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​​Chapter 1: Easier Said Than Done
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Driving in a snowstorm is no easy task. Especially when you’re suffering from multiple blazershot wounds and the brakes are unresponsive. But Ash Steelstar had been in worse spots than this. 

He jerked the wheel and the hovervette swerved off the road. 

Crash!

The vehicle slammed into the warehouse garage—passenger side first.

Ash jolted to the side and a flash of sparkling lights flooded toward him, then everything went black. 

***
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WHEN HE WOKE, SOMETHING warm and wet trickled down his cheek. He winced and removed a piece of glass from his temple. More shards decorated the interior of the vehicle like a sea of diamonds.

Ash squinted. How long had he been out?

He glanced at his holocom.

Sunspit. 

He pushed the door open, slid out of the vehicle, and collapsed to the ground. The cold clumps of white fluff felt like pillows against his aching muscles. All he needed now was a nice cygar and a glass of practicom whiskey and he’d be good to go. 

But that would have to wait. 

He had business to tend to. 

He forced himself up with his good arm. Blood seeped from various cuts on the other. 

The thing that frustrated him wasn’t that they had gotten the jump on him. Or that they had ruined his ship. That was par for the course. It was that he hadn’t been able to go one day without breaking his new year's resolution. 

Nope. Not even one day. 

It was bad enough that he had told Xander that he would change. But what made it worse was he had convinced himself he could do it. 

Yet, here he was, sitting outside of a warehouse in a blood-soaked suit surrounded by a sea of dead bodies.

Ash shook his head. It wasn’t his fault. He didn’t intend on taking things this far. But they had to go and make it personal. 

He furrowed his brow.

Maybe he should have let things go.

No. 

Not after what they did to Echo.

He inched down the sidewalk, pushing through the pain. His limbs shook uncontrollably, and he struggled to maintain balance. Once he reached the building, he sat against the wall and pulled out his holo-com. He scrolled to a favorited holo-vid and pressed play. 

A young female varellean appeared on the three-dimensional display. 

His twin sister.

They sat at a table, finishing up a slice of moon cake. She presented him with a hover-crate. He opened it and a hoverton popped out. 

His eyes went wide, then he looked at her and smiled. 

She gave him a hug and said, “Happy file day, kindro.”

He embraced her for a long moment, then the recording stopped. 

Ash closed his eyes. 

He didn’t know what hurt more: knowing she was gone, or the physical pain from the injuries he had sustained. He clutched the device to his chest, then lay his head on the ground. 

None of this made sense. 

He was retired. 

He was supposed to be living a normal life, sitting by the fire and enjoying Varellean wine. Not getting into shootouts with thugs. Especially not ones affiliated with the syndicate. 

But they had to go and hurt Echo—the last tangible piece of his sister he had left. 

Then he wouldn’t have had to break his resolution.  

But that was the problem with new years resolutions, wasn’t it? 

Sticking to them was easier said than done.

As Ash tucked the device back into his pocket, he knew one thing for certain. If he survived this, he would never go to another new years party again. 
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​​Chapter 2: Reflecting On The Past
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Ash stood onboard his ship, the Night Light, reviewing his outfit in front of the full-length mirror in his personal quarters. 

He crossed his arms and frowned. 

Why had Xander invited him to this stupid New Year’s party anyway? The human had worked with him long enough to know that he hated large gatherings. The thought of all that greasy food, all those tiny little bites and miniature sandwiches made from strange alien ingredients that smelled like a growler’s armpit, made his stomach turn. He much rather have a bowl of turken and rice.

Echo, his kid-sized humanoid robot, stood next to him, a curious expression on its shiny metallic face. "Ash, why are you just standing there? You don't want to be late."

"Don’t I?"

Echo tilted its head to one side, its big, expressive eyes seeming to shimmer with confusion. "I understand that you don't like party food, Ash. But Xander invited you to the party and is expecting you to be there. And, Nova would want you to go and have some fun. You don't have to stay the whole time, just make an appearance, and then you can leave if you want."

