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This is where it all began.

One of the questions authors are inevitably asked by fans and interviewers is some permutation of how did you get started writing?

The tale you hold in your hands is the one which launched me off on my career. Here’s how that all came to pass. Let’s set the Wayback Machine to a long time ago and a galaxy far, far away. If you read that and thought Star Wars, you’re right. In 2002, I had a notion that I was going to change careers to become a writer. I’d just left a bad job and was working a series of unfulfilling temporary positions that put a lot of undue strain on my family. How was I going to accomplish this? Well, it was simple. There were a lot of Expanded Universe novels coming out for Star Wars, and I figured that I was comfortable enough with the setting, having been a fan since I was five years old in 1977. I decided I would follow this quick and easy path to stratospheric success:


	Write a Star Wars novel.

	Get it published by Del Rey Books.

	OMG HUGE PROFITS!



Easy, right?

Well, maybe not so much. There are a lot of hoops to jump through to get any kind of licensed property accepted, and as a rookie author, I had no way of knowing that. I finished the book, gave it a cursory edit, and emailed the editor of Del Rey to let her know I had the next great Star Wars book and where should I send it?

She obviously divined my idiocy, and instead of ignoring me outright, chose to reply saying that Del Rey did not accept unsolicited works for the Star Wars Universe.

I emailed her back. What did I have to do to get solicited?

She had no reason to reply to me, a nobody, but again, she chose to buck tradition and did so. You need to be an established writer, she said, with a fan base and a writing style that fits into the Star Wars Universe books. At that point, if we feel you are worthy, we will contact you.

A lot of people might have given up right then and there, but not me. Fine, I thought, I’ll show her. And that very night in March of 2003, I typed the very first words of the book which has become Just Cause: Revised & Expanded Edition, forming the foundation of my original superhero fiction universe for years to come. And since then, I haven’t looked back.

Until now.

My original tale of Star Wars: Assassin, was set immediately prior to the events of the movie Attack of the Clones, and featured a couple of minor characters from that movie—Nautolan Jedi Kit Fisto and shapeshifting assassin Zam Wesell—in starring roles, as well as some Easter eggs and hints for fans, like Cloud City under construction, Jibney Atall’s replacement identity as Brenado Calrissian, eventual father of Lando, and of course, the ultra-studly bounty hunter Boba Fenton. Well, clearly that was never going to happen on account of first LucasArts’ legal department, and now Disney’s. That being said, I always wanted to return to the tale and somehow make it available for people to read, because I think it’s a pretty fun, rollicking adventure.

All these years later, and I’ve finally gotten around to revising the story into something that shouldn’t get me a phone call from a shark-toothed corporate lawyer. If you feel a sense of nostalgia and familiarity when you’re reading it, know that it’s because it was originally set in somebody else’s famous and beloved playground, and that’s a perfectly normal reaction.

Ian Thomas Healy

April, 2013
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Chapter One
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They say you can never go home again.

They may have been right, thought Jersey Jackson. Shantar was as much a home as any world had been for her, given that she’d spent the bulk of her formative years roaming the wide-open streets and sprawling plazas of the homeworld of the Aski Shantar. Whereas Humans tended to build up, with skyscrapers and towers aspiring further toward the heavens with every passing architectural dream, the Aski Shantar loved their open spaces. Their cities spread forth across the great plains of Shantar, with hardly so much as a three-story building to poke up into the pale blue skies. Although she’d been born many light years away on Mars, called Sol IV in formal Confederation records, she’d never thought of anyplace as home except Shantar, where her corporate parents had raised her until she was old enough to strike out on her own.

Despite a distinct lack of shadowy alleys, there was plenty of opportunity to make a reputation through one’s actions in the nefarious Shantar underground, if one wasn’t above doing a little dirty work to make a quick credit or three. In Jersey’s rather specialized field, dirty work was the name of the game.

If her peers knew about her location at that particular moment, it wouldn’t be much of a reputation booster.

Jersey half-crawled, half-swam through raw sewage, grateful for the slicksuit’s self-contained air supply. She had been working her way along the pipe for almost three hours. She only had to travel about a mile and a half, and based on the number of the last egress portal she saw, she was almost to her destination.

The headlamps on either side of her goggles illuminated a raised spot above the flow of organic sludge—a small landing that had an exit somewhere above it. She levered herself onto the small concrete outcropping. It was barely large enough for her to sit on, but she managed to dangle her legs off one side and leaned back against the wall, trying to force her back to stop aching. She was tempted to check the gun, but knew that if she opened the seal of the slickbag in here, she might as well leave it behind. At the very least it would be contaminated with organics, and she didn’t really want to know what else might have been dumped into this sewer. She twisted her shoulders left, then right, torquing her back as best as she could until she felt the popping sound. Despite the tungsten steel bracing mounted alongside it, she still had a spine, and it throbbed with vicious intensity. Immediate relief followed and she almost didn’t mind slipping back into the muck.

