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1.

Everyone wishes they had a little more time. 

Just a little extra bit to get what they needed to do, well...done. To say goodbye.

Not Roak.

Roak died exactly when he wanted to and no one was going to take that perfect death away from him.

Of course, someone did.

That really pissed Roak off.

"Roak!"

Like really pissed him off.

"Roak! ROAK! GET UP!"

Roak slowly opened his eyes.

He was in his bed, in his cabin, on his ship, and the voice in his head wasn't one of the Eight Million Gods.

It was Hessa. His AI partner. His faithful companion for the past few years. The strange AI being that had saved his ass countless times.

But, according to the dark tech Pol Hammon, and the evidence in a set of quantum files the old man (now in a young man's body) found, Hessa was something way more than just an AI. 

She was an entity from another universe.

Hessa was Mother.

His mother? No. Roak knew that wasn't the case. The evidence in the files also showed Roak what he and his siblings, alive and dead, were. They didn't have a mother in the traditional sense of the word.

Roak blinked up at the ceiling.

"What, Hessa?"

"We need to talk, Roak," Hessa replied via the comm implant she had put in him. Against his will. Just like her waking him from his perfect death.

"I don't think so," Roak replied.

"Did you have that dream again?" Hessa asked. "The one where you die?"

"Stop listening to my conversations with Reck," Roak said.

"I am this entire ship, Roak," Hessa said. "I can't stop listening to anything. I hear and see it all. All of it. You know what, Roak?"

"I don't know what and I don't want to know what."

"Hearing and seeing everything you beings do is no picnic. Living beings are gross. I mean that, Roak. Disgusting bags of flesh."

"Yep. That's us. Disgusting bags of flesh."

"That leak everywhere."

"Disgusting, leaky bags of flesh. Got it. Nice talk. Great use of my time."

Roak sat up, pivoted, and set his bare feet on the cold floor of his cabin. Considering the chaos and violence he and his crew faced, it would have been wise to keep his boots and light armor on even in bed. 

But Roak was done doing things that way. 

He was done being the galaxy's most badass bounty hunter. The one that took the jobs the other hunters refused. He was done.

Done. Done. Done.

So, bare feet and bare body.

Roak stood up, stretched, and glanced at the small mirror set on the wall of his cabin.

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. Mid-forties, scarred skin, ropy muscles, and eyes that were cold as ice, the only sport in his life was one that involved a good deal of violence.

That, and as he found out, he never really had a "youth" where he could have even played a galactic sport.

All the Hells, he wasn't from the galaxy he was in. He wasn't even from the same universe.

Just like Hessa.

"Roak!"

Roak sighed.

Hessa had called in reinforcements.

"Not now, Reck," Roak replied over the comm to his "sister". "Gonna steam then get something to eat."

The door chimed.

"I said not now," Roak snapped.

The door opened.

"Eight Million Gods, put on some clothes," Reck said as she barged into his cabin. She found a shirt and pants wadded up on the floor and tossed them to Roak. "Now."

"I said I was going to steam first," Roak said, letting the clothes fall to the floor. He shuffled off to his cabin's lavatory. "I'll be out when I'm out."

Roak slid the lavatory door closed and started the steam shower.

"How long are you going to pout like this?" Reck yelled through the door.

"I'm not pouting. And go away!" Roak shouted back.

"Not going away! We need to talk. You, me, Hessa. We need to talk!"

"About what? Huh? What is there really to talk about?"

Roak stepped into the stall and let the hot steam wash over him. He would have loved a real shower, one with actual water, but that was a luxury few could afford.

He leaned his forehead against the wall and let the heat seep into his tired and sore muscles.

The dream came back to him.

Always the same, and on constant repeat for the past two weeks. Ever since he'd found out Hessa was Mother.

Roak stood on the edge of a cliff. He had no idea what planet it was. It looked familiar, but he couldn't say why. He did know it was a barren wasteland. Except for the bubbling pools of toxic waste that dotted the landscape. The place had that going for it.

Roak stood there and stared out at the wasteland.

He was not alone.

He couldn't see who was with him, but he felt the presence, not knowing if that being standing just behind him was a being he could trust.

Yet he didn't turn around.

Instead, Roak waited. Waited for that shove he knew was coming. Waited for the fall. Waited for the collision with the jagged rocks at the base of the cliff a hundred meters down.

He felt the collision, felt the agony and pain, felt all his bones breaking and his body bursting open on the rocks.

It felt wonderful. It felt peaceful. It felt right.

Oh, sweet, sweet death.

Then, like every Eight Million Gods damn time, someone would wake him from his death. Every Eight Million Gods damn time...

The steam cut off.

Roak growled.

"I told her to do that!" Reck yelled through the door. "No more steam until we talk!"

Roak got out and dried off. 

He opened a locker in the lavatory and grabbed some clothes. Mechanically, like an android set to Basic, Roak put on his clothes, glanced around for his boots, realized they were by his bed, and turned to face the door.

"I have your boots!" Reck yelled.

"Son of a gump," Roak muttered.

He opened the lavatory door. Reck stood there, his boots in her hand, well out of his reach.

