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1.

The alarm sent Xew Co’m Tikk on a mad mission of slapping at the bedside table, three of his eight tentacle arms frantic to kill the Eight Million Gods awful noise before his wife woke up.

“Can’t you simply have that alert you in your comm implant?” Mess’a Tikk grumbled from her side of the bed. “Must we do this every morning, Xew?”

“I told you,” Xew said as he managed to finally kill the alarm. “Comm alarms don’t wake me up. They become part of my dreams and I sleep right through them. I need the—”

“Auditory dissonance of a separate alarm to wake me from slumber,” Mess’a interrupted as she finished the oft-spoken explanation for Xew’s annoying habit. “We’re gonna have to work on that.”

“Love, there is no working on over forty years of conditioning,” Xew said as he gulped several lungfuls of air so his invertebrate body could become rigid enough for him to stand and stretch.

Being a Groshnel, Xew needed constant gulps of air in order to maintain a solid stature. He wasn’t like humans or Gwreqs or any of the vertebrate races that populated the galaxy. He was Groshnel and in order to function, a thousand rigid air sacks had to be constantly filled and refilled with air. 

Other races saw Groshnels as soft, which technically they were, but all Groshnels knew that their perceived weakness was their greatest strength. They were flexible to the point of being able to slip through cracks that even the thinnest of humans couldn’t conceive of fitting through. Not to mention they could take a punch better than ninety percent of the galactic races without sustaining damage. And having eight arms certainly wasn’t a bad thing, especially in the line of work Xew was in.

Xew shuffled across the room and grabbed the neatly folded pile of clothes he’d set on a chair the night before. Still barely awake, he continued his pre-dawn shuffle towards the lavatory.

“We have the Holcostelbans coming over for dinner tonight, don’t forget,” Mess’a mumbled sleepily from the bed as Xew closed the lavatory door.

“Got it,” Xew called back through the door.

He frowned as he set his clothes on the counter and stared at his haggard image in the mirror. Twenty years on the Jafla Base police force and another twenty as a detective in the Galactic Vice, Jafla Base Squad hadn’t been kind to his rubbery, invertebrate body. Xew couldn’t quite figure out why Mess’a, a decade his junior, had wanted to marry an old being like him.

But he wasn’t complaining. 

At his age, he didn’t have time to complain and simply knowing he would be coming home to a beautiful being like Mess’a each night made getting through the days that much easier. A late-in-life marriage had probably saved his ass from the ubiquitous depression that oncoming retirement instilled in those coming close to the end of the job.

Xew stepped into the shower and activated the steam nozzle. Then his comm implant rang and he paused.

“Tikk. Go,” Xew answered.

“Xew. Need you at Docking Hangar Thirty-Seven. Like yesterday, man.”

“Good morning to you too, Tipo,” Xew replied. “I’m stepping into a steam right now. I’ll be down there—”

“Nope,” Tipo S’lunn interrupted. “Now, man. We have a nasty situation down here.”

“I just woke up, Tipo,” Xew said, annoyed at being interrupted for the second time that morning. “I’m going to steam and have a cuppa. Then I’ll be down.”

“Again with the nope,” Tipo replied. “We have a lead on a sex trafficking barge. Just arrived from Egthak.”

“Egthak? Why would a trafficking barge be coming from Egthak?” Xew asked, his eyes staring at the enticing steam that was filling his shower. A shower he had yet to step into. “Nothing comes from Egthak.”

“Exactly,” Tipo said. “Yet there’s a barge about to land and after some digging, I found the transponder code to be fake and part of a batch used by the Collari Syndicate.”

“Collari?” Xew turned off the steam. “Do not touch that barge until I get there.”

“That’s why I commed you, man,” Tipo said.

“How are we for warrants?” Xew asked as he scrambled to get dressed. He flinched as he smelled himself and started hunting for his deodorizer. Finding it in the second drawer down, Xew activated the nozzle and turned himself this way and that so he was coated in a scent that didn’t smell like a recently awakened Groshnel. “The captain on board with this?”

“Captain Jorg told me to call your blubbery ass down here,” Tipo said. “We have all the warrants and the go-ahead from GV Division headquarters to pry the barge open as soon as it is finished landing.”

“Division headquarters?” Xew struggled to get dressed even faster. “Shit. What’s headquarters doing nosing around regional business?”

“My guess? The Collari Syndicate missed a bribe payment and someone is pissed.”

“Eight Million Gods, Tipo,” Xew hissed. “Don’t say shit like that over an unsecured comm. You’ll get us both killed.”

“Please,” Tipo said. “I’ve said a lot worse and I’m still standing.”

“For now.” 