This was going to be her last job. She was going to leave the business of killing for money behind and never look back. Pulling a trigger had gotten far too easy in the past few years, and she was afraid it was going to get her killed when she finally took down the wrong target. She wasn’t hurting for ConCreds. Not anymore. She’d caused enough deaths to pay the bills and set aside a decent nest egg. Maybe she’d go back to Mars. Or find a nice tropical beach on Hindraa and spend her days working on her tan and letting muscular centauroids bring her cool drinks.

For the moment, though, she was wading through sewage, which was as much a metaphor for her career and life as anything.

In a few minutes, Jersey came to a nexus in the sewer line. Several pipes emptied into the node, and only one provided an exit flow. Didn’t it just figure that it wasn’t the one she needed? Half walking, half-swimming downstream in the slime was unpleasant enough. Fighting it to go against the flow was going to be utterly miserable. And worse, she discovered, was the size of the pipe she had to enter to reach her goal. No more dainty walking here; she was going to have to get right down into it and crawl.

The makers of the slicksuit guaranteed it to be 100% biological and chemical-proof. Independent research figures reported it more like 99.4%, from what Jersey had read, and that last 0.6% had been haunting her for the past three hours.

She’d spent the extra credits for a second ‘suit, and wearing them layered had proven to be every bit as hot and uncomfortable as she’d suspected. Even with that protection layer doubled, some bacterium or virus tenacious enough could still reach her skin. One of the things that the holovid adventures never told about bounty hunters was the depths of unsavory places they really had to go to track their prey. Jersey gritted her augmented teeth behind the ‘suit’s masks. The places she’d gone as a hunter or an executive bodyguard had been palaces compared to the Shantarese sewers. But this job wasn’t a hunt. Bounty hunting work was getting snapped up at FTL speeds with the threat of war on the horizon, and she’d been forced to accept some less-savory jobs to keep the credits rolling in. Fire-and-forget kind of jobs.

The dead weight of the slickbag threatened to drag her back out of the pipe. Grunting with the first real exertion of the journey, she braced herself against the walls of the tunnel. Around a gentle bend she found a short vertical shaft ending in an egress portal. The number stenciled onto the cover matched the one she’d committed to memory. She hauled herself out of the sewage and climbed the ladder, the pads on the slicksuit’s fingers, palms, and feet giving her enough grip on the slime-covered rungs of the ladder. The weight of the gun pulled against her shoulders in a comforting, reassuring manner. She normally detested long-barreled, two-handed rifles, but her preferred p-beam pistols would have diffused too much in Shantar’s atmosphere to guarantee a kill shot at her planned distance.

At the top of the ladder, she wedged herself against the sides of the shaft as best she could, needing both hands for the next phase of her intrusion. She pulled the slickbag to her and broke the seal of the pouch on the end, withdrawing two tools. The first was a diamond and carbide-tipped hand drill, which she used to bore a tiny hole through the portal cover. The second device was a small cyber-eye trailing a fiber optic wire which she plugged into the jack behind her left ear. She pushed the eye’s antenna-like extender through the hole, just high enough that the wide-angle lens could give her a full-range view of the area above the portal.

A tall smokestack filled a large portion of the eye’s view, towering straight up in a curious curve from the fisheye lens. Her goggle display showed that it was nearly the middle of low watch, which meant it should be time for the guard’s lunch break. He was an old, fat Hind warrior, grown soft from easy living on the cosmopolitan world. She watched him in disdain as he loped past, his four feet thudding to the pavement with each step. He tapped his stun baton against the side of the stack.

He was a relic, she thought, a worn-out warrior guarding a worn-out facility. The old factory only remained standing because it was cheaper for her target, an Aski Shantar businessman, to keep it intact than to raze it. At least, until later today, when he would stand in front of another factory just like this one and swing a ceremonial Hind axe into the side of the building to show his commitment to continued urban improvement, which rich people called gentrification and everyone else called eviction. Then the old factory would be razed, plowed under, repaved, and turned into yet another mall, selling overpriced commodities to consumers who didn’t really need them. Another bit of local history would be turned into bland franchises, like so many other buildings before it. Like the projects. Like the condos. Like the association of small merchants that had pooled their resources to hire Jersey to deliver a message to the target. Well, the message would necessarily be to his survivors.

