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1.

"Hey there, guy friend. You lookin' for Tacos? I got all the Tacos you need, guy friend. All the Tacos. Just say the word and I can have you swimming in Tacos."

"Why in all the Hells would I want to swim in Tacos?"

The being, a Jesperian, one of the humanoid races that looked like he may or may not have been sleeping next to the incinerator bins in the alley out back, paused. He blinked a few times, the jumbled thoughts in his Taco-addled mind very apparent on his face. When the correct thought finally formed and reached his lips, he smiled.

No teeth. Nothing but a junkie's sore-filled gums showed past his cracked lips.

"Oh, guy friend, you're messin' with me. Playin' a game. No, guy friend, no one swims in Tacos. That's crazy, guy friend."

"Stop calling me that. And also, go away."

"Oh, guy friend, come on. You know you want some Tacos." The Jesperian glanced about the tavern. "Why else you come in this place? No one comes here unless they want Tacos or good whores or street wubloov."

"Good whores? I doubt that."

Over six feet, square-jawed and broad-shouldered, the "guy friend" 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, the man had obviously found a new sport in life, one that involved a good deal of violence.

He proved that by producing a Flott Five-Six concussion blaster with laser cluster spread and placing it on top of the table where he sat. A table in the darkest, farthest corner from the tavern's main entrance.

The Jesperian blinked again, looking as if he wasn't quite sure what the device was that the man had produced. Then the sore-filled gums made a second appearance.

"Oh," the Jesperian said. "I'll leave now."

"Good plan."

"I'll tell everyone you don't want the Tacos."

The man gripped the Flott a little harder. The Jesperian gulped.

"Or I tell no one."

"Anything."

"Anything. Yeah. I'll tell no one anything."

"Better plan."

"Best plan, guy friend." The Jesperian backed away slowly, his bloodshot eyes tracking the Flott's pitch black muzzle. "Best plan..."

The man watched the Jesperian scurry through the maze of unoccupied mismatched tables then rush out the tavern's entrance. The bartender, a Groshnell, an eight-armed, boneless race that gulped air to stay solid, eyed the man for a split second then went back to talking up the Cervile woman that sat at the end of the bar. A feline-like race, Cerviles could be deadly, but the woman looked like she hadn't seen deadly in decades. Her fur was afflicted with mange and her body was doughy and slack, not taught and dangerous.

To each their own, the man thought.

"Roak?" a female voice called over the comm in the man's ear.

Although technically all AIs were gender neutral, the female voice was Hessa, the very unique AI protocol that ran Roak's ship. Or was Roak's ship, depending on the perspective. The comm implant she used to communicate with Roak was one of her own design that she had placed inside him against his wishes. Roak preferred to be tech-free. Which he never stopped mentioning to Hessa. 

But the comm had proven to be completely undetectable, and begrudgingly, helpful in certain situations.

Like the one Roak was currently engaged in.

"What you got for me, Hessa?" Roak asked, taking a sip of the same pint of wubloov he'd been nursing for the last hour. Wubloov was a hallucinogenic beer that could be tricky even when it was of high quality. The one in the pint glass before Roak was far from high quality.

Roak doubted it even was wubloov. Not that he cared. His metabolism and wubloov never were fully compatible. Anyway, he was in the tavern to find someone, not to get drunk.

Which was apparent to the bartender, who finally disengaged himself from his conversation with the Cervile woman and made his way over to Roak's table.

"Hey. You. I'm gonna start charging rent for your ass staying in that seat for much longer if you don't buy more than one drink," the bartender said.

"Then give me another," Roak replied.

"You aren't done with your first one."

"So?"

"Beings tend to finish their first drink before ordering a second."

"Do I get a discount on the second if I finish the first?"

"No."

"Then what does it matter to you?" Roak reached into a pouch on the belt of his light armor and pulled out a couple of chits. He slapped them on the table. "These are what you want, right?"

The bartender studied the chits, studied Roak, studied the chits again, then snatched the money up with one of his tentacle-arms and made his way back to the bar where the Cervile woman pretended not to be watching the entire interaction. Before the bartender was back before her, she leaned close to her wrist.

"Are you done being the friendliest guy in the galaxy?" Hessa asked.

"You know me," Roak replied.

"There's a comm signal coming from that tavern," Hessa said. "I think you've been made."

"Gonna agree with you there," Roak said, his eyes on the Cervile. "Can you hack the signal?"

"Already did," Hessa replied. "Cervile dialect. Do you see the source?"

"I see it," Roak said. "Anything I need to worry about?"

"Not yet," Hessa said and paused.

"But...?"

"The comm is being sent out of the system using a trans-space booster and encrypted signal. Does the source look rich? Because that tech is not cheap."

"No. The source looks considerably less than rich."

"Interesting."

"Boring."

"Boring?"

"Boring. This has nothing to do with our current task. Boring."

"That's one way to look at it..."

"What are you seeing close by? Any chance our target is heading this way?"