Xew sighed as he fought his equipment belt’s fuse buckle. He was a full Galactic Vice Detective, but even in plain clothes, he wore an equipment belt. Couldn’t fit all the gear the job needed in his suit pockets, especially since eight arms took up a lot of real estate in his jacket. He took shit from the other GVDs in his Squad, but he didn’t care. Better to be prepared than dead.

“On my way,” Xew said as he killed the comm and rushed from the lavatory.

“Don’t forget the Holcostelbans!” Mess’a cried after him as he rushed from the bedroom into the modest living room of their apartment, then out the front door.

2.

“Pilot logged the landing and left less than five minutes ago,” Tipo said as Xew joined him in an observation roller parked half a click from Docking Hangar Thirty-Seven. 

Tipo was a Shiv’erna, a lithe race with thick skin and elephantine proboscises. Tipo’s proboscis had flared nostrils and was slightly elevated at the end, telling Xew he was more than excited about the prospect of raiding the barge. The fact the GVD was barely able to sit still was a dead giveaway also.

“Breathe,” Xew said as he sat down on the bench that was situated in front of the bank of holo projectors and vid screens lining one wall of the enclosed observation roller. “Last thing we need is for you to go rushing in there all half-cocked and get someone hurt.”

“That market thing wasn’t my fault, Xew,” Tipo replied, not seeming too bothered by the thinly veiled admonition. “Those Jesperians were jumpy as shit. They would have shot first if I let them.”

“That’s kind of the point,” Xew said. “We’re GVDs, Tipo. We don’t shoot first.”

“We do if we want to live to see tomorrow,” Tipo argued.

“What’s the call?” a human snapped from the far end of the roller. Dressed in full tactical gear, his light armor giving off a faint hum as the energy shielding coursed through the material, the human’s lack of patience was evident on his lined face. “We going in or what?”

Xew gave Tipo an annoyed look which was instantly returned. Dealing with the tactical division of Jafla Base PD was one of the least enjoyable parts of being Galactic Vice. Yes, the detectives had full autonomy from the general regional police department. But at the same time, they were beholden to said police department’s manpower availability. The GV, all across the galaxy, was investigative only; if they needed boots on the ground, then those boots were pulled from regional forces.

“What defenses does the barge have?” Xew asked. He held out two of his tentacle arms and snapped his rubbery fingers. Tipo handed him the warrants for the search and seizure of the barge and all of its contents. “Sergeant? What are we looking at?”

The human, Sergeant Ben Halsey, grumbled then nudged the tech, human also, that was seated at the far left of the bank of holo projectors. “Give the detective the stats.”

“No weapons we can detect,” the tech said gruffly. “That’s the problem. We can’t detect much. Interior is shielded, especially the cargo hold. Exterior comes up as a standard shipping barge that’s seen better days, but like a million others is still a workhorse. You couldn’t pick this barge out of a lineup of similar vehicles if you wanted to.”

“Barges aren’t usually shielded like that,” Tipo said.

“Give the rookie a prize,” Halsey growled.

“I’ve been a GVD for three years, Halsey,” Tipo snapped. “Stop calling me a rookie. And why are you here? I told Captain Jorg that we wouldn’t need you. We can handle a barge sweep.”

Halsey snorted with derision at this reply.

“We hit it now,” Xew said. “Unless we expect some new intel to come through.”

“This is what we have,” Tipo said. “Won’t get better than this.”

“Sergeant, tell your people to cover all of the hatches,” Xew ordered. “No one fires unless ordered to or fired upon. Understood?”

“I know how to do my job, Detective,” Halsey said with enough attitude to fill the barge’s cargo hold ten times over. Then he began relaying orders to his team as he shoved open the roller’s side door and jumped out, his RX31 plasma assault rifle at the ready.

“So close,” Xew said under his breath.

“You still have two years left,” Tipo said as he patted Xew on the head. “Don’t mentally retire yet.”

“Eat me,” Xew said as the two detectives followed Halsey out of the roller. 

Jafla Planet was a desert. Nothing, not even B’clo’no’s, the universally reviled mucus-based lifeforms that drained other beings of their life force, could last very long out in the wasteland that was Jafla. Visitors either stayed close to the base or died. No real middle ground. Which meant Jafla Base always had a captive audience and a market for something new.

Up until recently, Jafla Base had been a whirlwind of interstellar vehicle activity. Being the only inhabited area of Jafla Planet, the base was a constant stream of ships coming and going. Everything from tourists to business beings to the many players from the different crime syndicates to galactic celebrities could be seen going to and from the base.

And all were there for the Orb fights. Or had been. 

With the questionable death of Stava Shem Stava, the owner/operator/corrupt lord of the heavy grav mortal combat sport, the Orb fights’ prestige had dropped considerably and tourist traffic had died down a good amount the past year. But other traffic had started to pick up.

