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1.

The spine tore from the being’s body much easier than Roak had anticipated, causing him to almost lose his footing as he slid backward, his boots slipping across the vast quantities of blood that had already been spilled.

Not a drop of the blood was Roak’s. 

Roak let the spine fall from his gore-covered armored glove. He flexed the powerful fingers, a grin playing at the edge of his lips. Lips that were protected behind a nearly indestructible faceplate. The faceplate was connected to an impressive-looking helmet which was in turn secured to power armor that would have made every Galactic Fleet marine in the galaxy jealous.

“Hessa?” Roak called into his comm as he looked about at the blood and offal that coated nearly every square centimeter of his ship’s hold. “How many more are coming?”

“Fifteen beings,” Hessa, Roak’s AI counterpart and copilot, replied over the comm. “ETA is two minutes.”

“What races?” Roak asked as he glanced down at the seven Gwreqs that had tried to kill him as soon as he’d lowered the rear hatch of his Borgon Eight-Three-Eight stealth incursion ship. 

Gwreqs were a humanoid race, with four arms and stone skin that was nearly impervious to most weapons. An average Gwreq stood at least seven feet tall and had muscles upon muscles to back up their aggressive personalities.

Regardless of their size, their strength, or the armor-like qualities of their skin, Roak had made easy work of the seven beings.

“Most are Gwreqs,” Hessa replied. “But there are three Tcherians with them. Fully taloned and about to shift into... And they are gone. You have three Tcherians in full invisibility mode, Roak. Be careful. Their talons can penetrate your new armor.”

“Not this armor,” Roak said. “I didn’t spend a bounty’s worth of chits on this getup so I’d end up pierced by Tcherian foot talons.”

“And hand talons,” Hessa said. “Theirs are not clipped.”

That gave Roak pause. 

Tcherians were a chameleon race, able to change their skin so they could camouflage and blend into any surroundings. Naked, they could become completely invisible. Lizard-like, yet humanoid, they sported a long and deadly sharp talon that extended from the top of each large toe. Unbeknownst to most of the galaxy, Tcherians were also born with a matching talon on their hands. Once they hit puberty, the talon could be retracted into the back of the hand and hidden until needed.

Except, in polite galactic society, it was seen as unbecoming for pre-pubescent Tcherian children to walk around with extended talons that quickly grew to twice the length of their index fingers. So, similar to the ancient practice of humans circumcising their male infants, Tcherian children had their hand talons surgically removed before reaching the age of two galactic standard years.

It took some knowledge of Tcherian culture to know about the talon removal. Roak had paused because he had knowledge that went beyond the cultural implications of Tcherians that had retained their talons. Only the elite Tchaka clan were allowed to keep their hand talons. And the Tchaka were considered some of the deadliest assassins in the galaxy. Even the savage Skrang steered clear of them if possible.

“Would now be a bad time to remind you that it was my idea to upgrade to the Kaxian power armor?” Hessa asked.

“You want to rub that in right now?” Roak snapped.

“Seemed fitting,” Hessa replied, a smirk in her voice.

Despite being an AI, Hessa had acquired quite the extensive list of affectations, including how to sound like she was smirking even though she had no physical body. Roak had grown used to her affectations, although the current smirk irritated him greatly.

“I said, and correct me if I’m wrong,” Hessa began.

“Hessa,” Roak warned, not wanting to be lectured yet again on what he was doing.

“I said,” Hessa continued, “that if you are going to insist on rampaging across the galaxy to exact revenge on the man that wronged you, then you should seriously consider upgrading from light armor to power armor.”

“I know.”

“And you said you didn’t want to waste the chits when light armor was perfectly good for your intended purposes. I replied that some of your intended targets would be quite formidable, more so than you were used to dealing with, and perhaps the added protection, not to mention the offensive abilities of the armor, would be worth the expense.”

“I know, Hessa,” Roak snarled as the new Gwreqs reached the ship’s ramp and began to slowly ascend, their fists punching palms over and over in an obvious attempt to intimidate Roak. “Can we not do this now?”

They all stopped the displays of aggression when they saw the state of their sisters and brothers in arms. A cargo hold splashed with nothing but Gwreq guts had that effect on most beings, despite their race.

Roak pointed at the lead Gwreq. “Bishop,” was all Roak said.

The lead Gwreq held up his upper right hand and the rest stopped cold.

“You butchered our comrades because you are looking for that scumbag?” the Gwreq asked. “Bishop hasn’t been on this moon in over a year.”

“I butchered your comrades because they came at me,” Roak said, his arms loose by his sides. “You gonna come at me too?”

“All you want is to know where Bishop is?” the lead Gwreq asked.

