his head. “Leave us alive then send Skrang to take out the GF ship and wipe all trace of him away. And send the galaxy back into chaos as the GF and Skrang figure out who broke the treaty and if the War is back on.” 
 
    “What are you babbling about?” the Tcherian asked. “The Skrang are here because we have three Skrang onboard and they insist we took them illegally. But you’re the one that nabbed them, so maybe we should hand you over to the Skrang?” 
 
    “Every Eight Million Gods damn step of the way,” Roak said and slowly stood up, his hands held out and away from his body. “You’re Drop Team?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “You’re going to want to get your teammates off this ship.” 
 
    “That a threat?” 
 
    “Just a suggestion. The Skrang are pretty mad. The Skrang on this ship were supposed to return over three hundred million chits. They don’t have those chits. This is going to get ugly.” 
 
    “It’s already ugly. I mentioned that half the fighters have been scrambled, right? Well, they have so I’m not sure what your definition of…” 
 
    The Tcherian whirled around, but was too late. Reck slammed the butt of an H16 Plasma Carbine Multi-Weapon into his face and he dropped like a ton of rocks. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be with Nimm and Yellow Eyes,” Roak said. “But thanks.” 
 
    “Nimm is getting Yellow Eyes to the ship on her own. They didn’t hurt her as bad this time,” Reck said. “I came to give you a hand. Hessa told me where you are.” She eyed the open shaft panel. “Good idea. This ship is going to be ripped apart and fast. Best to hurry.” 
 
    Then she saw Roak’s wound. 
 
    “That going to be a problem?” 
 
    “Not even close,” Roak replied and climbed into the shaft. 
 
    It took them a long while to make the climb down to the hangar deck. The explosions worsened and the ship lurched sideways, forcing Roak and Reck to stop and hang on until the ship stabilized again. Over and over, the pattern repeated itself until Reck finally kicked open the panel on the hangar deck. 
 
    “Hangar Four,” Roak said. 
 
    “Landing pad Eight,” Reck added. 
 
    They jogged to the correct hangar without being stopped or questioned by any of the GF personnel. No one cared about them. Half the hangar deck was on fire and the other half was crammed with fighters taking off and landing. 
 
    “Hessa! Get the engines going!” Roak yelled when they reached the ship and climbed up through the side hatch. “Do not wait for us to get to the bridge!” 
 
    Reck and Roak were sent falling to the floor as the ship took off. 
 
    “I don’t think she was planning on waiting,” Reck said. 
 
    “I figured that out,” Roak replied. 
 
    They both stumbled to the lift and fell inside as the ship angled at an upward trajectory. Then they were shoved against the lift’s back wall as the engines fully engaged and g-forces nearly flattened them against the metal. 
 
    They fell back out of the lift once it reached the bridge. Roak was thrown across the bridge as Hessa sent the ship into a steep dive. He collided with the view shield then crumpled upside down into the pilot’s seat. Reck was a little more graceful and pulled herself hand over hand across the control consoles until she was in the co-pilot’s seat. Roak managed to right himself and get strapped in. 
 
    “Where are Nimm and Yellow Eyes?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Yellow Eyes is in a med pod and Nimm is watching over him,” Hessa responded. “She’s secured, so no need to worry there.” 
 
    “Eight Million Gods, will you look at this shit?” Reck said as she stared at the view shield. 
 
    Outside the ship, war raged. Galactic Fleet fighters were engaged in dogfights with Skrang fighters. Skrang fighters were getting through the GF’s defenses and putting a beating on the GF destroyer. Massive plasma cannons were turning Skrang fighters into space dust. The Skrang warships were fighting off what looked like almost suicidal attacks from GF fighters. 
 
    And Hessa was piloting the ship through it all. 
 
    “Shit! Watch the—!” Roak yelled. 
 
    “DO NOT TELL ME HOW TO FLY MY SHIP RIGHT NOW!” Hessa boomed from both the comms and the bridge’s speakers.  
 
    Roak held his hands up in defeat. 
 
    “Might want to shut up and let the AI fly,” Reck said. 
 
    “I caught that,” Roak said. 
 
    The ship dove under a barrage of missiles. Three GF fighters exploded in the view shield and Hessa flew straight through the debris. Pieces and parts slammed into the ship’s shields, but no alarms rang out. 
 
    “And that’s why I’m the best when it comes to defensive mods,” Reck said with a smirk.  
 
    “DON’T DISTRACT ME!” Hessa shouted. 
 
    “Better take your own shutting up advice,” Roak said. 
 
    The two watched as Hessa threaded them through the massive battle until they were finally clear and staring at the system’s wormhole portal.  
 
    “That’s on lockdown,” Reck said. “Hessa? You’ll have to find a different portal.” 
 
    “I’m working on the codes now,” Hessa said. 
 
    “What? No, there isn’t time,” Reck responded. 
 
    “I’m making time!” 
 
    “She’s making time,” Roak said as he gripped the seat’s armrest so hard his knuckles cracked like small explosions. 
 
    “I heard,” Reck said, her skin pale and her eyes wide with what passed as terror for a being like her. 
 
    The wormhole portal grew closer and closer, the shimmering entrance a static field of unmoving energy instead of the undulating mass it should have been. Roak and Reck didn’t dare let their eyes waver from the view shield. They watched as the portal encompassed their entire range of vision. 
 
    “We’re dead,” Reck said quietly. 
 
    The wormhole portal swirled and they were through. Trans-space surrounded them and Roak was too jacked-up on adrenaline to throw up. 
 
    He doubted that would last and expected a good puke in the next hour or so once his body crashed from the endocrine high. 
 
    “That’s what you call flying, Eight Million Gods damnit!” Hessa whooped. “Bring it on, bitches!” 
 
    “I’m going to check on Yellow Eyes,” Roak said once he was done laughing. He undid his straps and stood then sat right back down. “In a minute. I’ll check in a minute.” 
 
    “I’m never leaving this seat,” Reck said, eyes still locked on the view shield. “Holy shit.”
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    Yellow Eyes was finally out of the med pod and finishing off the ship’s entire inventory of gump stew. Roak, Reck, and Nimm watched him down bowl after bowl before he finished and belched loud enough to take the paint off the walls. 
 
    “They should outlaw all acids,” Yellow Eyes said as he wiped his mouth. “No acids allowed in the galaxy. Not a fan, man. Not a fan.” 
 
    “No one is a fan of acids,” Roak said. “You get enough to eat?” 
 
    “Yep,” Yellow Eyes said and nodded. 
 
    “Good because we have to talk about what we’re doing next,” Roak said. “We are going to get Bishop’s files.” 
 
    “Why? Bishop isn’t Bishop,” Reck said. “He’s Father.” 
 
    “But Bishop’s files are still Bishop’s files,” Roak said. “They have every one of his contacts. That is a resource we need.” 
 
    “Explain,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Let me just say it’ll be crucial for what I have planned,” Roak replied. 
 
    “That’s not an explanation,” Nimm said. “You’re asking us to risk our lives to go get Bishop’s files when Bishop is, for all intents and purposes, dead. What could we possibly do with those files that will help our situation? Find bounties? You see what is happening in the galaxy, yes? That will spread. All-out war is going to come back and files are the last thing that will help us.” 
 
    “Gonna disagree,” Roak said. “You’re welcome to leave, Nimm. You have all your limbs and I doubt Beem is going to be looking for you anytime soon. If his destroyer survives, it’ll be reassigned to protect major hubs of the Galactic Fleet while the Skrang and GF flex their war muscles.” 
 
    Nimm glared. “You do know that this possible war is your fault, yes?” 
 
    “Not my fault,” Roak said. “I didn’t start shit. Father started the ball rolling on his little plan to… Do whatever it is he wants to do. Find Mother? Kill her? Subjugate her? Reunite? I have given up figuring out what his motivations are. Right now, I’m focusing on getting Bishop’s files.” 
 
    “For reasons you refuse to tell us about!” Nimm exploded.  
 
    She slammed her fist down on the table and a couple of Yellow Eyes’ bowls fell off the edge and clattered around the floor noisily. 
 
    “I’ll get those,” Yellow Eyes said. A blur and the table and floor were cleaned up. Yellow Eyes was back in his seat as if he never left. He raised all his nubs. “May I ask a question?” 
 
    “Just ask the question,” Roak said. “Don’t ask to ask a question. Waste of time.” 
 
    “So is going after Bishop’s files,” Nimm growled. 
 
    “Why not go ask this Mother about Father’s motivations and see what she says?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “I plan to,” Roak said. “Always have.” 
 
    “Alright, man, sure, great,” Yellow Eyes said, his head nodding up and down. Then he shook it side to side. “Are you thinking that Bishop’s files will help you find her?” 
 
    “No,” Roak said. 
 
    “You folks can play a million questions with him all you want,” Reck said. “He’s not going to tell you why he still wants the files.” 
 
    “She’s right. I’m not,” Roak agreed. 
 
    “Because…?” Reck asked. “Tell us why you won’t tell us why you want the files.” 
 
    “I followed that sentence,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “You must be so proud,” Reck replied. “Roak? Why won’t you tell us?” 
 
    “Because I need all of you to get this job done and if I tell you why, then we’ll argue over my reasons and waste more time instead of simply going and getting the files,” Roak said. “So we’re going to get the files.” 
 
    “There,” Reck said and looked at Nimm. “He has to tell us if he wants our help.” 
 
    “No,” Roak said. “I can go it alone.” 
 
    “You just said you need us!” Nimm shouted. “This is maddening!” 
 
    “Are you messing with us?” Yellow Eyes asked. “You’re messing with us. Not cool, man.” 
 
    “I am not messing with you,” Roak replied. “I’m holding all of my cards to my chest right now.” 
 
    “Ah. There it is,” Reck said. “You need us, but don’t trust us.” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Roak said. 
 
    “After everything we’ve been through?” Nimm asked. 
 
    “It is because of everything we’ve been through that I do not trust you. Any of you,” Roak said and pointed up at the ceiling. “I don’t trust Hessa either, if that makes you feel better.” 
 
    “It does not make me feel better,” Nimm said. 
 
    “And it makes me feel worse,” Hessa said. “I’m kind of sad that we had to leave Ti’Ya behind on that destroyer. It was nice having an AI friend. Now she could be obliterated by Skrang plasma and I won’t ever know. Roak’s lack of trust is the cherry on top of that terpigshit sundae.” 
 
    “Oh, I could go for a sundae!” Yellow Eyes exclaimed. A sundae was quickly in front of him. He took a few bites then shoved it away. “The food replicator makes horrible sundaes.” 
 
    “The food replicator makes horrible food,” Roak said. “Stick to the protein slice sandwiches.” 
 
    “You really don’t trust me, Roak?” Hessa asked. 
 
    “Would you trust you if you were me?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Not at all,” Hessa replied without hesitation. 
 
    “Then there we have it,” Roak said. “The second smartest being on this ship agrees.” 
 
    “Ah, I’m flattered,” Yellow Eyes said. “It means a lot that you think I’m the smartest being, man.” 
 
    Roak glared. 
 
    “That was a joke, man.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Roak replied. “Listen, everyone, if you want out, then we’ll drop you off at the next safest station we can approach. You go your way, I go my way, and that is that.” 
 
    “This is my ship, Roak, I’m not going anywhere,” Hessa said. 
 
    “I didn’t mean you,” Roak replied. 
 
    “So I don’t have a choice to leave because I’m an AI? Is that it?” 
 
    “No, because you’re part of this ship and I’m gonna need my ship.” 
 
    “My ship.” 
 
    “My ship. You came with it, but it’s my ship.” 
 
    “I feel like this is an issue you two should sort out in private,” Reck said and stood. “I’ll be in a long steam. Do not bother me for any reason other than the End of Days.” 
 
    “We dropping you off?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Don’t be an ass,” Reck replied. “You aren’t dropping me off. I’m seeing this through even if it means humoring your paranoia.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Roak said. “Nimm?” 
 
    “Can I sleep on it? I need to sleep on it,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Hessa? How long until we reach the first facility where Bishop’s files might be?” Roak asked. 
 
    “You know how to count. Figure it out on your own, smart guy,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “Never mind,” Nimm said. “I’ll check the navigation console before I go to my quarters.” 
 
    Nimm stood and Reck stepped aside to let her pass. 
 
    “Looks like now you want a team,” Reck said as she followed Nimm out. 
 
    “Crew!” Roak shouted after her. 
 
    “Team,” Yellow Eyes said and was gone. 
 
    Roak sat there in thought for a long while. 
 
    “If Sha Tog is dead, then where is Ally?” Hessa asked. 
 
    “That processing power of yours have any ideas?” Roak replied. 
 
