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1.

“Yeah. That’s a pretty Eight Million Godsdamn big hole, Sha,” Roak said as he stared at the crater that had been the location of a vault filled with over thirty million chits.

Chits, not credits. Hard currency that was accepted everywhere in the galaxy, whether it was Galactic Fleet controlled territory or Skrang Alliance territory. Not that territories mattered much since the War was long over, but Roak liked to know who he was buying off when he hopped into a new star system.

No buying off anyone without chits, though. 

Only rubble and scorched earth were left. Scorched earth for several meters around the crater and beyond. The edge of the jungle that surrounded the crater, and covered nearly every square meter of ground on planet Ligston, was blackened and dried out from the fire and heat.

“Surprised the whole planet didn’t burn when this blew,” Roak stated as he adjusted his rebreather.

Ligston was a jungle planet with an atmosphere that was nearly pure oxygen. A spark and the air would ignite. No blasters, no ships allowed to land, no electrical equipment outside of a sealed, contained environment. An explosion the size of what had created the crater should have lit that part of the planet up like a firecracker.

Instead, there was a minimum of damage. 

“Tells me we’re dealing with pros,” Roak said. “They had measures in place to control the spread. They blew the vault and put out the fire fast. That’s expensive tech.”

The man, a Skrang, next to Roak only nodded. His yellow lizard eyes were locked onto the crater. He was the one put in charge of making sure the chits were safe. Skrang weren’t the easiest to read, but a blind nuft could have seen the disgust and rage on the man’s face.

Because of the need to not blow up, Sha Tog, a battle-hardened weapons dealer, who was missing the lower half of his body, was not locked into his usual rollerball that allowed him ease of movement. A rollerball that was held together by aftermarket parts. If he went outside with that thing, all it would take was a short circuit and the lizard man would be one crispy critter. Along with anything within thirty meters of the spark.

So, instead of his rollerball, the Skrang exile, because that warrior race despised cripples and weakness of any kind, was sitting in a small grav sled, his taloned fingers drumming a slow rhythm on the dashboard, those yellow lizard eyes refusing to stray from the crater.

“I’ll deal with this,” he hissed at Roak.

Roak turned and stepped to the side of the grav sled.

“Yeah, you Eight Million Godsdamn will,” Roak said. No rancor or animosity. Only a professional coolness to Roak’s voice. “Every last chit.”

“They’ll have spent some by now,” Sha said.

“Whatever they spend comes out of your end,” Roak replied. “Not mine. Not Ally’s. Your end, Sha.”

Sha winced. Roak leaned in so his nose was almost touching Sha’s nostril slits.

“Sha? You have told Ally about this, right? Please tell me you told her about this.”

“You want me to lie?” Sha snapped. “Because I can tell you you’re a pretty little girl, too, if ya want. Whatever you want to hear, Roak.”

“Eight Million Gods...” Roak sighed and took several steps back from the grav sled. He looked up into the cloudy sky that was thick and heavy with rain ready to burst down on them at any second. “Fine. I’ll tell her. Shit. Shit, shit, shit.”

“She’s not going to be happy,” Sha said. “I thought it best you break the news because she won’t try to kill you when you do it. Me? She’d gut this old Skrang without blinking. Use one of her Tcherian toe talons to slice me from stem to stern.”

“You don’t have a stern, you old cripple,” Roak said. 

But again, no rancor. Only resignation to do the job at hand. Which was telling his sometime lover that the chits she had been banking on when she finally wanted to leave Ligston were gone.

“What’s your plan?” Sha asked.

“Get her as drunk as possible and tell her while we sit in that rejuvenation tub she has,” Roak said. “She’ll still get a few punches in, but the tub will heal me up fast.”

“No, I mean about the chits,” Sha said. 

“What? You just said you were going to deal with it,” Roak said. That time, there was plenty of rancor.

“I’ll find out who did the job, but look at me, Roak. I ain’t going anywhere soon. I’ll deal with it by getting names. You’ll have to be the one that goes out and gets the chits back. You’re an Eight Million Godsdamn bounty hunter. It’s what you do.”

“I hunt people down and make chits, Sha. I don’t hunt chits down. I don’t hunt stuff.”

“You always get paid. Someone took your payment. You telling me you won’t hunt down these chits?”

Roak grumbled and kicked a couple blackened roots by his boots. He adjusted the rebreather and sighed.

“Get me the names and I’ll get us the chits back. But my fee comes out of your end too.”

“Your fee?” Sha exclaimed then chuckled. “Right. Yeah. Gotta be a job with you, don’t it? Sure, Roak. Your fee comes out of my end. Not like I was ever going to be able to spend my split of the chits in my lifetime.”