“That’s all I want to know,” Roak replied. “You tell me and I leave the second after the words pass your stone lips.”

“No more trouble?”

“Roak? The Tcherians are above you, ready to drop down and attack at any second,” Hessa stated.

“Got it,” Roak responded.

“What was that?” the lead Gwreq asked.

“No more trouble,” Roak said to the Gwreq. “Unless you plan on causing some. Nothing I can do about that.”

“The murder of our comrades must be avenged,” the Gwreq said.

“Then avenge them somewhere else,” Roak said.

“You killed them!” one of the Gwreqs in the group roared. “You will pay!”

The lead Gwreq held his hand up again and the grumbling that had begun was silenced.

“The Gwreq’s hand movements are not for the group, Roak,” Hessa said. “The Tcherians are taking clues from his muscle movements. They have shifted positions and flanked you completely.”

“Tell me when they drop,” Roak said.

“Tell you when who drops?” the lead Gwreq asked.

“I wasn’t talking to you, rock boy,” Roak said. “Now, if you all want to survive to see your little pebbles grow up to be big boulders, then maybe you should back your stone asses off my ramp right now.”

“Insulting us is not how you survive to see tomorrow, bounty hunter,” the lead Gwreq snapped.

Roak pointed at the ceiling. “Call off your hidden killers and tell me where Bishop is and maybe, just fucking maybe, I’ll let you see tomorrow. Bishop. Where is he?”

“You were warned,” the lead Gwreq said.

“All the bloody Hells,” Roak muttered. “Hessa? You got the invisible lizards?”

“I have them covered with the security blasters, Roak,” Hessa replied. “However, I must remind you that Tcherians are excellent at evading scanners. I may not be able to neutralize all three immediately.”

“Try.”

The lead Gwreq, followed by the entire group, sprinted at Roak.

Roak simultaneously took a knee and pulled his Flott five-six concussion blaster with laser cluster spread. He didn’t waste a nanosecond to aim, simply squeezed the trigger then leapt back upright as a dozen laser blasts were sent flying through the cargo hold from the barrel of his pistol. All but two of the laser blasts hit their marks. Almost all the Gwreqs fell, holes burned into their chests. 

The remaining two Gwreqs, one of which was the lead Gwreq, didn’t slow as their comrades fell and died. They converged on Roak and grabbed him, a total of eight arms gripping Roak’s armor in various places.

Roak did exactly what he’d done to the previous Gwreqs that had gotten grabby. He sent a  fourteen thousand gigawatt shock charge through the surface of his power armor. The two Gwreqs went rigid then began to smoke. Roak cut off the charge and gave the Gwreqs a second to wobble on their feet. 

Then he punched through their abdomens and relieved both of them of their spines, yanking them out through their bellies instead of their backs. The Gwreqs screamed then went quiet as death swept them on.

The security blasters lit up the cargo hold and Roak instinctively ducked even though his armor could take several direct hits without worry of damage. A Tcherian screamed and became visible as she dropped from the ceiling, most of her left arm a smoking nub of scorched strips of flesh and charred bone. Roak punched her in the face as she passed right in front of him. Her neck snapped and she was dead before hitting the deck.

Pain erupted in Roak’s right shoulder blade. He cried out and spun around, his left arm extended in a sweeping attack. The Tcherian behind him yanked its talon free of Roak’s armor and ducked under the swing. Roak brought up a knee, catching the Tcherian in the chin just as the being was going to slam its talon into Roak’s side. The Tcherian’s jaw was obliterated, bone and teeth flying in every direction as Roak destroyed the lower half of the being’s face. Roak grabbed the being’s head and twisted it up and off its neck.

He casually tossed the severed head over his shoulder as he turned back to face the open cargo hold ramp. 

“Any more coming?” Roak asked Hessa.

“Scanners are clear,” Hessa stated.

“Third Tcherian?”

“Dead,” Hessa reported. “The corpse is in the far left corner of the cargo hold. I will send bots to remove it, and the rest of the bodies, so we can take off and decide our next course of action.”

“Might still be some folks on this moon that know where Bishop is,” Roak said.

“I think you’ve killed all the possible leads, Roak,” Hessa said with an exaggerated sigh. “Just like on the last moon and the moon before that.”

“It was a satellite before that,” Roak said. “Not a moon.”

“I am aware of that fact,” Hessa said. “I was making a point.”

“You think I care about your point because...?” Roak asked rhetorically as he surveyed the darkness outside the cargo hold then crossed to the controls and slammed his palm against the button that closed the ramp.

“I will need that open in order to dispose of the bodies,” Hessa said. “Also, so the bots can effectively hose down the hold and remove the alarmingly thick layer of blood and bodily organs.”