The guard drifted around the corner of the building and Jersey lifted the sewer access cover and pushed the slickbag up onto the cracked cement. She hauled herself out of the hole and replaced the cover. The guard should be gone for almost fifteen minutes, but she wanted to be well in place before he returned. She released the tabs holding the outer slicksuit on and shrugged out of the stinking garment. As it dropped to the ground, she activated the dissolution control and the polymer chains which made up the suit break up, turning it into dust. A set of barbed climbing claws came from the end pocket of the slickbag. She locked them into place around her wrists and feet and looked up the smokestack, its height marring the clear Shantar skyline. She had cybernetic claws that she could have popped instead, but that would have destroyed the integrity of her slicksuits and she wasn’t ready to do that just yet. There was a ladder tube, but the base of it started twenty feet up the side of the stack and it had clearly been gated shut and locked.

Using the claws, she skittered up the side of the stack until she was directly underneath the mouth of the tube-frame ladder. The weight of the items in the slickbag threatened to pull her off the side, but she avoided mishap as she reached the ladder. She attached herself to the framework via a locking clip and dangled beneath it. Adjusting the burr of her drill into a cutting configuration, she used it to break apart the weld holding the grate over the base of the ladder. After a few minutes of work, pausing every few seconds to listen for the guard’s return, she cut away the last weld and pulled herself into the tube, making sure she didn’t drop the grate. She secured it to a rung of the ladder with another locking clip and began the climb.

The mouth of the stack was some two hundred feet above the ground. She couldn’t rest yet, but it felt good to her to know that she’d achieved her destination. She straddled the top of the stack and pulled the hood off her head, letting the night breeze cool her cheeks. Her damp, dirty blonde hair clung to her scalp as she breathed in the night air, desperate to get rid of the sewage reek that had followed her up from the nether regions. The breeze was redolent with the alien yet familiar scents of Shantar.

Again delving into her bag, she removed a pair of light alloy tubes with spikes on either end, connected in the middle by a flexible universal joint. She reached down into the stack as far as she could and triggered a switch on one tube. The spikes shot out from either end, embedding themselves in the inside of the stack. A harness with a cable reel came out of the bag next and Jersey slung herself under the cross-shaped framework with a circle of open sky over her and the blackness of the stack’s interior beneath her. She pulled two last items out of the slickbag. One was a section of sensor-masking fabric which she attached to the interior of the stack above her framework, effectively hiding her from detection from above. The other was the gun.

The slickbag was dead weight she no longer needed to fulfill her mission, so she let it fall. Checking her orientation with her cyberassistant, she used the drill to excavate a hole large enough to fit the gun’s barrel into. It was a slow, laborious process which wasn’t made any easier by the fact that she was hanging underneath the temporary framework. Another hour of work and she could see city lights through the hole she had made. She raised the gun, powered up the sight, and placed the barrel in the hole. Then she withdrew a cable from the gun’s stock and plugged it into the jack in her head, linking her to the gun’s computer. The holoprojectors mounted in her eyebrows activated, overlaying her normal vision with a barrel-eye perspective on the target location. She swept the gun left and right, satisfied that she could locate her target when the time came. Her cyberassistant confirmed that she had six hours before the show began. She pulled an injector from inside her suit, dialed it for five and a half hours, and stuck it against her neck. There was a moment of sharp pain, like being stung by an insect, followed by immediate, dreamless slumber.

Jersey awoke with a start as stimulants flooded her system. Diffuse sunlight poured through the fabric above her. Looking down the stack made her feel like she was the bullet inside of a barrel. She blinked away the residual sleepiness in her eyes and activated the targeting sight on the rifle.

Where there had been nothing hours ago was now bustling activity. A stage platform had been erected and techs swarmed over it, installing microphones, cables, cameras, lights. Jersey marked every chair along the back of the stage, designating them with target numbers, and then marked the podium as the primary target. Techs unrolled a banner, stretching it across the front of the stage. She didn’t bother to read it, knowing it would state some annoying, politically-motivated platitude like Building a Better Future or Better Jobs, Better People or something.

She loaded a rectangular cake of propellant into the gun that contained eight long bullets. Sometimes the oldest methods are the best, she thought to herself, as she watched one tech setting up the ray-shielding generators at the corner of the stage. She’d paid a large chunk of her retainer fee to find out what type of defenses the businessman would have at his self-congratulatory presentation, and determined that a p-beam would be ineffective. Reporters arrived, checking their personal recorders and headcams. When the businessman began to speak, a forest of lenses would point at him like flowers toward the sun. Fully half of them would be his own people, making recordings to further improve his public image.

Eventually the businessman’s people arrived in two ground-effect vehicles to secure the area. Aski Shantar, Human, and Hind agents in p-beam-resistant jackets and smartgoggles replaced the techs as the bodies swarming over the stage. She heard the muted throbbing of a dual-drive repulsorcraft as it patrolled the area, but she wasn’t worried. The heat-masking fabric over her would hide her infrared signature from above, and the smokestack itself would mask her presence from all other angles.

The benefit to her altitude was embedded in millions of years of Aski Shantar evolution; they wouldn’t think to look up for a threat first.