“You haven’t found a hot little number that likes rollerball Skrang sexy time here on Ligston?”

“Asshole,” Sha said then smacked the dashboard of the grav sled. “Get your sorry ass in here and let’s go. I do still have a business to run.”

“And names to track down.”

“Yeah, that too.”

“Yeah. That too.”

Roak climbed into the grav sled and Sha turned them around to head back to town, leaving the crater far behind as they wound through the dense jungle to the main road.

2.

The tavern’s airlock whooshed shut and Roak was glad to be able to yank off the rebreather and take a non-sweaty gulp of air. It was stale air that smelled of processors and beer and liquor, not to mention the sweat of a dozen men and women that were scattered about the tavern, but it was better than the Eight Million Godsdamn rebreather.

“Z. Pour me a triple. Best whiskey you have,” Roak said as he walked up to the long bar and took a seat.

Z, a Groshnel, one of the invertebrate races that had eight leg-arms and a body that needed a constant gulping of air to stay solid and full, glared at Roak for a second then poured the man his drink and walked off to chat with a customer at the opposite end of the bar.

Roak didn’t care about the cold shoulder. Z had never liked him and Roak didn’t lose any sleep over it. Z was only protecting his employer. Roak got that. If Roak was the protective type, he’d want to protect Ally too. But Roak was a live and let live, every man and woman for themselves, kind of guy.

Not that Ally needed protection.

“You don’t write, you don’t call, you don’t send me dirty holos of that scarred body of yours. But you do suddenly show up in my tavern and sit down to have a drink before letting me know you’re here.”

Roak spun about on the bar stool and grinned at the beautiful woman that stood before him. Ally was a full-blooded Tcherian, a reptile race that were chameleon like, able to change their skin to match their environment completely. She used her body to its advantage, disarming men and women by using the curves that she had in all the right places.

Roak was intimately familiar with each and every curve.

“You knew I was down on the planet,” Roak said. “I know you have eyes on Ligston Station. The second I docked, someone sent you a message.”

“Could be,” Ally replied. “If I did get a message, it was several hours ago. Where you been this whole time? You have something more important to do on Ligston than to come see me?”

He tapped the bar. Z ignored him. Roak raised an eyebrow and Ally sighed.

“Z. Give the asshole another drink,” she said.

“Might want to give me the bottle,” Roak said as he stood up from the bar. “Possibly two.”

“Is that so?” Ally asked. “I do have a business to run, Roak. I can’t take the night off just because you’ve decided to grace me with your presence.”

“You might change your mind when I tell you some bad news,” Roak said.

Ally’s shoulders slumped. “No...”

“Yes.”

Her entire face scrunched up as emotions waged a war inside her. Roak watched the battle happen. He let it happen. Silence was the best course of action when faced with a highly skilled Tcherian. Sha had been right; those talons on a Tcherian’s feet were not something to take lightly. Even with his light armor that he always wore, those talons could do some damage.

“Four bottles,” Ally said to Z. “Have them brought up to us. And if anyone asks, I’m not here. I’m out the rest of the night.”

Z looked from Ally to Roak then back to Ally. He didn’t move to get the bottles.

“Z,” Ally growled.

The Groshnel nodded and went back to serving the patrons at the bar.

“Come on,” Ally said, holding out a hand. “I have food upstairs. We can eat and drink then hop in the tub while you tell me what I don’t want to hear.”

“Works for me,” Roak said as he took her hand and got up off the bar stool.

As soon as his boots touched the floor, she yanked him to her and pressed her face to his.

“Business first,” she said with a deadly whisper. “I’m going to have to believe you had nothing to do with this before we get to the pleasure part.”

“I’ll be very convincing,” Roak replied, giving her a quick kiss before yanking his head back. Her jaws snapped closed only a millimeter from tearing his lower lip off.

Ally smirked. “Miss me?”

“I think so,” he replied.

“For you, that’s gushing love,” Ally said. “Come on.”

They made it to the stairs when the airlock whooshed once more and a voice called out, “Ally. Where you going?”

The tavern went quiet. Not totally quiet, but enough for Roak to realize that something was up. He turned to look at the person that had just come in through the airlock and quickly noted the lawman symbol on the guy’s chest.

Human. Handsome. Close to Roak’s age or maybe younger. The lawman grinned across the tavern at Ally. The grin slipped slightly as his eyes took in Roak.

“Who’s your friend?” the lawman asked.

“Shit,” Ally muttered. “This should be fun.”

She let go of Roak’s hand, which he noted, but didn’t comment on, and walked towards the lawman.