“Eject it all into space while we’re on the go,” Roak said, spinning about and heading for the lift. “I’m going to take a steam and get cleaned up.”

2.

The steam hit Roak’s skin and turned it red raw within seconds. He leaned his forehead against the wall of the shower stall and let the heat soak into his shoulders and back, easing the tension of violence that had his muscles in knots.

Over six feet, square-jawed and broad-shouldered, the man looked like he could have played any of a dozen of popular galactic professional sports in his youth. But his youth was long gone. Early forties, scarred skin, ropy muscles, and eyes that were cold as ice, Roak had found his sport in life, a long while ago, and it was one that involved a good deal of violence.

As the steam covered him, Roak could feel the adrenaline high begin to dissipate, but he wasn’t ready to crash. He needed to know his next target before he could even consider sleep.

“Hessa?”

“Yes, Roak?”

“Caff. Lots of it. I’m gonna need some liquid stim.”

“Caff or liquid stim, Roak? They are different substances.”

“Just make some brew, will ya?” Roak snapped.

At times, he wished the ship had come with a normal AI, not one with delusions of sentient grandeur. But the ship had come with her onboard. And Roak had been warned by the friend that had sold the ship to him. It had “quirks” was what he’d been told. 

Quirks was putting it mildly...

Not that Roak doubted Hessa’s sentience or even disapproved. Solo was how he preferred his life, but having Hessa as a partner, which was a word he was loathe to use, meant he always had someone covering his back. That perk almost made it worth it. Almost.

She did insert a comm implant into his head without his permission. Granted, the comm implant was of a design that Roak had never heard of, able to avoid all scans and detection, but still... You ask a guy if he wants a comm implant before sticking one in his head.

“We are out of orbit,” Hessa announced over the very comm implant that Roak was still irritated over.

“Smooth exit,” Roak said. “Didn’t even feel the change.”

“We were leaving a moon, Roak, not a planet. The atmosphere was minimal. But, with that said, I have been working on a new configuration for the gravity controls. The dampeners are now—”

“Don’t care,” Roak interrupted. “Just take the compliment, Hessa.”

“It will take one hour to reach the wormhole portal,” Hessa stated, sounding obviously annoyed with Roak’s rudeness. “Will you be done with your steam by then?”

“Funny,” Roak said and turned to let the hot vapor seep into his chest. “Where to next?”

“I do not know,” Hessa replied. “There are options. Your list is extensive.”

“Bishop had his fingers in a little bit of everything in this galaxy,” Roak said. “That list is only what I know about. It’s probably a fraction of the possibilities.”

“Roak?”

“Don’t start.”

“I’m afraid I must.”

“Don’t think you must anything.”

“Yet, I do.”

Roak sighed. It wasn’t like he could switch off his comm and block her out.

“What? Out with it so we can get this over with and I can steam in peace for five minutes.”

“I understand your philosophy on betrayal.”

“I doubt that.”

“But, is finding—”

“And killing.”

“—and killing Bishop worth what this is doing to your reputation?”

Roak ground his teeth together then turned back around so the steam would work on his shoulders again.

“My reputation? Explain, Hessa,” Roak said after a few moments of silence.

“I am tapped into the Grid,” Hessa said. “While normal channels are not mentioning any of the fallout from your rampage across the galaxy—”

“Rampage? An entire mainframe of knowledge and that’s the word you choose?”

“If the mag boot fits,” Hessa replied. “And, yes, rampage is apt. You have killed eighty-one beings over the past four months, Roak. That is a rampage by anyone’s definition.”

“Glad you are keeping score,” Roak said and stretched his arms up the wall of the stall.

“The rampage is being noticed, Roak,” Hessa said. “Back channels are talking. A lot. Our last stop was proof of that, Roak. They were ready and waiting for us. You weren’t able to step off the ship before the fighting began.”

“That? That was Torbo being paranoid,” Roak said. “That smuggler has trust issues.”

“So he sent half his crew to kill you?” Hessa laughed. “While he fled the moon?”

Roak growled.

“Are you sure he fled?” Roak asked. “He may not have been home to start with.”

“He fled, Roak,” Hessa responded. “As soon as we landed, a ship that has been associated with him personally took off. You were fighting angry Gwreqs while he was on his way to the wormhole portal.”

“Don’t forget the Tcherians,” Roak said.

“I helped there.”

“Thanks for that.”

There was a long pause in the conversation which Roak was grateful for.

“I did manage to track his ship, if you were wondering,” Hessa stated. “We could pursue Torbo. You can avoid adding to the paradox that way.”

Roak didn’t want to. He really didn’t want to. But the tone in Hessa’s voice meant she wouldn’t let the comment drop until he asked.