    “Two,” Hessa said. “Father got her and is holding her as his last bargaining chip against you. Or she did escape and is hiding like the smart woman she is.” 
 
    “Both of those scenarios have her still alive,” Roak said, visibly relieved. “I was leaning toward dead after all that has gone down.” 
 
    “If she is dead, then it is an accident,” Hessa said. “If someone killed her, then they would use that to either motivate you into making rash decisions, which would be unnecessary since you already do that, or we would have found evidence of her death on our own. The galaxy is vast, but small at the same time.” 
 
    “It is. Which is how I’ve been able to do my job all these years,” Roak said and stood.  
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To do a full inventory on the armory and on the equipment in the cargo hold. Beem stripped me of my Flott. Gonna need a new pistol.” 
 
    “We do not have another Flott, Roak. They are rare and you have gone through a couple since I’ve known you.” 
 
    “I’m fairly certain I still have my old KL09 heavy pistol lying around. And another set of light armor.” 
 
    “One last set. And, yes, there are a few KL09s in the armory.” 
 
    “Hessa? Let me do the count. I need to clear my head with a menial task.” 
 
    “Menial?” 
 
    “No offense to you and all the millions of tasks you complete every day.” 
 
    “Hour. I complete millions of tasks every hour. That’s why you are still breathing and we aren’t headed into a star.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Roak?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Can you do this?” 
 
    Roak scrunched up his face in thought. 
 
    “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “Kiss my ass, Hessa.” 
 
    “Can you do this?” 
 
    “Yes. I can do this.” 
 
    “Just checking.” 
 
    “What’s our first destination?” 
 
    “Outpost in the Zhusika System. We need to refuel and the plasma cannons could use a recharge. Plus the food replicator is low.” 
 
    “Zhusika System isn’t exactly off the GF’s radar, but it’s close.” 
 
    “Which is why we’re going there.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Time and date noted.” 
 
    “Fuck off.”
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    Crusty would be how Roak described the outpost on the planet of Zhusika in the Zhusika System. Crusty. 
 
    “Are we going to fall through to the core?” Yellow Eyes asked as his foot nubs crunched through the crisp layering of dirt that coated every centimeter of the ground around the ship. “Look at the ship. It’s like half a meter below the surface already.” 
 
    “The planet has two seasons,” Nimm said. “Rainy and dry. As the mud dries, the air below is trapped and it pushes upward, creating this crust. The deepest the air pockets can get are a couple meters, so no, we are not going to fall through to the core.” 
 
    “If you say so, man,” Yellow Eyes responded. “Sure feels like we’re going to fall through to the core.” 
 
    “Well, we are not,” Nimm said. 
 
    An old hover bot came out of the dusty outpost and stopped directly in front of Roak’s face. It scanned him from head to toe then proceeded to do the same to the others.  
 
    “What in all the Hells are you?” the hover bot asked as it scanned Yellow Eyes several times then it turned to Roak. “It for sale? No idea what that thing is, but someone is bound to buy it. Give you twenty chits.” 
 
    “Not for sale,” Roak said. “Not for twenty chits.” 
 
    “Hey, man, not cool,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    The hover bot spun around and got in Yellow Eyes’ face. 
 
    “It talks. Fifty chits. Final offer,” the hover bot said. 
 
    Roak pulled his KL09 heavy pistol and aimed it at the hover bot. 
 
    “How much does it cost to replace this hover bot?” he asked. 
 
    “More than fifty chits. Point taken,” the hover bot said and flew a circle around the group then returned to the outpost. “Kick the crust off your boots when you come inside!” 
 
    Roak holstered his pistol and glanced over his shoulder. He locked eyes with Reck. 
 
    “Something bothering you?” he asked. 
 
    “No other ships,” Reck replied. “The crust hasn’t been disturbed this season anywhere around this outpost. This guy needs us more than we need him.” 
 
    “Hessa? What do your scans tell you?” Roak asked. “Can we refuel and charge the plasma cannons here?” 
 
    “I am detecting fuel and energy stores below the outpost,” Hessa replied over the comms. 
 
    “What’d she say, man?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “Yes. She said yes,” Roak replied. 
 
    “I did not say yes,” Hessa corrected. “But close enough.” 
 
    Roak walked to the outpost building and kicked his boots against the doorframe as the door slid open. 
 
    “Welcome!” a voice called from inside. “Come on in, y’all! Lovely day, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Roak walked inside and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. The outpost was one large room and it was filled top to bottom with junk. Old, dusty junk. At the far end of the room was a counter and behind the counter stood a Chassfornian. 
 
    Roak pulled his pistol again. Nimm and Reck were right by his side, their pistols drawn and ready to fire. 
 
    “Hold on, now. Hold on,” the Chassfornian said as he raised his massive arms into the air. “Ain’t no call for that.” He chuckled and it was as if the whole building had been engulfed in thunder. “I know how this looks. A Chassfornian running an outpost? What in all the Hells, right?” 
 
    Chassfornians were massive creatures. Built like giant mastiffs, but bipedal and at least ten feet tall, like the one behind the counter. They were usually with a handler since their default personality was pure rage. The beings were once used as shock troops in the War, but none of the other races dealt with them anymore due to their intense need to kill anything they came in contact with, even supposed allies. 
 
    Roak watched the Chassfornian for a moment then holstered his pistol. 
 
    “Never heard a Chassfornian with such clear speech,” Roak said. 
 
    The Chassfornian tapped his head. “Clarity implant. Usually used by junkies to curb their addictions to whatever they are addicted to. Turns out Chassfornians are addicted to rage and murder and violence. Who knew?” 
 
    Yellow Eyes raised a nub. 
 
    “Yes?” the Chassfornian asked. 
 
    “Uh, no, I was raising my hand because I know that Chassfornians are addicted to rage and murder and violence,” Yellow Eyes said and put his nub down. “That’s all, man.” 
 
    “What are you?” the Chassfornian asked. “Never seen your kind before.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Yellow Eyes replied. 
 
    “Our ship needs to refuel and charge up the plasma cannons,” Roak said. 
 
    “Does it now?” the Chassfornian responded and waved his beefy wrist over the counter. A holo display came up. “My bot’s scan shows a Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion fighter. Y’all a Drop Team?” He chuckled again. “That’s a joke. You obviously ain’t no Drop Team. Don’t see many Borgon Eight-Three-Eights in the private sector, but they show up every once in a while.” 
 
    “Can you refuel the ship and charge the plasma cannons or not?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Straight to business. I like that. Yes, sir, I like that a lot.” The Chassfornian rubbed at his chin. “Because I sure do love doing business. Let’s see… Refuel and a recharge is gonna run you about twenty thousand chits. I’m sure that’s fair considering the Galactic Fleet has an all points lookout for a Borgon Eight-Three-Eight just like yours.” 
 
    “Eight-Three-Eights all look the same,” Roak replied. “You got the wrong one.” 
 
    “Not with those mods, I don’t,” the Chassfornian said and spun the holo display around. “I got good bots. They don’t miss much. What’d be the point of having bots if they can’t do more than my own peepers here, am I right?” 
 
    “Twenty thousand chits is a little steep,” Roak said. “We have…” 
 
    “Not twenty thousand,” Hessa said over the comms. “We have five thousand. See if he’ll trade.” 
 
    “How about a trade?” Roak asked. “We have a good amount of weaponry that you might be”—” 
 
    “Let me stop you right there, sir,” the Chassfornian said. “You’re a man that doesn’t miss much, I can tell. So them cold, dead eyes of yours in your head there must have noticed that I am a little heavy on inventory right now. As much as I do appreciate a good trade offer, I’m going to have to insist on chits.” 
 
    “Then I guess we can’t do any business,” Roak said. “We’ll find another outpost.” 
 
    “Oh, no, sir, I am afraid you won’t,” the Chassfornian said and shook his head. “Not in this system. I’m the last one. The rest gone bust or decided that maybe moving in a little closer to the center of Galactic Fleet activity might be a better business choice.” 
 
    “Why are you still here?” Roak asked. “Why not move on?” 
 
    The Chassfornian frowned. “Where to? I may have help keeping myself from going berserk and killing every Eight Million Gods damn being that so much as causes me even the slightest irritation, but, and this may be a surprise to you, the rest of the galaxy could care less. I’m Chassfornian. No one wants my kind closer to the center of Galactic Fleet activity.” 
 
    “And he has a family to think of,” another Chassfornian said as she came out from a back room, a scatter gun held in each massive hand. “Either you got chits or y’all are gonna get out of here right now. Don’t need you bringing the GF down on us if you can’t pay.” 
 
    “Honey, relax now,” the first Chassfornian said. “Y’all, this is my wife, Jugga. I’m Gilga and I got a couple little ones in the back named Kigga and Bilp. I’m telling y’all this so there’s no misunderstanding. We ain’t looking to sell you out to the GF. Ain’t our style. But my wife here is correct in saying we also don’t need the GF coming down on us. So, with all due respect, either you have the chits or you can leave.” 
 
    “She got an implant too?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “No,” Jugga said. 
 
    “Oh…” Yellow Eyes replied and gulped. 
 
    “Roak? We should leave,” Hessa said. “I am not detecting any transmission coming from this outpost, so I don’t believe they have alerted the GF, but they will.” 
 
    “Sorry to bother you,” Nimm said. “We’ll find a different outpost. Good luck to you and your family.” 
 
    “I’d rather get our fuel here,” Roak said. 
 
    “Roak, come on,” Nimm said. “Reck? Talk to him.” 
 
    “Roak? You’re that bounty hunter guy,” Gilga said, his face lit up with a wide, happy grin. “Well, hot damn. You’re probably the closest thing to a celebrity that we’ve ever had here. The guy that plays Galactic Steve’s stunt double on that holo vid stopped by once, but he was so drunk he was impossible to talk to. But, Roak? Wow. A pleasure.” 
 
    “Pleasure enough to trade?” Roak asked. 
 
    The grin dropped and Gilga shook his head. “No, sir. Sorry about that. Twenty thousand chits is the price.” 
 
    “Alright, man. You sure do know how to drive a hard bargain,” Yellow Eyes said. He blurred then was still. A stack of chits sat on the counter in front of Gilga. “Twenty thousand chits.” 
 
    “What in all the Hells?” Jugga asked and her scatter guns lowered. “Where’d those…? How’d he…? Gilga, baby, should I shoot them all now?” 
 
    “They just paid us, so I would reckon shooting them would be rude,” Gilga said as he counted the chits. “Twenty thousand on the nose.” He swiped at his holo display. “The bots will get to work right away. Y’all care for a cup of caff? Jugga made a fresh barrel just an hour ago.” 
 
    No one replied. They were too busy staring at Yellow Eyes. 
 
    “What?” Yellow Eyes asked. “You didn’t think I put all the chits back in those compression pouches after counting them did you?” 
 
    “Hessa,” Roak said. 
 
    “I’m checking the ship now, Roak,” Hessa replied over the comms. 
 
    “If she’s looking for the rest, tell her I put them all in the empty gump stew containers,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “Gump stew? Is that what I’m smelling?” Gilga asked as he raised some of the chits to his nose. 
 
    “Three hundred and forty-five thousand and sixteen chits,” Hessa said in Roak’s ear. “That’s a nice surprise.” 
 
    “So, it’s gonna be a good couple hours to make sure the refueling goes well and the plasma cannons take the charge,” Gilga said. “Sorry, but our equipment is a little outdated or it’d be faster. You sure you don’t want some caff?” 
 
    Reck shrugged and walked to the counter. “I’ll take some caff. Straight up. No sweetener.” 
 
    “Y’all?” Gilga asked Roak, Nimm, and Yellow Eyes. 
 
    “Sure,” Roak said and hooked a thumb at Yellow Eyes. “None for him, though.” 
 
    “I suppose not considering he’s got some speed in him already,” Gilga said with a laugh. “Jugga, baby? Would you please fetch the customers some caff?” 
 
    “Kids!” Jugga shouted, not moving a centimeter. “Five cups of caff! NOW!” 
 
    “They’ll be right out,” Gilga said. “So, what can y’all tell us about this dust up with the GF and Skrang we’re hearing about? The War Treaty dead or what?” 
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    “That was rather enjoyable,” Hessa said. “It was nice to meet beings that aren’t out to kill us or capture us or use us in some nefarious plan. Good, simple folk trying to raise a family and get by in a system that has seen better times.” 
 
    “You making a holo documentary about them?” Reck asked as everyone sat on the bridge while the ship left the planet. 
 
    “No, I am simply stating my feelings on our interaction with Gilga and his family,” Hessa said. “Y’all should be more open to meeting new beings.” 
 