Ash sighed and ran a hand through his hair. "I guess you're right. I just don't feel like socializing tonight. It's been a tough year, you know?"

Echo nodded. "I understand. But it might do you some good to get out of the house and have some fun. You deserve it. And who knows, you might even enjoy yourself."

As Ash stood in front of the full-length mirror, trying to tie his tie, he couldn't help but feel a sense of dread. He hated interacting with alien species, especially at fancy parties like this one. 

"Here, let me do that for you." Echo came over and deftly tied the fabric into a perfect knot.

Ash sighed. "I hate these things."

“Just try to avoid eye contact and smile politely. And if you end up in a weird situation, just make an excuse that you have to go to the bathroom. That usually works."

"Thanks for the advice." Ash walked over to his closet and rummaged through the shelves until he found his dress shoes. He slipped them on and then turned to the gun case, tucked away in the corner. He hesitated for a moment before pulling it out.

Echo gave a concerned expression. "You're not thinking of bringing that to the party, are you?"

Ash glanced at his sidekick. "Better safe than sorry."

Echo shook its head. "It's a party. What's the worst that could happen?"

He hesitated, hovering his hand over the gun case. Then, sighed and set the box back down. 

Maybe the ton was right. What was the worst that could happen? 
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​​Chapter 3: I’m Retired
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Ash walked into the crowded party and scanned the room for Xander.

Bodies brushed against him as he navigated through the dance floor. The music boomed throughout the room. The smells of cologne clouded his nostrils and wine glasses littered the tables. 

Ash made his way to the bar and leaned against a pillar.

He spotted his old friend leaning against a pillar, drink in hand and a sly smile on his face.

He approached the human.

Xander clapped Ash on the back. "Look what the black hole spat out. Ash Steelstar. I didn't expect you to actually show up."

"Neither did I."

"How are things?"

Ash shrugged. "Busy. How about you?"

Xander chuckled and took a sip of his drink. "Oh, you know me. Always busy with one thing or another." His friend's smile faded slightly and he looked away. "My son's been causing a lot of headaches lately."

Ash raised an eyebrow. "Is that so?"

Xander hesitated, his fingers tightening around his drink. "His friends got him into dream dust."

Dream dust? That wasn’t good.

"Is there anything I can do to help?"

Xander held up his hand. "It's my mess. I'll clean it up."

The human clearly didn't want to talk about it anymore.

Ash nodded.

Xander waved his hand. “Come meet some friends.”

Ash sighed inwardly, knowing that by "friends," Xander meant "business associates."

As they walked around the crowded room, Xander introduced Ash to a variety of aliens, each more exotic and unsettling than the last, until they finished with a group of aliens huddled around a table in the back. The first was a tall, thin alien with shimmering blue skin and long tentacles for hair. The second was a short, rotund alien with a round, pink head and two beady eyes.

"This is Glix and Silv. They're some of my best anglers," Xander said, clapping a hand on each of their shoulders.

Glix nodded at Ash. "Nice to meet you, Steelstar. Your reputation precedes you."

Silv grinned, revealing a row of jagged teeth. "Yeah, you're the one who caught that big catch on the Junglar planet, right?"

Ash shrugged. "That was a while ago."

"That was a hack of a lure you used. Bait and switch, right?" Glix chuckled. 

"Something like that."

"We were just discussing our latest fishing hole," Silv said, gesturing to a holographic map on the table. "We've been getting a lot of bites lately."

"Yeah, there's a whole school of targets on this planet," Glix added.

"What kind of targets?"

Xander winked. "The kind that pay well. We just need to cast our net and reel them in."

Ash remembered Echo's advice.

"Excuse me," he said, taking a step back. "I'm going to go to the bathroom. I'll be back in a minute."

