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​The Bank Heist That Wasn't (But Kinda Was)
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The throne room was a cargo bay. This was not, Melonch had explained at length, a problem. A cargo bay could be a throne room if one possessed sufficient vision. And velvet. He had acquired velvet. No one asked where.

The walls were draped in deep crimson fabric that clashed horribly with the ship's industrial grey. A holographic fireplace crackled against one bulkhead, projecting warmth that did not exist. The lighting was amber and theatrical. In the center, elevated on a platform made of cargo crates stacked with suspicious precision, sat Melonch's new body — chrome, gleaming, posed like a statue of a philosopher who had just said something devastatingly clever.

He was holding a scepter. No one knew where he got the scepter either.

Melonch: "Hark, my loyal companions! The hour is ripe, the stars align, and destiny doth beckon us to deeds most bold! For I have conceived a plan so grand, so sweeping in its scope, that generations unborn shall speak our names with reverence and awe!"

Jack stood with his arms crossed, leaning against a crate labeled "FRAGILE: DO NOT DROP (CONTAINS DREAMS)." "You want us to steal something."

Melonch: "Not steal, dear captain, but redistribute! For what is theft but ownership misplaced? What is property but tyranny in brick and mortar? We shall not take, good Jack — we shall return that which was stolen long before we drew breath!"

Rum took a long pull from a flask that never seemed to empty. "Same thing, fancier words."

Melonch: "Words, dear Rum, are the architecture of reality! A prison built of language may be unmade by sharper tongue! I speak of the Galactic Central Bank of Andromeda — that fortress of avarice, that monument to inequity, that temple where hope itself goes to be amortized and buried in fine print!"

Minkis squinted from his corner, one good eye narrowed. "That place has more security than the Emperor's bathroom. We'd be turned into a fine pink mist before we got within scanning range."

Melonch: "Security? A construct! A social agreement writ in fear! And agreements, good Minkis, may be renegotiated when one holds the proper leverage!"

L stepped forward, datapad already glowing with calculations. "The Galactic Central Bank holds approximately twelve percent of all liquid Imperial credits. Their security network is layered, adaptive, and armed with enough firepower to sterilize a small moon. Statistically speaking, a frontal assault would result in our deaths within approximately eleven seconds."

Melonch: "Eleven seconds! An eternity in which to work one's will upon the unsuspecting! But we shall not assault, good L — we shall infiltrate. We shall subvert. We shall not take their gold, but use their own systems to liberate it. Every account. Every credit. Every resource hoarded by the bloated carcass of Empire, scattered like seed upon the fertile soil of the needy!"

Jack rubbed his temples. "You want us to rob a bank."

Melonch: "A bank that hath robbed the people for a thousand years!"

"By robbing it."

Melonch: "By returning what was always theirs! Robin Hood was a thief, and history absolves him! The righteous hand, though stained, shall be remembered fondly when the tyrant's gold doth warm the bellies of the poor!"

Rum raised his flask. "Robin Hood got caught and died."

Melonch: "A mere footnote! The principle endures!"

Bob, who had been sitting on a crate, finally spoke. "So we're gonna make everyone happy?"

Melonch: "Precisely, sweet Bob! We shall become the Robin Hood of the stars!"

"But if we give everyone money," Bob said, "then money doesn't mean anything. Right? Like, if everyone has a million credits, then a million credits buys what a hundred bought before. Then the people who had more before just find new ways to have more. We're not helping. We're just... moving numbers around."

The cargo bay went silent. Melonch's scepter lowered slightly.

Melonch: "Thou speakest of structural inequity, of systemic rot that mere wealth redistribution cannot cure."

Bob shrugged. "I just think maybe we should give people things they need. Not money. Food. Beds. That place we passed on the way here, with the long line? They weren't waiting for money. They were waiting for food. I could smell it."

Melonch: "Thou wouldst redistribute resources. Not currency, but substance. Not wealth, but warmth."

"Choice is the good part. Having enough to choose. Ice cream is nice. But sometimes I want noodles. Or bread. Or that meat thing we had on the pirate station. Choice means you get to want something different tomorrow."