The target arrived at the site twenty-four minutes late by Jersey’s clock. She waited for him to get settled and step up to the podium. His guards scanned the area with advanced sensors and she didn’t doubt that more than one sported illegal cybernetic modifications, like those which ran throughout her own body, but they couldn’t see her. Her finger curled around the trigger of the gun with the delicate caress of a lover and she braced herself against the sides of the smokestack. The target opened his mouth to begin speaking as Jersey took a deep, slow breath.

This would be the last job.

Honest.

Just like the one before this and the one before that.

She pulled the trigger and the gun spat eight subsonic rounds across a kilometer of open airspace in a flash. One moment the Aski Shantar was smiling for the cameras with his forked tongue flicking at the air, the next his head was an expansive red mist. His hands gripped the edges of the podium for a second in reflexive shock before his body toppled backward, blood gushing from the ragged stump of his neck.

Jersey didn’t wait to see the crowd’s reaction. She yanked on the pull-cord of the cable reel and let herself drop. Free-falling down a pitch-black tube was not something for the faint of heart, but undaunted, she focused on counting the beeps from her reel. Every tick meant ten meters closer to the cold furnace below the stack. Five. Six. Seven. Just after the seventh beep, she released the pull-cord, and the straps of the harness squeezed her as the pulley decelerated her plunge.

She hit the quick release on the front of the harness and dropped into the dark, landing on a pile of slag and lost her footing, twisting an ankle. Grimacing, she tested her leg. It was throbbing, but she could continue moving. Veteran assassins knew that to tarry in any one place after completing a job was to be caught. Rookies stayed around to watch the results of their actions, and consequently didn’t often live long enough to be called veterans.

Jersey made her way across the cold slag in the furnace, checking her progress on her cyberassistant and mostly finding her way by feel. She had infrared sensors mounted along her clavicle, tied into her eyebrow holoprojectors, but in a cold furnace there were no temperature gradients. Shortly she found her destination, a small maintenance port for the giant hydraulics that had compressed the slag when the furnace was operational. The drill made short work of the latch and hinges, frozen solid from years of neglect. She hurried down the access tunnel and found the hoverbike where she’d parked it a week ago. Her cyberassistant would have notified her if it had been moved or tampered with, but it was still a relief to see the overpowered, underweight GEV.

She opened the storage compartment behind the seat and withdrew a small thermal detonator. She laid the gun and drill on the factory floor and shrugged out of her second slicksuit. Underneath she wore a tight-fitting, neutral-colored bodysuit. Setting the timer on the detonator, she dropped it on her equipment and climbed onto the bike. She sped down the cavernous factory floor and didn’t look back even when the detonator erupted, erasing all signs she’d ever been there.

Clean kill, clean getaway. Not bad for her last time.
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Chapter Two
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The tall Human Watchman stalked through the corridors of Watchtower Station, high in orbit around Earth, as agitated as a sworn protector of the Confederation ever became. Sandy-haired with eyes the color of glacial ice, his tight-fitting leather uniform creaked around him as he sought a certain Aski Shantar officer. He spotted Commander Anselma’s distinctive green-and-gold speckled scales among the other Watchmen as they moved across the Grand Corridor on the business of keeping the peace in thirty-five different star systems. “Commander Anselma!” he called. The Aski Shantar turned. His left eye sparkled like a ruby in the reflected sunlight from Sol, and a black leather patch covered his right. The Commander had lost his eye in a battle with a Hind warrior, recounted time and time again among the junior members of the Watchmen. He could have had it replaced with a legal cybernetic or even a transplant, but Anselma had elected to keep it as a reminder to all that any Watchman could become a target of violence at any moment.

“Lieutenant Lockerbie,” said Anselma as the Human joined him.

Wisconsin Lockerbie looked up at the Aski Shantar, who towered over him by almost a meter, and saluted. Decorum didn’t require Anselma to lower his head down to speak to an inferior officer, but the reptiloid didn’t stand upon ceremony. “Your pardon, Commander, but I must speak with you.”

“Of course, Lieutenant. Your presence is always welcome. Would you join me for some refreshments?” Anselma spoke Confederate in even, measured tones. The language had been devised five centuries ago when Humans and Aski Shantar first contacted one another, and had since become the de facto language of the Confederation. It was simple for both races to pronounce, and since then, only those races who didn’t use sound to communicate had found any difficulty with it.

The two Watchmen stepped into a nearby lounge where several recruits—Humans, Aski Shantar, and one bulky leonine centaur Hind—were relaxing in between training sessions. Their eyes widened and they leaped to attention in the presence of the senior officers, brown leather creaking and equipment harnesses jangling. Wisconsin heard a few hasty whispers and smiled in spite of himself. It wasn’t many years ago that he had been the nervous recruit, anxious to please and desperate to serve.