“What paradox, Hessa?”

“The paradox that in order to track down Bishop, you need to mine all of your contacts for intel,” Hessa said. “Yet, your contacts are not going to want to give you intel if it means you are simply going to butcher everyone anyway. You are bad for business, Roak. Everyone’s business.”

Roak started to argue then closed his mouth. He’d been in the bounty hunter business long enough to know that what Hessa said was true. He was burning bridges all across the galaxy and pretty soon he’d be cut off from every contact he’d ever made or known. Yet he did not doubt his mission.

Find and kill Bishop was all he could think of.

The man had been one of Roak’s very few trusted friends. Not that Roak had friends. But Bishop was the closest approximation in Roak’s life. Bishop had always been there when Roak needed him to be. Then the man betrayed him, took every last chit he had, set Roak up on a bad job, and conspired with the dark tech, Pol Hammon. 

Roak knew Pol had been using Bishop to his own ends. That was business. Not that Roak didn’t owe Pol Hammon a visit once the Bishop mess was cleared up. Pol owed Roak some chits and Roak always got his chits. But Bishop owed Roak even more chits which made the order of vengeance an easy one.

That and Roak really wanted to know what in all the Hells Bishop was playing at. After decades of knowing each other, why did the man turn on Roak? What was Bishop’s endgame other than wanting Roak dead?

Something or someone else was involved, and Roak needed to get to the bottom of that or he’d be looking over his shoulder the rest of his life. Or more so than he already did.

Hessa was right, not that Roak was going to admit that fact any time soon, but he was in a paradox of his own making. The more contacts he went after now, the fewer he’d be able to find later. Eventually, everyone he knew would go to ground, even the ones he wasn’t looking for, simply because they were afraid he’d slaughter them if they didn’t have the answers he needed.

Which was a fair assessment.

“So far, we’ve been hitting contacts that Bishop and I shared mutually,” Roak said. “We’ve gotten close, but not close enough.”

“There is nothing in the data to suggest we’ve gotten close to finding Bishop at all,” Hessa countered.

“My guts say we have,” Roak responded. “I trust my instincts over your data analysis any day, Hessa.”

“Yes, because that has served you so well,” Hessa scoffed.

“That reputation you say I am paradoxically destroying? I built that up well before you shoved your way into my life,” Roak snapped. “Don’t forget that, Hessa. You’re still learning this life thing. I’ve been living it.”

Roak held up a hand and knew Hessa could see the gesture.

“No cracks about the quality of my living,” he said. “Just know that I can do this without you.”

“Yes, you can,” Hessa said quietly. “But why would you?”

Roak’s initial reaction was anger. He wanted to snap at Hessa that he’d been surviving fine before she came along. He was feared across the galaxy as the bounty hunter beings hired when no other hunters would take the job. Roak was the man that got every job he took done. He was that good.

But instead of barking all of that at Hessa, he shut off the steam and stepped out of the shower. Finding a towel, he silently dried himself off.

“Roak?” Hessa asked.

“My caff ready?” Roak asked.

“In the mess, waiting for you,” Hessa said. “Would you care to eat?”

“Too jacked-up after the fight,” Roak said. “I’d puke it all onto the floor. Caff will do.”

“Then caff it is.”

Roak got dressed, putting on a pair of trousers, a thin shirt, then the usual light armor he wore even when he was safely on his own ship. For Roak, nowhere was truly safe.

3.

Two cups of caff in his belly, and a third cup in his hand, Roak strapped into the pilot’s seat on the Eight-Three-Eight’s bridge. The wormhole portal was directly ahead of the ship, its glowing circle of energy irising open and closed in a rhythmic pattern.

“Hessa?” Roak asked once he’d finished strapping into his seat and had secured his cup of caff. “What’s the portal doing?”

“Rebooting,” Hessa stated, but didn’t sound too matter of fact about it like she usually would have when reporting the mundane actions of wormhole portals.

“They don’t do that very often when a ship is ready to go through, do they?” Roak asked. “In fact, I’ve never witnessed a portal rebooting. This is a first.”

“I believe we should rethink our way of exiting this system, Roak,” Hessa said. “There is a second wormhole portal within seven hours of here.”

“You’re that worried?”

“I would not say I am worried so much as I am unsure of the situation.”

“You’re worried.”

Roak scratched his head then shook it. “No. We go through. The second the portal is back online, get us out of here.”

The wormhole portal stopped its irising and returned to its normal state of a circle with an energy shield contained within. Then eight ships exploded outward and shot straight at Roak’s ship.

“Defensive measures now!” Roak shouted as all eight ships opened fire.