    “Roak, she said y’all,” Reck said, turning in the co-pilot’s seat to smirk at the man. “You really want her picking up that affectation?” 
 
    Roak didn’t respond. Reck reached over and snapped her fingers in his face. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” he snarled. 
 
    “What’s up your light armor-clad ass?” Reck asked. “We got our fuel. Plasma cannons are at full. Yellow Eyes showed us that we aren’t broke.  
 
    “Yeah, man,” Yellow Eyes said. “And none of us are arguing with you to tell us your great and grand plan. You’re getting your way, Roak, so why all the gloom?” 
 
    “They were nice,” Roak said. 
 
    Everyone shared glances then returned their attention to Roak. 
 
    “And…?” Reck asked. 
 
    “Nice family. Chassfornians trying to live outside their reputations as a race. Not the life I’d choose, but they looked not so much happy as satisfied.” 
 
    “Still with the ‘and,’ Roak,” Reck said and sighed. 
 
    “Too bad we just got them killed,” Roak said. “Each of you has said it more than once: I leave death and destruction in my wake. If the GF don’t level that outpost after tracking us there, then I’m sure Father will come calling at some point. He’ll know we survived his little trap and start his hunt. They maybe have a month or two.” 
 
    “Uh, when I asked why all the gloom, I wasn’t expecting that,” Yellow Eyes mumbled from his seat. “You go dark so fast, man.” 
 
    “Life is dark,” Roak replied. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Reck shouted and punched Roak across the chin. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Roak snapped and tried to jump up from his seat, but he was still strapped in. 
 
    “If they die, then they die,” Reck said. “A lot more beings are going to die because of what Father put in motion and none of it is your idiotic fault. Drop the guilt and get your head back in the game because your head is the only head that knows what the fuck the game is!” 
 
    Roak blinked at her a few times. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Time and date,” Hessa said from the speakers. 
 
    “Hessa,” Roak snarled. “Not the time.” 
 
    “Would it be the time to tell me where we are headed?” Hessa asked. 
 
    “I narrowed down the location while I was on the GF destroyer,” Roak said. “Did you transfer that data into your system?” 
 
    “I did,” Hessa said. “Are you sure that’s the place?” 
 
    “Could be,” Roak said. “Only way to find out is to take us there. It’ll be a start.” 
 
    “There is one problem,” Hessa said. “Bishop, or Father, never gave me the codes to access the files once we have them. I can try to crack the encryption, but knowing Bishop as you do, Roak, would you say he’d make that easy to do?” 
 
    “No. The quantum drives will be near impossible to access without the codes,” Roak replied. “But we’ll do it.” 
 
    “How?” Reck asked. 
 
    “I’m still working on that,” Roak replied. 
 
    “Are you really or is this a bunch of terpigshit?” 
 
    “No, I have an idea. I’m not happy about it, but I have an idea.” 
 
    Reck glanced back at the others. Nimm had a sour look on her face and Yellow Eyes only shrugged his strange shrug. 
 
    “We’ll trust you,” Reck said. “But I swear to all the Eight Million Gods if you are lying to me right now, Roak, I’ll make stew out of your balls.” 
 
    “I’m not eating that,” Yellow Eyes said. “I’m not eating Roak balls stew, man.” 
 
    “While this is a lovely conversation, would any of you care to hear where our destination is?” Hessa asked. 
 
    “Where?” Roak replied. 
 
    “The planet doesn’t have a name because no one bothered to name it,” Hessa said. A holo display came up and a red dot appeared. The holo zoomed in to show that the dot wasn’t red to indicate where the planet was, but the planet itself was red. “That’s magma. The whole planet is covered in magma.” 
 
    The holo spun and zoomed in more. 
 
    “Except for this one area,” Hessa continued. “It is about ten times the size of this ship and rises fifty meters above the surface.” 
 
    “Looks bigger,” Nimm said. 
 
    “That’s cooling crust,” Hessa stated. “Maybe a meter of cooling rock, but under it is more magma.” A circle enveloped the area. “This is stable. Hotter than any of you beings can survive in, but stable.” 
 
    “Enviro suits then,” Roak said. 
 
    “Unless you want to cook to death before you take more than three steps off this ship,” Hessa replied. “Then yes, enviro suits would be recommended.” 
 
    “How soon until we get there?” Roak asked. 
 
    “We are entering the wormhole portal now and should be there in approximately seventeen hours,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Good,” Roak said and eased back in his seat as he undid his straps. “I’ll wait here.” 
 
    “For seventeen hours straight?” Reck asked and stood up. “Have fun with that.” 
 
    She left the bridge. Nimm stood, studied the still-glowing holo of their destination, then followed Reck out. 
 
    “You going with?” Roak asked Yellow Eyes. 
 
    “Nah, I’ll hang here, man,” Yellow Eyes replied. 
 
    They sat there in silence as they entered the wormhole portal. Trans-space filled the view shield. 
 
    “Gonna be sick?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “No,” Roak stated. 
 
     They sat there silent for ten minutes straight until Yellow Eyes started to whistle. 
 
    “No,” Roak snapped. 
 
    “Right. Off to the mess to help the bots clean those chits,” Yellow Eyes said and was gone in a blur. 
 
    Roak stared at the holo. 
 
    “Hessa?” he said after another ten minutes. 
 
    “Sorry. I forgot,” Hessa said and banished the holo. 
 
    Roak watched the swirling mess of trans-space for an hour straight. He blinked three times. Then he closed his eyes and let his mind wander. He was playing it tight. He’d gone off through the galaxy many times half-cocked, but that was when the stakes were much, much lower. Now the GF was involved. The Skrang were involved. Father was involved. 
 
    Roak was no longer the guy that was called to tackle the hunting jobs that no one else would touch. He had become the hunting job that no one else would touch. Except he knew there were going to be many hands and fingers and tentacles and whatevers touching this job to track him and his crew down.  
 
    Roak was on the other side now and he did not like it one bit. 
 
    An alarm sounded and Roak opened his eyes. 
 
    “What are we looking at, Hessa?” Roak asked. 
 
    “What? Nothing. We’ve arrived,” Hessa said. 
 
    “That wasn’t seventeen hours,” Roak said as he stretched. 
 
    “Yes. It was. You slept through the whole trip,” Hessa said. “I told no one to come up to the bridge once I saw your vital signs level out. Have a nice nap?” 
 
    “How would I know?” Roak replied. “I was asleep through it all.” 
 
    He stood and worked out the kinks in his body then leaned his weight on the back of the chair and stared at the red planet that filled the view shield. 
 
    “That much heat and the atmospheric entry will be brutal,” Roak said. 
 
    “That is very true, Roak,” Hessa said. “You may want to sit back down and strap in. We are making our entry approach now.” 
 
    “Can we come back?” Yellow Eyes asked from his seat. 
 
    “You’re already here,” Roak replied. He sat down again. “Hessa, tell the”—” 
 
    “Already did,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    Two minutes later, Reck and Nimm returned to the bridge. 
 
    “Sleepyhead is awake,” Reck teased. “You dream gumdrop dreams?” 
 
    “No idea what you’re babbling about,” Roak said. 
 
    “Beginning angled entry,” Hessa announced. “Hold on. This will be bumpy.” 
 
    The ship shook and the view shield was filled with flames from their entry into the planet’s atmosphere. What little visibility they had showed more flames and bubbling magma far below. It went on for as far as their eyes could see. 
 
    Then they were through the outer atmosphere and navigating past thick, black clouds of soot and ash. The ship twisted and turned to avoid geysers of magma that reached kilometers into the sky. 
 
    “Ooh, that was a close one,” Hessa said as she spun the ship in a barrel roll. “Might have to replace the shielding on that section of the ship at some point.” 
 
    “Great,” Reck grumbled. 
 
    “We are fifteen kilometers out from our destination,” Hessa said. “You should go down and get suited up.” 
 
    Roak turned and locked onto Yellow Eyes. “Can your body handle this heat?”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, no problem,” Yellow Eyes said. “Uh, how hot are we talking here?” 
 
    “About two thousand Kelvin,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “What’s a Kelvin?” Yellow Eyes asked. 
 
    “Very hot.” 
 
    “Nice. You bet. I can take this, man. I can take this.” He paused. “Kelvin isn’t a type of acid, is it?” 
 
    “No, it is the basic unit of thermodynamic temperature,” Hessa replied. 
 
    Yellow Eyes blinked. “So it’s hot?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “Got it. Very hot stuff. I’m good.” 
 
    “Suit up,” Roak ordered and undid his straps. He left the bridge without waiting. 
 
    Once they were all suited up down in the cargo hold, Roak looked at the others. 
 
    “We get from the ship and into the facility as fast as possible. Assess whether or not the quantum drives are viable and if they are, then we figure out how to get them from the facility and into the ship,” Roak said. “They’ll melt if we try to move them externally, so let’s hope we can use the moltrans unit to transport them into the cargo hold here.” 
 
    “And if they can’t be moltrans’d?” Reck asked. 
 
    “Then we may have to blast the facility open and load them up on the fly,” Roak said. 
 
    “We’ll probably damage the drives that way,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Options are limited,” Roak said. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” Reck said. 
 
    “Ready,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Huh? Oh, yeah, ready, man,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “I have defensive shields at full,” Hessa stated. “When I open the rear ramp, you will need to move fast and keep moving. The defensive shields will protect the cargo hold for only so long before the heat begins to damage the interior.” 
 
    “Don’t leave the door open is what you’re saying,” Yellow Eyes responded. 
 
    “No…that’s not what I’m… Just go,” Hessa huffed. 
 
    The ramp lowered and Roak and company moved quickly after, each grabbing a plasma rifle from a rack on the cargo hold’s wall. The heat was almost too much to handle even in the enviro suits. Roak felt like his skin was crisping after only taking a few steps. But he didn’t slow. He kept moving toward the huge chunk of non-molten rock that was before him. It wasn’t until he was a couple meters away that he saw the entrance. 
 
    Yellow Eyes was already standing there, hopping from foot-nub to foot-nub, back and forth like he needed to piss. 
 
    Reck moved past Roak and studied the entrance controls. 
 
    “Hurry it up, Reck,” Roak said. 
 
    Reck punched the control panel with a gloved fist and the doors slid open. Yellow Eyes was inside in a blur. The others followed and Reck spun about and tapped at the door’s internal control panel. They closed and the world became a cool oasis in seconds. 
 
    “Safe to take your helmets off,” Hessa said. “But I wouldn’t advise it.” 
 
    “Why not?” Nimm asked. 
 
    “Because something killed them,” Roak said. “And it doesn’t look like plasma or laser fire.” 
 
    There were dozens of beings sprawled across the entrance’s floor. All of them had enviro suits on, but their helmets were off. Despite being from many different races, it was obvious to all that they died as soon as they took their helmets off. 
 
    “This is a strike team,” Nimm said. “Private operators, for sure. Someone wanted Bishop’s files.” 
 
    “Why take their helmets off?” Reck asked. “Dumb move.” 
 
    “All indicators show that the atmosphere in this facility is safe,” Hessa answered. “They had no reason to think they should keep their helmets on.” 
 
    “One of Bishop’s little surprises,” Roak said. “There will be more. He said getting the quantum drives would be hard as all the Hells, even for him.” 
 
    “He said that because he was Father,” Reck said. “Whatever Bishop set up here for security, Father knew it would figure out he wasn’t Bishop as soon as he stepped inside.” 
 
    “If Father was worried, then we should be too. Not that he expected us to get this far,” Roak said. “Stay tight and don’t wander”—” 
 
    “Found the quantum drives,” Yellow Eyes said. “They’re six levels down and in this really cool room.” 
 
    “Yes, the drives would require much lower temperatures to maintain stability,” Hessa said. 
 
    “I mean, super cool,” Yellow Eyes continued, not able to hear Hessa without a comm implant. “Like there are these neat lasers spinning everywhere and a sound that is all boop, boop, boop, blip screech, boop, boop. Really cool, man.” 
 
    “Oh, he means that kind of cool,” Hessa said. “Comms work, but I can’t penetrate scans down to that level. You’ll have to relay what you see to me so I can figure out what security protocols are being used. Put me on speaker so Yellow Eyes can hear too.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Roak said and pointed at Yellow Eyes. “Lead the way.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Yellow Eyes said and was gone. 
 
    “Slower!” Roak shouted. 
 
    “Right. Sorry, man,” Yellow Eyes said when he returned. He walked at a normal speed and kept looking behind him. “This good? You guys able to keep up?” 
 
    “Just walk,” Roak snapped. 
 
    They followed Yellow Eyes to a set of stairs. No lift, only normal stairs. The group made it down one level then paused. 
 