“You drink coffee, Lieutenant?” Anselma drew a long flute of the Shantarese stimulant beverage called yaro from the dispensary in the lounge.

“Yes, sir.” Wisconsin filled a mug of his own.

The two officers went to a table in one corner of the lounge, away from the recruits. With their long tails, Aski Shantar weren’t built for chairs that hadn’t been specially designed, so Anselma sat back on his haunches and waited. “What’s on your mind, Lieutenant?”

Wisconsin reached into a pouch and withdrew a small holodisk. “I received this file from Lieutenant Pierce on Erdol Té.” The disk projected a tiny image of a Minan female with unusual albino fur and missing one antler at the first branching. She was heavily armed and stalking something out of visual range of the holorecorder. The record was only a few seconds in length, but it had been enough for Wisconsin to recognize the notorious deer-like Humanoid.

Commander Anselma set his cup down and leaned back against his tail. His long tongue came out and cleaned his one good eye in an Aski Shantar expression of concern. “Adacshina. That is concerning.”

“A most unfortunate and unexpected occurrence,” said a raspy voice and the two Watchmen turned to regard Commissioner Marbak Shrawler. The elder Jemra was as furry and plump as an Earthly gopher. He twitched his whiskers, still sturdy despite his advanced age, and sat down beside Wisconsin, heavy with the weight of overseeing Watchtower operations throughout the Confederation.

Most planets in the Confederation had their own local law enforcement. The Watchtower patrolled high space, kept the peace, and had treaty-negotiated jurisdiction that extended beyond national, planetary, and system borders. As a police organization, Watchtower was unparalleled in its reach and ability to keep crime and unrest to a minimum. Watchmen were some of the most highly-trained and highly-regarded sentients throughout all of civilized space.

And Adacshina, the one-antlered Minan, had killed six of them.

Adacshina had once been a promising young Watchtower recruit, under the tutelage of Major Brooklyn Farragut. She had been a difficult student, ambitious and resistant to disciplines of training. After her third disciplinary hearing, the Board had declared that Adacshina wasn’t appropriate Watchtower material, and she had been summarily discharged. After that, she had fallen in with pirates, gone rogue, and since devoted her life to hunting Watchmen for sport and financial recompense. Pirate and criminal organizations paid out bounties exacted upon Watchmen. Adacshina’s knowledge of the organization made her a dangerous foe, and her ambition and hatred had earned her a spot on the Watchtower’s Most Wanted list.

“Pierce included a brief report with this recording,” said Wisconsin. “He said Adacshina’s been asking a lot of questions about Major Farragut.”

“It’s been nearly four years since anyone had any record of her,” said Anselma. “I wonder what she’s been up to.”

“Nothing good, that’s for sure.” Wisconsin played the hologram again, memorizing every detail of the dead-white face of the Watchman hunter.

“You want to go after her, don’t you?” Anselma asked.

Wisconsin stiffened. “With all due respect, sir. Lieutenant Holmes was a... a dear friend.” Perhaps the Aski Shantar and Jemra wouldn’t pick up the subtext inherent in his phrasing. He’d met Yolanda Holmes when they’d both been recruits. She was native to Earth and her parents had given her a traditional name instead of naming her after geographic locations on Earth, as had become popular with Humans living on other worlds of the Confederation. They’d begun as friends, graduated to lovers, and then Adacshina had collected Holmes’ badge, and Wisconsin had been alone ever since.

“Of course he’ll go after her,” said Commissioner Shrawler. “We Watchmen must look to our own. Consider yourself detached and on special duty, Lieutenant.”

Wisconsin stood up, leaving his coffee untouched. “Thank you, sir. Pierce believes she is heading for Shantar and intends to shadow her. I will meet him there. He knows how dangerous she is, and he knows that nobody wants to take her down more than me.” He paused. “If you can reach Major Farragut, you should warn her.”

“That will be difficult. She’s on a special, deep cover assignment in the Shantar underworld.” Captain Anselma finished his yaro and stood. “But we will make every effort to do so.”

Shrawler looked up at Wisconsin, who was a good twenty centimeters taller than him. “Be cautious, Lieutenant. We’ve shrived far too many of our brothers and sisters at Adacshina’s hands.”

“No more Watchmen will fall to her if I can prevent it.” Wisconsin saluted Shrawler and Anselma, and left the lounge.
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Officially, there was no such thing as an Assassins’ Guild on Shantar. Officially, of course, meant only that it couldn’t be found in planetary registries. Unofficially, the guild operated out of an unobtrusive warehouse that was part of an incomprehensible chain of fronts and holding companies. In front of the warehouse, Jersey hopped down from the cab of a heavy freight lifter. She thanked the burly Human behind the controls and passed him a card with a cyberassistant number on it. It wasn’t hers, but he didn’t need to know that. “Call me sometime, handsome.” She gave him an extra wiggle of her hips as the lifter rose off the ground, repulsors throbbing. He tapped the horn twice and spun the vehicle on its axis to head back to the main thoroughfare.