"Are you going to talk or not?" Reck snapped.

"I'm going to go to the mess and eat some gump stew," Roak said. He pushed past Reck. "Then I'm going up to the bridge and we're getting back to work. Has Gerber commed in yet?"

Roak, in bare feet, walked to his cabin door. It did not open.

"Hessa? Open my door," Roak ordered.

"Don't you mean, Mother?" Reck said.

She threw the boots at Roak. He swatted them away before they collided with his head. He retrieved them, slipped them on, then waited at the door once more.

"We have work to do," Roak said. "Did Gerber comm or not?"

The door opened.

"Where's the thank you?" Hessa asked.

"Why would I thank you for opening my door?" Roak replied as he headed for the lift at the end of the corridor. "I shouldn't have to ask for my door to open. It should just open. That's how doors work, Hessa. Unless an angry AI intervenes."

"I'm more than an AI, Roak, and you know it," Hessa snapped. "So stop acting like a child, stop avoiding reality, and then maybe doors will just open for you again."

"Hessa and I already talked," Reck called as she caught up to Roak. "You need to talk to her and then we all need to talk together."

"Pass on that," Roak said as the lift doors opened. He stepped on and didn't wait for Reck before tapping at the interface.

Reck made it on and glared at Roak the entire ride to the mess deck.

The lift doors opened and Roak stepped off without a word. He walked to the mess, saw that Yellow Eyes was already there and devouring bowl after bowl of gump stew, and seriously considered turning around and going hungry.

"Roak!" Yellow Eyes called. "Grab a seat, man. The stew is exceptional today."

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's skin, which was a brighter yellow than its eyes, and how fast he could move, which was faster than most surveillance systems could even track. That came in handy. The speed, not the yellow skin. The yellow was sometimes a bit much for Roak to handle, but he tolerated it.

"Aren't you supposed to be helping Poq today?" Roak asked. 

Roak fetched himself a couple of bowls of gump stew and a mug of caff, thought about sitting at a different table, realized Yellow Eyes would just move tables, and sat down across from the being. 

Reck was only a couple of seconds behind him. She sat down right next to Roak, almost close enough to bump elbows.

Roak sighed.

"Uh oh," Yellow Eyes said. "Looks like today is not the day Roak wakes up from his funk."

"I'm not in a funk," Roak said.

Yellow Eyes and Reck laughed. Roak ignored them and ate his stew.

"Oh, man, you are in the Godfather of funks," Yellow Eyes said between spoonfuls of stew.

"What did I say about that word?" Roak snapped.

Yellow Eyes frowned, glanced at Reck, who just shrugged. Yellow Eyes' frown deepened.

"And what word is that, Roak?" Yellow Eyes asked with a sigh.

"You know it," Roak said.

"Nope. How about you say it out loud, man?" Yellow Eyes replied.

Roak growled.

"That's not a word," Yellow Eyes said.

Roak reached for his Flott five-six concussion blaster with laser cluster spread. It wasn't on his hip. He growled deeper as he went back to eating his stew.

"Well, since you won't tell me the word then I'll have to guess," Yellow Eyes said. "Is it whiny baby?"

More growling.

"Little pissy bitch?"

The growl intensified.

"Poor widdle Roaky Roak?"

"You're gonna want to stop," Roak said.

"Or what, man?" Yellow Eyes asked. "You'll kill me? First, no pistol. Second, Hessa will stop you. Third, you don't really want to kill me."

"Mmmm," Reck said.

"Okay, maybe you do, but you aren't going to," Yellow Eyes said and was gone in a blur. He returned with six more bowls of gump stew. "You need my speed, man."

"We all need your speed, Yellow Eyes," Hessa said. "Thank you for being part of the team."

Everyone waited.

Usually, Roak would have snapped off something mean about it not being a team. He remained silent. Other than the growling.

"Eight Million Gods damn," Yellow Eyes swore. "You need to get that thick head of yours right."

"Just let me eat my stew," Roak said.

It was a calm, casual statement in a calm, casual voice.

Yellow Eyes shrunk back. Reck scooted down the bench by half a meter.

"Incoming comm from General Gerber," Hessa announced, her voice dripping with disdain. Everyone present knew it was disdain for Roak, not for Gerber. "Shall I put it through?"

"No," Roak said. "I'll take it on the bridge."

He shoved his unfinished stew away and stood up. Roak downed his caff, tossed the empty mug onto the table with a loud clatter, then turned and left the mess.

"You're going to have to deal with it at some point, Roak!" Yellow Eyes yelled after him.

"He's right and you know he's right," Reck said, right on Roak's heels.

"Whatever," Roak said and entered the lift. 

He hit the interface again without waiting for Reck, but she was too close for him to leave behind.

They rode in silence up to the bridge deck.

When the lift doors opened, Roak walked to the bridge and sighed.

Seated in the co-pilot's seat was Nimm.

A Lipian, the former prostitute slave race, Nimm fought her genetic programming and became a formidable soldier for the GF. When that career ended after having most of her limbs blown off and swapped for synthetics, Roak helped her become commander of Ligston Station. Unfortunately for Nimm, she got caught up in the mess that was Roak, lost her command, was tortured severely, and had to have her synth limbs replaced.