Xew hated the place. Yet it had been home for most of his adult life and all of his law enforcement career.

“Prostitution is legal on Jafla,” Halsey said offhandedly.

“Sex slavery isn’t,” Xew said with a tone that stated he was tired of arguing the same point over and over with the sergeant. “Registered and regulated prostitution is legal. Kidnapping beings and forcing them into the sex trade is not.”

“Keeps you employed, I guess,” Halsey said then moved off to join his tactical team while Xew and Tipo made a beeline for the barge.

“Asshole,” Tipo said.

“No arguments there,” Xew said.

He withdrew his pistol and his badge from his belt. The pistol hummed to life and the badge began to glow as the holo projector came online, ready to flash his credentials in half a meter high letters so there was no mistaking who he was or why he was there. Tipo did the same and the detectives slowly made their way to the aft end of the barge.

“Open channel,” Xew said. His comm implant bleeped once to indicate his order had been carried out. “Attention crew of Barge 8463211-EGTK! This is Galactic Vice Detective Xew Co’m Tikk! Open the cargo hold immediately for a warranted search!”

“Just sent them the warrants,” Tipo said as he swiped the hand holding his badge over his opposite wrist. “No pleading ignorance on this one.”

Xew nodded and waited for a response. None came and he repeated his announcement. Still no response. He gave Tipo a side glance then stepped closer to the barge.

“Operations channel only,” Xew said. His implant bleeped. “I need tech override on the hatch now. Get that hold open.”

“Copy that,” the tech from the observation roller responded.

Xew and Tipo waited impatiently, their bodies tense and ready for the hatch ramp to open and descend.

Two minutes passed. Three and four minutes. Five.

“Dammit,” Xew snapped. “What’s the holdup?”

“Hatch protocols are giving me the runaround,” the tech replied over the comm. “Whoever owns this barge does not want it opened up.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Tipo said. “If they wanted it to—”

The grinding of gears interrupted Tipo’s complaint and he and Xew lifted their pistols as they watched the ramp begin to descend.

“Oh, shit,” Tipo said, his proboscis tucking up under itself. “Eight Million Gods, do you smell that?”

“Hard not to when I have to take a breath every quarter second,” Xew said as he tried not to gag. “Wow. That’s bad.”

The ramp had almost touched the ground when Halsey and his tactical team came sweeping past the two detectives. They ascended the ramp, rifles to their shoulders, and began shouting orders for anyone and everyone onboard to hear.

Tipo waved a hand as he bent over and tried to breathe.

“Gonna have to take a second, man,” Tipo said to Xew. “Sorry. The sniffer is not happy with that stench.”

“Clear,” Halsey announced as he came to the edge of the ramp and glared down at the detectives. “Of live ones, anyway.”

“What you got?” Xew asked.

“See for yourself,” Halsey said and gestured towards the cargo hold. “It’s not pretty, Detective. These folks have been dead a long time.”

“You gonna be okay?” Xew asked Tipo.

“I’ll be fine soon,” Tipo said, still doubled over. “Go see and I’ll be right up.”

“Okay,” Xew said and walked up the ramp towards Halsey. “How many are we talking, sergeant?”

“Fifty. Maybe more,” Halsey said then narrowed his eyes and cocked his head. “Hold on. The precinct is refusing to send transport to haul the bodies away. They’re saying GV is in charge, so GV needs to authorize the request.”

“Fine,” Xew said and pointed towards Tipo. “Coordinate with Detective S’lunn. He’ll get it straightened out.”

“Sure. Put me with the rookie,” Halsey grumbled as he descended the ramp and stomped over to Tipo.

Xew waited for the sergeant and Tipo to begin speaking before he turned and gave his full attention to the contents of the cargo hold. Half the tactical team was milling about, all trying not to look like they were going to vomit. Xew figured the other half were still sweeping the rest of the barge. He took a few steps then paused as the full weight of what he was seeing hit him.

Easily fifty corpses in stages of advanced decay covered the floor of the cargo hold. They were of all galactic races, genders, ages. The sex trade was indiscriminate when it came to appetites, so all demographics were represented.

“Eight Million Gods,” Xew muttered under his breath. “They’ve been dead for weeks. Why bring them here?”

“Detective?” a member of the tactical team asked.

“Nothing. Talking to myself,” Xew said.

“We got a live one!” someone shouted. “Help me get her up!”

All attention focused on a member of the team and a convulsing human woman that was propped up against the hold’s back wall.

“Wait!” Xew shouted. “Do not touch—!”

Those were the last words the detective ever said as the cargo hold was filled with a brilliant light and heat so hot that Xew never felt his flesh melt away. He was shouting then he was gone. Forever.

3.