Hessa was already reacting, sending the ship into a steep dive. The view shield erupted into flashes of red as the defensive energy shields were pummeled by plasma fire.

“Hold on!” Hessa yelled, pulling the ship up from the dive and aiming it straight for the outer edge of the wormhole portal. “This will be unpleasant for your body.”

“Yeah, my mind ain’t liking it so much either,” Roak said.

The ship spun one hundred and eighty degrees as all plasma blasts stopped. None of the ships wanted to risk destroying the wormhole portal. Hessa arced the ship up and through the wormhole portal and Roak clenched his jaw as the two cups of caff fought to resurface. He managed to keep his gorge down, but it took all his willpower.

The view shield was a mass of swirling colors and impossible perspectives. Roak’s eyes burned as he stared at the image, but he didn’t dare look away. If he did, then the sudden shift in depth perception would have sent not only the caff spewing out of him, but possibly his stomach as well as half his intestines. Roak knew that was physically impossible, but he had no desire to test the issue.

“Stabilizing,” Hessa said though her voice sounded strained.

“Says you,” Roak muttered through gritted teeth.

The chaos that swirled in the view shield softened then began to smooth out, becoming a thousand lines of multicolored light that streamed past the ship. Roak sighed and eased his shoulders down, relaxing muscles that had almost tensed to breaking.

“Gonna need another steam after that,” Roak said. He glanced down and not a drop of his caff had spilled from the cup. Roak picked it up and downed the drink then sighed again. “Talk to me, Hessa.”

“Eight ships, all fighter class of various makes and models,” Hessa reported. “None had discernible markings that could tell us what their allegiance is. Plasma weapons were adequate, but old or we would have never made it to the portal.”

“And?”

The view in front of Roak switched from the streaming of trans-space to a replay of the attackers as they came out of the wormhole portal. Just before the last ship exited the portal, Hessa froze the image. 

“Eight ships,” Hessa said. “That is the number the scanners picked up as well as my own visual confirmation. Except that number is a lie.”

“The shimmer. There,” Roak said and pointed at the screen. “Stealth? A Borgon Eight-Three-Eight like ours?”

“I do not think so,” Hessa said. “By using the size of the visible ship in front of the shimmer, I can extrapolate that the cloaked ship is a single-being vessel. Not a swift ship, but something similar.”

“A puddle jumper,” Roak said. “Reck.”

“Reck? The woman we worked with during the Shava Stemn Shava job?” Hessa asked. Roak did not respond. “Roak? Who is she? I believe it is time for you to tell me.”

“No,” Roak stated flatly.

“Roak, our very survival may depend on me having all pertinent information,” Hessa insisted. “Knowing who this woman is would be considered pertinent.”

“She wasn’t part of the attack,” Roak said. “She was tagging along.”

“How can you be sure of that?”

“Because she had her PJ cloaked. If Reck wanted to attack us, she would have announced it so I knew exactly who was trying to kill me. That’s her style.”

“PJ? I am unfamiliar with a puddle jumper,” Hessa said. “Other than an ancient colloquialism, there is no reference in my databases.”

“Puddle jumpers are custom-built small ships. Totally off-grid production,” Roak said. “Single seaters, sometimes with a jump seat for a passenger, and with a very short range. Usually used for the last leg of a mission. I’ve never seen one with stealth tech, but no reason one shouldn’t be able to cloak. Their quantum drives are exceptional and despite their intended design can actually travel considerable distances, if the vessel is maintained properly. Reck would maintain one properly, for sure.”

“How have I not heard of these?” Hessa asked. “They should be in my database.”

“No manufacturer makes them. Not a practical product. They’re mostly built by star junkies and gear heads,” Roak said.

“And this Reck is a gear head or star junkie?” Hessa asked.

“Both, to be honest,” Roak replied.

“Why would this Reck be part of an attack party on us?” Hessa asked.

“No idea,” Roak replied. “But I’m not too thrilled with coming across her path again so soon. I could have gone the rest of my life without seeing her or any...”

Roak trailed off and shook his head.

“Doesn’t matter. We got away. Now we need to figure out where we’re getting away to.”

“I might have a suggestion,” Hessa said. “You have been cross-referencing contacts that you and Bishop share. Perhaps we should ignore shared contacts and begin looking into beings that are singular to Bishop. Your mutual contacts have not yielded any useful information, and I do not expect that to change, so it may be more efficient to simply track him down in his world, not yours.”

“Bishop is a recluse,” Roak said. “He doesn’t have his own world. The man deals in classified intel and illicit information. He sets up jobs for various contractors. He was a bridge between those that would never cross paths on their own. The man lived alone and he stayed away from others. All we’ll find in his world is a lot of nothing.”