Jersey hurried through the warehouse. It was stocked with crates full of various goods that would please even the most thorough customs inspector. Like any good false business, the great majority of its operations were aboveboard and perfectly legal. The swing shift workers were busy shuffling cargo pods around the floor. They were paid well to look the other way when professionals passed through. She entered the elevator near the offices and it took her to the sublevels where the real operations took place.

As she exited the elevator, a turret on the ceiling of the antechamber swiveled to zero in on her. It always made her nervous, but she stood still while hidden sensors swept the room, filling the cyberbrains behind the walls with every last detail about her body, her equipment, and her legal and illegal cybernetic implants. She hadn’t upgraded herself recently, but it was enough of a match to satisfy the sensors. The far door whispered open and she hustled through and entered the main office, glad to be out of range of the turreted p-beams.

Jersey was surprised to see T’on. Grinnell T’on was the Aski Shantar owner of the building and the closest thing to a Guildmaster for Shantarese assassins. She normally had to deal with one of his flunkies as his various business pursuits, both of the legal and other-than-legal varieties, took most of his time. Being in his office seemed to have put him out of sorts. His scales were faded with nervous tension and his tongue flashed to his eyes with alarming frequency.

Jersey was nonplussed. “T’on, you look like ten kilos of sewage in a five-kilo sack. What happened, lose a fortune?”

The Aski Shantar stopped his frantic flimsy-shuffling and glared up at her. “Jackson. I should have expected to see you today. All the Holonet News Networks are screaming about that developer’s death. What a mess. I don’t suppose somebody else hit him before you got there?”

“Nice try, T’on.” She dropped the record chip from the gun camera onto the desk. “All the verification you need. Pay up. This is my last gig.” She slotted her credit stick into Grinnell’s transactor and waited impatiently while he punched some keys on it. It beeped to announce the transfer of funds was complete but Jersey made no move to withdraw her stick.

“You said that last time. And the time before that, if I remember right.”

“It’s different this time.”

“Different how?”

“This time I mean it. You’re awfully distracted this morning, T’on. You’d better double check your transaction records.” A moleblade appeared in her hand, making a humming sound as it passed between air molecules. “I’d hate to have to make any corrections after the fact.”

Grinnell started as she waved the blade under his bottle-nosed snout, and then turned to his transactor and punched a few more buttons. After a few seconds, it beeped again and this time Jersey pulled the stick, checked the balance, and tucked it into her belt pouch. She slid the blade back into its chemically-inert holster and smiled at the Aski Shantar. “See, T’on, even you can make a good decision when you put your mind to it. Now, what’s got your scales shedding?”

Grinnell pulled a data card off a pile of flimsies and slotted it into his computer. The holoprojector stuttered and then lit up with a grainy image of a Human male dressed in dark brown leathers. A figure of a sizable amount of currency was displayed beneath the man, whose name was Pierce according to the holo title, and data about him began to scroll down next to him. It was a bounty file, placed by none other than Grasharas, the notorious Hind gangster. Jersey’s eyes widened as she counted the number of digits in the reward. It was enough to make her consider trying her hand at bounty hunting again, something she hadn’t done for over a decade.

“Okay, it’s a bounty file. What’s got you so upset about it?” Jersey looked away from the data file at the wilting Grinnell.

“Two things, Jackson. Look at the bottom line of the data file.”

She did so, and read the word highlighted in bright red. The man was a Watchman. That explained why the timestamp on the file showed it had been placed over three years ago. No bounty hunter was foolish enough to take on a Watchman. It didn’t stop various entities from placing bounties on them, but there was almost no expectation that they would ever be completed. One might as well put a bounty out on the entire Navy.

“I just paid this bounty out an hour ago,” said Grinnell.

That gave Jersey a moment’s pause. Somebody had just collected twenty-five thousand ConCreds on this man; somebody who had enough on the ball to take down a Watchman. Grasharas might be a little upset about the payout from her accounts, which could buy a nicely-apportioned ship if one wasn’t too concerned about the legality of the transaction. She’d still pay the ConCreds, though. Not even Hinds would risk crossing a bounty/assassin broker. It was understood that failure to pay out on a contract would result in a new contract being taken out on the one who reneged, and there were plenty of up-and-comers in the industry who’d love nothing more than to create a reputation from a single kill of a notorious target like a Hind gangster queen.

“Is Grasharas putting pressure on you? Has she got something on you, maybe?” asked Jersey.