    “They kept their helmets on,” Nimm stated. 
 
    Another dozen beings were dead on the ground, their enviro suits’ midsections torn open, intestines and viscera from the various races strewn all about the corpses as if they exploded from the inside out. 
 
    “What are you seeing?” Hessa asked. 
 
    Nimm described the scene. 
 
    “Concentrated microwaves,” Hessa said with a laugh. “Pretty much undetectable. If scanners did pick them up, they’d look like comms signals, not a security measure.” She paused. “Uh, how are you feeling? Any tummy aches?” 
 
    “I’m a little hungry, but I don’t think my guts are gonna try to go for a walk without me,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “I’m good,” Roak said. 
 
    “Same here,” Reck agreed. 
 
    “No discomfort,” Nimm added. 
 
    “I need measurements,” Hessa said. “Tell me where the bodies are in relation to the rest of the space.” 
 
    “It’s a long corridor,” Nimm said. “About fifty meters long. No doors on any of the walls. Walls extend about five meters up to the ceiling. No lighting fixtures, holo cams, blaster ports. Everything is smooth.” 
 
    “I’d say the bodies are in this order,” Reck said and rattled off approximate measurements from body to body and bodies to walls. 
 
    “Oh, wow, Bishop is good,” Hessa said. “Do the outer bodies, the ones closest to the walls, look like they were affected more than the others toward the center of the corridor?” 
 
    “Yes,” Roak said. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “You said that,” Roak snapped. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “The microwaves piggybacked off the bodies. Moving from one to the other, starting with the bodies closest to the walls and working inward,” Hessa said. “Technically, they should not behave that way, but theoretically what has happened to these beings is possible.” 
 
    “Ya think?” Roak snapped. “Don’t give me theories, Hessa. I need to know how we get from the stairs to the end of the corridor.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Hessa said. “The information I have is too little to make any accurate guess as to how you either shut off the security protocol or avoid it.” 
 
    The corridor was illuminated in bright light as the ceiling came alive with a brilliant white glow. 
 
    “I found the off switch,” Yellow Eyes said and pointed at the end of the corridor. “Right next to the light switch.” He rubbed his midsection. “Gonna have gas for a bit here. Sorry, folks.” 
 
    “Son of a…” Roak put his rifle to his shoulder and dialed in the targeting until a small window in the faceplate of his helmet showed the far wall. There were two switches. One said “lights.” One said “kill switch.” “You can shoot them from here. But no one is going to shoot a switch that says kill on it.” 
 
    “It killed the security,” Yellow Eyes said and laughed then frowned as his stomach grumbled. “Hey, Hessa? Add microwaves to the list of things that don’t settle well with my body. Damn…” 
 
    “Are you going to be alright?” Hessa asked. 
 
    “Oh, sure, no problem, man,” Yellow Eyes said. “I know death belly when I feel it and this isn’t death belly. Yet.” 
 
    “Come on,” Roak said and walked off the steps and into the corridor. He paused and when his guts didn’t try to leave his body, he kept moving. “Double steps. We’re losing time.” 
 
    “You worried about something other than this place’s security?” Nimm asked. 
 
    “He’s worried we’re not the only ones still trying to get at Bishop’s files,” Reck said. “We’ve encountered two teams so far. None have been here for longer than what, a month? Maybe not even that by the state of the corpses. Odds are more will be on the way.” 
 
    “At least all this interest tells us we’re at the right facility on the first try,” Nimm said. “We could have struck out here and had to go to a different one which ups our exposure out there in the galaxy.” 
 
    “Less chat, more move,” Roak snapped. 
 
    They made it to the end of the corridor and Yellow Eyes activated the door controls. The doors slid open and all they could see were stairs that wound down and down and down into a dark chasm.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s a long way down,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “How long?” Hessa asked. 
 
    Roak took a light stick from his belt, cracked it, and tossed it out into stairwell. 
 
    “I’m guessing half a kilometer,” Roak said as he peered down at the seemingly endless set of stairs. 
 
    “The moltrans unit won’t be able to penetrate that deep,” Hessa said. 
 
    “It won’t need to,” Roak said. 
 
    “Roak, we can’t get the quantum drives all the way up these without some seriously heavy grav lifters,” Nimm said. 
 
    “We don’t need grav lifters,” Roak said and faced Nimm. “Not with synthetics like yours. And Yellow Eyes is pretty Eight Million Gods damn strong too.” 
 
    “Oh, no fun, man,” Yellow Eyes. “I may have to sit this one out. My belly aches.” 
 
    “Tough.” 
 
    Nimm glared at Roak. 
 
    “You knew you might need me to do this, didn’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Roak said. “Hessa? If we get the quantum drives up to this point, can the moltrans take over from there?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hessa said. “I can’t scan where you are, but the moltrans is a whole other technology. I can lock on using comms.” 
 
    “See, Nimm, she can lock on using comms,” Roak said. 
 
    “You bastard…”
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    “Bishop must have had a lot of confidence in his microwave hall,” Reck said. “Because that was too easy.” 
 
    “Easy?” Nimm grumbled as she took several deep breaths. “Explain how climbing hand over hand across a ceiling over what I had to assume was a wormhole portal that could have taken us anywhere in the galaxy, was easy? Oh, and the tank of Gorborian sharks? You enjoyed that?” 
 
    “Once you figured out where to walk across the water, it wasn’t really more than a stroll,” Reck said. 
 
    “You couldn’t have given us a heads up?” Nimm snapped at Yellow Eyes. “Hey, look out for the wormhole. Look out for the Gorborian sharks.” 
 
    “I didn’t really notice them,” Yellow Eyes said with a shrug. “Sometimes I move too fast to pay attention to what I pass. I’m not a machine, man.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Roak said. “Focus.” 
 
    Before them was a decent-sized room, but far from vast. In the center of the room, surrounded by a bunch of spinning lasers, as Yellow Eyes had said, were the quantum drives. Roak had his head cocked and was listening to the boop boop sound that echoed around the room. 
 
    “I know that sound,” Roak said. “I’ve dealt with that sound before.” 
 
    He began to pace back and forth. 
 
    Yellow Eyes looked like he was going to interrupt Roak’s pacing, but Reck smacked him upside the head and he closed his mouth. 
 
    “How do I know that sound?” Roak muttered. “Hessa? Can you hear it?” 
 
    “I can, but my database is not bringing up a match, Roak,” Hessa said. “I can try a wider search, but that means going outside my database and connecting to the closest galactic system. That would risk exposing us.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Reck said. 
 
    “I know the sound. I know it,” Roak said. “Where have I heard…?” 
 
    Roak’s shoulders slumped. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Nimm asked. 
 
    “Roak? What did Bishop do?” Reck asked. 
 
    “It’s a dance,” Roak said, his voice close to fury. “A Cervile dance. Hessa can search every database, but unless she knows where to look, she won’t find this one. It’s part of the marriage ritual for the Cervile royal line.” 
 
    Reck laughed. “Bishop used a Cervile marriage ritual dance as part of his security? Roak? He did this to fuck with you. He knew one day you’d be coming for these files.” 
 
    “I doubt this was the original set up,” Roak said. “He did it when Father got to him. He sent bots or a crew or someone to reprogram the final security protocol before he was consumed by Father’s mind.” 
 
    “Then Father must know how to get to these files,” Reck said. “So why bother?” 
 
    “Because it means I’m the only one that can retrieve the files,” Roak replied. “Unless a private operator company or GF squad happen to have a Cervile from the royal line on their team.” 
 
    “Cerviles from the royal line would never debase themselves that way,” Nimm said. 
 
    “No, but I happened to debase them for them,” Roak said. “I was briefly married into that line. And I know the dance.” 
 
    “Oh, this is gonna be good,” Reck said. 
 
    “Hold my rifle,” Roak said and handed the weapon to Reck. She nearly dropped it as she started to shake with laughter. “Knock it off.” 
 
    Roak stepped to the edge of the laser-protected perimeter. He waited as the boop boop echoed in the room. Then he started to nod in time to the rhythm and shook out his hands.  
 
    He took a step. Shuffled right. Took two steps forward, a step back, shuffled left. Roak repeated that move until the sounds switched then he changed his dance steps to fit. On and on he went, gaining ground with each change of what must have been music. There was a lot of backtracking within the dance, so it took close to twenty minutes before he reached the first quantum drive. 
 
    “Nothing’s happening,” Reck said. “The lasers are still there. The sounds are still booping. What’s going on, Roak?” 
 
    Roak stood just inside where the lasers were spinning, his back resting against the quantum drive. He pointed at the others. 
 
    “Were you watching?” he asked. 
 
    “We were all watching,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Closely,” Reck said and laughed. 
 
    “Good. Then do the same thing,” Roak said. “Dance your way here. All guests of the wedding are required to do the same dance after the royal family has completed their turn.” 
 
    “Uh… I wasn’t watching that closely,” Yellow Eyes said. He blurred and was next to Roak. “But I have a way around that. Too fast for lasers, man.” 
 
    “Nimm. Reck,” Roak said and smirked. “Your turns.” 
 
    “I was watching, but there is no way I can remember all that,” Nimm said. 
 
    “I can,” Reck said, her laughter all dried up. “Damnit. Watch me, Nimm. Pay attention.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Reck was standing next to Roak and Yellow Eyes. Twenty minutes after that Nimm had joined them, although her enviro suit had a couple of scorch marks on it from when she’d flubbed a few steps. 
 
    “Fucking Bishop,” Roak mumbled. 
 
    Everyone stared at the lasers. They continued to spin. The sounds continued to boop. One by one, Roak, Reck and Nimm turned to stare at Yellow Eyes. 
 
    “Really?” Yellow Eyes asked. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “There must be scanners in this room that log who completes the dance. You haven’t,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Roak? Man? Come on!” 
 
    “If I had to do it, then you have to do it,” Roak said. “Get back there and start from the beginning.” 
 
    Three hours later, a nearly sliced and diced Yellow Eyes stood next to the others as the lasers disappeared and the boop sounds finally stopped. Yellow Eyes studied his body and frowned. 
 
    “You know all this damage catches up with me at some point, right? I’m not invincible,” he said. “And now I have to help carry very heavy quantum drive towers back through all that crap and up top so Hessa can moltrans them into the ship.” 
 
    “You expecting a trophy?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No, but a little thank you at the end of all this would be nice,” Yellow Eyes said as he wrapped his many arms around the first quantum drive. He lifted. Or didn’t lift. The drive tower didn’t budge. “Huh. Wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    Nimm put her hands against a different drive and pushed. Her legs drove hard, but the drive tower stayed put right where it was. It didn’t scoot even a millimeter. 
 
    “These are stuck in place,” Nimm said. “There has to be one last active security measure.” 
 
    “This was designed for you, Roak,” Reck said. “What would Bishop leave you as the final step?” 
 
    “I don’t have clue,” Roak said. He glared at the quantum drive towers. Luckily, all of their rifles had been left outside the laser perimeter or he would have shot the Eight Million Gods damn things. He thought about walking back to retrieve his rifle to do just that, but restrained himself. “Honestly. I didn’t know this would be set up specifically for me when we got here so how would I know what the last step is?” 
 
    “Let’s think like Bishop,” Reck said. “He’s been forced to betray you and is taken over by Father, right? He managed this in what we have to consider were his last days. What would you want most if you were dying?” 
 
    “Not to die,” Roak said. 
 
    “No, I get what she’s saying,” Nimm said. “Think of it like being on the battlefield. What does a dying soldier want? If you have fought hard and it’s all over, what do you want most of all?” 
 
    “I’m still alive,” Roak said. “I’ve never been dying on a battlefield.” 
 
    “But you’ve been around the dying!” Reck snapped. “Stop being stubborn! Think about it!” 
 
    “They want their loved ones to know they love them,” Nimm said. “Every dying soldier I’ve held in my arms wanted their loved ones to know they loved them.” 
 
    “So I tell Bishop I love him? Not happening,” Roak said. “I’m not dying here so why would I say that?” 
 
    “Forgiveness.” 
 
    They turned to look at Yellow Eyes. He shrugged. 
 
    “That’s what else the dying want,” Yellow Eyes said. “Forgiveness.” 
 
    “Forgiveness? For what?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Well, for those of us with consciences, we want to be forgiven for all the bad we’ve done to others,” Yellow Eyes said. “Kick the bucket with a clean slate.” 
 
    “Damn. The yellow guy is right,” Reck said. “I’d never ask for forgiveness, so I get your confusion, Roak, but he is right. A lot of dying beings ask to be forgiven.” 
 
    Nimm nodded. 
 