“Yes, well, I am not so sure you knew Bishop as well as you thought you did,” Hessa said.

“How’s that?”

“I have been scouring every mainframe I can get into without detection, even those that are worth the risk of brief detection, and I have to say that there are some oblique references to Bishop all across the galaxy,” Hessa said. “He was not as solitary as you thought, Roak. Which would make sense since he was able to fool you enough that betrayal by him came as a total shock.”

“Oblique references? Explain, Hessa,” Roak ordered, sounding exhausted.

“Collaborations between crime syndicates, arms manufacturers, gaming corporations, even branches of the Galactic Fleet,” Hessa said. “All have telltale signs of Bishop’s involvement. What I have found could simply be coincidence and perhaps the similarities can be explained some other way, but I do not think so. Roak, Bishop has been moving about this galaxy, wheeling and dealing, as you say, for years now.”

“I have never said wheeling and dealing.”

“The collective you.”

“Have I ever given you the impression I’m part of a collective anything?”

“Roak. Can we return to the topic?”

“Sure, sure. Lay it on me.”

“Bishop has something planned, or he is planning something for someone he is working for, and you being taken out was part of his plan. It would make more sense to find one of his contacts, one of the pieces of his plan, and simply wait for him to send someone after you.”

“Turn myself into bait? Not my style, Hessa.”

“Even if it nets Bishop in the end?”

“What do you think he’ll do? Catch wind of me and come looking to end this face to face?”

“Of course not. But whoever he does send will have more information than we do now.”

Roak thought for a second. “And if the beings he sends for me don’t have the answers, we’ll at least be one step closer to Bishop. Start logging his trail over the past few years, Hessa. I want to see what patterns you find.”

“Already done,” Hessa said, bringing up a graphic on the view shield. “I have six possibilities of where he might be or might turn up based on frequency of visit over the years. The best place to start would be Ballyway.”

“The gaming planet? We have mutual contacts there, Hessa. I thought we were going for Bishop-centric only?”

“We are, Roak. The contact I have is a small-time bookie by the name of Bvsho. He has a very low profile, yet I see he has made incredibly large credit deposits to a number of accounts over the past two years. None of the deposits have gone to the same account twice, but all of the deposits are for the same amount and have been made within exactly thirty-six hours of each other then they stop for several months before starting back up again.”

“How can you see a bookie’s deposit activity? Cracking Ballyway’s banking system is impossible. I doubt that little punkass SOB Pol Hammon could crack those systems.”

“Pol Hammon probably has cracked those systems multiple times, Roak. Do not be naive.”

“I’ll let that comment go and allow you to answer the Eight Million Godsdamn question.”

“I have my ways, Roak. And they are not always for you to know.”

“Cute. Real fucking cute.”

“I do try.”

“Bvsho? What race is he?” Roak asked.

“Cervile,” Hessa replied. “Although, from his holo, I see he has let his feline form become less than sleek.”

Cerviles were a cat-like race, covered in fur with deadly sharp claws that retracted from their fingertips. Lithe, agile, they were truly feline in every way.

Except the image of the being Roak was suddenly looking at on the view shield hadn’t seen lithe or agile in a long while. Bvsho was about as feline looking as a sack of flour stuffed with rocks.

“I can honestly say I have never seen an obese Cervile before in my life,” Roak said, sounding impressed. “This guy must never move, and eat all day long, to foil a Cervile metabolism.”

“He has certainly fought hard, and won, against his own genetic predispositions,” Hessa agreed.

“How far off are we from Ballyway?”

“Two days,” Hessa said. “I could make it faster, but we’d risk being traced. I would rather use some off-books portals for our journey so we can arrive at Ballyway unannounced.”

“Smart thinking,” Roak said. He yawned and stretched. “Despite the caff, I’m done for tonight, Hessa.”

“It is early morning in galactic standard time,” Hessa said.

“Don’t care,” Roak replied as he stood up. “I’ll be in my quarters sleeping the trip away. Wake me when we’re a few hours out. I have a couple contacts I can use so I can move about Ballyway undetected.”

“Is it wise to alert anyone to your presence, Roak? If Bishop has betrayed you, then you have to consider all of your contacts are compromised.”

“Not her. She can’t be compromised.”

“Her who?”

“Carla.”

“The tavern owner? The tavern owner that had her last tavern destroyed because of you?”

“Yeah. Her.”

“Oh, yes, sure, what could go wrong with telling her of your presence on Ballyway?”

“She’s good people, Hessa. Pretty much neutral across the board.”

“Pretty much? You are willing to risk your life with pretty much?”

“It’s gotten me this far.”

“I will refrain from commenting on the obvious problems with that statement.”