“Abel. Thought you were with the magistrate all week,” Ally said. She stopped halfway across the tavern and placed her hands on her hips. “He already done passing sentences and getting the hangings all sorted out?”

“No hangings this month,” Abel said. “Lucky bastards got off with some hard labor. The magistrate didn’t feel killing them was what justice called for.”

Abel walked up to Ally and glanced past her shoulder at Roak again.

“No, seriously, who’s your friend? I heard someone new had come into town and was I hoping to introduce myself. Help make sure he’s aware of how things run around here.”

“He’s very aware of how things run around here, Abel,” Ally said. “You wouldn’t have your job without him being intimately aware of how things run.”

“That so?” He started to move around Ally, but she put a hand on his chest. “Only want to talk, Ally. No trouble.”

“Why would there be any trouble?” Roak asked as he walked over to an empty table in the corner. The couple of patrons that were seated at the nearest table got up and moved. Fast. Roak sat down and snapped his fingers. “Z? Might need one of those bottles down here. Thanks.”

Ally turned and glared at Roak. “Don’t snap your fingers at my bartender.”

“This a drinking introduction?” Abel asked, adjusting the stun baton on his belt. No firearms on Ligston, but plenty of stun batons. “Well, I better have a seat and get comfortable.”

Ally blocked his way for a second then moved aside so the lawman could join Roak at the table. She joined them both as soon as Abel sat down. Z was right behind with a bottle of whiskey, three glasses, and a scornful look on his face.

“We’ll be fine, Z,” Ally said quietly. “But maybe mention to those still here that closing time has come early.”

Z nodded his invertebrate head and left to clear out the tavern.

“So, you must be Roak,” Able said as he offered his hand across the table. “Abel Pitch. I’m the new lawman around here. I guess I should say thank you. If you hadn’t taken care of that corrupt Mott, then I wouldn’t have gotten this plum of a job.”

Abel waited, but Roak didn’t take the hand. The new lawman snorted and let it fall onto the table. The man’s eyes went from Roak to Ally and back to Roak’s. 

“You two an item?” Abel asked as he took the bottle and poured the three of them some very full drinks. “Sure looked like it when I walked in. Didn’t know Ally had a sweetie.”

“No reason for you to know,” Ally said. “That’s what nonexclusive means, Abel.”

“Nonexclusive,” Abel said as he took a sip of whiskey then stared into the amber liquid in the glass. “Is that what that means? You get to whore around with whatever lands on this shit stain of a—”

Roak slid a very long knife from his belt and casually set it on the table next to his glass that he hadn’t touched yet.

“Are you pulling a weapon on a lawman, Roak?” Abel asked, taking another sip. “That’s not very smart.”

“I’m showing you the only weapon I have on me,” Roak said and slid the knife across the table. “Didn’t want there to be any misunderstanding or mistakes made when I beat the holy shit out of you.”

“Yeah, that’s not going to happen,” Ally said. “If anyone does the shit beating, it’s me. I don’t need this macho crap from either of you. So knock it off.”

“But, Ally, Roak here was going to fight for your honor,” Abel said, sipping more. “Gonna prove he’s the one.”

“How’d he get this job?” Roak asked, turning his attention to Ally.

“He’s the magistrate’s nephew,” Ally said, her words heavy with all that implied.

“Right.” Roak laughed and downed his whiskey in one gulp then set the glass down and slid it over to Abel. “Another, nephew.”

“No,” Ally snapped, pointing a taloned finger at Roak. “Do not start something.” She turned the talon on Abel. “Same with you.”

The talon flicked from Abel to her chest and back to Abel, over and over.

“This? Not a thing. We had fun. But you act like you have a claim and the fun is over. Drink that down and get out, Abel. Don’t come back unless it’s a drink you want or you’re here on business. You blew it.”

“You blew it,” Roak said.

Ally’s hand snapped out and her talon came within a centimeter of Roak’s throat. He held up his hands and leaned back in his chair.

“Speaking of blowing it,” Abel said, his eyes on Roak. “I actually am here on business. Seems something was buried about five kilometers outside town. That something is no longer there. You know what’s in its place? A hole. A scorched hole. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you, Roak?”

“I do,” Roak admitted.

Ally’s eyes closed. Abel smiled.

“Oh. Maybe both of you know something about it,” Abel said. “What could have possibly been buried five kilometers outside town that someone would go to the trouble of blowing out of the ground while using tech strong enough to keep this whole place from going up in flames? That took some capital to pull off. That was a professional job.”

“It was,” Roak said. “And it’s being handled.”

“Yes, it is. By me. Right now,” Abel said.

“No need for you to get involved,” Roak replied. “Has a report been placed with your office? No, it hasn’t. All you have is a hole in the ground and a hard on for a tavern owner.”