Ash entered the bathroom and was immediately struck by the strong smell of disinfectant. It was a small, cramped space, with a row of stalls lining the far wall and a row of sinks against the opposite one. A washroom attendant sat at a small desk near the door, eyeing Ash as he walked in.

He went to the sink and turned on the faucet, letting the cold water run over his hands and face. Next he splashed some on his neck. 

Ash took a deep breath. 

I made clean break. I don’t want to return to that world.

He dried his hands and face on a rough paper towel, then tossed it in the trash. He took one last glance in the mirror, straightening his tie, and ran his hand through his hair. 

Then he turned to leave. 

A cybernetically enhanced human towered over the washroom attendant. 

They both glanced at him. 

The technotic slapped the attendant in the face. 

The worker cowered.

Ash hesitated. 

He didn't want to get involved. 

But he couldn't just stand by and watch someone being bullied. 

He frowned, then approached the pair. "Is everything okay here?" he asked, his voice calm and steady.

The human turned to him, sizing him up with a glare. 

Ash met his gaze.

After a moment the technotic turned back to the washroom attendant with a sneer. "This doesn't concern you.”

"I think it does.”

The human looked like he wanted to argue, but then he seemed to think better of it. He turned and stormed out of the bathroom.

Ash turned to the washroom attendant. "Are you okay?"

The attendant nodded, his eyes still fixed on the door. "Thank you," he whispered. "I don't know what would have happened if you hadn't stepped in."

He gave the attendant a nod and then left.

Xander sat alone at the table with a plate of exotic appetizers. His friend looked up as he approached. "There you are. I was beginning to think you'd been captured by a band of space pirates."

“Not this time.”

Ash took a sip of his tarshan tonic, then noticed that his old friend hadn’t eaten any of his fries." This may be the first time I've ever seen you leave food on your plate."

"New year's resolution. Don’t remind me." He slipped a holo-chip to Ash. "Got a new job. Big score. Start the new cycle off with a bang. Just like the old days. What do you say Asher?"

Ash pushed the chip away. "I'm retired."

"A man still has to have a hobby."

"Believe it or not, I made a resolution myself.”

“Is that so?”

“I'm turning over a new leaf. No more conflict."

Xander stared at him blankly. "Best hitman in the business decides to retire, the night I give him the biggest score in history. Isn't that a funny thing?"

"Xander, I’m serious. I'm out.”

The human pushed the device back towards him. "Well, keep it as a souvenir. Just in case you change your mind." 

“I’m not going to change my mind.”

***
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AN HOUR LATER THEY finished their meal and paid the tab. 

Xander nodded towards the bar. "Looks like you made some friends.”

The cybernetic human stood with a group of s tuskoids. 

They all scowled at Ash.

“I’ve got enough friends.”

Xander chuckled. 

“I hope everything works out with your son."

"I appreciate it."

Ash gave his old friend a pat on the back, then stepped out into the cool night air. Echo was right. It was good to catch up with Xander. Maybe it was the alcohol talking but in a way, he felt relieved. As if a new phase of his life was about to begin.
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​​Chapter 4: The Afterparty
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Ash exited the hover-taxi and stumbled through the snow-covered streets, humming a tune to himself. He had lost track of how much he had consumed, but he knew he was feeling good. 

Things were looking up.

As he approached his astro-craft, the Night Light, he fumbled with the holopad to unlock the entrance. 

He froze.

A group of thugs stood at the doorway. 

Same horn heads from the party. 

Had they followed him?

One of the thugs stepped forward, a sneer on his face. "We have a score to settle, Varellean."

Ash took stock of the situation, his mind still fuzzy from his drinks. There were at least three intruders. He had left his weapons inside the ship. Echo too. 

He closed his eyes. 

New year, new me. No weapons. 

Perhaps he could diffuse the situation. 

Ash backed away.

Bam!

A sharp pain seared down the back of his skull, then everything went black.