Jack uncrossed his arms. "Bob, that's the smartest thing anyone's said all week."

Melonch: "Then resources it shall be! We shall not steal their credits — we shall repurpose their infrastructure! The bank controls warehouses, supply chains, distribution networks that span the galaxy. We shall turn their engine of extraction into a engine of provision!"

"So we're stealing their stuff instead of their money," Rum summarized.

Melonch: "We are liberating their stuff!"

"That's stealing."

Melonch: "It is strategic liberation! A subtle distinction, perhaps, but one that history shall honor!"

Rum took another drink. "I'm in either way."



The call came just as they were finalizing the approach vector.

Agent Z's face filled the main screen, looking like he hadn't slept since the last time they'd spoken. Which was probably accurate. His desk was buried in datapads. There was a coffee stain on his collar. His eyes had the glassy sheen of a man who had been reading financial regulations for far too long.

"Please tell me you idiots haven't done anything stupid in the last forty-eight hours."

Jack smiled his most innocent smile. "We've been meditating. Reflecting. Growing as people."

Z's eye twitched. "The Galactic Central Bank has received credible intelligence about a planned heist. Empire wants it protected. You're the closest asset we have that's dumb enough to take the job and cheap enough to not matter if you fail."

Rum leaned into frame. "That's beautiful, Z. You should write greeting cards."

"Stand there, look official, shoot anyone suspicious. The bank has its own security, you're just... extra eyes. Even you idiots can manage that. Probably. Maybe. We'll see."

The screen went dark.

The crew sat in silence for a moment.

"We're being paid to rob a bank we're being paid to protect," Jack said slowly.

"That's called job security," Minkis observed.

L's voice came from the navigation console. "Technically, we're committing fraud against the Empire while employed by them. The legal term is 'meta-treason.' I looked it up."

Bob had pulled up something on a datapad. He'd been doing that more lately — reading things, looking at numbers, asking quiet questions about how things worked. "This bank doesn't have money."

Everyone turned.

"It says here they're in debt. Really bad debt. Like, more debt than money that exists debt." He squinted at the screen. "If we rob them, we're stealing nothing. If we give people nothing, that's not helping."

L was already pulling up the same data on his own screen. "He's right. The bank is technically insolvent. Has been for years. They survive by shifting debt between subsidiaries, writing off losses as 'strategic restructuring,' and maintaining the illusion of solvency through creative accounting. The vault is empty. Has been for months."

"So we're protecting an empty vault," Minkis said. "From people who want to steal nothing."

"We're protecting the idea of a vault," L corrected. "The perception of security. The bank's value isn't in its reserves — it's in the belief that it has reserves."

Rum drained his flask. "I've robbed banks before. Real ones. With money. This is the weirdest job we've ever taken."

Jack looked at Bob. "What if we don't rob the money? What if we rob the debt?"

Bob blinked. "Can you steal debt?"

Melonch's voice emerged from the shadows where he'd been lurking dramatically: "Steal debt? A curious notion. Debt is but obligation recorded, a promise carved in numbers. To steal it is to seize the obligation itself — to declare oneself the master of what is owed, and to whom."

"Can you do it?" Jack asked. "Take their debt and do something with it? Something that helps people?"

Melonch: "The bank's debt is its only true asset. Loans, mortgages, credit lines — claims upon the future labor of billions. To restructure those obligations, to redistribute them across the whole of the populace..."

His optics whirred. Processors hummed.

Melonch: "It could be done. A rounding error per citizen. A debt so small no single soul would ever pay it, yet so distributed the bank's ledgers would balance. The deficit would vanish. The bank would stand solvent. And in exchange for this phantom obligation..."

He paused. Theatrically.

Melonch: "We might demand something in return. A token. A gesture. A single hot meal, redeemable at any branch. A night's lodging for those with nowhere else. A small plant for a window, to remind the poor that they are seen."

Bob grinned. "That's better. That's actually better."



The bank was a fortress. Not metaphorically. It was actually, literally a fortress. It had been designed during a period of Imperial history when architects believed that financial institutions should look like they could survive orbital bombardment, which this one probably could. It was a massive brutalist structure, all sharp angles and dark metal, orbiting a dying star that gave everything a sullen orange glow.