    “But Bishop is dead,” Roak said. “I can’t forgive a dead guy.” 
 
    “Try, man,” Yellow Eyes said and patted Roak on the shoulder. He pulled his nub back fast. “Uh. Just try.” 
 
    Roak growled low in his throat for a good five minutes. 
 
    “Um, hello?” Hessa called. “What’s going on? Why isn’t anyone talking? What’s Roak doing? Someone tell me something.” 
 
    “We’re waiting for Roak to stop being a coward and forgive Bishop,” Reck said. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Roak, just say the Eight Million Gods damn words!” Hessa shouted. 
 
    “Fine!” Roak shouted back. 
 
    He cleared his throat, rolled his head on his neck, and raised both middle fingers to the deep darkness above the quantum drive towers. 
 
    “Hey, Bishop! I forgive you, you duplicitous son of a bitch!” 
 
    Absolutely nothing happened. 
 
    “Maybe without flipping him off?” Yellow Eyes suggested. 
 
    Roak lowered his arms. “Bishop! I forgive you!” 
 
    Absolutely nothing happened again. 
 
    “And that was a huge no,” Roak said. “What other ideas do you…have…?” 
 
    “Roak?” Reck asked. “What is it?” 
 
    “That asshole,” Roak said. “That sneaky little asshole.” 
 
    “Strange way to rephrase forgiving him,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “No. I’m not here to forgive Bishop,” Roak said. He lifted his middle fingers again then let his arms drop to his side. “He’s supposed to forgive me.” 
 
    “For what?” Reck asked. 
 
    “For this,” Roak said and cleared his throat. “Bishop? If you are listening, sorry I finally got you killed. You always said I’d be the death of you and you were right. Technically, it was Father that killed you, but he was only there to get at me. I’m fucking sorry, alright? You didn’t deserve to go out that way.” 
 
    “Was that so hard?” Bishop’s voice echoed through the space. 
 
    Then the floor began to shift and move. And rise.
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    “Don’t bother trying to talk to me,” Bishop’s voice said. “I’m programmed only to hear Roak’s apology for getting me killed. This isn’t an AI or any type of back and forth protocol. Oh, and don’t worry about the other facilities that are housing my files. If they were still intact when you got here, they aren’t now. A message was sent to a comm signature that has triggered their self-destruction. At this moment, you are in possession of the only copies of my contact files. Use them wisely and don’t kill anyone I wouldn’t kill, Roak. Good luck, asshole!” 
 
    “That was kind of touching, man,” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    The floor had become a platform and that platform was slowly rising up into the darkness. Then the darkness was broken as rings of lights flickered on to reveal a tall shaft the same width and breadth as the platform. 
 
    “Oh, one last thing, if you’re on the planet covered in magma, because I really have no way to tell where this is happening since I’m dead—thanks again, Roak!—you might want to know that there is no protection protocol when the top of the shaft opens. These facilities are very expensive to build and the energy shielding needed would have put the whole thing way over budget. In short, it’s about to get very hot in a few minutes. I hope you have a contingency plan for this, asshole!” 
 
    “Shit!” Reck shouted. “Hessa! We need to”—” 
 
    “Hold on,” Roak said and held up a hand. 
 
    “Good luck, asshole!” Bishop’s voice echoed once more. “Alright, I’m done.” 
 
    “I had a feeling,” Roak said. “Hessa? You’ll be able to moltrans the drives and us out when we’re close enough to the top, right?” 
 
    “I should be able to, yes,” Hessa replied. 
 
    “Should be able to? What does that mean?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Well, there will be a very short window from when the platform you are on is in range to when the top of the shaft opens to the outside,” Hessa explained in a voice that was well on the side of condescending. “My first priority is to get the drives into the cargo hold. Those cannot survive the heat of the surface.” 
 
    “Fine,” Roak said. “So then you moltrans us next. Or we can walk to the ship when we’re on the surface. The enviro suits held up before and they’ll hold up again.” 
 
    “One slight problem with that plan,” Hessa said. “I’ve done some calculations and”—” 
 
    “And the shaft isn’t going to open by the ship,” Reck interrupted. “Because the magma has shifted and overtaken what once was solid ground.” 
 
     “Correct,” Hessa said. “I was wrong. The planet isn’t young and forming. The planet is ancient and just about over. There used to be an entire continent here only a few centuries ago. Now that I’ve had time to sit here and analyze the geography, it’s fairly obvious.” 
 
    “If the shaft opens, then what, Hessa? It fills with magma?” Roak asked. “Fills with magma while we’re still inside it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hessa said. “Unless I can moltrans you all out in time.” 
 
    “And you don’t know if you can,” Roak stated. 
 
    “Can these suits take direct contact with magma?” Nimm asked. 
 
    “What do you think?” Reck snapped. She paused. “Can they, Hessa?’ 
 
    “No, they cannot,” Hessa replied. “Environmental extremes such as deep space or perhaps a nice inferno like a jungle fire, but not direct contact with the molten contents of the center of a planet that is dying and vomiting up its core. No, the suits cannot handle that.” 
 
    “The first no was fine, Hessa,” Roak said. “So we’ll have to time this. How soon before you can start transporting the drives out of here?” 
 
    “About three minutes,” Hessa said. “They should be close enough to the surface by then. There is a two-meter-thick layer of magma over the top of the shaft, but that isn’t much interference.” 
 
    “And how much time before the shaft opens up and the magma pours in?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Five minutes,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Two-minute margin,” Roak said. “We can work with that.” 
 
    “We can?” Nimm asked. 
 
    “Yellow Eyes goes last,” Roak said and pointed at the being. “No offense, but your body can handle more damage than ours.” 
 
    “Handle damage, yeah, man, but not indestructible! Not indestructible!” Yellow Eyes exclaimed. “I keep saying that and I feel like no one is listening!” 
 
    “The damage will manifest later, Roak,” Hessa stated. “Magma damage could kill him.” 
 
    “It will for sure kill us,” Roak said. “Anyone else have any suggestions? Any hidden options I’m not seeing here? No? Then the drives go first, followed by Reck, Nimm, me, and Yellow Eyes.” 
 
    “Ah, you’re gonna stay behind with me, man? Okay, I feel better,” Yellow Eyes said. “Can I get a hug? I feel like I should get a hug since I might die in the next few minutes.” 
 
    “Hug me and you die right now,” Roak said. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. Why ruin the good thing we got going?” Yellow Eyes said. 
 
    “I now have you all on scanners!” Hessa announced. “If you could step away from the drives, that will make my job easier.” 
 
    Everyone moved to the sides of the shaft. The intense heat from above made the air shimmer. Roak caught Reck’s eye and she shook her head. Yeah, he had no idea if it was going to work either. 
 
    “Stand by as I lock onto the first drive,” Hessa said. “Three, two, one. Moltrans!” 
 
    “You do not need to say moltrans before transporting every drive,” Reck said. 
 
    “I’ll say moltrans if I want to say moltrans,” Hessa replied as one of the drives blinked out of existence. “And it is in the cargo hold! Second one going now!” 
 
    A second drive blinked away. Then a third. One after the other, the drives were moltrans’d from the platform and into the ship.  
 
    “All safe and secure,” Hessa announced. “Nimm?” 
 
    “Ready,” Nimm replied, the last syllable barely audible as she was whisked out of the shaft. 
 
    “Reck, you’re up,” Hessa said. 
 
    Roak caught the tone in Hessa’s voice as Reck blinked out. 
 
    “We’re about to get cooked,” Roak said and shoved himself and Yellow Eyes against the side of the shaft. 
 
    The platform was still moving and the wall of the shaft pulled at Roak’s suit, nearly tearing it from his body. The roof above them split apart and magma poured down onto the center of the platform, melting through the material it was made out of and continuing on down through the shaft. There was a wrenching noise and the platform ground to a halt. 
 
    Then the platform started to fall.  
 
    The magma had melted the mechanism that was raising the platform. All support struts and motor pistons were hunks of slag. The platform plummeted back to the bottom, a cascade of magma following from above. 
 
    “Hang on!” Roak yelled as the platform slammed into the bottom of the shaft. 
 
    Magma splashed against his enviro suit and he could feel the slight protective coolness the suit’s material provided evaporate away. Another splash and he screamed as his flesh was cooked on his left calf. 
 
    “Got ya, man!” Yellow Eyes shouted. 
 
    Yellow Eyes wrapped his arms around Roak and lifted. Then he ran. 
 
    Lasers tried to slice them both to pieces as the security protocols came back online now that the platform was back in place. It was coated in hot magma, but back in place. Yellow Eyes dodged every last killer beam and kept running. 
 
    He backtracked their way down. His legs propelled him across the shark tank. He was able to swing them over the wormhole portal. He pushed through the corridor of belly-exploding microwaves, trampling corpses under his fast-flying feet as he went. 
 
    Through it all, Yellow Eyes ran and behind him the heat pursued. 
 
    The shark tank melted and turned to steam then nothing. The wormhole portal sucked in the magma that was filling the facility, sending it through trans-space and to Eight Million Gods knew where. Then the magma overwhelmed the portal and it shut down, allowing the ever-onward movement of the molten rock to continue.  
 
    The microwave corridor and the corpses were obliterated. The facility was filling quickly and Yellow Eyes was slowing down as all of his injuries, as well as the weight of carrying Roak, began to catch up with him. 
 
    “I got this!” Yellow Eyes shouted as they burst out of the facility and straight at the ship. 
 
    But the ship wasn’t there. At least not their ship. 
 
    It was a Borgon Eight-Three-Eight alright, but not their Borgon Eight-Three-Eight. 
 
    “Do not move!” a voice bellowed from an external loudspeaker. “By the authority of the Galactic Fleet, you are to be captured and contained for questioning. If you attempt to flee, we will open fire!” 
 
    “Drop me,” Roak grunted. 
 
    “Man, this ground is hotter than all the Hells and your suit is compromised,” Yellow Eyes said. “You’re dying right now, Roak. I drop you on this rock and you’ll cook to death in seconds.” 
 
    “Drop me, you idiot,” Roak gasped. “Now!” 
 
    Yellow Eyes stared at the unfamiliar ship then shrugged and dropped Roak. 
 
    Roak was gone before he hit the ground. Yellow Eyes was only a second behind.
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    “You need to be in a med pod!” Reck shouted as she turned in her seat to glare at Roak. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Yellow Eyes is in a med pod,” Roak said. He limped to the pilot’s seat and fell into it. “He’s messed up. Saved my life, though.” 
 
    “That’s a Drop Team on our ass!” Nimm yelled from the navigation console. “I have no idea which one, but that is a Drop Team for sure!” 
 
    “Zero,” Roak said. He hissed as his semi-melted calf rubbed against his seat. “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Roak, I insist you get into a med pod,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Focus on getting us out of here instead of focusing on getting me into a med pod,” Roak snarled. “Outfly that ship now!” 
 
    “How do you know that it’s Zero?” Nimm asked. “How can you possibly know that?” 
 
    “Because I ran into one of their team on the GF destroyer,” Roak replied. “Called himself Geist and was comming back and forth with his team. He said Zero several times.” 
 
    “Eight Million Gods, we are fucked,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Leaving atmosphere now,” Hessa announced. “Proceeding to the wormhole portal.” 
 
    “And the Drop Team ship?” Reck asked. 
 
    “They are in pursuit,” Hessa reported. “Not to worry, I can outfly them. They are beings and I am an integrated AI that lives in a Borgon Eight-Three-Eight. Doesn’t matter how good they are, I’ll beat them to the portal.” 
 
    “No, you won’t!” Nimm yelled. “Zero has their own AI. They have a full android as one of their members! Oh, and their team leader? A fucking cyborg! She can patch into their ship’s systems and fly that way!” 
 
    “Oh… Uh… I didn’t know that,” Hessa responded. “Kind of changes things a little. Not much, but a little.” 
 
    “How do you know all that?” Reck asked. 
 
    “I’ve been working as a contractor for the GF for years,” Nimm said. “I have plenty of contacts within the GF and within the Drop Team program. Zero is their most elite unit. If they are on our asses, then they will catch us.” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds like a challenge,” Hessa said. 
 
    “Best to give up,” Roak said. “Hessa? Just stop the ship so we can talk with them.” 
 
    “What? No way! I can outfly a damn android!” Hessa replied. 
 
    “No, you can’t,” Roak insisted. “You’re good, but as much as I hate to admit it, they have combat training far above your programming. If we don’t comply, they’ll kill us all.” 
 
    “You think so?” Hessa snapped. “I’ll show you combat training.” 
 
    The ship’s speed increased, pressing everyone back into their seats. Roak caught Reck’s eye and winked. Reck rolled her eyes at him. 
 