***
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ASH SQUINTED HIS EYES open, to find himself lying on the cold metal floor of the Night Light's cockpit. His head pounded and his mouth tasted like old gin and tonic. He tried to sit up, but a searing pain shot through his ribcage. 

What happened?

He scanned the area.

The Night Light was in shambles. 

Smashed equipment littered the floor. 

Shattered glass glistened about the compartment. 

Ash's eyes went wide. 

Were the thugs from the party looting his ship?

A hornhead rifled through his cabinets, tossing aside valuable tech. Novas garden sat in tatters on the table. They had killed several of her flowers. The last living memory of his sister, and they had ruined it.

He gritted his teeth and forced himself to his feet, then charged the nearest brute. Ash launched himself at the alien, fists flying. 

The blows landed. But the hornhead barely budged. 

The hulk tossed him against the wall. 

Wham!

More equipment shattered.

Ash grabbed a jagged piece of metal from the floor, his heart pounding in his chest. He swung it in a figure-eight motion and around the back, then landed a series of hits to the intruder's vital organs. The alien fell to his knees. 

Ash raised the weapon, ready to impale his foe.

But he paused, then smacked the alien across the face. 

The hornhead crumpled to the ground, unconscious. 

He stood over the enemy, panting. Sweat soaked his dress shirt.  

Ash tossed the metal bar aside and knelt beside the unconscious hornhead. 

He checked the alien's pulse, then released a sigh of relief. Ash closed his eyes. “We’re turning over a new leaf, Ashten.”

Next Ash burst into his personal compartment, his heart racing. 

Three hornheads held Echo hostage. 

The automaton's sleek metallic chassis struggled against them. 

And standing in front of them was the cybernetic from the party, blazer in hand. 

Blam. Blam. 

The automaton took two bolts to the chest. 

It collapsed to the ground and outstretched its hand, optics flickering. 

The human faced Ash, weapon raised and smirk on his face. “Is there a problem here?”

Ash clenched his fist. This was not how things were supposed to go. “I don’t want any problems.”

The leader nodded at his goons. “Well, you got some.”

The rhino-looking humanoids stalked toward him. 

Echo grabbed the man’s shin. 

Zap. 

Electricity trickled up the cyborg’s body. 

The man fell backward. 

Blazer bolts flew wildly. 

One hit the nearest henchman, burning a hole right through the alien’s chest. 

The other henchmen scattered and took cover. 

Echo looked to Ash. “Run.” 

The ton’s eyes went lifeless and it fell to the floor. 

He made a break for his closet. 

He needed a weapon fast.

Ash sifted through clothes.

Where in the sixth was his blazer rifle? 

He looked up and found the lock box at the top shelf. Had Echo moved it?

He climbed up and opened it.

The hornheads burst into the room. 

Ash spun around. 

Two hornheads stood before him, brandishing shimmer blades. 

He raised his blazer gun and pulled the trigger. 

The first hornhead fell with a cry of pain, a smoking hole in his chest. 

The second one ran. 

Ash squeezed off another shot.

It hit the alien square in the back, propelling him into the bathroom door. 

Where was that human? 

Ash was done playing games. 

He marched through the galley. The first hornhead he had beaten with the broken metal bar, struggled to his feet. 

“Where did he go?”

The brute pointed to the exit with a shaky finger. 

Ash aimed his weapon at the thug. 

The alien raised his hands. “No, don’t—”

Blam!

His enemy collapsed onto the kitchen table, then slid to the floor. 

He limped through the hallway to the exit ramp. 

A hover-vette rocketed away. 

“Sun spit.” 

Ash lowered his gun and stormed into the weapon compartment. He grabbed his gear, a black armor lined with microfibers that would make him nearly invisible in the moonlight. He slipped on his boots and equipped a grappling whip to his utility cuff. Next, he clipped his utility belt around his waist. Then, he slid a shimmer blade into his cargo pocket. Lastly, he grabbed two blazer pistols and some extra ammo.