But Nimm wasn't why Roak sighed.

"Hey there, tough guy," Ally said, seated in the pilot's seat. "You've got an important comm waiting for you."

Ally was a full blooded Tcherian, a humanoid reptile race that were chameleon like, able to change their skin to match their environment completely. She used to own a tavern on Ligston, but just like with Nimm, she had become wrapped up in Roak's life and everything went to all the Hells.

One thing that did set her apart was that she and Roak were lovers. Possibly more. Probably more.

She knew it. Roak knew it.

Hence the sigh.

"Good morning, Ally," Roak said.

Ally tapped at her left cheek. Roak's shoulders slumped. Reck snickered. Nimm looked away.

Roak walked over and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. Ally grabbed his face, turned it to her, and kissed him fully on the lips.

"You're going to take this comm then we talk," Ally said as she stood up from the seat, pressed past Roak so he definitely felt quite a bit of her body against his, then waved at the empty seat. "Get to it."

"Do we have to talk?" Roak asked, taking his seat. "I have a couple other ideas."

"Yeah, I think you need to work out some stuff before we get to those ideas," Ally said.

"That's not cool, Ally," Roak said. "You're going to keep..." Roak waved at Ally's body. "...you from me unless I talk? Did Hessa put you up to this?"

"No, Roak," Nimm snapped. "No one put her up to it. No one put anyone up to anything. You are avoiding reality and it is jeopardizing our mission. Your mission, by the way. Building an army? Remember that?"

"I am not jeopardizing an Eight Million Gods damn-"

"Roak! About Eight Million Gods damn time!" General Gerber snarled as the comm signal was answered.

Roak glared at Nimm. Nimm returned the glare with interest.

"Gerber," Roak said. "What do you have for me?"

"What do I have for you?" Gerber snarled again. "How about what do you have for me?"

"I'm still working on it," Roak said. "It's not like bounty hunters have a club."

"No, but there is a loose knit network of you scum...professionals," Gerber said. "Tap into that network and see who is left! Now!"

"Is that all you commed me for? To bitch about me not tracking down bounty hunters?" Roak asked.

"Tracking beings is your skillset, Roak," Gerber said. "If you can't do that then, yes, I am bitching about you not tracking down bounty hunters."

"Nimm?" Roak asked.

"We've arrived in the Javitz System," Nimm said. "Six bounty hunters use this system as their base of operations."

A holo of the system came up in front of the bridge's view shield. A dozen planets filled the holo.

"Each of these is a possibility," Nimm said and rolled her eyes. "I hate Javitz."

"Oh, did someone say Javitz?" Yellow Eyes asked, suddenly appearing on the bridge. "I love this place! Every planet is a drive-thru with its own cuisine! Can we get take out? I am so in the mood for Gorborian shark soup. Can we get some? Maybe stock up a little?"

"We are not here for take out," Nimm snapped. "And shut up."

"Six bounty hunters?" Gerber said.

"Possibly six," Nimm replied.

"That's not many," Gerber said. "Kalaka and Meshara are solidifying the Cervile alliance. Sha Tog is coordinating with the remaining Skrang. Even Bhangul is trying to elicit the help of the Dornopheous. And you are wasting time with six bounty hunters?"

"Possibly six," Nimm repeated.

"I have something in the works," Roak said.

"Care to share with me what that something is?" Gerber asked.

"Nope."

"I didn't think so."

"Is there anything else?" Roak asked. "How is your end coming?"

Gerber grumbled.

"Drop Team Zero is the only drop team left," Gerber said. "But I still have most of the FIS agents. Their implant tech was covert enough that Father couldn't corrupt them in time. With Hessa's assistance, all FIS agents are now safe from Father's influence."

"That's all? No other Galactic Fleet personnel?" Roak asked. "And you're on my ass over six bounty hunters?"

"Possibly six," Nimm said. "Are we doing this or not?"

"Gerber?" Roak asked.

"That's all I have," Gerber replied. "Comm me with results as soon as you have them."

The comm signal went dead. Roak cracked his neck and nodded at the view shield.

"Take us down," he said.

"Yes! Take out!" Yellow Eyes exclaimed.

"I didn't say take out," Roak snapped. "I said take us... Never mind."

"Which planet?" Nimm asked.

"Do I look like I care?" Roak replied.

"The one with Gorborian shark soup," Yellow Eyes whispered sotto voce.

"Eight Million Gods dammit..." Roak muttered.

2.

The planets in the Javitz System were truly set up for drive-thru service. None had public docking bays or landing pads or hangars of any kind. All ground spaces were reserved for employees only.

"Attention Borgon Eight-Three-Eight!" a voice boomed over the comm. "You do not have an employee landing permit signature connected with your ship! You are not allowed to land-! HEY! You can't land here!"

"Yet, we are," Roak replied. "Hessa? Occupy this guy."

"Not a guy," Hessa said. "It's an AI."

"Then you two should get along great," Roak said. "Keep it busy."