Abel tensed. Ally stood up.

“I’ll let you two handle this alone. Try not to piss on the furniture. I’m going upstairs. Join me when you can, Roak. We obviously have a lot to talk about.”

She left and walked to the stairs. Z handed her two bottles of whiskey as she passed by.

Roak and Abel watched her walk up the stairs, cross the landing, and disappear into her room.

“I could stare at that ass for eternity,” Abel said.

“All the Hells,” Roak muttered. “What do you want, Abel?”

“Oh, we aren’t on a first name basis, Roak,” Abel replied. “You can call me Lawman Pitch.”

Roak didn’t reply.

“The reason your empty hole involves me is because that situation could have gotten out of control and burned half this planet,” Abel said, pouring more drinks for both of them. “We’re an out of the way planet, off the GF’s radar for the most part. Which is how it should be. But when pros come down on the planet and start blowing things up to get to whatever they were after, well, that ends up on the GF’s radar. That ends up on my radar because, for reasons of my own, I’d rather the GF never set foot on this planet.”

“You’re taking up where Mott left off,” Roak stated. “You sure that’s how you want to play this? Didn’t work out so well for Mott.”

“Mott was short sighted,” Abel said and his eyes went to the landing and Ally’s door. “He played the wrong game. I’m here for the long game. I’m young, Roak, not some grizzled old criminal that conned his way into a lawman’s job. I have plans for Ligston. I have lots of plans. All of which include keeping the Galactic Fleet away from this planet. I’m sure, with the circles you run in, that you understand what I mean.”

“I understand,” Roak said. He pushed his glass away. “And having the Galactic Fleet here is the farthest thing from my mind.” Roak stood. Abel didn’t even flinch. “It’s being handled. You want the GF to stay away from Ligston? Then let it be. Let all of it be.”

Roak snatched the bottle of whiskey from the table and walked to the stairs.

“Nice meeting you, lawman. Hope I don’t see you again before I leave.”

Up the stairs he went without looking back once.

3.

The slap was expected. The knee to the gut wasn’t.

Roak doubled over and nearly dropped the bottle of whiskey as the door to Ally’s rooms closed and locked behind him.

“Where are the chits?” Ally snarled.

She was completely naked, her chameleon skin flashing different colors and tones as her obvious anger boiled over. Roak held out the bottle and she took it, tossing it onto the bed behind her. Roak took a couple of breaths then straightened up.

Her knee came at him again, but he dodged it and gave her a hard shove. She stumbled back, but only a few steps, before planting her feet and holding her ground. Roak closed on her.

“I don’t know,” he said as he began to unbuckle his light armor. Ally stood there, hands on hips, eyes blazing with barely contained fury. “Sha is on it.”

“Oh, Sha is on it?” Ally laughed as she watched Roak undress, their bodies less than half a meter apart. “Great. The old Skrang is on it.”

“You trust Sha,” Roak said, finished undressing. “Or as much as anyone can trust Sha.”

He took a step closer and Ally took a step back. They continued that way until the backs of her legs hit the edge of her bed. Then her hands shot out and she grabbed Roak by the shoulders, flipping him around and onto the bed. 

She was straddling him, a sharp talon to his throat, before he could say a word. He smiled up at her then reached under himself and pulled out the whiskey bottle. She took it, yanked the cork out with her teeth, spat it across the room, and drank deep from the bottle.

“You promise you didn’t pull a double cross and take those chits?” she asked, pressing the bottom of the bottle against Roak’s forehead.

“Promise,” Roak said. “I’m more pissed off than you are.”

“I doubt that,” Ally said. She drank again then returned the bottle to rest on Roak’s forehead. “My cut of those chits was all I had, Roak. You still have caches around the galaxy. I don’t. Shit, I heard you did some job for Shava Stemn Shava that paid pretty nice.”

“How in all the Hells did you hear that way out here on Ligston?” Roak asked, honestly surprised.

“I own a tavern, Roak. I hear all kinds of things.”

She drank again until the bottle was empty then threw it over her shoulder.

“How do you plan on getting the chits back?”

“Sha is going to get the names,” Roak said. “I’m going to hunt those names down. That’s the plan.”

“That could take a while,” Ally said as she eased herself around Roak. Her head came down so that their noses touched. Her lips parted and her tongue flicked out quickly. “You planning on sticking around until he gets those names?”

“I plan on sticking around until it’s time for me not to stick around anymore,” Roak said. He kissed her then pulled back. “My caches aren’t as plentiful as you think. If Sha doesn’t get names soon, then I’ll need to work.”