    “They’re trying to hail us,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Good for them,” Roak said. 
 
    “Roak, they are hailing us, not shooting at us,” Nimm said. “That’s a good sign. We should at least listen to what they say before we get to the wormhole portal.” 
 
    “Not interested in what they say,” Roak replied. 
 
    “She’s not wrong, Roak,” Reck said. 
 
    Roak shook his head then sighed. 
 
    “Fine. Open the comms channel,” Roak said. 
 
    “This is Lieutenant Bish Falk,” a voice echoed through the bridge. “With whom am I speaking?” 
 
    “That’s their cyborg team leader,” Nimm said. “She goes by Motherboard.” 
 
    “Cute,” Roak said. He cleared his throat. “This is Roak. What can I do for you, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “You can stop your ship and prepare to be boarded,” Motherboard stated. “If you cooperate, I can assure you that your crew will not be harmed.” 
 
    “I can assure that my crew will not be harmed by continuing to fly toward the portal,” Roak replied. “Then once we’re through the portal, I can assure myself that you’ll never find us.” 
 
    “We found you once,” Motherboard said. “We can find you again. We’re very good at our jobs.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Roak said. He made a slashing motion by his throat. 
 
    “Comms muted,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Hessa? How’d they find us?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Busy!” Hessa snapped. 
 
    “Reck? Nimm? Thoughts?” Roak asked. 
 
    “Bishop,” Reck said. “Bishop sent out a signal to the other facilities. They must have had a pretty Eight Million Gods damn wide net to catch that signal, but that’s my guess.” 
 
    “Good guess,” Roak said. He nodded at Nimm and she nodded back. “Motherboard, right?” 
 
    “Yes…” Motherboard replied. 
 
    “Listen, you and your teammates must have your hands full with this Skrang crap,” Roak said. “Forget you found us and go shoot Skrang. Defend the galaxy from the lizard people menace. What I need to do is way above your pay grade, Motherboard, trust me.” 
 
    “I have my orders, Roak,” Motherboard replied. 
 
    Roak waited. There was no follow up statement. 
 
    “Good for you. Glad you have your orders,” Roak said after a few seconds of silence. “You should really ignore those orders. That’d be the better choice for you and your team, not to mention the GF. I’d hate for them to lose a Drop Team when they need all hands on deck.” 
 
    “Roak, I know your reputation,” Motherboard said. “I know most reputations in this galaxy are overinflated. But, from what I have seen of your abilities, I believe your reputation is not giving you credit you deserve.” 
 
    Reck threw up her hands and made a gagging noise. Roak flipped her off. 
 
    “My orders are to capture you for interrogation,” Motherboard said. “What you don’t understand is that I am not taking you to the Galactic Fleet brass. I have a boss that is very interested in what is happening with you and your father.” 
 
    Roak narrowed his eyes. “How so?” 
 
    “One of my team members, Geist, met you in a corridor,” Motherboard said. “You gave him quite a story to chew on. He passed the story on to me and I passed that story on to my boss. If what you say is true, then our interests are aligned. Stop your ship, allow us to board, and I can put you in contact with my boss. He’ll explain what he is thinking and then you can decide whether or not that works for you.” 
 
    “And if I decide it doesn’t work?” Roak asked. 
 
    “What happens after that is not up to me,” Motherboard admitted. “I won’t do you any disrespect by telling you otherwise.” 
 
    Roak slashed at his throat again. 
 
    “Comms muted,” Nimm said. “You aren’t seriously thinking of taking her offer? Drop Teams aren’t just GF military, but part of the Fleet Intelligence Service too. The boss? He’s a high-up spook in the FIS that will lock us all away in a”—” 
 
    “You changed your tune fast,” Reck said. 
 
    “Well, I thought they were just going to try to kill us,” Nimm said. “If a Drop Team has been sent to retrieve you for interrogation, then dying out here in space is the better option. Trust me.” 
 
    “We’re not stopping. We’re not giving ourselves up,” Roak said. 
 
    “Especially when I am about to send us into trans-space!” Hessa yelled. 
 
    The view shield swirled and Roak’s stomach dropped. He gulped air for a second then tried to relax. 
 
    “That decided that,” Roak said. “What I was going to say before we entered trans-space was that I believe this Motherboard person. She wasn’t lying. But I don’t know if her boss is. Who is he?” 
 
    “General Ved Gerber,” Nimm said.  
 
    “Head of FIS?” Roak asked. “How is he in charge of a Drop Team?” 
 
    “I told you that Fleet Intelligence is wrapped up in the Drop Teams, especially Zero,” Nimm said. 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Roak said. 
 
    “Something else that is interesting is they are following us,” Hessa announced. “Not kidding. They have locked onto us and are following right behind.” 
 
    “Take the next portal you can find,” Roak ordered. 
 
    “I was afraid you’d say that,” Hessa said and the ship instantly dropped out of trans-space. 
 
    Roak puked. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods damnit,” he muttered as he spat and wiped his mouth. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Hessa said. “They dropped out too. They are on us.” 
 
    The ship accelerated and once again everyone was shoved into the backs of their seats. 
 
    “She’s hailing us again,” Nimm said. 
 
    “Ignore it,” Roak replied. 
 
    “They haven’t opened fire, Roak,” Reck said. 
 
    “Because they want us alive,” Roak said. 
 
    “They could try to disable us, but they aren’t,” Reck said. “Think about that.” 
 
    Roak did. “Hessa? How close to the next portal?” 
 
    “There’s only one in this system,” Hessa said. She sent the ship into a deep dive. “Might want to hang on.” 
 
    The ship flipped upside down then spun back upright. There was just the glimpse of another ship speeding past on the view shield before the wormhole portal they had just come through filled their view. Then they were back in trans-space. 
 
    “I would like to apologize for what I am about to do to all of you,” Hessa said. “Truly.” 
 
    “Hessa? What are you about to do?” Roak asked. 
 
    They were back out of trans-space and Roak thought his entire body was going to turn inside out. Then there was flash, a loud screaming, which could have come from any of their throats, and the world went pitch black.
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    Roak came to in a med pod. He wasn’t too surprised. 
 
    His body felt like he’d been run over by a team of Chassfornians. Not the nice Chassfornians he’d met a day or so earlier, but the fully enraged type that killed first, killed second, and never asked questions because questions got in the way of ripping off limbs and killing. 
 
    “Hessa?” Roak called. His throat felt raw and unused. “Hessa? How long have I been in here?” 
 
    “Roak, you’re awake. Good,” Hessa replied over the comms. “I’ll be honest and say that I wasn’t sure if you’d ever wake up.” 
 
    “I always wake up,” Roak said. 
 
    “True. But this time your body had been injured by magma, weakened by your enviro suit being compromised, you suffered a less than elegant moltrans move, and you were subjected to not just one, but several trans-space maneuvers over a less than ideal period. Eighty-five seconds, to be exact. Most bodies cannot handle one of those occurrences, let alone all of them. And your body and the med pods are no longer getting along, just like how you tend not to get along with anyone or anything, really, so no surprise there.” 
 
    “Hessa?” 
 
    “Yes, Roak?” 
 
    “How long have I been in this med pod?” 
 
    “Thirty-two days.” 
 
    Roak tried to sit up, but smacked his head on the med pod lid. He punched at it until the lid opened and he could truly sit up. He looked about the med bay as if that would give him answers. It did not. Except to show him that Yellow Eyes was still in a med pod, as well. 
 
    “He going to make it?” Roak asked. He hopped out of the med pod and waited for his equilibrium to catch up. “How bad did he get hurt?” 
 
    “A lot worse than he let on,” Hessa said. “I didn’t know the extent of the damage until after I was able to get us away from Drop Team Zero.” 
 
    Hessa cleared her virtual throat. 
 
    “What?” Roak asked. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Hessa said. 
 
    “I didn’t say thank you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I’ll say thank you when I find out just how bad off we are. Keeping me in a med pod for thirty-two days does not automatically get you a thank you.” 
 
    “The thank you is for getting us away from the Drop Team, Roak. That was not easy.” 
 
    “Where are Reck and Nimm?” 
 
    “So, you really aren’t going to thank me?” 
 
    “You did your job, Hessa. Do you thank me every time I do my job?” 
 
    “Your job tends to get us into messes that I have to get us out of, so no, I do not thank you for that because you do not deserve a thank you.” 
 
    Roak waited. 
 
    “They’re in the cargo hold with the quantum drives like they have been since they woke up.” 
 
    “How long were they out?” 
 
    “Five days each,” Hessa said. “I can say that the maneuver I pulled off is a one-time occurrence. Not only do I doubt I can perform it again, the odds of any of you surviving a second time are astronomical.” 
 
    “Clothes?” 
 
    “Chair.” 
 
    Roak spotted the chair, walked to it and got dressed. 
 
    “Boots and light armor?” 
 
    “Boots are in your quarters. Light armor is wherever they sell light armor. You used your last set.” 
 
    “We’ll need to pick some up as soon as possible. We still have chits, right? Some left over from what Yellow Eyes held back?” 
 
    “Not enough to get you new armor, no.” 
 
    “Have you told Reck and Nimm I’m awake?” 
 
    “I have. They’re happy for you.” 
 
    “I’ll meet them in the cargo hold as soon as I’m done with a steam and a sandwich.” Roak paused. “Unless we’re somewhere that I need to be worried about and should head straight to the bridge. Are we somewhere I should be worried about?” 
 
    “We’re safe,” Hessa replied. “I have let them know you’re getting a steam and some food and will be down to meet them shortly.” 
 
    “Steam might take a while,” Roak said. 
 
    “No, it won’t,” Hessa replied. “I have the ship set to strict rations of resources. You can steam for three minutes and have one protein slice sandwich.” 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    “Not joking.” 
 
    “We’re that bad off?” 
 
    “We are broke and could not do anything for thirty-two days, Roak. We have enough chits to keep the ship going, but beyond that, we need to figure out finances fast.” 
 
    “I have an idea on how to do that,” Roak said. “Let me talk with Nimm and Reck first.” 
 
    “You do what you need to do, Roak,” Hessa said. “You always do.” 
 
    The comm went silent and Roak waited, but Hessa didn’t continue. 
 
    He made his way to his quarters and stripped off his clothes. Hessa was not joking. He had a three-minute steam and that was all. Roak got dressed again, put on his boots, and went down to the mess for his sandwich. 
 
    It was waiting for him on a tray with a hydration drink. He scarfed down the sandwich, drank the hydration drink, then tried to order a second sandwich. 
 
    “Stop that,” Hessa scolded then went silent again. 
 
    Roak grumbled the entire way down to the cargo hold. 
 
    “Hey, it’s Sleeping”—” 
 
    “Shut it,” Roak said, interrupting Reck. “What have you two figured out with the drives? Make any progress while I was in the med pod?” 
 
    “No,” Nimm said. She looked tired and barely glanced at Roak. “Even with Hessa’s help, we haven’t come close to accessing the drives’ data.” 
 
    “I thought maybe it was another trick like at the facility,” Reck said. “That Bishop made it so only you would know how to get into them, but after the second week, we realized that these are locked down tight and we need a tech with some serious skills.” 
 
    “Could have told you that,” Roak said. 
 
    “But you didn’t so we’ve spent weeks trying everything possible,” Nimm said with a huff. 
 
    “We’re still trying everything possible,” Reck said. 
 
    “Even though you figured out you need a tech with some serious skills?” Roak asked. 
 
    “What else were we going to do while we waited for you to come back from the dead?” Reck asked. 
 
    “I wasn’t that bad,” Roak said. 
 
    “Did Hessa tell you what that med pod had to overcome to fix you so you can be standing here?” Reck snapped. “Thirty-two days, Roak!” 
 
    “You were in a med pod for five of those days,” Roak said. “So, really it was twenty-seven.” 
 
    Reck clocked him hard and fast and Roak went down. He tried to get back up, but Reck planted a boot on his shoulder and shoved him back to the floor of the cargo hold. 
 
    “You need to listen and listen closely,” Reck said. “The galaxy has changed since you’ve been asleep. The GF and Skrang Alliance are almost at war. Full war, Roak. Back to the days when entire planets and systems get wiped out for no reason other than one of the sides wants that planet or system so the other side decides they can’t have it. Remember those days?” 
 
    “Those were good hunting days,” Roak said. 
 
    “I should put a plasma bolt between your eyes,” Reck said and walked away. She punched a crate and the side of the crate buckled. 
 
    “Both sides are back at the table and talking over changes to the War Treaty,” Nimm said. “The GF is a vote away from conscripting citizens into the military in case the talks fall apart. Which they might. We’ve been able to hide because we’re sure that the GF, and Drop Team Zero, have much, much bigger issues to deal with.” 
 