"I already am," Hessa responded, her voice very businesslike. "I have overloaded the system with permit requests that will take several days to sort through."

"Good," Roak said. "Nimm? Make sure no one touches the ship."

"What an incredible idea, Roak," Nimm replied. "Good luck hunting for hunters. I'll just be here. In the ship. On the bridge. In this seat. Waiting for you to run back for a quick escape. Like always."

"Does everyone have to be up my ass today?" Roak snapped.

Yellow Eyes raised a nub.

"I'd like to state for the record that no part of me is up your ass, man," Yellow Eyes said.

Roak shook his head then focused on Reck. "You coming with?"

"Gonna sit this one out," Reck said. "Bounty hunters are your people, not mine."

"What does that even mean?" Roak asked. "You know what? I don't care. I'll do this on my own. It'll be like the way I used to work. On. My. Own."

"I'll go!" Yellow Eyes said and was gone in a blur before Roak could object.

"Have fun with that," Reck said. "I'll be with Poq working on the ship."

Roak didn't respond. He made his way off the bridge and down to the cargo hold where Yellow Eyes stood waiting at the open ramp.

"Okay, quick question," Yellow Eyes said as Roak passed him and walked down the cargo hold ramp.

"I highly doubt that," Roak said.

"That I have a question?"

"That it'll be quick."

"Funny."

"Wasn't trying to be."

"No, really, man," Yellow Eyes said as he followed closely behind Roak.

The two of them walked away from the ship and headed towards an employee tram system.

"What?" Roak snapped when they reached the tram system gate. The gate refused to open. "Hold on."

Roak, now armed with his Flott, pulled the large pistol from its holster and took aim at the tram gate's interface.

"Stop," Hessa snapped in his ear. "We do not have to destroy everything to get what we want, Roak."

"I'm sure there's a metaphor in there somewhere," Roak said and holstered his pistol as he waited.

The gate beeped and the interface turned red.

"Huh," Hessa said.

"What's going on?" Yellow Eyes asked. "I hate not having a comm sometimes."

"Implants melt your brain," Roak said. He paused. "Maybe we should look into trying again..."

"Ha ha freaking ha," Yellow Eyes said.

The interface beeped and turned red once more.

"This is not good," Hessa muttered.

"While we wait," Yellow Eyes said, "can I ask my question?"

"Can I stop you?" Roak replied.

"I don't know, man," Yellow Eyes said. "Maybe you could if you really fought hard. I mean, I'm fast and all, man, but you do have a unique ability to mess beings up when-"

"Ask the Eight Million Gods damn question," Roak snarled.

"Sheez Louise, man," Yellow Eyes said. "Why are we even trying to get new allies when we don't know if they've been corrupted by Father or not? Like, doesn't he have control over all beings with GF and/or Skrang implants? And now doesn't he have control over the flesh of all these beings and doesn't need the implant control once he's got his hooks in? And even if Hessa switches out the implants for her special ones, aren't the bodies of these beings still under Father's control?"

"That's more than one question," Roak said as the gate interface went red a third time. Then a fourth. Then a fifth. Hessa was actively swearing in Roak's ear.

"Oh, I didn't even ask the question yet," Yellow Eyes said. "The question is: how can we trust anyone anymore outside our circle?"

"We can't," Roak said. "But we have to try or we'll never survive this."

"Because we need an army?"

"Because we need an army."

"Against...what, exactly?"

"Father."

"But Father is in another universe. Are we taking the army there?"

"Stop talking."

"I just was won-"

"Stop! Talking!"

"Cool. Sorry. I'll stop talking, man..."

"What in all the Hells?" Hessa roared, making Roak wince and rub at his ear.

"Father has been here," Roak said. He pulled his Flott and blasted the interface. The tram gate clicked unlocked, but didn't slide open. Roak manually shoved the gate open and looked at Yellow Eyes. "Have a look around."

"I have access to all of the vid feeds on this planet, Roak," Hessa said. "You don't have to have Yellow Eyes do a recon run."

"If Father has been here then all the vid feeds could be corrupted and controlled," Roak said. "We can't trust tech."

Roak snorted at the irony.

"I know what that snort was about," Hessa said then sighed. "We do need to talk sooner than later, Roak."

"Do you have your memory back?" Roak asked. "From before you slipped into this universe?"

"No," Hessa said.

"Then not a lot to talk about," Roak said.

"But we do have Bishop's files," Hessa said. "They have a good deal of information in them."

"Again, and I don't know why no one is getting this," Roak said, "we can't trust tech. That includes files held in a quantum drive by a being that was controlled by Father. Files that were hacked by a dark tech that used to be in a body that was a million years old and now looks younger than me. Maybe, and I'm taking a wild guess here, we especially don't trust those files."

Yellow Eyes returned in a blur.

"No one, man," Yellow Eyes said. "No one on any of the tram platforms. No one walking to or from the buildings." Yellow Eyes lifted his head and sniffed loudly. "No food, man. I didn't notice it before, but I do now. None of these take-out towers are operational."

"Hessa?" Roak called.