"Surveillance holos are inconclusive."

"Inconclusive?"

"Hey!" the bartender shouted. "Keep talking to yourself over there and I'm calling security!" He pointed a tentacle at a sign behind the bar. "Can you read?"

"No crazy," Roak said. "That's your rule? Not, no killing or starting fights, but no crazy?"

"Gotta draw the line somewhere," the bartender replied. "Never been able to stop killing or fighting, but I sure as all the Hells can get rid of the crazy. We clear?"

"We're clear," Roak said.

"I'll talk, you listen," Hessa said.

Roak waited.

"Inconclusive because no one is walking around," Hessa said. "Everyone is inside one of thousands of taverns on this planet. Do they know something we don't?"

Roak waited.

"I've tried face rec," Hessa continued, "but Xippee's planetary protection protocols are wreaking havoc with all of my tracking abilities. I can see why this is the planet beings go to in order to lay low."

Roak waited.

"And get drunk," Hessa said. "So much drinking. I do not have a liver, but I am feeling jaundiced just monitoring the levels of poisons the many beings are ingesting at the rates they are ingesting them."

Roak waited.

"I say move on and try another tavern," Hessa said. "Waiting is only drawing attention to you."

"That's what I wanted to hear," Roak replied.

"Hey!" the bartender yelled. "I warned you!"

A tentacle waved over a comm interface by the register.

Roak lifted his Flott and waved it at the bartender.

The tentacle was withdrawn and the comm interface shut down.

"Maybe we got off on the wrong foot," the bartender said.

"You don't have feet," Roak replied. "Hessa? Hack his holo projector."

A cheap and glitchy holo projector set in the ceiling of the tavern came to life and a Galactic Fleet file photo of a Fleet Marine appeared.

"This guy. Have you seen him?" Roak asked. "I heard he frequents this place."

The bartender glanced at the holo and shook his head. "Nope. Never seen him."

"He's lying," Hessa said. "We have holo footage of the man being in here several times over the last few weeks and days."

"I know, Hessa," Roak said. "That's why we're here."

Roak smiled at the bartender. The bartender drew back. The Cervile hissed.

"Have another look," Roak said. "You expect him today?"

"No," the bartender said quickly. "No one else is coming in today. Everyone is staying put where they are."

"Ask him why," Hessa said.

Roak growled, closed his eyes, counted to five, opened his eyes, and sighed.

"Why's that?" Roak asked.

"Today is grease trap day," the bartender said with a tone that implied Roak was an imbecile. "Everyone knows grease trap day."

"Everyone knows grease trap day," the Cervile echoed.

"Grease trap day?" Roak asked.

The bartender checked the time on his register. "Yeah. Go ahead and take a couple of steps outside. You'll see."

Roak glared, shrugged, stood up, and crossed the tavern to the entrance. He opened the door and walked outside, very aware of his back being exposed to the bartender and the Cervile.

"They haven't moved," Hessa said.

"Thanks," Roak replied.

"Time and date."

Roak grumbled to himself, so done with Hessa making note every time he showed gratitude. 

Or apologized. 

Or admitted fault.

Any issues Roak had with Hessa were instantly forgotten as the intense stench of rotten grease went berserker on his nostrils.

"Roak? Are you in distress? Your heart rate is spiking," Hessa said.

"Grease...trap...day," Roak coughed as he retreated quickly back into the tavern.

"Told ya," the bartender said.

"Grease trap day," the Cervile stated.

"If you'd finished your drink and left sooner you would have avoided it," the bartender said.

"How long does that Eight Million Gods damn smell stick around?" Roak asked.

"Hours," the bartender said with a fleshy shrug. "Sometimes days."

"Sometimes days," the Cervile echoed.

"We don't have days, Roak," Hessa said.

"I am very aware of that," Roak replied, shaking his head at the bartender's look of confusion. "Not talking to you."

"Good," the bartender said then nodded towards Roak's seat. "You paid your chits. Feel free to stay until it's over. Just knock off the crazy."

"There's no cra-... Never mind," Roak said and pulled a rebreather from his belt. "I've got work to do."

"Then go do it," the bartender said. "But gotta warn ya, that rebreather ain't gonna help much."

"Grease trap day," the Cervile said with a loud belch. "No escape."

"We'll see," Roak said. 

He tossed another chit onto the counter then pulled a comm unit from his belt and swiped across it. The bartender's wrist implant chimed and the holo of the Fleet Marine appeared.

"Comm this signature if he comes in here," Roak said. "It'll be worth your while."

The bartender shrugged his fleshy shrug once more and pocketed the chit.

Roak studied the Cervile for a second then turned and left.

"Careful out there," the Cervile called after him. "Beings get weird on grease trap day."

"I'll be fine," Roak said.

The stench slammed into him like a plasticrete wall. The bartender wasn't lying, the rebreather didn't help much. The air didn't taste quite so thick, but the smell was still ever present. It was like a second, third, and fourth skin had wrapped themselves around Roak's body. Without the rebreather it would have felt like a fifth skin was on him too.