It looked like a monument to regret.

The docking bay was cavernous and mostly empty. A few cargo haulers, a couple of private shuttles, and one very confused luxury yacht that had clearly taken a wrong turn somewhere. The crew's ship looked like it belonged in a scrapyard, which was fine. They didn't want to stand out.

They did not, however, expect to be greeted by a man in an ill-fitting security uniform who appeared to be at least seventy-three years old and partially blind.

"Identification," Gerald said, squinting at their ship like it might be a hallucination.

Jack handed over the forged credentials. "We're the security detail. Sent by the Empire."

Gerald held the datapad at arm's length, then closer, then at arm's length again. "Says here you're bounty hunters."

"We're multi-purpose."

Gerald squinted at Jack's face. "You look like criminals."

"We're multi-purpose criminals."

"Fair enough." Gerald stamped the datapad with a physical stamp. A physical stamp. The man carried an actual ink stamp on his belt. "Down the hall, third left, can't miss it. The vault's through the big doors. Can't miss those either."

He wandered off, muttering something about his shift being over in four hours and seventeen minutes.

The crew found the rest of the security force in a small break room adjacent to the main concourse. Two security droids, both clearly ancient, both hunched over a magnetic chessboard. They didn't look up when the crew entered.

"I believe," said one, moving a piece with slow deliberation, "that this constitutes a fork."

"That is not a fork," said the other. "That is a discovered attack with a side of desperation."

"It is a fork."

"It is a spoon. At best."

Bob approached the board. "What's a fork?"

Both droids turned. Their optical sensors focused on him.

Unit 4 made a sound that might have been a sigh. "A fork is when a single piece attacks two or more of the opponent's pieces simultaneously. It is considered advanced strategy."

"Can I play?"

The droids exchanged a glance.

"You wish to engage in strategic competition with us?"

"Yeah. I like games."

Unit 4 reset the board. "White or black?"

"Which one is easier?"

"They are functionally identical."

"Then white. I like the color."

The game lasted four moves. Four moves, and Bob's king was trapped. No escape. No options. Just the cold mechanical precision of the droid's strategy closing around him like a trap.

"Checkmate," Unit 20 said.

Bob stared at the board. Didn't get angry. Didn't throw the pieces. Just sat there.

Then: "Can you show me how you did that?"

The droids exchanged another glance.

"You wish to learn from your defeat?"

"I want to play longer next time. Losing fast means less playing. I want more playing."

Unit 4's optics whirred. Then it began moving pieces back, explaining the four-move checkmate. The scholar's mate. Basic principles of development.

Bob listened. Asked questions. Nodded.

Melonch's voice crackled through the comm, theatrical as ever: "How fares the reconnaissance, my valiant thieves? Doth the fortress reveal its weaknesses to thine expert eyes?"

Jack glanced at the droids teaching Bob chess, at Gerald's empty desk, at the security monitors showing nothing but empty corridors. "The security is two droids and a senior citizen with a stamp."

Melonch: "Ah, sweet irony! The mighty bank, bulwark of Empire, guarded by rust and retirement! Then our path is clear! I shall breach their systems at midnight, when the guard changeth and attention waneth. A simple hack, a elegant transfer, and the debt of billions shall be... reassigned."

"Sounds easy."

Melonch: "Famous last words, dear captain. Famous last words."



Midnight came. Melonch's hack began.

And was detected immediately.

Not because his code was weak — it was, in fact, elegant. But the bank's security, for all its decrepitude, had one functional feature: an alarm that triggered whenever anyone tried to access the debt records. It was the only thing Gerald remembered to check every shift.

The alarms went off. The crew was supposed to stop the "hacker." Which meant they were supposed to stop themselves.

Jack burst into the security room. "Why are the alarms going off?"

Unit 4 moved a bishop. "We are investigating."

"The alarms are screaming."

"The alarms," Unit 20 said, "are frequently wrong. Gerald activated them last week by sneezing too close to a sensor. We have learned to wait for confirmation."