“No way,” said Grinnell. “I’m not brave, but I’m not afraid of that furry tub of lard. She knows what happens if she doesn’t pay out. She wasn’t happy about it, but it means one less Watchman crawling through her mane.” He took a large stack of flimsies and fed it into the desk-side disintegrator. “The problem is she optioned out the other Watchman contract I possess.”

“She? Grasharas?” asked Jersey.

“No. The Minan, Adacshina. The Watchman killer. She’s here, on Shantar, and she’s going after Major Farragut.” Grinnell fed another stack into the disintegrator. “And I don’t intend to be here when she comes to collect. Twenty-five thousand ConCreds is a minor annoyance to Grasharas. She’ll feed me to a cave-beast for half a million.”

“Five-hundred thousand credits? For a Watchman? And who’s this Adacshina character?” The amount of ConCreds was enough to make Jersey’s head spin. Added to her nest egg, a cool half million would buy her a private planetoid if she wanted, with all the terraforming she could imagine.

Maybe she had one more job in her after all.

“Questions, questions, Jackson. I’m long on answers but short on time. Hand me that pile...” Grinnell motioned to another stack on a chair. She obliged him by dumping it into the disintegrator, which was starting to overheat from the heavy usage. “Major Farragut’s not just any Watchman. She’s old school. Doesn’t follow the rules. Makes up her own laws. Spends all her time in the shadows, setting criminals upon each other. She’s been hassling Hind operations here on Shantar for years. Grasharas would love to see her crisped to a cinder, but not at the expense of her annual operations budget.” Grinnell opened a large bag and slid the remaining files into it. He pulled a portable memory-wipe from beneath the desk and slotted it into his computer. “If anyone can get Major Farragut, it’ll be Adacshina. She was with the Watchtower herself before washing out. If I can be long gone before she comes to collect, I may just keep my skin intact. She can ask Grasharas for her fee directly.”

Jersey considered her options. Grinnell was the only honest broker on Shantar. Jersey knew at an empirical level that there must have been others, but wasn’t sure where to find them or if they could be trusted. Untrustworthy was the default state for most brokers. Grinnell was one of the rare ones who upheld his end of the contracts, and thus he had remained in business long after the others met sticky ends. “Watchmen. Always causing trouble. Makes it hard for a girl to earn an honest living as a killer. Maybe I’ll—”

The sound of rapid p-beam fire came from the antechamber as Grinnell’s security systems activated. A flurry of shots mixed with sounds of explosions. Jersey’s twin p-beam pistols appeared in her hands as if they’d always been there. Longer on the draw but heavier on the firepower was Grinnell, raising a military-grade rifle from under his desk. Electronics fried and died within the door controls and a second later, the door slid into the ceiling.

A tall man in brown leathers strode into the chamber.

Jersey had stayed alive a long time by adhering to the philosophy of shooting first and asking questions later. She opened up with her p-beams, flinging herself backwards and sideways to clear the corner of Grinnell’s desk and give herself some cover. The Watchman, moving with the kind of speed that required top-grade cybernetics, deflected each beam into the wall with a wrist-mounted circular charge shield.

Jersey’s hip caught the edge of the desk and she landed on her shoulder. One of her pistols spun away. At that moment, Grinnell, frightened beyond belief, opened up the military rifle on full autofire.

For a few long seconds, the noise, light, and smoke were very impressive. Grinnell lowered the rifle barrel, which glowed bright red, to see if he’d hit anything. There was no sign of the Watchman. “I got him?” He coughed through the smoke.

Jersey, never one to assume anything, raised her pistol, ready for trouble.

In a blur of motion and brown leather, the Watchman leaped into the room, making himself a tiny target by stretching himself out lengthwise. He shot a beam from the pistol in his right hand that passed right through the firing mechanism of Grinnell’s rifle to render it useless. Something bright on the end of a cable flew from the Watchman’s free hand to Jersey’s pistol, yanking it from her grasp. As he landed, her pistol came to rest in his hand.

Jersey realized when he caught it by the barrel and not the grip that he wasn’t necessarily there to kill them. She raised her hands and offered him a sweet smile.  “Okay, I give up.”

Grinnell was having none of it. Thinking only of his own scaly skin, he grabbed the first thing he could, which happened to be his swivel chair, and charged the Watchman. The tall Human sidestepped the Aski Shantar’s awkward swing. He wrapped one arm around the lizard’s neck and pulled Grinnell’s head down to his eye level, locking eyes with him.  “Hold still, and shut up.” His voice was full of subtle commanding overtones that even a seasoned assassin like Jersey would have been hard-pressed to resist. She knew that Watchmen received the best possible training in everything from marksmanship to martial arts to psychology. She hadn’t run afoul of one before and was beginning to understand why the law enforcers were as feared and respected as they were.