“Except you didn’t refrain, did you?” Roak walked to the lift. “I’ll be asleep in my quarters. Disturb me at your own risk, Hessa.”

“Go and sleep, Roak. I’ll handle everything while you slumber.”

“I appreciate that.”

Roak left the bridge and entered the lift. He was already half-asleep on his feet by the time the lift slowed and opened onto the corridor that housed his quarters. One foot in front of the other became an arduous task and the walk to his door was a journey of intense concentration. 

Roak was asleep as soon as he collapsed across his bed.

4.

Other than a couple visits to the lavatory, and a brief trip to the mess for some protein mush, Roak did sleep the entire journey to Ballyway. Hessa woke him when they were four hours out from their final destination. Roak steamed, ate more protein mush, then made his way to the bridge.

“Not going to wear your power armor?” Hessa asked. “I would have to think we have reached a stage where that should remain on you at all times while outside this ship?”

“Can’t really walk around Ballyway with power armor on, Hessa,” Roak said as he adjusted the fit of his light armor across his left shoulder. He rotated his shoulder a couple of times and nodded. “Plus, I can move a lot faster in my light armor. With the crowds on Ballyway, staying agile is always the best choice.”

“Need I remind you that the last time you visited Ballyway, you had squads of shock troopers—”

“Nope. Don’t need to remind me at all, Hessa. Thanks for holding back,” Roak said. “Now, open a channel to Ballyway for me. Connect to the Fadilipso Casino and Hotel.”

“Open channel? Roak, that is a very bad idea.”

“Trust me.”

“Trusting you is beside the point.”

“Not this time. Make the connection, Hessa.”

“Fine.”

There was a shrill beep in Roak’s ear then, “Fadilipso Casino and Hotel. Gatskatpak speaking.”

“Gatskatpak,” Roak said. “Perfect. I need outside line number forty-three, please.”

“The name on the call, sir?” Gatskatpak asked.

Roak grumbled. “Galactic Steve.” He grumbled some more and waited as a series of clicks echoed in his comm.

“Outside line number forty-three is ready, sir. Thank you for using the Fadilipso Casino and Hotel for your communications needs. Will you be staying with us when you arrive, sir?”

“No, Gatskatpak, I will not. Please erase all logs of this conversation when I disconnect.”

There was no response. The comm went silent as the last series of clicks sounded in Roak’s ear.

“What?” a gruff voice asked. The voice was a bass rumble that came close to shaking Roak’s aural implant loose. “Who’s this? Hey? Hello? What you want?”

“Taps, right?” Roak asked.

“Maybe. Who is this?”

“Carla around?” Roak asked.

“Yes, no, maybe, none of your Eight Million Godsdamn business. Hanging up now.”

“Hold on. I need to speak with Carla. Tell her it’s her favorite random visitor.”

There was a pause then, “You. I remember you. You almost got me killed.”

“You’re welcome,” Roak said.

“For what?”

“For the almost part. Most people get all the way killed around me.”

Taps laughed long and hard. Roak winced. Taps was an Urvein. Urveins were a bear-like race with all of the size and power that implied. Taps was a large Urvein even by his race’s standards. His laugh shook Roak’s molars in their sockets.

“Carla is out,” Taps said when he was done laughing. “Not joking. But she’ll be back in a couple of hours. You on planet or what?”

“Let her know I’ll be coming by sometime later tonight, will ya?”

“You don’t know where the new tavern is located,” Taps said.

“I’ll find it,” Roak replied. 

“Try not to bring another small army down on us this time,” Taps said. “Took me a bit to recover from the last time you came by.”

“Again, you’re welcome,” Roak said. “You’ll let her know?”

“Got nothing better to do,” Taps said. “See ya soon, Roak.”

“Taps.” Roak killed the comm call.

“You might want to rethink the power armor,” Hessa said. “Taps’ speech pattern revealed duplicity and murderous intent.”

“He’s Carla’s security,” Roak said. “He’s paid to have murderous intent.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do.”

“Still going to wear your light armor?”

“Still going to wear my light armor.”

“Then I will savor these last few hours in your presence.”

“Bite my ass, Hessa.”

Roak brought up a holo of Ballyway then began zooming in until he hit a specific area. It was not one of the family-friendly areas of Ballyway, meant more for the degenerate gamblers that would bet their families on a roll of the dice. Which many of the area’s denizens had done and would probably do again if they still had families left to wager.

“Carla has moved her tavern to this area,” Roak said. “I’d guess in one of these two alleys.”

“How can you know that, Roak?” Hessa asked. “I have sophisticated algorithms that cannot predict that kind of precision.”

“I know Carla,” Roak said. “We go way, way back.”