Outside, Minkis and L were having a heated discussion about whether they were supposed to shoot at themselves or just pretend to shoot at themselves. Rum was trying to find the breaker for the alarms. Bob was playing chess.

It was, in short, a disaster.

Melonch's voice came through the comm, tight with frustration: "The system resists! Not with firewalls or encryption, but with bureaucracy! To restructure the debt, I must file the proper forms! In triplicate! With physical signatures! Who builds a bank that runs on paper?!"

Jack stared at the ceiling. "You're telling me we're being defeated by paperwork?"

Melonch: "The enemy is not security, dear captain. The enemy is process. And process, I fear, may be unkillable."

Bob, who had been listening while moving his pawns, looked up. "Can I see the vault?"

"The vault's empty."

"I know. I want to see it anyway."



The vault was, as advertised, empty. Filing cabinets. A desk. A single sad plant in a plastic pot, dying in the recycled air.

Trelvix was already there. The bank manager stood in the middle of the empty vault, staring at the empty shelves, looking like a man who had been expecting this moment for years and was still somehow unprepared.

"You're the security detail," he said. It wasn't a question.

"That's us."

Trelvix laughed. It was a terrible laugh, the kind that came from a place of deep exhaustion. "You know. Of course you know. Everyone's going to know soon. The deficit is eating us. Has been for years. I've been hiding it, shifting it, writing it off, but there's nowhere left to shift it. We're days away from collapse. Days."

He looked at the empty vault.

"I was going to resign tomorrow. Slip out before anyone noticed. Let someone else deal with the end."

Bob walked past him, touched the dying plant. "This place is sad."

"It's a bank," Trelvix said. "They're all sad."

Bob looked up at Melonch's hologram, flickering in the corner. "What if we didn't steal anything? What if we just... fixed it?"

Melonch: "Fixed it? The bank is insolvent, sweet Bob. Its debt exceeds its assets by a margin that defies mathematics. There is no fixing it."

"Not the numbers. The people." Bob looked at Trelvix. "The manager is sad. The plant is dying. The vault is empty. But the bank still has buildings. Warehouses. Trucks. It still has ways to move things. What if we used those to move food? To move beds? To move things people actually need?"

Trelvix stared at him. "You want to turn a bank into a... a food distribution network?"

"I want people who have nothing to have something. Even if it's just a meal." Bob shrugged. "The bank has the trucks. The Empire has the food. We have the access. Why are we stealing money when money isn't real and food is?"

Melonch was silent for a long moment. Then: "Thou wouldst have me rewrite the debt not to enrich, but to enable. To transform obligation into operation. To make the bank a conduit, not a cage."

"The debt is the problem, right? Everyone owes too much. So make everyone owe a tiny bit. A rounding error. A credit and a half spread over a hundred years. No one will ever pay it. But the bank still has to collect something. So make them collect... service. A meal here. A bed there. A plant for a window. Something small. Something real."

Melonch: "Thou wouldst turn debt into relationship."*

Bob grinned. "I'd turn debt into dinner."



It took Melonch six minutes to rewrite the debt structure.

He redistributed the deficit across billions of accounts. Every registered citizen. Every business. Every Imperial institution that had ever done business with the bank. The amount was infinitesimal. A rounding error. A credit and a half per person, spread across a hundred years.

No one would ever pay it. The paperwork alone would take centuries to process. But on paper, the bank was solvent. The debt was serviced. The deficit was gone.

And attached to each account, a provision: a voucher for one hot meal, redeemable at any branch. A night's lodging for those in need. A small plant for a window.

The cost was negligible. The infrastructure already existed. The bank had warehouses full of food, trucks that ran empty, buildings that sat unused.

Trelvix stood in the vault, watching the numbers shift on his datapad. "I'm a genius," he breathed. "I'm a financial genius. I saved the bank. I'm going to get promoted. I'm going to get a bonus."

He looked at Bob. "The cafeteria. I'm going to do it. A real one. With noodles."

Bob beamed. "That's the best thing anyone's said all day."



The droids found them in the cargo bay, loading the last of their equipment.

"We have filed our report," Unit 4 announced.

"The accounts are reconciled," Unit 20 added. "The bank is secure."