The razor-sharp claw extended from the tip of his index finger then withdrew back into the flesh. Again and again, over and over, until the woman seated across the table slammed a tile down so loud that half the occupants of the gaming tables around the room drew weapons and jumped from their chairs. Once they saw no threat, everyone went back to their games with a few chuckles, some grumbles, and more than a couple of curses.

“Yes, you are half Cervile!” the human woman snapped as she began rearranging her upset tiles. “We get it!”

“You got something against Cerviles?” the man asked. 

“I got something against halfers that like to shove their disgusting genetics in pure-blooded beings’ faces,” the woman growled. “Ain’t right.”

“You think you’re pure?” the man asked.

“Etch, chill,” a nervous-looking Ferg said from the seat directly to the man’s right. “That thing you do with your claw is a little distracting.”

The man turned and glared at the Ferg. Glared down. Fergs were a short race, around a meter tall, and looked like a cross between an ancient Earth beaver and praying mantis. More fur than bug skin, but those big eyes tended to make folks uncomfortable. It was the Ferg’s turn to be uncomfortable as the man continued to glare.

The man was a halfer. Half human and half Cervile, which was a humanoid feline race with all the deadliness that came with that comparison. While the man wasn’t completely covered in fur from head to toe, he did have a thick beard of fine, red hair that covered most of his face. He could easily pass as full human if he didn’t constantly show his genetic makeup by extending claws from the tips of his fingers.

That and the pupils in his golden eyes were vertical slits that pulsed in and out as he stared at the woman seated across from him.

“Call me a halfer again,” the man, Etch Knowles, said. He set his forearms on the table, almost on top of his row of tiles, and leaned forward. “Do it. Call me a halfer again.”

“Can we keep playing instead of spitting?” a severely obese Urvein asked from the seat next to the woman. 

A bear-like race, Urveins could top eight feet in their prime and were built of muscle and thick hair. The Urvein in question had let himself go a long time ago and could barely reach his tiles from across his enormous belly. 

“I gotta business appointment an hour after dawn,” the Urvein continued as he swiped at his wrist and brought up a chrono reading. “That’s in less than two hours. I’d love to win some of my chits back before then.”

“Fat chance, fat ass,” Etch said, his eyes still on the offending woman.

The woman was in her mid-thirties and beautiful even with the deep, jagged scar that ran from her left temple, across her cheekbone, and down to her left nostril. Dark skin with short-cropped platinum hair and bright green eyes, she’d turned heads when she’d walked into the gaming room fifteen hours earlier. Now she looked haggard and tired, not to mention close to homicidal, as Etch continued to extend and retract that single claw from his index finger.

“No need to get personal,” the Urvein grumbled.

“Call me a halfer again,” Etch said to the woman.

“Play your tile,” the woman replied. “It’s your turn.”

The corners of Etch’s mouth turned up in a brief smile. He leaned back, studied the woman, looked down and studied his tiles, then selected one and set it in the center of the table next to two similar tiles.

“Three set,” Etch said and the brief smile became a permanent fixture, widening until it took up his entire face. “Seventeens. Anyone got eighteens or higher to slap down? No?”

The entire table complained as they mucked their tiles into the discard chute. Except for the woman.

“Don’t need eighteens when I have a set,” the woman said. She placed a tile next to six others and smiled as the numerical progression lined up perfectly. “Line of seven. Hard to beat that.”

“Very hard,” Etch said and placed a fourth then a fifth seventeen tile next to the set of three already in the mix. “But not impossible. Set of five beats a run of seven. That’s how this game works, right?”

The woman leapt up from her chair, her hand reaching for a pistol that wasn’t on her hip. She slapped at her side for a second then rolled her eyes and sat back down.

“Good game,” she said and extended her hand across the table.

“Yeah, I don’t think so,” Etch said as he shoved the tiles in play into the discard chute then scooped up the nice-sized pile of chits that sat off to the side. “I’ve heard about your handshakes. Folks don’t live long once they touch that micro-toxin your palm is coated with.”

The woman’s green eyes widened then narrowed then relaxed as she in turn relaxed back into her seat.

“You did your homework,” the woman said.

“I always like to know who I play with,” Etch said. “Cassa Wickens is a name you don’t overlook. Killer for hire. And all that shit.”

“There’s more subtlety to me than killer for hire and all that shit,” Cassa stated. “But it’s hard for halfers to grasp subtlety, I know.”

“You had to go and say it, didn’t you,” Etch said and sighed.

The table was bolted to the floor. Which made Etch look like an idiot when he leapt to his feet and tried to flip it. All he ended up doing was give everyone still seated a good laugh.

“Jeez, Etch,” the Ferg said. “Calm all the Hells down, will ya? People talk shit at the table. Get used to it.”