Small miracles...

"Any suggestions?" Roak asked.

"You're the galaxy's best bounty hunter," Hessa replied. "You tell me."

Roak growled low.

"Something's up your AI butt," he said. "What is it?"

"I am still unsure about this plan of action," Hessa replied. "We do not know with any certainty that Pol Hammon will even be where you believe him to be."

"I have a hunch," Roak said.

"Hunches are dangerous."

"Hunches have gotten me more bounties than I can count."

"But this isn't really a bounty. Not in the traditional sense."

"The little dark tech piece of terpigshit owes me millions of chits, so, yes, this is a bounty in the traditional sense since traditionally I do not stop until I get paid."

"You know what I mean, Roak. We are not hunting Pol Hammon to get paid, but so he can crack the quantum drives that store all of Bishop's files."

"We're doing both, Hessa. Hunting him for his skills, and since Agent Prime told us Pol stole trillions upon trillions of galactic society's wealth then we'll also get paid. Two gumps with one plasma blast."

Roak took several shallow breaths and moved off down the street. A street lined with tavern after tavern. 

That was Xippee, a planet made up entirely of taverns. Most economists would argue that it was not a sustainable economic model for a planet, but then those economists had never learned that when it comes to alcoholics and junkies, nothing is sustainable except their desire to consume, consume, consume. Thus Xippee.

"Hessa?" Roak asked. "Do I have a tail?"

"Most humans have some type of vestigial remnant of a tail as manifested in the coccyx bone," Hessa replied. "But, as we have discovered and determined, you aren't exactly human."

"Hessa..." Roak growled.

"I do not see anyone following you," Hessa said, an obvious smirk in her tone.

Human affectations were one of Hessa's quirks. At first they'd driven Roak crazy, but he'd gotten used to them. Just like he'd gotten used to working with Hessa in general.

As for the rest of his crew or whatever they wanted to be called...

Roak passed a tavern that was completely filled with water. The windows were large portholes and the beings inside were swimming around freely, drinks in their flippers, tubes going from the drinks to their mouths. Or suckers. Roak wasn't sure of the species, so he couldn't quite identify the anatomy.

The confusion over the beings' type distracted Roak just enough that he was a half-second late in seeing the large shadow disengage itself from the alleyway at the corner of the building. That half-second proved to be just the amount of time needed for a massive fist to come speeding towards Roak's face.

He took the hit and flew back several meters, his rebreather a shattered mess hanging from his bloodied lips.

"You're Roak," the shadow, the owner of the fist, said.

It wasn't a question, it was a statement.

"You'll regret that," Roak said as he launched to his feet and pulled his Flott.

A half-second before he could pull the trigger the muzzle of a pistol pressed against the skin just under his right ear. 

That Eight Million Gods damn half-second...

Roak focused his eyes on the being before him, the owner of the fist. Massive like a Gwreq with muscles upon muscles, there was something wrong with the being's features. It was like the guy was...warped. Roak wanted to ask what in all the Hells was the guy, but he figured the being wouldn't like the question too much.

And he had a pistol jammed under his ear, so there were more pressing questions.

"I hear you're looking for me," the being behind Roak, the one with the pistol, said.

"Are you Chann?" Roak asked. "Former Fleet Marine?"

"As soon as I heard you were looking for me I made a few comm calls," the being said without answering Roak's questions. "There are no bounties out on me, so why the fuck are you hunting me?"

"I'm not hunting you," Roak said. "I just need some info you have."

"Info? Ha," the huge warped being said. "Terpigshit."

"The info will help me find the being I am hunting," Roak explained. "That's why I'm looking for you."

"Info? That's all?" the being behind Roak asked.

"That's all. I'll pay for your time," Roak said.

"And for our drinks," the warped being said.

"And for our drinks," the being behind Roak said.

"And for your drinks," Roak agreed. "Now, how about you put that KL09 away and we go find somewhere out of this Eight Million Gods damn stench where we can talk. Sound good?"

"How'd you know it was a KL09?" the being behind Roak asked as he removed the pistol from Roak's head.

Roak slowly stepped to the side and gave the being, a human and former Fleet Marine named Chann, a harsh glare.

"Not the first time I've had a KL09 pressed to my head," Roak said. He hooked a thumb at the warped being. "He have a name? And species?"

"I don't count as a species anymore, asshole," the warped being said. "And the name's Shick."

"Shick. Chann," Roak said and cocked an eyebrow. "You have a tavern in mind? I don't think the one behind me will work."

Chann glared at Roak for a moment, looked past him to the portholes and water-filled tavern, then nodded.

"Yeah, we know a place," Chann said. "Follow us."

Chann and Shick turned and walked off down the street.

"They seem nice," Hessa said. "Maybe you'll make some friends."

"Shut it, Hessa," Roak said under his breath.