“We all need to work,” Ally said, her voice low and sharp. “Don’t fuck me on this, Roak.”

“Fuck you on this? Never,” he said. “It’d ruin what we have.”

“We don’t have shit,” she whispered.

It was a couple hours before they rolled off the bed and staggered their way to a panel on the wall, both drenched in sweat, bodies sated and spent. Ally keyed in a code and the wall slid away to reveal an ornate bathtub big enough for an army. It was already filled with an aromatic liquid the color of amber.

“There it is,” Roak said as he stepped into the tub. “Ah, yes.”

The liquid in the tub was an old family recipe of Ally’s. It could pull the gunk out and cleanse a body in minutes. Roak slid down so the liquid came up over his shoulders. In seconds, he felt his muscles relax. Ally slid in next to him and handed him his own bottle of whiskey while she drank from hers. They could finish five bottles each and only get a nice buzz due to the tub’s healing effects.

“Do I admit I missed you?” Ally asked out loud.

“You expect me to reciprocate?” Roak replied after taking a long swig from the bottle. “Nonexclusive, right?”

“Shut up,” Ally said. She eased onto his lap, her back against his chest, and sighed. “You’re a bastard, Roak.”

“In more ways than you know,” Roak said.

They stayed that way for several minutes, sipping whiskey, staring at the wall across from them as the tub extracted every last gram of stress from their bodies. Ally’s head lolled back and she pressed her cheek against Roak’s.

“If I find out you’ve been playing me, you’ll become the hunted for once,” Ally whispered.

“Fair enough,” Roak said.

They kissed and relaxed some more.

“This better not get complicated,” Ally said as her eyes closed. She managed to get the whiskey bottle up onto the edge of the tub as she eased into Roak’s body even more. “I don’t need complicated.”

She slipped off into sleep, but Roak didn’t. He listened to and felt her breathing against him. He sipped his whiskey and stayed right there in the tub, Ally on him, his mind racing for answers as to who could have pulled the job and stolen his chits. Their chits.

“Roak?” a voice quietly asked over the comm. A comm implant that Roak had never wanted, but the owner of the voice had secretly implanted in him a while back. “You have an incoming call I believe you should take.”

“Not now, Hessa,” Roak responded to the AI that ran his ship and was in a way, a reluctant way on Roak’s part, his de facto partner. The ship was docked in orbit on Ligston Station, but that didn’t stop Hessa from talking to him. Roak doubted much of anything could stop Hessa. “I’ll call them back.”

“The comm signature is one of the ones that match Bishop’s,” Hessa said.

Roak tensed. Ally shifted and moaned in her sleep.

“Bishop? Didn’t expect to hear from him for a while,” Roak said.

“Shall I patch him through?”

“Um, hold on,” Roak said. “Answer and tell him to give me a couple seconds.”

“You want me to speak to Bishop?” Hessa asked, honest surprise in her AI voice.

“Only for a couple seconds while I get out and towel off,” Roak said as he started the intricate process of extricating himself out from under Ally without waking her up. “It might be longer than a couple of seconds. You two should have plenty to chat about.”

“If you say so,” Hessa said then the comm went silent.

It wasn’t easy, but Roak managed to get out from under Ally and out of the tub without her waking up. He watched her for half a second, flattered that she was comfortable enough with him to drop into a deep sleep.

That was far from not complicated and he wasn’t sure what that meant.

He shoved the thoughts away and toweled off before sitting on the edge of the bed and activating the comm.

“Put him through, Hessa,” Roak said.

“Roak,” Bishop’s voice called over the comm. “I gotta say, man, that AI of yours is something. You’d think she was fully sentient.”

“You’d be a fool not to,” Roak said. “I wouldn’t make that mistake.”

“Cool. Cool,” Bishop said.

There was a couple seconds of awkward silence.

“This the part where you apologize for almost getting me wrapped up in that Shava Stemn Shava crap,” Bishop stated.

“No, it isn’t,” Roak replied. “What’d you call for, Bishop? You never call. The finder’s fee must be sizable.”

“You think I’m only calling because I’m collecting a finder’s fee if you take the job?” Bishop laughed. “Eight Million Godsdamn right that’s why I’m calling.”

“Then spill it,” Roak said. He got up from the bed and found a bottle of whiskey on Ally’s dresser. He popped the cork and drank deep. “Talk, pal.”

“You ever hear of Pol Hammon?”

“I’d be shitty at my job if I hadn’t,” Roak said. “Freelancer that works dark tech, yeah? Best in the business, from what I hear.”

“He’s the best ever,” Bishop said. “Realistically, there isn’t a mainframe or fraction of a piece of code in this galaxy that he hasn’t touched at some time. The man is unstoppable.”