“Talking shit and being a bigoted bitch are two different things, Klosp,” Etch said to the Ferg.

“You wear your issues on your sleeve, Etch Knowles,” Cassa said and laughed at the surprise on Etch’s face. “What? You’re not the only one that does their homework. I know all about the galactic scumbag called Etch Knowles. Had to make sure you paid your debts before I agreed to sit at the same table as you. Luckily, you do pay your debts. You rip beings off in every other way possible, but you always pay your debts.”

“You see any debts here?” Etch asked, pointing at his huge stack of chits. “Don’t need to pay anything if you all are paying me.”

“Yeah, I’m done,” the Urvein said as he pushed back his chair and struggled to his feet. His massive belly jiggled up and down violently, almost knocking his meager stack of chits off the table and on to the floor. The being scooped up the chits and stowed them in a small pouch on his belt. He turned and nodded to Cassa. “See you in a couple weeks?”

“I’ll comm you later,” Cassa said, giving the Urvein a smile. “Unless I’m on the run after killing this punk ass bitch.”

“Yeah, good luck with all that,” the Urvein said and waddled away. Beings at other tables had to shift their chairs to let him pass as his wide hips threatened to knock them from their seats if they didn’t adjust fast enough. “Good gaming, everyone.”

There were a few replies of “good gaming” back, but most of the occupants in the room continued to focus on the tiles in front of them and the stakes on their tables.

“We gonna rumble, Etch Knowles?” Cassa asked. “Or we gonna finish playing a few rounds before we all get back to our ships and catch some shut-eye. I’m only on Ballyway for three more days before I have to get back to work. I’d rather not spend those days locked up because I slit your throat.”

“You’re not that good,” Etch replied.

“Actually, she is,” Klosp said in a whisper all could hear.

“Say you’re sorry for calling me a halfer,” Etch demanded. “Say it.”

“If it’ll get the game going again,” Cassa replied without hesitation. “I’m sorry I called you—”

The room wasn’t large, able to hold a dozen gaming tables, when half the tables, along with the players seated at them, were sent flying across the room to collide with the rest as the far wall was obliterated and a massive, smoking hole appeared before everyone’s startled and quickly panicked eyes.

“Raid!” someone yelled as heavily armed and armored troopers rushed the room, H16 plasma carbine multi-weapons swinging left and right while an electronic voice announced, “Galactic Vice Division! Surrender immediately and survive! Do not resist! Galactic Vice Division! Surrender immediately and survive! Do not resist!”

Despite the words being repeated over and over at an ear-splitting level, many of the players did not surrender immediately and decided resisting was their best option. The electronic voice was quickly drowned out by the sound of gunfire and screaming from those that made the wrong choice.

Etch threw himself onto the ground and laced his hands behind his head. He flinched and shook at every gunshot and plasma blast that flew over his head.

“Etch...?” Klosp whispered as he tried to crawl over to Etch. “Shit...”

Half the Ferg’s face was gone, his entire left side roasted to a cinder by a plasma blast. Etch grimaced as Klosp’s wide eyes locked onto his then became empty as the life left the being’s body.

“Eight Million Gods dammit,” Etch growled under his breath as the fighting continued around him.

Then it was over. Five minutes of all the Hells followed by a deathly silence that lasted five seconds.

“Get them up!” someone roared. “Get this gambling scum up off the floor and into the roller!”

Armor-gloved hands yanked Etch to his feet, forced his hands down from his head so they could be restrained behind his back, then proceeded to half-shove, half-guide him through the chaos of the raid.

“I knew you were bad luck,” Cassa snarled as Etch was marched past her. She had a nasty wound to her right shoulder and a medic was tending to it while three troopers covered her with their weapons. “Better stay out of my orbit from now on, halfer.”

“Kiss my ass,” Etch snapped as he was shoved towards a line of prisoners that were being led out through the huge hole in the underground gambling room’s wall. “Whichever half your lips can stand. I don’t really care.”

“Shut up!” a trooper shouted as he cuffed Etch upside the back of his head. “Talk again and you get a stun baton up your ass, scumbag!”

Etch didn’t talk again. Not for a long while.

4.

Etch sat in a holding cell with over twenty other beings for six days before he was allowed to make his comm call. He was weak and dehydrated, having figured out that eating or drinking anything provided by the guards led to intestinal distress that none of the species and races could avoid. That and using the latrine wasn’t an easy proposition considering his hands had thick polymer mittens on them to prevent him from using his claws.

The cell smelled like a sewer and Etch was more than glad to be led away from it, if only for a few minutes.