It was time to get vengeance.
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​​Chapter 5: Back In Business
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Ash sat in the cockpit of the Night Light, hand gripping the steering wheel as he tried to shake off the pain of his injuries. He had never been one to shy away from a fight, but this had been brutal. His ribcage ached, his head pounded, and his mouth tasted like old gin and tonic.

But he couldn't let that stop him. 

Not after what that guy did to Echo.

He brought up the holocom and accessed the ship's security footage. There it was the hover-vette’s plates.

He hacked into the intergalactic database and ran the number through the system. 

The results came back.

Ash’s eyes went wide. 

Zerek Astrolov.

This wasn't just some random thug. According to the file, the plates belonged to the son of a rich conglomerate executive with ties to the Blue Star Syndicate.

He pursed his lips. 

The human's last known location had been a warehouse down by the docks.

Ash gritted his teeth and started the ship's engines. Snow fell in waves as he lifted off and navigated to the location. 

***
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HE LANDED THE SHIP a mile out, then went on foot the rest of the way. His head still throbbing from the altercation on the ship. 

No time to waste. He had to push past the pain.

When he arrived, Ash scanned the area for a way in. 

Security tons stood guard along the perimeter. 

He’d have to get closer to disable them.

He activated his cloak and circled the facility, attaching electromagnetic disruptors to the wall every fifteen feet or so. After securing the last one, he activated the signal. 

Clank. Clank. Clank. 

The tons jittered, then collapsed to the ground. 

Ash slipped through the gates and headed offloading ramps. His heart pounded as he darted between the crates, trying to keep out of sight of the hornhead henchmen. 

Whoop. Whoop. Whoop. 

Alarms went off and spotlights shined to life. 

They must have found the sentrytons. 

“Over there,” a guard shouted.

Blam. Blam. Blam. 

Ash’s energy shields strained against the constant barrage of laser fire. 

Come out and face us, humie!" one of the hornheads yelled.

They had him surrounded. 

He’d have to create a distraction. 

Ash surveyed the area. A hover-vette sat in the warehouse parking lot—the human leader’s hover-vette. 

Perfect. 

He activated his holocom and overrode the vehicle's slave circuit. The car revved to life, screeching through the street.

The hornhead henchmen spun around at the sudden noise. 

Dat. Dat. Dat. 

He released a few shots, taking out two guards, then guided the hover-vette between himself and the remaining henchmen.

Ash ran towards the car and yanked the door open. 

The henchmen opened fire.

He lept into the driver's seat. His hands fumbled with the controls. 

Ting. Ting. Ting.

Blazer bolts rained against the passenger side.  

Ash floored the accelerator, driving through waves of horn heads, using the car as a weapon to mow down as many as he could. 

Thump. Thump. 

He plowed through them, feeling the satisfying thud of bodies hitting the hood of the car.

They scattered. 

He rolled down the window and took a few potshots. 

One by one the brutes fell. 

Snow swirled outside the windows, making it difficult to see. 

A stack of crates stood before him.

He swerved, then slammed into the side wall of the crates. 

Crash!

Spots filled his periphery and pain seared his shoulder. He backed out and examined the losing area. The bodies of guards and sentry tons littered the ground. Layers of snow had already begun to bury their bodies. The place looked like a graveyard.

Despite his blurred vision, despite his exhaustion, despite his wounds, Ash drove the vehicle toward the warehouse. He would not be satisfied until the cyborg human was buried with them.
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​​Chapter 6: New Year’s Bash
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Driving in a snowstorm is no easy task. Especially when you’re suffering from multiple gunshot wounds and the brakes are unresponsive. But Ash Steelstar had been in worse spots than this. 

He jerked the wheel and the hovervette swerved off the road. 

Crash!

The vehicle slammed into the warehouse garage—passenger side first.

Ash jolted to the side and a flash of sparkling lights flooded toward him, then everything went black. 