Grinnell curled his tail underneath him and sat on the floor. The Watchman took a long, deep breath and glared at the two of them. “I was looking for an Aski Shantar called Grinnell T’on. You would be him?”

“Uh... n-no...” stuttered Grinnell.

“Really?”

“I mean yes,” Grinnell said quickly. “Please don’t kill me. I didn’t do it!”

Jersey rolled her eyes. It was downright embarrassing to see T’on groveling like this.

“Do what?” the Watchman asked.

“Whatever you think I did.”

“I’m not going to kill you, Grinnell. I just need to ask you some questions. Tell me about Adacshina.”

Even though the Watchman’s attention seemed to be focused purely on the Aski Shantar, Jersey felt like he was still watching her. “Well, you boys obviously have things to talk about. I’ll just be on my way and let you sort things out.” Jersey stood up, brushed herself off, and made for the door.

The Watchman didn’t turn away from Grinnell. “Sit down,” he said in that commanding voice

Her muscles obeyed him instantly and she found herself sitting again on the floor, not quite sure how it happened. “That’s a hell of a trick.”

“Adacshina,” said the Watchman to Grinnell. “Talk.”

“She was here early this morning. She collected a bounty.” The Aski Shantar began to steady himself as he became convinced that he was not the target of the Watchman’s investigation. “On some Human named Pierce. Friend of yours?”

Jersey hunched down, expecting an explosion of fury from the Watchman. It never came.

“Where is she now?” The Watchman asked in a cold voice.

“I don’t know. She optioned a contract for Major Farragut. She’s probably still on Shantar, but I don’t know for sure. I’m just a businessman.” Grinnell wilted under the intensity of the Watchman’s stare.

“Then I’m going to allow you to make a good business decision, Grinnell. You’re going to help me find Adacshina.” The Watchman’s sudden smile was devoid of mirth.

“Me?” squeaked Grinnell. “But I’m no hunter. I’m a middleman. I just process claims. You need...” His jewel-toned gaze fell on Jersey.

She glared at him and shook her head in an emphatic no.

“You need a professional. Like Jackson, here.”

Jersey’s fingers itched to put a pistol against Grinnell’s head and pull the trigger.

The Watchman turned to her. “Well?”

“Jersey Jackson. You’ve heard of me?”

He shook his head.

“Oh. Well, I’m a professional, like he said. Thanks a lot, T’on.” Sarcasm dripped from her voice.

“Very well. Jersey, I’d like to employ your services.”

“Unfortunately, I just retired.”

“Then you have lots of free time to kill. Heh.” This time, the Watchman’s half-smile was legitimate. “I’ll pay. Think of it as a pension.”

Negotiation was familiar territory for Jersey, and she slid into it like a merchant banker. “I’m pretty expensive. What did you have in mind, longshanks?” She purred and twisted herself into a more sultry position.

“I need someone who knows their way around this planet. Someone who knows the underworld and someone who’s not afraid of a tough opponent. Money is no object. Watchtower will compensate you for your time and trouble. Do you accept?”

Jersey decided that it would be best if the Watchman stayed on good terms with her. “Well, it wouldn’t be very patriotic of me to say no to such a fine, upstanding representative of the Confederation.” She lowered her head and her voice a little, taking on the air of a conspirator. “You’re also going to need someone with lots and lots of contacts. Someone with more... people skills than I have.”

Grinnell’s eyes widened as he realized where she was going with her speech and he started to stammer out avoidance.

“Someone like, say, Grinnell T’on,” said Jersey. “He was just cleaning out his office. I’m sure the wily old lizard doesn’t have anywhere important to be right now. He’ll be happy to assist you in your quest, right T’on?” If he was going to stab her while she was piloting, he could ride all the way down to the crash too.

“Good. I’m sure we’re all going to be the best of friends. I’m Wisconsin Lockerbie. We need to find Adacshina before she finds Major Farragut. Where shall we begin?”
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Chapter Four
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Grasharas the Hind’s headquarters was in a hotel downtown, an impressive tower of tungsten steel and concrete, with transparent aluminum windows reflecting what sunlight fought through the overcast skies. Faint luminescence surrounded the edges of the building where the military-grade Valentian shield interacted with ions in the air. Jersey spotted several poorly-concealed heavy p-beam emplacements along the walls. She knew the concealment was meant to be inadequate. Grasharas wanted everyone to know that she meant business.

And business was indeed what she meant. By all reckoning, Grasharas was among the wealthiest Shantarese citizens. Much of her legitimate business focused on the construction of military weaponry, and a few premium contracts from the Confederation had allowed her to add a few more layers of fat over her once-muscular frame. Grasharas’ gray and black market business was where she made the bulk of her fortune. She controlled most of the vice operations on Shantar as well as in several neighboring systems along the Jumpspace routes.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