“What in all the Hells?” Etch snarled into the comm when he was finally alone in one of the communications bubbles that prisoners were allowed to use to speak to their legal representatives. All the other bubbles were empty which meant he didn’t have to try to hide his anger. “You cut the game short by a week and I’ve been sitting in my own piss for almost that long. Wanna tell me what the fuck went wrong?”

“Nothing,” a wizened voice replied. It was a female voice, but not human, and it sounded exhausted. “The op was performing beautifully. Your cover was intact. But there were extenuating circumstances that required we pull you out without blowing that cover. The raid was the only way we could do it without exposing you.”

“Come on, Chief,” Etch replied. “You couldn’t wait a few more hours and pick me up out on the streets? People died, Chief. Klosp was a piece of shit, but he didn’t deserve to have his face blasted off.”

“The deaths were unfortunate, but we needed your extraction to be real and messy,” Galactic Vice Division Chief Morga Lu’Tes’Tu responded with a sigh. “We didn’t expect as much resistance as we faced. They were gamblers; they should have dropped their tiles and raised their hands. Instead, some opened fire. We did what needed to be done.”

“Good for you and your justifications,” Etch said. “Now, how about telling me why? Sixteen months of prep and five months of infiltration. That’s how long it took me to get in on that game. A game that would have led to an invitation to the private rooms upstairs. Chief, I was about to shut down the largest illegal tile game in the galaxy.”

“Not quite,” Chief Lu’Tes’Tu said. “There’re a couple ones that are larger, which is why we needed you out. I’m sending you to one of those games. Tonight.”

“Tonight?” Etch asked and looked at the comm console, having no sense of time in the detention center. 

It was almost midnight galactic standard time. That explained the empty comm bubbles. Public defenders weren’t dedicated enough to work at midnight. Not for petty gambling scum clients.

“Tonight,” Chief Lu’Tes’Tu answered. “I have a shuttle waiting which will take you to a GV ship parked next to one of the out-of-the-way wormhole portals. Too many tourists by the other portals.”

“Fuck tourists!” Etch shouted then took a deep breath. “Sorry, Chief...”

“Understandable,” Chief Lu’Tes’Tu responded. “I know this is hard, but everything will be explained when you’re in a secure environment. Which means I need you to do one more thing for me, GVD Knowles.”

“What?” Etch asked, one hundred percent sure he didn’t want to know the answer.

“Only way we can get you out right now without raising suspicion is a medical emergency,” Chief Lu’Tes’Tu said. Her implication hung there for a couple of seconds. “Knowles?”

“Which inmate is jumping me?” Etch asked finally.

“Not an inmate. The guards,” Chief Lu’Tes’Tu said. “That way none of the other inmates can decide to join in. It’s going to hurt, Knowles. A lot. I am sorry.”

“I better be getting a bonus for this,” Etch said as he leaned the back of his head against the cool surface of the plastiglass bubble. “At the very least, a few extra vacation days.”

“I’ll put in for the bonus and you can consider the vacation days approved,” Chief Lu’Tes’Tu said. “Once your next op is completed.”

“I figured,” Etch said. “Anything else I need to know before I get the Hells kicked out of me?”

“You’ll be fully briefed on the ship,” Chief Lu’Tes’Tu said. “I am sorry for this, Knowles, but when you hear what is happening, you’ll understand.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m sure I will,” Etch said then killed the comm.

As soon as the signal went dead, four guards entered the comm bubble room. Etch slid the bubble open and stepped out to face the guards.

“We doing this here or when we get back to the cell?” Etch asked.

“The cell,” one of the guards said. “Witnesses make it more believable.”

Etch looked the guards up and down and quickly realized they were not standard detention center employees. They held themselves like trained operators and it was with that realization that Etch believed Chief Lu’Tes’Tu.

It was going to hurt. A lot.

“Fine,” Etch said and allowed himself to be led back to the holding cell. 

On his way, he was marched past the other holding cells and couldn’t help but notice a rage-faced Cassa Wickens tracking him as he was escorted the cell she was in. Etch also couldn’t help but notice as Cassa drew a finger across her throat then pointed at him.

Etch gave her a “yeah, yeah, you’re gonna kill me, so what” nod and roll of his eyes. Cassa spat against the energy shield that kept the prisoners in their cells. The sizzle of her spit echoed in Etch’s ears as he was shoved along for a few more meters before he was back at his holding cell.

“You gotta resist,” the lead guard whispered as part of the cell’s energy shield dissolved to make a tight entryway. “Make it look real.”

“Not a problem,” Etch replied quietly right before he whirled around and slammed his forehead into the lead guard’s face.

Except that face was covered by a riot helmet energy faceshield. Etch’s head exploded with pain and he stumbled back into the cell’s energy shield which had instantly reformed as soon as he had made his move. More pain exploded in Etch’s head as the back of his skull, and the hair on it, began to sizzle from contact with the energy shield.