***
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WHEN HE WOKE, SOMETHING warm and wet trickled down his cheek. He winced and removed a piece of glass from his temple. More shards decorated the interior of the vehicle like a sea of diamonds.

Ash squinted. How long had he been out?

He glanced at his holocom.

Sunspit. 

He pushed the door open, slid out of the vehicle, and collapsed to the ground. The cold clumps of white fluff felt like pillows against his aching muscles. All he needed now was a nice cygar and a glass of practicom whiskey and he’d be good to go. 

But that would have to wait. 

He had business to tend to. 

He forced himself up with his good arm. Blood seeped from various cuts on the other. 

The thing that frustrated him wasn’t that they had gotten the jump on him. Or that they had ruined his ship. That was par for the course. It was that he hadn’t been able to go one day without breaking his new year's resolution. 

Nope. Not even one day. 

It was bad enough that he had told Xander that he would change. But what made it worse was he had convinced himself he could do it. 

Yet, here he was, sitting outside of a warehouse in a blood-soaked suit surrounded by a sea of dead bodies.

Ash shook his head. It wasn’t his fault. He didn’t intend on taking things this far. But they had to go and make it personal. 

He furrowed his brow.

Maybe he should have let things go.

No. 

Not after what they did to Echo.

He inched down the sidewalk, pushing through the pain. His limbs shook uncontrollably, and he struggled to maintain balance. Once he reached the building, he sat against the wall and pulled out his holo-com. He scrolled to a favorited holo-vid and pressed play. 

A young female varellean appeared on the three-dimensional display. 

His twin sister.

They sat at a table, finishing up a slice of moon cake. She presented him with a hover-crate. He opened it and a hoverton popped out. 

His eyes went wide, then he looked at her and smiled. 

She gave him a hug and said, “Happy file day, kindro.”

He embraced her for a long moment, then the recording stopped. 

Ash closed his eyes. 

He didn’t know what hurt more: knowing she was gone, or the physical pain from the injuries he had sustained. He clutched the device to his chest, then lay his head on the ground. 

None of this made sense. 

He was retired. 

He was supposed to be living a normal life, sitting by the fire and enjoying Varellean wine. Not getting into shootouts with thugs. Especially not ones affiliated with the syndicate. 

But they had to go and hurt Echo—the last tangible piece of his sister he had left. 

Then he wouldn’t of had to break his resolution.  

But that was the problem with new years resolutions, wasn’t it? 

Sticking to them was easier said than done.

As Ash tucked the device back into his pocket, he knew one thing for certain. If he survived this, he would never go to another new years party again. 

Ash limped towards the warehouse, his breath hitching with each step. He pulled out a pain pack and injected it into his thigh, letting out a sigh of relief as the dull ache in his arm and ribs faded. 

He removed his blazer and moon mace from his belt and focused on the task at hand.

Ash reached the warehouse and used his grappling rope to scale the wall, pulling himself up to the roof. Once inside, he investigated the warehouse. Several more malfunctioned automatons lay lifeless on the ground. Two tarshans guarded the Astrolov’s son, sweeping the entrances with their blazer rifles. 

He took a deep breath and lept off of the landing.

Wham!

Ash tackled the closest one, slamming him to the ground.

The second Tarshan brought his semi-automatic blazer rifle to bear on him. 

Blam. Blam. Blam. 

He darted behind a stack of crates, the blazer bolts missing him by micrometers. 

The attacker swapped out the power cell his weapon. 

Zerek released a volley of fire in Ash’s direction, then held his hands out wide. "Do you have any idea who I am?"

The first Tarshan regained his footing and opened fire. 

Ash took cover behind some shelving. 

The second soldier charged at Ash with a fierce battle cry. 

Ash waited until the last moment, then rolled out of the way and swung his moon mace at the Tarshan's legs.

The Tarshan stumbled and fell to the ground. 

His counterpart continued to fire at Ash from behind cover.
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