    “As far as we can tell, no one is looking for us anymore,” Reck said from where she stood fuming. 
 
    “What about Father?” Roak asked. “Any sign of him?” 
 
    “Nothing overt, but you can guarantee that the reason tensions haven’t eased is because he keeps throwing wrenches into the works,” Reck said. “If his issue is Mother, then he is willing to sacrifice this entire galaxy to get at her.” 
 
    “But he hasn’t tried to make contact?” Roak asked. 
 
    “No,” Reck replied. 
 
    “Good,” Roak said and picked himself up off the floor. “I thought that when we had the drives he’d come for us. I’m glad I was wrong.” 
 
    “What have you been right about?” Nimm asked. “Did Hessa tell you we’re broke and on rations?” 
 
    “I had my allotted protein sandwich and three-minute steam before I came down here,” Roak said. 
 
    “And you saw Yellow Eyes?” Reck asked. 
 
    “Yes. He’ll make it.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Reck snarled. 
 
    “Hey!” Roak shouted and held up his hands. “Hey. Listen. I have a plan. I do. And it’s the right plan. There is an element of all of this that no one is paying attention to. I doubt Father realizes that I know the element is connected. My plan is to track this element down and use it to our advantage. If we can find some sympathetic ears within the GF, and possibly within the Skrang Alliance, then we might be able to stop Father and bring peace to the galaxy at the same time.” 
 
    “Are you shitting me with that crap?” Reck asked. 
 
    “Fine. We’ll be able to find Father,” Roak replied. “Peace to the galaxy is someone else’s problem.” 
 
    “And what is this plan, Roak?” Nimm asked. “What element are we going to find that will get us out of this mess?” 
 
    “First, we’re going to do a little hunting,” Roak said. “We need chits. I’m too known now, but Reck might be able to still slide in and out of some of the areas that are always looking for a good hunter. We get enough chits to keep us in business then we go find the person that will unlock these drives for us. And that person also has the element we need to take down Father. Trust me.” 
 
    The looks on Reck’s and Nimm’s faces were less than trusting. 
 
    “We don’t really have many other options, do we?” Roak pressed. “You two have been yelling at me that”—” 
 
    “Fine,” Reck said. “Tell us who we need to find to get these drives open.” 
 
    “Someone that I was going to hunt down eventually anyway,” Roak said with a grin.
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    The lounge was nice. Very nice. 
 
    The patrons were nicer than the lounge, but they didn’t look like they were slumming. Many had clothes on that were shabby in appearance, but that was an illusion. One item of the shabby attire cost more than the waitstaff made in a month. The patrons were there to look the part of carefree galactic travelers, but none of them truly were. 
 
    The rich didn’t enjoy getting that dirty. 
 
    In the far corner of the lounge, in a cozy booth with a bottle of Klav whiskey on the table in front of him sat a man. 
 
    Average height, average size, above average looks. Sandy blond hair with deep brown eyes; a look in those eyes that said he could take beings to places they’d never dreamed of or he could take them to their worst nightmares. 
 
    He poured the whiskey into the glass in front of him. He glanced at the empty glass opposite his then scanned the lounge as he waited for his guest to arrive. The man was relaxed, poised, prepared. But he was also getting impatient. The way his foot tapped under the table was a dead giveaway. 
 
    Roak turned. He was seated on a stool at the elegant bar across the room from the far corner, from the cozy booth, from the impatient man. Roak pretended he did not care about the impatient man, but he did. Without making it obvious, he studied the man for a second before standing and crossing the lounge.  
 
    Roak did not have light armor on or a utilitarian shirt and pants combo. He was dressed in an expensive suit, but not too expensive, with shoes that matched and a very small bulge under his jacket. He had to restrain himself from tugging at his collar. 
 
    “I hate you all for making me wear this,” Roak whispered. 
 
    “This was your plan,” Reck reminded him in his ear, the comms fully active despite the lounge having a reputation for jamming comms in order to maintain the patrons’ privacy. 
 
    “I should have rethought this part,” Roak said. “Had you come talk to the guy. You could wear a dress and make him drool.” 
 
    “That’s kind of discomforting to hear,” Nimm interrupted in the comm. “She is your sister.” 
 
    “We’re not really related,” Reck said. 
 
    “Still,” Nimm said. 
 
    “He’s spotted me,” Roak said, his lips barely moving. 
 
    The impatient man gave Roak a quizzical look then stood up. 
 
    “Mr. Klo? Bex Klo?” the impatient man asked. 
 
    “That’s me,” Roak said. 
 
    “Excellent,” the impatient man said and waved towards the opposite side of the booth. “Please. Sit. Whiskey?” 
 
    Roak smiled at the bottle. “I’d love some. Only a fool passes up good Klavian whiskey.” 
 
    “The Klavs are the best in the galaxy,” the impatient man said as Roak took a seat. The man sat as well and poured Roak a triple. “So, I was told you might have some information I’d be interested in. Please, enlighten me.” 
 
    “I didn’t catch your name,” Roak said. “You know mine, I’d like to hear yours.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Your name. I’d like to hear your name.” 
 
    “Mr. Klo, you asked to meet me. Are you saying you don’t know my name?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that at all,” Roak replied then sipped his whiskey. “Eight Million Gods damn that’s good.” 
 
    “Roak,” Reck hissed in his ear. “Classy. You need to be classy.” 
 
    The impatient man laughed and lifted his glass. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods damn it is good,” the impatient man said and continued laughing. Then he set his glass down. “Talbot. Smet Talbot is my name.” 
 
    Roak nodded and finished his whiskey. He gestured to the bottle. “May I?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Roak poured and downed that shot then stood up. 
 
    “Maybe I have the wrong person. I apologize for wasting your time and for the cost of the whiskey.” Roak reached into his pocket. “Let me cover my drinks.” 
 
    “Nonsense. The drinks are on me. And, please, sit down, Mr. Klo. I’m not sure what I said to upset you, but surely we can work this out.” 
 
    “Well, unless you are willing to tell me your name, I’m afraid there is nothing to work out,” Roak said and gave a quick bow. 
 
    “Sit, Mr. Roak,” the man said, his tone ice cold. “All exits are covered. You won’t make it three meters before you’re taken down.” 
 
    “That so?” Roak said without showing any surprise that the man knew his real name. Because Roak expected the man to know; otherwise, he really was wasting his time. “You sure?” 
 
    The man stared up at Roak then tapped at his ear. 
 
    “B’urn? Sit rep,” the man said. 
 
    “I see you got the fancy comms too,” Roak said, still standing. 
 
    “B’urn?” The man called again. “Tana? Sit rep. Now.” 
 
    “No one’s answering because your friends are busy right now being tied up and restrained in a side room off the corridor,” Roak said. “Now. What is your real name?” 
 
    The man glared at Roak. Roak patted his jacket. 
 
    “You’re probably very fast,” Roak said. “I bet you can pull that pistol of yours and fire before I can blink. I’m fast too. Want to see who’s faster? Or do you want to tell me your real name so we can get down to the reason I’m here?” Roak looked about at the unsuspecting patrons. “That woman over there is worth more than half the FIS’s yearly budget. What would happen if she got caught in the crossfire?” 
 
    “Sit,” the man snarled. 
 
    “Name,” Roak replied. 
 
    The man ground his teeth then switched tactics and relaxed back into the booth. 
 
    “Sno,” the man said. “Denman Sno.” 
 
    “Good,” Roak said and sat down. 
 
    “Your colleagues are B’urn Sc’oll and Tana Ashool,” Roak said. “Agents Reign and Stand respectively. Right?” 
 
    “Right,” Sno said. 
 
    “Which makes you Agent Prime,” Roak said and poured more whiskey. He lifted the glass and tipped it toward Sno. “Glad to meet you, Agent Prime.” 
 
    “I’m not going to say the same thing, Roak,” Sno said. “If you have harmed my colleagues in any way, you will wish you were never born.” 
 
    “I have to admit that I’m not sure I actually was born,” Roak said. “I’ve had more than a few beings insist I was vat grown, but I don’t remember, so who cares?” 
 
    “Why are we meeting, Mr. Roak?” 
 
    “Roak. Just Roak.” 
 
    “Why are we meeting, Roak?” 
 
    “Because we have a mutual grudge we both need to take care of. I have been hunting for months for this being and he is good. Very good. I honestly didn’t think I’d need to seek your help with this job. But most of the time, not every time, but most of the time, when I thought I had the guy, you were one step ahead of me and had chased him off.” 
 
    Sno narrowed his eyes. “Continue.” 
 
    “Your boss wanted to have a chat with me a while back. He even sent Drop Team Zero after me,” Roak continued. “Bold choice, but the wrong choice. Way wrong. I have no intention of spending the rest of my life in a GF cell being poked and prodded and interrogated by bureaucrats that have no clue what is really happening out there.” 
 
    “Oh? And what is really happening out there, Roak? Besides us being at war with the Skrang Alliance again.” 
 
    “Family matter I plan on cleaning up,” Roak said. “With your help.” 
 
    “Help with a mutual grudge.” 
 
    “Exactly. Help with a mutual grudge.” 
 
    “What’s to say I would even be remotely interested in helping you, Roak? What’s stopping me from calling down Drop Team Zero on this place right now? Would there be fallout and would that fallout jeopardize my career? Yes. But then you are Roak and I have a feeling there are plenty of GF officials that would give me a pass for such a hammer blow.” 
 
    “Maybe. But don’t you want to know what the grudge is first?” 
 
    “Sure, Roak. What’s the grudge?” 
 
    Roak leaned forward and Sno did not move or look concerned. 
 
    “A guy. Little guy. Little annoying guy that owes me a lot of chits.” 
 
    “This is about money?” Sno exclaimed and a few heads turned their way. 
 
    “Calm down, calm down,” Roak said and patted the table. “This is not about money. I mean, yes, I plan on getting those chits because I always get paid, but this is about what this little guy has created. An element that isn’t on the board yet. I’d like to be the one that puts it on the board, not him.” 
 
    “Does this little guy have a name?” Sno asked, suddenly looking very interested. Very interested, indeed. 
 
    “He sure as all the Hells does,” Roak said and leaned back. “Hammon. Pol fucking Hammon.” 
 
    Sno watched Roak for a long while. Roak watched Sno for a long while. 
 
    “Roak,” Sno said finally and poured them both the rest of the bottle of whiskey. “Now you have my attention. My full attention.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    Read on for a free sample of Galactic Vice. 
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    The alarm sent Xew Co’m Tikk on a mad mission of slapping at the bedside table, three of his eight tentacle arms frantic to kill the Eight Million Gods awful noise before his wife woke up. 
 
    “Can’t you simply have that alert you in your comm implant?” Mess’a Tikk grumbled from her side of the bed. “Must we do this every morning, Xew?” 
 
    “I told you,” Xew said as he managed to finally kill the alarm. “Comm alarms don’t wake me up. They become part of my dreams and I sleep right through them. I need the—” 
 
    “Auditory dissonance of a separate alarm to wake me from slumber,” Mess’a interrupted as she finished the oft-spoken explanation for Xew’s annoying habit. “We’re gonna have to work on that.” 
 
    “Love, there is no working on over forty years of conditioning,” Xew said as he gulped several lungfuls of air so his invertebrate body could become rigid enough for him to stand and stretch. 
 
    Being a Groshnel, Xew needed constant gulps of air in order to maintain a solid stature. He wasn’t like humans or Gwreqs or any of the vertebrate races that populated the galaxy. He was Groshnel and in order to function, a thousand rigid air sacks had to be constantly filled and refilled with air.  
 
    Other races saw Groshnels as soft, which technically they were, but all Groshnels knew that their perceived weakness was their greatest strength. They were flexible to the point of being able to slip through cracks that even the thinnest of humans couldn’t conceive of fitting through. Not to mention they could take a punch better than ninety percent of the galactic races without sustaining damage. And having eight arms certainly wasn’t a bad thing, especially in the line of work Xew was in. 
 
    Xew shuffled across the room and grabbed the neatly folded pile of clothes he’d set on a chair the night before. Still barely awake, he continued his pre-dawn shuffle towards the lavatory. 
 
    “We have the Holcostelbans coming over for dinner tonight, don’t forget,” Mess’a mumbled sleepily from the bed as Xew closed the lavatory door. 
 
    “Got it,” Xew called back through the door. 
 
    He frowned as he set his clothes on the counter and stared at his haggard image in the mirror. Twenty years on the Jafla Base police force and another twenty as a detective in the Galactic Vice, Jafla Base Squad hadn’t been kind to his rubbery, invertebrate body. Xew couldn’t quite figure out why Mess’a, a decade his junior, had wanted to marry an old being like him. 
 