“That response does not explain how you know Carla will have moved her tavern to one of these two specific alleys,” Hessa pressed.

“You’re right,” Roak said. “It’s a hunch. So far, I’ve never been wrong, so I’m going with my hunch.”

“You and your insistence on trusting your instincts,” Hessa said.

“How about you not question every damn move I make?” Roak snapped. “Eight Million Gods dammit, Hessa. I’m the bounty hunter, you’re the AI. At the end of the day, this is my life, not yours, we are living.”

Hessa went quiet. Roak thought he should apologize, but tossed the thought away as the empathy stuck in his throat. Instead, he stood up, double-checked the holo of the Ballyway alleys, then walked out of the bridge.

“I’ll be in the armory,” Roak said as he took the lift down.

“I figured as much,” Hessa said.

Roak left the lift and made his way to the ship’s small armory. He eyed the set of power armor that hung from clamps at the top of the far wall, but dismissed the idea of switching out his light armor despite Hessa’s warning. Roak was going to need to keep from sticking out too much, and like he said before, he was faster and more agile in the light armor. If it came to a footrace through the Ballyway streets, or Eight Million gods forbid, a chase through one of the labyrinthine casinos, then speed and agility would be essential.

To make up for the light armor’s shortcomings, Roak intended to arm himself to the gills.

He grabbed his Flott five-six concussion blaster and ran diagnostics on the cluster spread setting. The massive pistol had worked fine against the Gwreqs, but Roak wasn’t taking anything for granted. 

Once the diagnostics came back in the green, Roak moved on to two Blorta 22 laser pistols. The weapons were small enough that each fit in the palms of his hands. He could have them out, yet concealed without worry. Roak tucked those into small holsters on each ankle.

Next came his Tonal five sniper rifle. He disassembled the large weapon and packed it in a compression pouch which reduced the weapon’s bulk by ninety percent. The pouch affixed to a clip on his belt.

Two Keplar knives were added to his belt, both with full charges so their energy blades would be at peak efficiency. Finally, Roak found a gas-powered slug chunker. He snagged a box of slugs and put them in a second compression pouch after loading the slug chunker’s two barrels. Then he slid the weapon over his shoulder into a sling on his back. Roak felt the sling tighten and knew it would only loosen when his glove grabbed the slug chunker’s grip.

A pack of restraints, a handful of med patches, six mini-halogen lights, two coils of rope, a stun baton, a pair of mesh gloves tooled for detail work, and a half-meter length of metal alloy pipe. Roak liked the pipe. It felt good in his hand. And it never set off scanners since it was simply a length of metal alloy with absolutely zero tech components.

Roak’s last task was to install a false ID implant into the left wrist of his light armor. Almost every being in the galaxy had wrist implants that they could use as identification and to also bring up holo displays. Other than the implant that Hessa had forced on him, Roak had a tech-free body. It made his job easier when he didn’t set off alarms because an implant was scanned. 

Although, Hessa had offered to give him many other implants like his comm implant. She insisted that none of them could be detected, but Roak had declined. One unwanted implant was enough for a lifetime.

Roak swiped a hand over his left wrist and his false ID came up, showing anyone that wanted to know that he was a security consultant on holiday while also scouting for new job opportunities. Security consultant was all he’d be able to get away with. No one was going to believe he was anything else when he walked around in light armor. He was going to Ballyway, not Jafla Base or Xippee.

“We are exiting trans-space,” Hessa announced.

Roak braced himself against the armory’s wall and winced as the ship exited the wormhole portal and dropped them into real space. There was a shudder that ran from the floor and up through Roak’s boots as the ship’s drive engines adjusted to the new reality. Roak waited until a slight wave of nausea passed then he double-checked his supplies, stored them in their proper pouches and packs, made sure he still had full range of motion and nothing was impeding his movements, then left the armory.

“I have gump stew waiting for you in the mess,” Hessa announced.

“I thought we were out?” Roak asked.

“We were, but I managed to get a new batch made three planets back,” Hessa replied. “I had to synthesize a few ingredients, and improvise on others, but I believe it should be to your liking.”

Roak began walking towards the lift, but paused. “Improvise? Not liking the sound of that.”

“I’ve been witness to your dietary habits for a while now, Roak,” Hessa said. “There is nothing in the stew that you would disapprove of.”

“I’ll have to trust you,” Roak said and continued on to the lift.

He traveled to the level the mess hall was on and walked into the large room. Roak was always surprised at the amount of space he had to himself. A Borgon Eight-Three-Eight wasn’t a huge ship, but it wasn’t a small, family-sized travel cruiser either. If Roak needed a team of a dozen operators, then the ship could easily accommodate them.
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