"Nimm and I are working on scanning the planet now," Hessa said. "We're ignoring the initial readings and going deep under."

"Good," Roak said.

"What's the call?" Yellow Eyes asked. "Are we just going to wait here?"

"No," Roak said and walked through the gate and over to a waiting tram.

A very empty, waiting tram.

Not surprisingly, the tram doors didn't slide open.

"Oh, right, none of the trams are working," Yellow Eyes said. "The doors won't open and they are all parked at platforms. No being-moving happening today."

"Hessa?" Roak called again.

"Our first readings were illusions," Nimm replied instead of Hessa. "Hessa is studying them closely. But it looks like a protocol was set in place in order to fool anyone that approaches any of the Javitz planets into thinking it's business as usual."

"Honey trap," Roak said.

"Exactly," Nimm agreed.

"Have you found any bodies yet?" Roak asked. "Any signs of life?"

"What about that angry parking guy?" Yellow Eyes asked. "I assume you're asking where the beings are, right? Maybe we find that guy and ask him."

"It's an AI," Roak said to Yellow Eyes.

"AIs know shit too," Yellow Eyes replied.

"You hear that?" Roak asked Nimm.

"Hear what?" Nimm replied.

Roak relayed Yellow Eyes' statement.

"Simpleton AI," Nimm said. "We tried talking to him and it was obvious after a few seconds of conversation. Basic protocols only. Its programming is ninety percent personality."

"What'd Nimm say?" Yellow Eyes asked.

Roak relayed that part of the conversation. He wasn't thrilled with the relaying.

"Ninety percent personality?" Yellow Eyes laughed. "That's like the opposite of you, man."

"So? Beings?" Roak asked, ignoring Yellow Eyes' comment.

"Here," Hessa said.

The holo interface on the left arm of Roak's armor came to life, displaying a 3D model of the planet. It zoomed in and locked onto a single tower. The building was bright red with life signs, filled almost to capacity.

"Oh, I saw that tower," Yellow Eyes said. "It's about five clicks that way."

He pointed with a few of his nubs.

Roak growled, cut off the holo from his interface, then left the tram platform and made his way out to the service road that lay between the many empty towers.

"There is zero movement," Hessa said. "They're all just waiting there."

"Of course they are," Roak said.

"Roak? Where are you going?" Hessa asked.

"Man, where are you going?" Yellow Eyes asked.

"We should leave, Roak," Hessa said. "It is a trap."

"Obviously," Roak replied.

"Obviously what?" Yellow Eyes asked.

"It's a trap," Roak said.

"Well, duh, man," Yellow Eyes responded. "Hessa is telling us to leave, right? But we aren't leaving, are we?"

"Let's see what the trap is all about," Roak said.

"This throw caution to the wind attitude is exciting in holo vids, but in real life not so much," Yellow Eyes said. "We should do what Hessa says and leave."

"How many total beings are in that tower?" Roak asked.

"About eight thousand," Hessa said. "I am finding other towers across the planet with the same amount of beings. All waiting."

"He didn't know where we'd land so he set up greeting parties everywhere," Roak said. "Let's join the party."

"Yeah, that was lame," Yellow Eyes said. "Leave the wit to me, man."

Roak pulled his pistol.

"Hold on!" Yellow Eyes said. "No need to get shooty!"

"It's not for you," Roak said.

"Oh, right," Yellow Eyes said. "Sorry. I had a panic moment. You know, because of your unstable personality. All ten percent of it."

"It could be for you," Roak said, brandishing the pistol.

"Shutting up," Yellow Eyes responded and did his lock the lips move.

"I highly doubt that," Roak said.

The two beings walked the service road for about three clicks before Roak came to a sudden stop. Yellow Eyes began to speak, but Roak slapped a gloved hand over the being's mouth. Yellow Eyes nodded. Roak removed the hand. Yellow Eyes looked about then shrugged.

Roak pointed to a swift ship set down on a side road just a few meters ahead. The vehicle was barely bigger than a large roller with short wings and a small engine. All of that was deceptive. Roak knew that ship and knew it could move. Fast.

Yellow Eyes was gone and back before Roak stopped pointing.

Roak raised an eyebrow. Yellow Eyes shook his head. Roak twirled his finger in the air to indicate the area. Yellow Eyes shook his head. Roak studied their surroundings, narrowed his eyes, then kept walking.

"Stop!" Hessa cried.

Roak stopped. He grabbed Yellow Eyes by the arm.

"Wha-?"

Roak put a gloved finger to his lips and Yellow Eyes clamped his mouth shut.

"Beings are showing up in the other towers," Hessa said. "They weren't there before."

Roak stayed quiet and waited.

"Father has figured out how to cloak his numbers," Hessa said, sounding like she was talking more to herself than Roak. "I don't know if he has them individually cloaked or en masse."

Roak still waited.

"The beings are leaving the other towers, Roak," Hessa said. "They are all walking towards tram stations."

"We're going to have company," Roak said to Yellow Eyes.

"Fun company? The kind that bring gifts?" Yellow Eyes asked.

"If death and violence are gifts then yes," Raok said.