“Okay. And someone wants him found? Why?”

“To stop him. Permanently.”

“I don’t do hits, Bishop. You know that. I kill only when needed.”

“Considering the body count you tend to leave behind, you must need it a lot.”

“Kiss my ass. If it’s a hit, then count me out.”

“Not a hit, a hunt. A hunt that pays. All I can say is the client is made up of a consortium of corporate interests. Whatever happens after you deliver Hammon is none of your business, none of my business. But there are enough weak, corporate folks involved that if it goes south, you’ll have several targets to hunt and make things right. All the revenge you’ll need. I know how much you like your revenge as a fall back plan, Roak.”

Roak looked over at Ally asleep in the tub.

“Kind of busy right now, Bishop. I’m dealing with a set of...complications.”

“Do those complications pay twenty-five million chits?”

Roak took a very, very long drink of whiskey before answering.

“No. Those complications do not pay twenty-five million chits. More like the opposite. Keep talking.”

Bishop did and Roak quickly realized he needed to leave Ligston and get back out into the field. The job was well worth taking and twenty-five million chits would certainly ease the pain of losing thirty million plus chits. And who knew how long before Sha had names that Roak could track down.

He left Ally a holo and made his way to the landing port and the space elevator that would take him back up to Ligston Station and his ship.

4.

“That is three dead-ends, Roak,” Hessa stated as Roak sat on the bridge of their Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion ship, his boots propped up on the control console. “There are two more leads, but after that, you will need to work some new contacts for better intel.”

“I’ve about worked all my contacts,” Roak said, rubbing at the scruff on his chin. “I’ll run out of favors if I work anymore.”

He stretched and rolled his head on his neck.

“What are the last two leads?”

“Manigot Station—”

“Nope. Security is shit there. They like to think they have it locked down, but they don’t. Someone of Hammon’s skill level wouldn’t even put in a comm call to Manigot Station.”

“You could simply say no,” Hessa huffed. 

One of her many sentient affectations—huffing. Roak was used to that and the sighing and the sly smirks she put into her voice to needle him.

“The last one?” Roak asked.

“Razer Station,” Hessa replied.

Roak dropped his boots to the floor and sat up straight.

“You know Razer Station?” Hessa asked.

“I know Razer Station,” Roak replied.

“Is it a viable lead then?” Hessa asked. “Razer Station is far out on the Edge. Very little GF influence and almost no Skrang contact. Let me peruse the files.”

“You do that.”

“Oh, interesting,” Hessa said almost immediately. “A station after your own heart. It appears to be populated by criminals, con artists, freaks, whatever the definition of that may be, rebels, junkies, and smugglers. No planets in the system, only a single star that the station draws its power from. Isolated, alone, private. Just like you, Roak.”

“But I have you, Hessa,” Roak said as he brought up a holo vid of the station. It was grainy and lacked distinguishing details, but it made Roak shiver nonetheless. “Set a course.”

“Your vital signs have jumped, Roak,” Hessa stated. “Not a fear signature, but you are worried about Razer Station.”

“Only fools wouldn’t be worried about Razer Station. It is not an easy place to land on. It has kept its independence, but the Edgers have been increasing their influence over it for years. Nothing like revolutionary zealots to gum up a job.”

“I would not define Edgers as revolutionaries, Roak,” Hessa countered. “They do not want to overthrow any government. As far as I can tell, they simply want independence from the Galactic Fleet and Skrang Alliance. Recognition of their own autonomy and authority.”

“I see you have access to their propaganda vids.” Roak laughed. “They’d love to recruit an AI like you.”

“Like me?”

“Mouthy with a brain.”

“I will take both those descriptions as compliments coming from you.”

“That’s how I meant them.”

Roak went quiet and Hessa let him. They’d been working together long enough that they’d grown used to each other’s personality quirks. 

He stared out the view shield of the ship, the quantum energy of trans-space swirling past as they made their way through another of the many legs of their journey. With Razer Station so far out, it would take more than a few wormhole portal jumps to get to the location. That left them exposed.

To what? Roak didn’t know, but a twenty-five million chit job meant there would be complications, for sure. Life was full of complications, as Roak knew from his recent Ligston experience. Twenty-five million chits meant the odds were exponentially higher that more would come his way.

“Hessa, plot the fastest course to Razer Station,” Roak said finally.

“The fastest or most secure?” Hessa asked. “Fastest could rip us apart.”

“You know what I mean,” Roak grumbled. “Just plot the Eight Million Godsdamn course.”

“Plotting the Eight Million Godsdamn course.”

“Thank you.”

“And you will be doing what while I plot the Eight Million Godsdamn course?”