“Come on, you bastards!” Etch roared as he struggled to get his bearings. The holding cell corridor swam and spun in his vision. Etch tried to shake it off, but it only made the disorientation worse. “I said...come...on...”

He stumbled forward and was instantly stopped by five stun batons impacting various parts of his body. To Etch’s credit, he remained upright through the initial attack. But once the guards began to work on his hips and legs, he was down on the ground in the blink of an eye. They kept wailing on him well after he was completely incapacitated. 

The last things Etch heard were two of the guards laughing as he lay there and flopped like a fish out of water, the voltage from the stun batons still working through his body. Then he went still and someone suggested they get a medic. There were quite a few cat-calls and laughs from the holding cells, but not as many as there normally would have been and not with as much enthusiasm as bored beings liked to muster when there was finally some action to watch.

As Etch drifted into unconsciousness, he wondered just how bad he looked. If he looked as bad as he felt, then it was no wonder the laughs were few and far between. No one wanted to jinx their situation and end up like him.

Black cotton filled his ears and occluded his vision and Etch welcomed the relief. A nice rest sounded great at that moment.

5.

Sixteen hours in the med pod was what it took to get Etch patched up enough that he could function fully yet still look like he’d been beat to all Hells. The medic in charge of his recovery made it very clear that orders were to keep him looking rough, so when they reached their destination, Etch’s cover story would hold up under scrutiny.

It was that cover story that Etch was learning about as he sat in the ship’s mess and gobbled his third bowl of extra sweet protein mush. Seated across from Etch was an annoyed looking human. She watched as half of what Etch tried to scarf up fell back into the bowl.

“You know the synthesizer can always make more of that shit,” Galactic Vice Division Operations Manager Lieutenant Angie McDade said. “How about you slow down before you choke to death and ruin this entire op, Knowles?”

“Bite me,” Etch said around a mouthful of mush. “Hungry.”

He glanced up and gave her a sarcastic smile. Angie rolled her deep-set, pitch-black eyes and leaned back in her chair.

In her late forties with shock white, close-cropped hair, Angie McDade did not look like the person you gave a sarcastic smile to, but Etch couldn’t give a crap. Dressed in cargo pants and a tucked-in, sleeveless T-shirt, Angie crossed her muscular arms over her chest and tried to look as intimidating as possible. Again, Etch couldn’t give a crap.

“What?” Etch asked after a satisfying belch. “You got something to say, so say it.”

“You’ve been deep too long,” Angie stated. “Chief should have pulled you from the field after your last op was complete. She should not have ruined the op in order to put you into an even more strenuous situation.”

Etch shrugged. “We all have our opinions. I just do what I’m told.” He belched again, looked down at what was left in his bowl, belched a third time, then shoved the bowl away and sighed. “How strenuous of a situation are we talking?”

“This’ll be your last undercover job,” Angie said. “This one will burn you. Chief will have to put you on investigations only, not operations, from here on out.”

“Okay, but that doesn’t tell me jack shit about the op itself,” Etch said. “Stop trying to mind fuck me, McDade. Play me straight here.”

“Play you straight,” Angie echoed then laughed bitterly. “You’re sounding like a scumbag.”

“It’s my job to sound like a scumbag,” Etch said. “If I sound like you, then the marks will know I’m not legit and I’ll end up spaced or buried up to my neck in B’flo’do spunk. The head of the gambling ring on Ballyway likes to take out snitches and cops that way. He laughs the whole time the sorry son of a bitch is being dissolved alive. Hells of a way to go.”

“Never understood the ops on Ballyway,” Angie said. “It’s an Eight Million Gods damn gaming planet. Billions of tourists a year get to gamble all they want and bring trillions upon trillions of credits and chits to that planet. There’s gonna be some under the table, so to speak, gaming going on. Let it happen. Waste of GV resources, if you ask me.”

“Did I?” Etch replied. “Because I didn’t. You’re shitting on years of my life, McDade. I worked my ass off to get where I was. And you want to know why? Because the head of the gambling ring likes to dissolve his problems away. That doesn’t happen in the legit casinos. Murder, off-books prostitution, illicit stim running, kiddie porn, you name it, that guy had a tentacle in it.”

“Tentacles? Oh, yeah, he was Groshnel. Right,” Angie said.

“And every time some dumb tourist crosses his path, they end up either permanently disabled or simply disappear,” Etch said. “That’s bad for business. The Galactic Fleet has to ensure that planets can operate safely or there’s no point in being part of the Fleet accord. Planetary administrations would be better off joining up with the Skrang Alliance. That bunch of lizards isn’t any better than the crime lords, but at least they’ll protect their assets with military might. We pay a high price for freedom, McDade.”