"Death and violence are not gifts," Yellow Eyes muttered to himself.

"The beings in the tower you are approaching are staying put, Roak," Hessa said. "They're waiting for you."

"I figured they would," Roak said. "Father has something showy planned."

"Well, at least we get a show out of all this," Yellow Eyes said. He looked about forlornly. "Wish we could get dinner with the show. That Gorborian shark soup sounded so good."

They walked on for a couple more clicks before they arrived at their destination.

The tower they stood in front of was lit up to its full capabilities. Every single sign the tower had was flashing brightly.

"Pancakes?" Yellow Eyes asked. "That's all this place serves is pancakes? Come on..."

"Eighty thousand different types of pancakes," Roak said. "That's ten types per being inside there."

"I applaud the variety, but I'm just not in a pancake mood," Yellow Eyes said. "Maybe we could go for burgers?"

Roak turned and glared. Yellow Eyes nodded.

"Right. Not here to eat," Yellow Eyes said. "So...what are we here to do?"

"Watch and learn," Roak said.

"Right," Yellow Eyes said.

Roak stood there, his pistol still drawn, and stared at the tower.

"Oh, you actually mean we are going to stand here and watch this tower then see if we learn something," Yellow Eyes said with a chuckle. "I thought you were going to do-"

Roak lifted the Flott and opened fire on the tower.

"Shit!" Yellow Eyes exclaimed as he jumped about five feet into the air, did a weird wiggle spin, then landed in a heap on the road. "Warn a guy next time!"

Even with the Flott's capabilities, none of the plasma blasts Roak let loose on the tower penetrated the building's defenses. Bright blue flashes lit up everywhere the plasma impacted.

"That's not standard," Hessa said. "Can you walk in? Wait, what am I saying? Do not walk in there, Roak. Better yet, if you feel the need to walk anywhere, walk back to the ship."

"Nope," Roak said.

He walked up to the tower's entrance and waited for the doors to slide apart. After a brief wait, they did and Roak sauntered right inside.

"Roak!" Hessa yelled. "You need to turn around and-!"

Hessa's voice cut off as soon as Roak was about two meters over the threshold and inside the tower.

"Hessa?" Roak called. Nothing.

"What's up?" Yellow Eyes whispered, his yellow eyes flitting back and forth. "What's wrong with Hessa?"

"Hold on," Roak said.

He walked back outside.

"-I cannot believe you would even-"

Roak nodded and went back inside. Hessa's voice cut off immediately.

"He's figured out how to shield Hessa from me," Roak said. "This is part of what he wanted to show me."

"Part?" Yellow Eyes asked. "Why only part? That seems like a lot right there, man."

The lift doors at the far side of the lobby opened wide.

Roak walked causally over to the lift, checked inside, saw it was empty, and stepped in. Yellow Eyes blurred up next to him.

"Yeah, really, really, really not liking the throw caution to the wind side of Roak," he said as the doors slid closed and the lift began to move. "We are so going to die."

"Maybe," Roak said. "But I've been dying every night for the last two weeks. It gets old after a while."

"Old? No, it doesn't get old, man! Those are just dreams!" Yellow Eyes exclaimed.

"Hello," a voice called from a speaker in the ceiling of the lift. "What style of pancakes are you looking for today?"

Yellow Eyes jumped then relaxed. "Huh. You know, maybe pancakes do sound good. Do you have Transeeen fruit?"

"We do not," the voice replied. "But we do have a slow and painful death waiting for you. And whipped cream."

"Oh," Yellow Eyes said and gulped. "At least there will be whipped cream. I do like whipped cream..."

Roak held his pistol down at his side and stared at the lift doors.

"No hello, Roak?" the voice asked.

Roak held his pistol down at his side and stared at the lift doors.

"Come now, son," the voice continued, "say hello to your-"

Roak flipped the Flott's muzzle up and fired. The speaker disintegrated.

"Not your son," Roak said.

The lift stopped and opened onto a nightmare.

Yellow Eyes screeched then puked.

3.

No skin.

That was what Roak noticed first as he stared out of the lift at the hundreds of beings that waited in the massive dining hall. 

The second thing he noticed was the smell.

Blood, excrement, urine, and other smells singular to the many different species of skinless beings that stood staring back at Roak.

"He took their skin," Yellow Eyes said. He gagged a few times, but didn't vomit again. "What the fuck, man?"

"You can't kill them all," Father's voice echoed from the many speakers in the dining hall's ceiling, "not even with your Flott's laser cluster spread. So, Roak, how about you come inside, take a seat, and listen for a few minutes?"

"That's why I'm here," Roak said.

"It is?" Yellow Eyes asked. "But...bounty hunters?"

"Oh, you strange, silly abomination," Father said. "Roak never expected to find any bounty hunters here. I have control of almost all known, and unknown, bounty hunters all across the galaxy. Roak knew I would target that demographic right away. I'm afraid, Yellow Eyes, you have been duped."

"Duped?" Yellow Eyes replied and looked at Roak. "That true, man?"

"Hessa wouldn't have let us come here if she knew why," Roak said.