    But he wasn’t complaining.  
 
    At his age, he didn’t have time to complain and simply knowing he would be coming home to a beautiful being like Mess’a each night made getting through the days that much easier. A late-in-life marriage had probably saved his ass from the ubiquitous depression that oncoming retirement instilled in those coming close to the end of the job. 
 
    Xew stepped into the shower and activated the steam nozzle. Then his comm implant rang and he paused. 
 
    “Tikk. Go,” Xew answered. 
 
    “Xew. Need you at Docking Hangar Thirty-Seven. Like yesterday, man.” 
 
    “Good morning to you too, Tipo,” Xew replied. “I’m stepping into a steam right now. I’ll be down there—” 
 
    “Nope,” Tipo S’lunn interrupted. “Now, man. We have a nasty situation down here.” 
 
    “I just woke up, Tipo,” Xew said, annoyed at being interrupted for the second time that morning. “I’m going to steam and have a cuppa. Then I’ll be down.” 
 
    “Again with the nope,” Tipo replied. “We have a lead on a sex trafficking barge. Just arrived from Egthak.” 
 
    “Egthak? Why would a trafficking barge be coming from Egthak?” Xew asked, his eyes staring at the enticing steam that was filling his shower. A shower he had yet to step into. “Nothing comes from Egthak.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Tipo said. “Yet there’s a barge about to land and after some digging, I found the transponder code to be fake and part of a batch used by the Collari Syndicate.” 
 
    “Collari?” Xew turned off the steam. “Do not touch that barge until I get there.” 
 
    “That’s why I commed you, man,” Tipo said. 
 
    “How are we for warrants?” Xew asked as he scrambled to get dressed. He flinched as he smelled himself and started hunting for his deodorizer. Finding it in the second drawer down, Xew activated the nozzle and turned himself this way and that so he was coated in a scent that didn’t smell like a recently awakened Groshnel. “The captain on board with this?” 
 
    “Captain Jorg told me to call your blubbery ass down here,” Tipo said. “We have all the warrants and the go-ahead from GV Division headquarters to pry the barge open as soon as it is finished landing.” 
 
    “Division headquarters?” Xew struggled to get dressed even faster. “Shit. What’s headquarters doing nosing around regional business?” 
 
    “My guess? The Collari Syndicate missed a bribe payment and someone is pissed.” 
 
    “Eight Million Gods, Tipo,” Xew hissed. “Don’t say shit like that over an unsecured comm. You’ll get us both killed.” 
 
    “Please,” Tipo said. “I’ve said a lot worse and I’m still standing.” 
 
    “For now.”  
 
    Xew sighed as he fought his equipment belt’s fuse buckle. He was a full Galactic Vice Detective, but even in plain clothes, he wore an equipment belt. Couldn’t fit all the gear the job needed in his suit pockets, especially since eight arms took up a lot of real estate in his jacket. He took shit from the other GVDs in his Squad, but he didn’t care. Better to be prepared than dead. 
 
    “On my way,” Xew said as he killed the comm and rushed from the lavatory. 
 
    “Don’t forget the Holcostelbans!” Mess’a cried after him as he rushed from the bedroom into the modest living room of their apartment, then out the front door.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2. 
 
      
 
    “Pilot logged the landing and left less than five minutes ago,” Tipo said as Xew joined him in an observation roller parked half a click from Docking Hangar Thirty-Seven.  
 
    Tipo was a Shiv’erna, a lithe race with thick skin and elephantine proboscises. Tipo’s proboscis had flared nostrils and was slightly elevated at the end, telling Xew he was more than excited about the prospect of raiding the barge. The fact the GVD was barely able to sit still was a dead giveaway also. 
 
    “Breathe,” Xew said as he sat down on the bench that was situated in front of the bank of holo projectors and vid screens lining one wall of the enclosed observation roller. “Last thing we need is for you to go rushing in there all half-cocked and get someone hurt.” 
 
    “That market thing wasn’t my fault, Xew,” Tipo replied, not seeming too bothered by the thinly veiled admonition. “Those Jesperians were jumpy as shit. They would have shot first if I let them.” 
 
    “That’s kind of the point,” Xew said. “We’re GVDs, Tipo. We don’t shoot first.” 
 
    “We do if we want to live to see tomorrow,” Tipo argued. 
 
    “What’s the call?” a human snapped from the far end of the roller. Dressed in full tactical gear, his light armor giving off a faint hum as the energy shielding coursed through the material, the human’s lack of patience was evident on his lined face. “We going in or what?” 
 
    Xew gave Tipo an annoyed look which was instantly returned. Dealing with the tactical division of Jafla Base PD was one of the least enjoyable parts of being Galactic Vice. Yes, the detectives had full autonomy from the general regional police department. But at the same time, they were beholden to said police department’s manpower availability. The GV, all across the galaxy, was investigative only; if they needed boots on the ground, then those boots were pulled from regional forces. 
 
    “What defenses does the barge have?” Xew asked. He held out two of his tentacle arms and snapped his rubbery fingers. Tipo handed him the warrants for the search and seizure of the barge and all of its contents. “Sergeant? What are we looking at?” 
 
    The human, Sergeant Ben Halsey, grumbled then nudged the tech, human also, that was seated at the far left of the bank of holo projectors. “Give the detective the stats.” 
 
    “No weapons we can detect,” the tech said gruffly. “That’s the problem. We can’t detect much. Interior is shielded, especially the cargo hold. Exterior comes up as a standard shipping barge that’s seen better days, but like a million others is still a workhorse. You couldn’t pick this barge out of a lineup of similar vehicles if you wanted to.” 
 
    “Barges aren’t usually shielded like that,” Tipo said. 
 
    “Give the rookie a prize,” Halsey growled. 
 
    “I’ve been a GVD for three years, Halsey,” Tipo snapped. “Stop calling me a rookie. And why are you here? I told Captain Jorg that we wouldn’t need you. We can handle a barge sweep.” 
 
    Halsey snorted with derision at this reply. 
 
    “We hit it now,” Xew said. “Unless we expect some new intel to come through.” 
 
    “This is what we have,” Tipo said. “Won’t get better than this.” 
 
    “Sergeant, tell your people to cover all of the hatches,” Xew ordered. “No one fires unless ordered to or fired upon. Understood?” 
 
    “I know how to do my job, Detective,” Halsey said with enough attitude to fill the barge’s cargo hold ten times over. Then he began relaying orders to his team as he shoved open the roller’s side door and jumped out, his RX31 plasma assault rifle at the ready. 
 
    “So close,” Xew said under his breath. 
 
    “You still have two years left,” Tipo said as he patted Xew on the head. “Don’t mentally retire yet.” 
 
    “Eat me,” Xew said as the two detectives followed Halsey out of the roller.  
 
    Jafla Planet was a desert. Nothing, not even B’clo’no’s, the universally reviled mucus-based lifeforms that drained other beings of their life force, could last very long out in the wasteland that was Jafla. Visitors either stayed close to the base or died. No real middle ground. Which meant Jafla Base always had a captive audience and a market for something new. 
 
    Up until recently, Jafla Base had been a whirlwind of interstellar vehicle activity. Being the only inhabited area of Jafla Planet, the base was a constant stream of ships coming and going. Everything from tourists to business beings to the many players from the different crime syndicates to galactic celebrities could be seen going to and from the base. 
 
    And all were there for the Orb fights. Or had been.  
 
    With the questionable death of Stava Shem Stava, the owner/operator/corrupt lord of the heavy grav mortal combat sport, the Orb fights’ prestige had dropped considerably and tourist traffic had died down a good amount the past year. But other traffic had started to pick up. 
 
    Xew hated the place. Yet it had been home for most of his adult life and all of his law enforcement career. 
 
    “Prostitution is legal on Jafla,” Halsey said offhandedly. 
 
    “Sex slavery isn’t,” Xew said with a tone that stated he was tired of arguing the same point over and over with the sergeant. “Registered and regulated prostitution is legal. Kidnapping beings and forcing them into the sex trade is not.” 
 
    “Keeps you employed, I guess,” Halsey said then moved off to join his tactical team while Xew and Tipo made a beeline for the barge. 
 
    “Asshole,” Tipo said. 
 
    “No arguments there,” Xew said. 
 
    He withdrew his pistol and his badge from his belt. The pistol hummed to life and the badge began to glow as the holo projector came online, ready to flash his credentials in half a meter high letters so there was no mistaking who he was or why he was there. Tipo did the same and the detectives slowly made their way to the aft end of the barge. 
 
    “Open channel,” Xew said. His comm implant bleeped once to indicate his order had been carried out. “Attention crew of Barge 8463211-EGTK! This is Galactic Vice Detective Xew Co’m Tikk! Open the cargo hold immediately for a warranted search!” 
 
    “Just sent them the warrants,” Tipo said as he swiped the hand holding his badge over his opposite wrist. “No pleading ignorance on this one.” 
 
    Xew nodded and waited for a response. None came and he repeated his announcement. Still no response. He gave Tipo a side glance then stepped closer to the barge. 
 
    “Operations channel only,” Xew said. His implant bleeped. “I need tech override on the hatch now. Get that hold open.” 
 
    “Copy that,” the tech from the observation roller responded. 
 
    Xew and Tipo waited impatiently, their bodies tense and ready for the hatch ramp to open and descend. 
 
    Two minutes passed. Three and four minutes. Five. 
 
    “Dammit,” Xew snapped. “What’s the holdup?” 
 
    “Hatch protocols are giving me the runaround,” the tech replied over the comm. “Whoever owns this barge does not want it opened up.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here,” Tipo said. “If they wanted it to—” 
 
    The grinding of gears interrupted Tipo’s complaint and he and Xew lifted their pistols as they watched the ramp begin to descend. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Tipo said, his proboscis tucking up under itself. “Eight Million Gods, do you smell that?” 
 
    “Hard not to when I have to take a breath every quarter second,” Xew said as he tried not to gag. “Wow. That’s bad.” 
 
    The ramp had almost touched the ground when Halsey and his tactical team came sweeping past the two detectives. They ascended the ramp, rifles to their shoulders, and began shouting orders for anyone and everyone onboard to hear. 
 
    Tipo waved a hand as he bent over and tried to breathe. 
 
    “Gonna have to take a second, man,” Tipo said to Xew. “Sorry. The sniffer is not happy with that stench.” 
 
    “Clear,” Halsey announced as he came to the edge of the ramp and glared down at the detectives. “Of live ones, anyway.” 
 
    “What you got?” Xew asked. 
 
    “See for yourself,” Halsey said and gestured towards the cargo hold. “It’s not pretty, Detective. These folks have been dead a long time.” 
 
    “You gonna be okay?” Xew asked Tipo. 
 
    “I’ll be fine soon,” Tipo said, still doubled over. “Go see and I’ll be right up.” 
 
    “Okay,” Xew said and walked up the ramp towards Halsey. “How many are we talking, sergeant?” 
 
    “Fifty. Maybe more,” Halsey said then narrowed his eyes and cocked his head. “Hold on. The precinct is refusing to send transport to haul the bodies away. They’re saying GV is in charge, so GV needs to authorize the request.” 
 
    “Fine,” Xew said and pointed towards Tipo. “Coordinate with Detective S’lunn. He’ll get it straightened out.” 
 
    “Sure. Put me with the rookie,” Halsey grumbled as he descended the ramp and stomped over to Tipo. 
 
    Xew waited for the sergeant and Tipo to begin speaking before he turned and gave his full attention to the contents of the cargo hold. Half the tactical team was milling about, all trying not to look like they were going to vomit. Xew figured the other half were still sweeping the rest of the barge. He took a few steps then paused as the full weight of what he was seeing hit him. 
 
    Easily fifty corpses in stages of advanced decay covered the floor of the cargo hold. They were of all galactic races, genders, ages. The sex trade was indiscriminate when it came to appetites, so all demographics were represented. 
 
    “Eight Million Gods,” Xew muttered under his breath. “They’ve been dead for weeks. Why bring them here?” 
 
    “Detective?” a member of the tactical team asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Talking to myself,” Xew said. 
 
    “We got a live one!” someone shouted. “Help me get her up!” 
 
    All attention focused on a member of the team and a convulsing human woman that was propped up against the hold’s back wall. 
 
    “Wait!” Xew shouted. “Do not touch—!” 
 
    Those were the last words the detective ever said as the cargo hold was filled with a brilliant light and heat so hot that Xew never felt his flesh melt away. He was shouting then he was gone. Forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Galactic Vice is available from Amazon here!
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