“Holy shit, Knowles,” Angie replied and laughed. “You drank all the propaganda juice when you were a kid, didn’t you?”

“Some of us have pride in our government,” Etch said.

“Hey, I have pride,” Angie said and leaned forward, resting her arms on the mess table. “I also have a decade and a half more experience in this job. I’ve watched overzealous detectives like you take that pride straight to the grave.”

“Then why do you do this job?” Etch asked. “Seriously. After the War ended between the Galactic Fleet and Skrang Alliance, you could have retired. You were a Tier Seven Master Sergeant. That pension ain’t too bad.”

“I’m here because the War never ended, Knowles,” Angie said. “It simply went underground. The Skrang are backing half the criminal syndicates in this galaxy. I want to take those sons of bitches down and make the Skrang hurt and keep on hurting. It’s a galactic economic war now, Knowles. Kick them in the bank accounts is how we hurt the Skrang.”

“Fine. Your motivation is whacked, but your dedication is solid,” Etch said. “Good. That’ll help keep me alive. Now, talk to me about the op.”

“First, you need to know, and this is not my call, I’m only co-manager on this,” Angie said. “I’ll be splitting the job with a GVD on Jafla base.”

“Jafla Base? Where the Orb fights are?” Etch asked, perking up. “I fucking love the Orb fights.”

“Yes, we know,” Angie said wearily. “Everyone in headquarters knows. We’ve all been cornered by you during championship fight season. You don’t shut up about the Orbs.”

“Have you ever watched a fight? Brilliant shit, McDade,” Etch said. “I get to see one live, yeah? If you are sending me into Jafla Base and I don’t get to see a real, live Orb fight, then I swear I will turn and join the first syndicate that will hire me.”

“Don’t joke about that shit,” Angie said. “And, yes, you will probably see quite a few Orb fights. Although, how you can stand those, I don’t know. It’s mortal combat. Fighters die, Knowles.”

“Only at the top levels,” Etch replied. “Lower-class fights are to unconsciousness or dismemberment.”

“Fuck me...” Angie muttered and shook her head. “I think the chief is making a mistake by sending you in.”

“Why am I being sent in? And what am I supposed to be investigating?” Etch asked. “Gambling is pretty dialed in on Jafla base.”

“It was,” Angie said and pinched her wrist then flicked her palm up and out so a holo display projected from her hand and over the mess table. “Shava Stem Shava. CEO and ordained ruler of the Orb fights was killed almost two years ago which has left a nasty power vacuum on that planet.”

“Yeah, I heard about that,” Etch said. “Some bounty hunter took him out over a job gone wrong, right?”

“That’s the rumor,” Angie said. “Don’t know for sure. Bounty hunters are Fleet Intelligence Service jurisdiction. But, yes, pretty sure that’s what went down. What also went down is the lieutenants in Shava Stem Shava’s regime immediately started selling off their own niches and territories to the syndicates. It’s hot, contested real estate since nowhere on that planet except the base is inhabitable. You get outside that environmental dome and you’re breathing dirt and sand for the last few seconds of your life.”

“Stay inside the dome. Got it,” Etch said.

“Chief picked you because gambling is dialed in on Jafla Base, like you said, except that means the majority of the betting is no longer legit. Someone with your tile skills will fit in perfectly,” Angie explained. “With your new rep of surviving a beat down by GF detention center guards, and winning a small legal settlement which puts more than a good amount of credits in your pocket, you should be able to work your way into one of the top tile games on the base.”

“But tile games have to be small nuts on Jafla,” Etch said. “The action is in the Orb fights.”

“Which gives you something to work towards,” Angie said. “You parlay your performance at the tile tables into a meeting with someone that can get you into the inner circle of off-books Orb betting. Once you’re in that circle, then you’re where we need you.”

“Because...?”

“Because we don’t care about off-books Orb betting,” Angie said. “We care about the other business that’s going on. The abduction and trafficking of beings for the sex trade.”

“Prostitution? That’s legal on Jafla, right?” Etch asked. “Why do the syndicates need to traffic beings? I’d think there would be plenty of young, dumb, down on their luck losers to fill that niche.”

“There are,” Angie said. “But legal prostitution is highly taxed and regulated on Jafla because of the close quarters everyone lives in. All that base needs is a breakout of Jesperian herpes and half the population would be sick by the end of the year. Not because they’d be spreading it through sex, but because there are half a dozen races that have DNA strong enough to modify the herpes virus and turn it into an airborne pathogen. We go from a recreational hazard to a full-blown epidemic in a matter of weeks.”

“Okay, so?” Etch asked. “The local Squad can’t handle that? I’d think the Galactic Fleet’s Health and Being Services Department would be locking that down, not Galactic Vice.”
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