"But he's going to kill us!" Yellow Eyes exclaimed.

"I have no intention of killing Roak today," Father said. "You, on the other hand, will be dead as soon as my conversation with Roak is over. You strange, silly abomi-"

"Yeah, yeah, yeah," Yellow Eyes scoffed. "Abomination. I get it, man. Let it go."

Yellow Eyes stiffened then gulped.

"Wait, what was that about me dying as soon as the conversation is over?"

"You aren't going to die," Roak said, "because you are going to leave now."

"He will never make it out-" Father began then sighed as Yellow Eyes was gone in a blur. "That being is quite remarkable. Maybe I should study it more before I kill it. Oh, well, the abomination is gone now."

"That's what I've been called," Roak said.

"I'm sorry?"

"Abomination. I've been called that a few times. Why?"

"Don't you have Bishop's files? The answer is in there. I'm surprised Hessa hasn't told you."

"We haven't talked much. I've been waiting for you."

"Have you now? That's interesting. Why would you intentionally keep yourself ignorant?"

"It's not ignorance if the data in those files can't be trusted."

"Ah! That's why you're here!" Father laughed. 

None of the skinless beings even twitched at the noise. They only stood and stared at Roak.

"You don't believe that Hessa is Mother!" Father laughed again. "You fool..."

"I'd be a fool to trust anything those files say."

"Roak. You know better. It's fairly easy to verify the legitimacy of the files."

"I'd be a fool to trust anything those files say."

Father sighed. "Always so stubborn..."

"Talk, asshole. How in all the Hells is she Mother? Why are you Father? What is this all about, really?"

"Don't you know?"

"I thought I did. But that was before the Mother bomb you dropped."

"What did you think it was all about before?"

"You ruined your universe so now you want this one."

"Oh, well, yes, that is very much true."

"But there's more..."

"There is always more."

"You want all the universes."

Silence.

"You want to exist across all universes so you can be one of the Eight Million Gods."

"No, Roak, you are wrong as always. So disappointing."

"Am I?"

"Yes to both. Wrong and disappointing." Father sighed. "I want to be the only God, Roak. The seven million, nine hundred and ninety-nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine other Gods need to go away and make room for the one and only God."

"Yeah. That's what I figured," Roak said and shook his head. "That's all I needed to hear. I got what I came for."

"Got what you came for? No, Roak, I led you here. We are far from done."

"Nope. We're done." Roak activated his comm. "Hessa? Did you put that message through for me?"

"I did, Roak," Hessa replied. "I have no idea what you are up to, but the message has been relayed, received, and responded to."

"He's on his way?" Roak asked.

"What is this? What is going on?" Father shouted. "How is she breaching my system? She should be blocked!"

"Oh, shut up, you," Hessa snapped. "Roak? He'll arrive in about forty-five seconds."

"Got it," Roak said.

Roak opened fire and blasted a wide hole down the middle of the standing, staring, skinless beings.

"Stop that!" Father bellowed. "Stop what you are doing now!"

"Nope," Roak said and kept firing as he sprinted through the gap he'd made in the standing, staring, skinless beings.

Well, not so much standing anymore. Every being, including Roak, was in motion.

The gap down the middle started to close despite Roak's continual firing of his Flott. There were just too many skinless bodies to be kept back.

"Hessa? Is he there?" Roak shouted.

"He has arrived and we are having an...argument," Hessa replied.

"What in all the Hells about?" Roak yelled as he fell to his knees, leaned back and slid under the swiping tentacles of four skinless Groshnels. Considering the beings each had eight arms, that was a lot of tentacles to dodge. "Put him on!"

"I don't think that's-"

"Put the little Skrang shit on!" Roak roared as he bounced back up onto his feet and fired point blank into a Gwreq's midsection. 

Without its stone skin, the being's midsection became mush. Offal flew everywhere. Especially all over Roak. He wiped guts from his faceplate and kept running.

"Roak! ROAK!" Father boomed over the speakers. "You cannot escape me! I will take you now and force that evil witch to come out of hiding! She will comply! SHE WILL COMPLY!"

"What the fuck does he mean I will comply?" Hessa snapped. "Stay still, Roak, I'm going to moltrans you out...of..."

"Hessa?" Roak asked. He dropped his shoulder and rammed into two humanoids, knocking them aside. He had no idea the species since humanoids tended to look alike sans skin. "Hessa!"

"The moltrans is blocked, Roak," Hessa stated. "I can't get you out of there."

"What is the witch telling you now, Roak?" Father laughed hard. "Is your escape plan falling apart!"

"Oh, and now the Skrang is gone! Reck! Find out where in all the Hells he's going!" Hessa yelled. "Great. Just great. Hey, Roak. Next time you decide to do something stupid like this, tell me beforehand."

"You wouldn't have let me do it," Roak replied. His eyes were on the only way out he could see. "You definitely wouldn't have let me do this."

Roak took aim and fired over and over until his Flott powered down. It took every last molecule of plasma from the pistol to create the opening in the re-enforced plastiglass window at the end of the dining hall.