He wiped the blood from his mouth, struggled not to gag over the smell of Grease Trap Day, and fell in line behind Chann and Shick.

"You two don't seem too concerned that I'm behind you and armed," Roak said.

"Nope," Shick said.

"We got you covered, Roak," Chann said over his shoulder.

"Oh..." Hessa gasped. "They're good."

That's when Roak noticed the targeting tag on his right shoulder.

"How many snipers you got watching me?" Roak asked.

"Only need the one," Chann said.

2.

Roak didn't know how it was possible, but the tavern he found himself in was in worse shape than the one with the Groshnel bartender and Cervile "drunk". He also didn't know how it was possible that the place could stink more inside than outside.

Everyday was grease trap day for the pitiful patrons inside the tavern. Unfortunately for Roak, he was about to become one of those pitiful patrons.

"Over here," Chann said and led Roak to a back table while Shick stepped up to the bar.

They were obviously regulars from the way the bartender greeted Shick. Shick placed the order then wound his way through the tables to Roak and Chann.

Chann indicated for Roak to slide into the booth first. He did. Shick squeezed in next to him, effectively pinning Roak to the tavern's wall. It wasn't exactly a clean and sterile wall and the light armor Roak wore kept sticking to the surface, making a wet sucking sound every time he tried to shift positions and pull his shoulder away.

"Stop wiggling," Shick said.

"I don't wiggle," Roak replied. "Ever."

"Well you are now," Shick snapped. "So stop it."

Chann sat across from Roak and waited patiently while the bartender brought over their drinks. All three glasses were filled with a muddy brown substance that Roak wasn't sure was entirely liquid.

"I've had my fill back at the other tavern," Roak said.

"Drink," Shick said.

"Drink," Chann insisted.

"I'd rather not," Roak said.

The three of them sat there, no one saying a word, as Roak waited for Chann and Shick to give in.

Twenty minutes later, Hessa said, "Roak? Maybe have a sip."

"I can wait all night," Roak stated.

"So can we," Chann replied. "Fleet Marines know how to wait."

"He was GF too?" Roak asked, hooking his thumb at Shick.

"Sitting right here, asshole," Shick snarled. "Ask me directly."

"No problem," Roak said and turned to face Shick. "You were GF too?"

"In a past life," Shick said. "Before..."

"Before Javsatem?" Roak said.

Both Shick and Chann tensed. For a brief moment, Roak was certain that Shick was going to throttle him and Chann was going to bolt. Then the two shared a look and the moment passed.

"No idea what you're talking about," Chann said.

"Drink your drink," Shick said.

"I'm thinking no," Roak said. "I don't know what the Eight Million Gods damn stuff is and I don't want to find out. Not to mention the chance you drugged-"

Shick switched his drink for Roak's and pounded Roak's drink down in one swallow.

"Not drugged," Shick said.

"Listen, I'll buy you as many rounds as you want," Roak said, "but I'm not drinking with you. All I need is info."

"Info on an outpost we know nothing about," Chann said. He sipped his drink and frowned. "This really is terpigshit."

"Only thing I can taste," Shick said and took Chann's drink for himself and downed it. He eyed Roak until Roak nodded and he took that one as well. "Bottoms up."

He finished Roak's drink and snapped his massive fingers. The bartender made his way over with three more glasses.

"These are mine," Shick said as the glasses were set on the table. "Don't know what they want."

"You got any Klav whiskey?" Roak asked.

"Big spender," Chann said.

The bartender only laughed and walked away.

"Guess that's a no," Roak said. 

Roak slowly, careful not to spook Shick, grabbed the pouch from his belt. He emptied the pouch on the table and the din of constant noise in the tavern lessened a good amount at the sound of chits clinking together.

"I can triple this if your intel turns out to be right," Roak said. "How do I find Javsatem?"

"Couldn't tell you," Chann said. "Never heard of-"

"Don't," Roak said. "I didn't say it was an outpost, you did. You know what Javsatem is and you know where it is."

"Nope," Shick said.

"I believe they are afraid you are there to bust them for the heist they pulled before they ended up on Javsatem," Hessa said. 

"Right," Roak said. "Listen, I don't give twenty terpigshits about the job you pulled against the Skrang. I don't care about the loot you stole and sold. I really do not care. All I care about is how to get to Javsatem."

"Do you know what that word means?" Chann asked. "Javsatem?"

"It's an old Ferg word," Roak said. "It means Hell."

"Yeah, it does," Shick said. "You ever been to Hell, Roak?"

"Sitting in it right now," Roak replied, stone-faced.

"No," Shick said. "This is only Purgatory."

"If we did know what you're talking about," Chann said, "why out of all the Hells would you want to go to that one?"

"Doesn't matter," Roak said. "I just need to know how to get there."

Chann snorted. Shick grunted. They shared another look then both relaxed.

"Your funeral," Chann said.

"So you'll get me the coordinates?" Roak asked.