“Point made, Hessa. Thank you for plotting the course.” He sighed. “I’m going to make a comm call to someone that doesn’t want to talk to me.”

“That does not narrow it down.”

“Okay, cut the feisty crap. It’s getting annoying.”

Hessa didn’t reply. Roak took that as a good sign and keyed in a comm signature. Almost immediately the signature cut off, a dead line.

“Was that on our end?” Roak asked. “Should I wait until we’re out of trans-space?”

“That was deliberate,” Hessa stated. “The comm signature you called is no longer in use. I have tried to trace a forwarding signature, but none are connected. Do you have another comm signature you can use for your contact?”

“No.” Roak narrowed his eyes and stared into space while staring into trans-space. “I have an idea.”

Roak dialed in the signature six more times, for a total of seven unanswered calls, then leaned back in his seat and waited.

They dropped out of trans-space at the same time the comm call came in.

“Unknown signature,” Hessa stated. “Implementing security protocols for possible system intrusion. You are free to answer, Roak.”

“Roak,” he stated as he opened the comm channel. “You’re hard to get ahold of.”

“For a very good reason,” the female AI voice replied on the other end. 

“Am I that reason?” Roak asked.

“A good majority of the reason. I have Shilo Syndicate on me thanks to you.”

Roak stiffened. “Sorry about that. How bad is it?”

“Manageable. I am not a flesh bag with flesh bag needs. I can take care of myself in ways that even the best of Shilo Syndicate cannot comprehend.”

“You know who else might be after you then...?”

“Yes. But I suspect she is occupied at the moment. And none of this is why you called. What do you need, Roak?”

“Razer Station,” Roak stated. “I have a bounty there, I think.”

“You think? The irony.”

“Listen, I’ve been getting enough gruff from AIs today, okay? Can we dump the attitude and talk business? This bounty pays very well. I’ll break off a piece for you and leave it at the usual drop point for one of your associates to pick up. If you can help me get onboard the station without a bunch of hassle.”

“Razer Station? I have contacts there.”

“Contacts that will let me do my job and get on and off station without me having to fight my way in either direction?”

“What good would the contacts be, Roak, if they did not allow station access?”

“Good. How does a million chits sound as payment?”

“A million chits for station access? A tidy sum.”

“It’s Razer Station.”

“Still. May I call you back?”

“No.”

“No? Roak, you are being rude.”

“I am always rude to you and you Eight Million Godsdamn know why. I want your answer now.”

“Let me call you back with the answer and I won’t negotiate the price despite what intel I come across. If you are offering a million chits, even for Razer Station, then your bounty must be much, much higher than that. And if it is as high as I believe, then I want to know the target. As much as you may think I owe you, Roak, I do not owe you my reputation. I exist on my reputation.”

“Don’t we all,” Roak replied. He steepled his fingers and closed his eyes for a moment. “Fine. Call me back. How long do you need?”

“Ten minutes.”

“Ten minutes? For an AI mind like yours? What are you doing, reading the entire galactic library of information?”

“Flattery draped in sarcasm gets you nowhere, Roak. I will call back in ten minutes.”

The comm went dead.

“She seems like such a lovely AI,” Hessa said. “Perhaps one day we will meet.”

“You don’t want that,” Roak replied. “She’ll get into your head and mess up the good thing we have going.”

“There are many issues to unpack from that statement, but I will refrain for now.”

“Good idea.”

Roak waited. The minutes stretched until the comm activated. He let it ring.

“And people say you are hard to get along with,” Hessa said.

Roak answered before it cut off. “You get what you needed?”

“Yes. And more. Pol Hammon. Interesting.”

“Not confirming or denying.”

“You are the only hunter that was contacted for the job, Roak. That is the interesting part. The twenty-five million chit bounty is expected for a person of Pol Hammon’s importance. For a human being, he has a mind that rivals some of the better AIs in the galaxy. Not mine, and perhaps not your current partner’s, but what he lacks in processing power he makes up for with instinct. He is the best tech in the galaxy.”

“I’ll mention that to him when I see him,” Roak replied. “I’m sure he’ll be flattered. So, do you have the access I need to Razer Station?”

“I do. It will not be cheap, though, Roak.”

“You said no negotiating your price.”

“I do not mean me. I mean Razer Station. I am sending you a list of names with their asking prices. Some of those names you can negotiate down, but some will shoot you between the eyes if you even mention a lower fee.”

“I doubt you’ll tell me which names are which.”

“Trust that doubt. List has been sent. You have your access, Roak. If you live, I expect a call to arrange the drop off of my million chits the second you have your payment in hand.”

“I don’t have your new comm signature.”