"What? Roak, what are you doing?" Hessa called. "Roak! Answer me!"

"I really hope you get the moltrans working!" Roak yelled as he dove straight out the newly opened window.

Straight out and straight down.

Eighty-some stories up and falling fast, Roak still managed to holster his Flott. He loved that pistol too much to just let it go.

"Hessa!" Roak called.

"The moltrans is still being blocked, Roak!" Hessa responded. "It wasn't the building being shielded. It's the whole Eight Million Gods damn planet!"

"Break the damn block, Hessa!" Roak yelled as he fell. And fell. And fell. "HESSA! BREAK THE BLOCK!"

"This isn't like cracking Father's comm block, Roak! This is moltrans we are talking about! I get it wrong and your molecules will be scattered who knows where!"

"If you don't moltrans me now then my molecules will be scattered exactly in one spot! On the fucking ground!"

"Roak-!"

"DO IT!"

"Ain't no need, old man," a voice cut in. "I got ya, you washed up bag of bones."

A small, needle-nosed, swift ship was suddenly directly under Roak. In the pilot's seat, staring up at Roak, was a young Skrang decked out in very flashy armor. He gave Roak a fanged smile and waved.

Then Roak slammed into the top of the cockpit at full speed.

"Son of a gump," Roak groaned. Even with his armor on, the impact was brutal and he knew he was going to be hurting for a while.

"Hiya," the Skrang said.

"Skabz," Roak said, his eyes locking with the Skrang's. "What the Hells are you waiting for? Get us out of here!"

"Yeah, about that," the Skrang, Skabz, said. He took his hands off the swift ship's controls and crossed his arms over his chest. "I was trying to make a deal with your AI pilot, but that wasn't going so well. How about you and I deal directly?"

Roak growled low, and was about to respond, but a high keening noise caught his attention. He turned his head and looked back up the way he had fallen.

Hundreds of skinless beings were plummeting from the opening in the window Roak had created. They were plummeting directly at Roak and the hovering swift ship.

"Oh, looks like we're on the clock now," Skabz said.

"You're going to be on the toe end of my Eight Million Gods damn boot if you don't get this ship moving!" Roak shouted.

"Roak. That was a mean thing to say," Skabz responded. "Do you want to hear what I want or not?"

"Not!"

"Then we wait and see what happens when all those bodies land on top of you. I have the ship set to full impact, so I'll be fine, but you... Not so much, old man."

"Stop calling me old man."

"Why? Because you're not a man?"

"No! Because I'm not... What do you want, Skabz?"

"I want to piggyback my ship with yours," Skabz stated. "I'll be a sitting duck flying out there by myself."

"That's why the plan was for you to leave this ship behind and hitch a ride with us," Roak snapped. "We don't have time for a new deal!"

"No, you don't have time for a new deal," Skabz said. "I've got plenty of-"

The ship rocked to the side and Skabz instantly took control again.

"What the Hells?"

Roak looked out from the ship and saw six security fliers headed straight at them.

"How's the grip on those gloves?" Skabz asked.

"I should have just let you die here," Roak snarled as he locked his gloves to the surface of the swift ship.

"Hey, at least now you won't get squished by whatever those things are up there," Skabz said and punched the throttle of the ship.

Roak felt like his arms were going to be torn from their sockets. Even with the power assist from his armor, the pain was excruciating. Instinct and pain response would have made him let go of the ship if it wasn't for his gloves set to lock. 

The security fliers raced at them, their plasma guns strafing the air space where the swift ship had been just milliseconds before.

"The way I see it, Roak," Skabz said as he flew over, under, and around the incoming plasma fire, "your time is done. You had a good run. Hells, it was inspiring to some of us in your shadow. Look at that crazy bastard take jobs that should kill him every time. But here you live. Truly inspiring."

"Shut. The. Hells. Up," Roak snarled.

The swift ship executed a full barrel roll and Roak screamed as he felt his left shoulder pop out of place. Excruciating pain became unbearable agony.

"Oh. Ouch," Skabz said. "I think I heard that from in here."

Skabz opened fire on the security fliers. Three were vaporized from the swift ship's cannons' onslaught. The remaining security fliers raced past the swift ship, leaving only open space before them.

"Where was I?" Skabz asked. "Oh, right. You need to retire, Roak."

"I'm going to kill you when this is done," Roak said through gritted teeth. Hells, every part of his body felt gritted at that moment. "That's a promise."

"Let go, Roak," Hessa said.

"You get the moltrans back up?" Roak asked.

"No."

"Then letting go would be bad. And I'm not sure I can."

"Yes, I can see from your armor's readings that your left shoulder is dislocated. All you have to do is disengage the glove locks. Do it, Roak."

"Hessa-"

"Do it, Roak!"

Roak disengaged the glove locks and tumbled right off the swift ship.

"Hey! Where are you going?" Skabz yelled as Roak was once again plummeting towards the ground below.

At least it wasn't the spot where all the skinless beings had landed. Roak was glad of that. He'd have his own pristine slice of plasticrete to impact with.

"This is going to hurt," Hessa said.

"I have him," came Poq's voice over the comm.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