"Nope," Chann replied. "But we can get you the log from the ship that we escaped in. Best we can do."

"What does he mean?" Hessa asked. "A log would have the coordinates. Why not give us the coordinates? This is weird, Roak."

"Why the log?" Roak asked Chann.

"Because the place doesn't have coordinates," Chann said. "Well, it does, but they are unreliable. You want to get to Outpost Hell then you have to follow the log. Retrace our steps backward."

"It's why the GF chose the location for the outpost," Shick said. "Hard to find, even harder to get to."

"And gonna cost you a lot more than what you're offering," Chann said. "The log won't be cheap."

"You don't have the log?" Roak asked.

"Why would we have the log?" Chann responded. "None of us ever want to go back to that place."

Chann leaned forward, his eyes narrowed and wary.

"You don't want to go there either," Chann continued. "It's not a safe place for living beings, especially not humans."

"Who said I was human?" Roak replied. "And I'll be fine. Don't worry."

"No. You won't," Shick said.

"You really won't," Chann said.

Roak leaned back in the booth and crossed his arms over his chest. He looked up at the ceiling for a second, regretted the choice as soon as he saw the various unknown substances that looked ready to drip down on him, then focused back on Chann.

"The planet is plagued with storms," Roak said.

"Understatement," Shick scoffed.

"It's also inhabited by AIs," Roak continued. "Some very formidable AIs. AIs that may have ambitions to do some serious damage to the Galactic Fleet and the galaxy as a whole."

Roak smiled at the looks of surprise on Chann and Shick's faces. Roak was surprised himself when neither of the men cringed at Roak's smile. Most beings could barely tolerate looking at Roak when he smiled, but those two had no reaction at all.

"You know about the AIs and still want to go there?" Chann laughed. "You're a million times crazier than your reputation. You may be some galactic badass, but you're no match for those AIs. They're...different."

"I have my own different AI," Roak said.

"Excuse me?" Hessa snapped. "Your own?"

Roak ignored her.

"You're not getting it," Chann said. "These aren't androids or advanced AIs running GF mainframes or destroyers. They think they're people."

"I've run into an AI before in a flesh suit," Roak said. "Nothing about Javsatem will shock me."

"Until they jam a plasma coil up your ass," Shick said. "That'll shock you."

"Just get me the log," Roak said.

"You get us ten times the chits and we'll get you the log," Chann said. "What you do with it is your own business."

"Ten times the chits?" Hessa exclaimed.

"Eight Million Gods damn right it's my business," Roak said. "Ten times the chits?"

"Ten times the chits," Chann said.

"We can afford that. Barely," Hessa said. "If Agent Prime comes through with the FIS funds he said he could get."

"We can make it happen," Roak said. "How much time do you need to get the log?"

"A galactic standard week," Chann replied.

"You have two days," Roak responded then stared hard at Shick. "Move."

Shick did not move.

"No way we can get the log in two days," Chann said.

"Two days is the timeframe," Roak said, still staring at Shick. "Two seconds is your time frame to move, ugly."

"Ugly?" Shick laughed. "Your scarred up face ain't exactly winning beauty prizes."

"Yeah, Roak, maybe name calling isn't the way to go," Hessa said.

"Just get out of my way," Roak said to Shick.

The warped man didn't budge.

"We're going to need upfront payment," Chann said. "We have to grease a few wheels to get that log."

"Grease wheels?" Roak laughed. 

A few of the tavern's patrons turned to see what the horrible noise was. They turned back to the drinks as soon as they saw the look on Roak's face.

"You and your old comrades not on speaking terms?" Roak asked.

"Our old comrades are all dead," Chann said. "They made some bad decisions and got themselves taken out. Which is why the ship is impounded on Chafa."

Roak's lip curled up in disgust and irritation at the mention of the impound planet. He'd always had bad luck on that toxic place.

"Impounded? It could be scrap by now." Roak rolled his head on his neck. "How do I know you won't take the chits, go get your ship, and disappear without getting me the log?"

"Because we have no way off this planet," Chann said. "You think we want to stay on Xippee?"

Roak narrowed his eyes. "You want a ride to get the log," he stated.

"We just want a ride off this damn planet," Shick said a little too loud. 

More patrons turned to regard the meeting. Some kept their eyes on the three men longer than was needed. Roak made note of each being that let their gaze linger.

"Ten times the chits and a ride," Roak said. "We can handle two more passengers."

"Don't forget the sniper," Hessa said.

"Three passengers," Roak added. "Then we dump you off at the closest habitable station, planet, moon, asteroid, whatever."

"Works for me," Chann said. He looked at Shick. The big guy nodded. "Guess we have a deal."

"Great. Can you move your ass now?" Roak asked Shick. "And tell your sniper buddy not to shoot me when I leave."

"What? That's it? We aren't coming with you?" Chann asked.

"I gave you two days," Roak said. "Use them to make sure everything will be smooth as terpig lard when we get to Chafa. I don't want any surprises."