The communication went dead.

“Yes, quite lovely,” Hessa said. “Perhaps you should eat and then rest while I research the list of names she sent us. Forewarned is forearmed.”

“If you ever have hands, you should learn needlepoint,” Roak said as he got up and walked to the lift. “There any of that roast terpig shank left?”

“Yes. I will heat it for you. It will be waiting when you reach the mess.”

“Thanks.”

5.

Razer Station wasn’t the usual galactic station. No central hub, no spinning arms or circular levels. It was a sprawling complex of cobbled-together starships, mining processors, smaller stations that Eight Million Gods knew how they were transported to the system, all held together by retrofitted connectors. In all, it looked like a child’s toy that was a jumble of lines, blocks, and spheres smashed together to make one, hardly cohesive unit.

It was chaos floating on the Edge.

As Hessa guided the ship towards the hangar they’d been given access to, Roak contemplated the Edge itself. It was in the name. The farthest edge of the galaxy. The last frontier where systems were few and far between and darkness reigned. Men and women of all races and species had gone mad staring into the nothingness that stretched from the Edge. It was reality and metaphor rolled into one. It was a hard place that Roak avoided as much as he could. He was hard too, but he liked the odds stacked in his favor. The Edge favored nothing and no one.

“Are you alright, Roak?” Hessa asked. “Vital signs show you are anxious.”

“I’m not anxious,” Roak replied. “I’m preparing. You think I’m difficult to deal with sometimes? I’m about to step onto a station that is populated by personalities just as difficult as mine. I’ll be a moderate on Razer Station.”

“Well, that is a frightening thought,” Hessa replied. “Perhaps you should take extra precautions and arm yourself more than usual.”

“No can do, Hessa. One pistol per being. That’s the rule when you walk through the hangar bay doors on Razer Station. I can obtain plenty more weapons while I’m there, but there is a strict rule about what you can bring onboard. A mortally strict rule.”

“Strange rule for a station with Razer’s reputation,” Hessa said. “But, I suppose it is due to the homicidal tendencies of the inhabitants.”

“You suppose right,” Roak replied. He watched the station grow larger and their hangar door began to slide open. The dock was packed with ships. “That’s a lot of ships. There a scum convention going on?”

“I will scan the ships when we dock,” Hessa said. “See if I am able to obtain intel on their origins.”

“Don’t bother. Any ships here will be wiped of all IDs.”

“Yet, I will still try. I have nothing better to do while you work.”

“I am going to need your help navigating the station. You have that to do.”

“Yes, well, it will hardly tax my capacity to do both at the same time.”

“Better not.”

Roak went to the lift and down to the side departure airlock. His light armor was of the highest quality, Tillinian design and manufacture. Light as cotton, but stronger than even the best-forged titanium. Even still, he wished he had more than a KL09 heavy pistol on his hip. Hard to kill was not the same as hard to drop. He’d rather be the one doing the dropping. A KL09 was a serious hand cannon, but it was a ubiquitous weapon on a station like Razer.

Roak keyed the airlock open and glared down at the security contingent waiting at the bottom of the side steps.

“Roak,” a Jesperian said. Humanoid. Ugly. Generally addicted to the food/drug they called “tacos.” Mean. Push a Jesperian and you got pushed back. “Welcome to Razer Station.”

“You plan on announcing my presence to the entire hangar?” Roak snapped as he descended the steps. “Maybe not use my name so loudly, moron.”

The Jesperian raised an eyebrow.

“Picking fights ain’t how you make friends on this station,” the Jesperian said right before Roak clocked him across the cheek.

There were six other security guards and they raised their various weapons, but the Jesperian held up a hand to stop them.

“Nah, let the guy be,” the Jesperian said. He wiped the blood from his lips then held out the bloody hand, palm up, to Roak. “I respect that. Points for balls, Roak. But points don’t pay your way onto this station. Chits do.”

Roak slid a handful of chits from a pouch on his belt. He eyed the other guards then handed over the money to the Jesperian.

“What’s this buy me?” Roak asked.

“Docking privileges,” the Jesperian replied. He rubbed his cheek. “Eight Million Gods damn. That’s gonna be sore in the morning.”

“What cycle are we on?” Roak asked.

“Midnight, station time. Good time to land. Most folks will just be waking up.”

“Those chits only buy me docking privileges?”

“And privacy for your ship. No one will touch it while you’re here. You? Well, you’re gonna have to speak to Binter about station access.”

“And...”

“And what?”

“And where do I find Binter?”

The Jesperian laughed. “He’ll find you, Roak. Shit, he’s watching your ass now. You can’t hide from Binter. Remember that.”
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