Hessa snorted. "Life with you is nothing but surprises, Roak."

Roak didn't respond to Hessa. Roak didn't respond when Shick slid out of the booth to let him out. Roak didn't respond when Chann started snapping his fingers close to Roak's face.

Well, he did respond to that by grabbing Chann's wrist and slamming the hand down on the table.

"We need to leave," Roak said quietly.

"Roak? What is happening?" Hessa asked.

Chann and Shick looked about the tavern, both trying to find the source of Roak's apprehension.

"So we are going with you?" Chann asked.

"I doubt that," a Gwreq said as she walked up to the table.

Stone-skinned, four-armed, seven feet tall, the being looked more formidable than Shick.

But that wasn't what had Roak worried. It was the color of the Gwreq's eyes.

"Red eyes," Roak said.

"Oh shit..." Hessa responded. "I'm trying to lock moltrans onto you now, Roak, but there are too many beings packed too closely together in the tavern. Can you get out to the street?"

"Is she speaking to you, Roak?" the red-eyed Gwreq asked. "Your AI partner? Say hello to Hessa for me."

"You know this lady?" Shick asked. He moved in closer to the red-eyed Gwreq. "Private conversation, miss. How about you move your grey-skinned self back to the bar?"

"Back off, Shick," Roak warned. "Chann? Take your buddy and leave."

"Leave? Because of some Gwreq?" Chann laughed. "I've dealt with way-"

Chann's sentence was ended as the Gwreq snapped out her lower left arm, grabbed him by the back of the head, and squeezed so hard and fast that his eyeballs shot from his skull and smacked Roak in the face.

"What the fuck?" Shick shouted and swung at the red-eyed Gwreq.

The being moved inside the swing and landed a vicious headbutt to Shick's nose. Bone and cartilage caved inward and blood shot out in every direction.

Before Shick's body fell, Roak had his Flott out and aimed at the red-eyed Gwreq's head.

"We're coming for you, asshole," Roak said and squeezed the trigger.

Gwreq's have incredibly thick skin, many times allowing them to take several plasma shots to the body without any real harm done. But no being could take a direct shot to the face.

The red-eyed Gwreq's head turned to mist and the huge body collapsed across Shick's.

The tavern became chaos and every being in there tried to scramble for the exits, essentially blocking any chance Roak had of escaping quickly.

"Tavern's clearing out, Hessa," Roak said. "Get me out of here as soon as you can."

"What's the hurry?" a red-eyed Slinghasp asked. A snake-like race, but bipedal, the Slinghasp flicked its tongue out at Roak. "Going somewhere, my son?"

"Not your son," Roak said and turned the Slinghasp's head into mist as well. 

Roak knew the Slinghasp had only been hijacked by the being known as Father, and it hadn't done anything to Roak to deserve death, but that was a moral detail he didn't have time to deal with. Not when there were dozens more beings around him that could have their implants hijacked too.

"Oh, Roak, so much anger," a red-eyed human said from Roak's right. The human was easily as tall and large as Roak, with bright blue skin, and two Blorta 65 laser pistols pointed at Roak. "Perhaps you should consider sitting back down and having a nice, calming drink. We can talk."

"Nothing to talk about," Roak said. 

Roak ducked and rolled, letting the targeting system in the Flott do the heavy lifting. The human's head became mist cloud number three. Roak kept rolling until he had his back up against the bar then he slowly stood, his Flott waving back and forth, his eyes looking for the next attack.

"Whiskey, right?" the bartender said.

Roak spun about, saw the red-eyes, and fired.

More mist.

"Stop this!" a voice roared from the middle of the still fleeing crowd.

A red-eyed Urvein, a bear-like race that was easily eight feet tall and weighed five times more than Roak, stood facing Roak. No weapons were visible, but the being didn't really need them. The six-inch claws at the end of the being's paw-hands were lethal enough.

Roak took aim then cried out as pain exploded in his right forearm. He dropped his Flott and began trying to shake the source of the pain free.

A Ferg, a race that looked like a cross between a beaver and a praying mantis, had its massive front incisors buried in Roak's arm, the sharp teeth able to pierce even Roak's light armor.

Roak lifted his arm high then brought it down hard onto the top of the bar. Parts of the Ferg broke, Roak clearly heard the snapping of bones, but the red-eyed little shit only bit down harder and deeper. Out of the corner of Roak's eye, he could see the Urvein shoving beings out of the way as it waded through the fleeing patrons to get to Roak.

"Hessa," Roak snarled. "Gonna need some help."

"I...a...on you... Keep...to scan..."

"Hessa? Hessa!" Roak shouted.

"Well, isn't this interesting?" the Urvein said. "We have a new guest joining the party."

Roak slammed the Ferg down once, twice, three more times before finally snapping the thing's neck. The teeth loosened enough for Roak to wriggle his fingers inside the mouth and pull the teeth free from his arm.

Blood gushed from the wound. Roak ignored the damage to his arm and concentrated on his comm.

"Hessa? What's going on?" he called.

No answer.

"Oh, this new guest must have considerable resources," the Urvein said. "It's able...to..."

Roak watched the Urvein's eyes flicker back and forth from red to normal and back to red in a chaotic cycle.

"This...is...problematic," the Urvein said right before roaring at the top of its lungs. It clapped its hands to its head then fell to its knees. "We...will...talk soon..."

The Urvein's head exploded.

That did it for any patrons that may have been considering having one more drink for the road. The tavern cleared completely out except for Roak and the corpses.

And a mangy looking Cervile sitting at the end of the bar.

The Cervile from the previous tavern.

The being held up its hand and waved.

"Roak," the Cervile said. "If you wouldn't mind stepping my way. You have an appointment."

The Cervile smoothed its fur and stood up. The mange and softness were gone.

"Nice trick. You're good," Roak said. "I clocked you back at the other tavern, but I thought you were just a tavern rat selling intel. Didn't think you were true Cervile."

"I wouldn't be much use to my queen if I couldn't do the job properly," the Cervile said. "Come along now. She is waiting."

"Your queen?" Roak asked, slightly surprised.

"My queen," the Cervile replied.

"I've never met the Cervile queen before," Roak said. "Maybe I should clean up first. I can meet you there."

"No need," the Cervile said. "She's seen you at your worst."

Roak started to ask a question then closed his mouth. Pieces fell into place.

"Well...shit," Roak said, grabbing his fallen Flott as he moved closer to the Cervile.

"Yes. Well, shit," the Cervile said then cocked her head. "Ready for transport."

In a swirl of molecules, both Roak and the Cervile vanished from the tavern, leaving behind blood and chaos.

Just another day for Roak.

3.

Roak found himself standing on a moltrans platform in a room filled with Cervile troopers. All troopers had their weapons casually held down by their legs, none looking even the least concerned that the galaxy's most deadly bounty hunter had just been transported instantly before them.

Roak wasn't surprised. The Cervile ego was legendary, at least amongst the elite. Roak would have to kill a quarter of them before the others truly became alarmed.

"Nice moltrans," Roak said. "I don't feel like puking at all. You have the new tech."

"There have been great strides these last few months," the Cervile from the tavern said. "It's helped us with our exodus."

"Exodus?" Roak asked.

"Not my place to tell you," the Cervile said. She stepped off the platform and smiled at Roak, making sure he saw her very sharp teeth. "Meshara. Personal attaché and security companion of Queen Tala Berene, at your service."

"She became queen? How?" Roak asked. "There were quite a few before her in the line of succession."

"Yes. Were," Meshara replied. "Come along, Roak. The Queen awaits."

Roak had no idea what was going on, but he shrugged, stepped off the platform, and followed Meshara as the woman led him to the moltrans room's exit. The Cervile troopers watched him walk by with practiced indifference.

As soon as Roak was out of the room, he was plunged into chaos.

There were Cerviles everywhere. The corridor was lined with cots and belongings with many of the cots occupied by not so healthy looking Cerviles. Young Cerviles ran wild up and down the corridor and the adults let them, no one admonishing them or telling them to go run somewhere else, which was very un-Cervile-like.

"Something happened," Roak said.

"It did," Meshara replied, but didn't offer any further explanation.

"Hessa?" Roak tried calling over his comm. "Hessa, can you read me?"

"Sorry, Roak, but comm transmissions are blocked," Meshara said. "All transmissions are blocked, actually. We took an enormous risk moltransing to the ship, but it was the fastest way to get you here and speed is of the essence right now."

"Why is that?" Roak asked. "Are you being hunted? Because it looks like you're on the run."

"You really haven't heard?" Meshara asked then shook her head. "I'll let the Queen explain it all."

Meshara led and Roak followed as they navigated their way through the disheveled throngs of Cerviles that filled each corridor. Even the lifts they took were filled with Cerviles trying to find a little space for themselves.

It took a long while, but they finally made it to a cleaner area of the ship. The numbers of packed together Cerviles dwindled and the quality of the attire grew. Roak recognized a couple of faces here and there, faces belonging to the Cervile ruling class, as he and Meshara walked the last few meters to a set of massive, ornate double doors.

Two Cervile guards opened the doors and Meshara gestured for Roak to take the lead. He did and was not surprised to see the massive receiving hall usually reserved exclusively for the queen was also filled with cots and belongings, as well as several depressed and harried looking Cervile nobles.

At the far end of the receiving hall was a dais that should have had a throne on it, but instead there was just another cot. Although, the cot was more of a four-poster bed.

Sitting on it cross-legged was a Cervile woman. A Cervile woman staring daggers at Roak.

"Tala," Roak said. "How deep is this terpigshit I'm in?"

"You will address her as Queen Tala or Her Majesty!" a guard shouted.

"Pal, you'll want to just back the fuck down," Roak said without taking his eyes off Tala. "This is my ex-wife, so I'll call her-"

Several plasma rifles were pointed at Roak's head. Meshara held a blade down close to her leg. Roak could tell out of the corner of his eye she was ready to strike as soon as she needed to.

Roak waited for Tala to call off the guards and Meshara. She did not.

"That deep, huh?" Roak said. "Great. Care to tell me why?"

"Your Majesty?" Meshara asked.

Tala sighed, uncrossed her legs, and stood up from the bed. She glanced casually at the guards, at Meshara, then finally at Roak.

"He lives for now," Tala said. "We need him."

"It's good to be needed," Roak said.

The guards tensed, but did not fire.

"Weapons down," Tala said. She stepped from the dais and walked past Roak. "Follow me. I feel the need for a walk. We can talk along the way."

"Talking and walking is good," Roak said. "Better than bleeding and dying."

"That may still happen," Tala said. "It will depend on our talk and if you are actually worth keeping alive."

"Pretty much the theme of our marriage," Roak said. "It'll be fun."

"Like old times," Tala said. "But with a legitimate option of me killing you at the end."

"Like I said, it'll be fun," Roak replied.

He followed Tala as she left the receiving hall. Meshara followed, but the guards were left behind. Roak knew there would be plenty of guards close by as they walked the corridors. Even if he wanted to harm Tala, he'd have a slim to none chance of making that happen. And a zero chance of surviving afterwards.

They walked down one corridor in silence then another and another.

Roak waited patiently. He had no choice and knew it.

"We are divorced, yes?" Tala asked finally.

"Last I checked," Roak replied.

"So we are no longer family?"

"According to Cervile and GF law."

"Then why, if I may ask, am I still dealing with fucking in-laws?" Tala shouted.

The Cerviles lining the corridor cringed at the queen's outburst. Some ducked under their cots.

Roak really wanted to know what in all the Hells had happened to these people.

"In-laws?" Roak asked. "What do you mean? I don't... Oh... Father."

"Father," Tala agreed. "He paid us a visit and took our planet. It is gone, Roak."

"What do you mean it's gone?"

"Gone. It was there and now it is not."

"He destroyed it?"

"Were you not listening? I said he paid us a visit and took it. Took. It. The planet is no longer in our galaxy. It is gone."

Roak studied the Cerviles around him. They were normally beings that could handle almost anything thrown at them with calm and quite a bit of nerve. These beings were traumatized, terrified, and broken. They'd seen some shit.

"Tell me what happened," Roak said.

Tala did.

She explained how Father had shown up in the guise of one of the Cervile ambassadors returning home from a diplomatic mission. By the time she or anyone realized that the ambassador was not who he was supposed to be and was instead some malicious entity, it was too late. 

The planet shook with severe earthquakes for days. Millions lost their lives before Tala could implement an evacuation plan. She and her council handled it perfectly and got every single remaining Cervile off the planet. 

Then the planet disappeared. It was there one moment and then not. No trace. Nothing.

"He took a planet?" Roak mused. "Why in all the Hells would he do that? And how in all the Hells did he manage it?"

"That is why you are here," Tala said. "Why in all the Hells would your Father do that and how did he manage it?"

"First, not my father," Roak said. "He's just some asshole that raised, trained, and tortured me."

"And your siblings," Tala said.

"They aren't my... Fine, sure, and my siblings."

"Just some asshole or not, he identifies as Father and identifies as your Father, so you better have a solution to this problem."

"A solution?" 

Roak stopped walking. Tala did not.

Roak stood there and waited. Tala continued walking.

Roak kept waiting, Tala kept walking.

"Eight Million Gods dammit," Roak snarled then jogged to catch up with the queen.

"What do you mean, a solution?" Roak asked.

"What do you mean, what do I mean? A solution. A solution on how you get my planet back."

"Are you joking? I can't get a planet back. How the fuck would I get a planet back?"

Meshara hissed from behind them.

"Show respect," she stated. Nothing but menace dripped from her words.

"How the fuck would I get a planet back, Your Majesty?" Roak said.

Meshara pounced. Roak was ready.

He flipped her over his shoulder, took the knife from her grip, and placed the tip to the fallen Cervile's throat. His eyes stared hard at Tala.

"Knock it off," Tala said and walked away from them.

Roak flipped the knife around and offered it to Meshara, handle first. She took it, sheathed it, and held up a hand. Roak grabbed the hand and helped her to her feet.

He was ready for the punch to the face and dodged that, but he didn't expect the knee coming up at him. Blood exploded from his nose. The Cerviles in the corridor that were unfortunately a little too close to the action began hissing and growling as they wiped Roak blood from their fur.

Roak eventually caught up to Tala once again.

"Tell me everything," Tala ordered.

Despite his inclination to tell her absolutely nothing since he flat out refused to be ordered around by his ex-wife, Roak decided that the Cerviles deserved some explanation of what was going on.
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