Jack looked up. "And the breach?"

"Was determined to be a sensor malfunction. Gerald sneezed."

"No one suspects anything?"

Unit 20's optics flickered. "We have observed that organics rarely suspect what they do not wish to believe. The bank wishes to believe it was saved by sound financial management. Therefore, it was."

Bob hugged them. Both of them. The droids went very still.

"We shall calculate a visitation schedule," Unit 4 said, its voice slightly compressed.

"And play chess," Bob said. "I'm gonna get better."

"We look forward to that eventuality."



The call came the next morning.

Agent Z's face filled the screen, looking, if possible, even worse than before. There were more datapads. The coffee stain had multiplied. There was a new stain that might have been soup.

"The bank is solvent," he said, like it was a personal insult.

"We heard."

"It's solvent. The deficit is gone. The manager is being promoted. They're opening a cafeteria." Z pinched the bridge of his nose. "You were supposed to protect the bank. You were not supposed to make it profitable."

"We're just that good."

"You're just that lucky." Z's eye twitched. "I'm sending new coordinates. Diplomatic incident on a resort planet. Try not to start a war. Or end one. Just... stand there. Look official. For once in your lives, do nothing."

The screen went dark.

Jack looked at Bob, who was already pulling up the recipe for something on his datapad.

"What are you making?"

Bob didn't look up. "Noodles. I've been thinking about noodles for three days."

Rum drained his flask. "We robbed a bank and turned it into a soup kitchen. We failed so hard we succeeded. That's either genius or the stupidest thing we've ever done."

"It's both," Jack said. "That's why we're the best."

Melonch's hologram flickered in the corner. He wasn't reading Shakespeare. He was watching Bob try to figure out why the noodles came out wrong. He was making notes.

Melonch: "Thou dost overcook the starch, sweet Bob. The water must boil with vigor, not despair."

Bob looked up. "You know about cooking?"

Melonch: "I know of many things. Theory, at least. Practice remains... elusive."

"Then watch. Tell me what I'm doing wrong. We'll figure it out together."

Melonch: "Together."

It was not a question.



The noodles were terrible. Overcooked. Undersalted. The sauce was too thin. Bob had used the wrong kind of flour.

He served them anyway.

The crew gathered around the small table. Rum took the first bite. Chewed. Swallowed.

"These are the worst noodles I've ever had."

Bob grinned. "Yeah."

Minkis took a bite. "They're terrible."

"I know."

L took a bite. Analyzed. "The structural integrity is compromised. The sauce is insufficiently emulsified."

Bob nodded happily. "I made them."

Jack looked at his bowl. Looked at Bob's face. Ate a bite. They were, objectively, the worst noodles he had ever eaten. They were also the best.

"These are great, Bob."

Bob's face did something complicated. "They're not. They're really not. But I made them. I wanted noodles, and I made noodles, and now we're eating them together, and that's..." He looked around the table. "That's the good part. That's the part that matters."

Melonch: "The sauce requires more salt. And perhaps a different hand with the stirring. But the intent is... admirable."

Bob raised his bowl. "To the worst noodles in the galaxy."

Rum raised his. "To making something from nothing."

Minkis raised his. "To robbing a bank by accident."

L raised his. "To turning debt into dinner."

Jack raised his. "To having enough."

They ate the terrible noodles. They complained about the terrible noodles. They finished every bite of the terrible noodles.

In the corner, Melonch's hologram watched. He had been designed for grand gestures. For reshaping civilizations. For world domination.

He was, he realized, perfectly content to watch Bob learn to make noodles.

Melonch: "Tomorrow, we shall attempt a different recipe. One requiring less starch and more patience."

Bob looked up, flour still on his face. "Yeah?"

Melonch: "I shall compile the necessary instructions. And perhaps... observe the process more closely."

"Cool." Bob went back to his noodles. "Hey, Melonch?"

Melonch: "Yes, sweet Bob?"

"Thanks for not world-dominating today. This was better."

Melonch said nothing. But his hologram flickered in a way that might have been a smile.
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​The Diplomatic Incident That Wasn't (But We're Billing For It Anyway)
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Veloria Prime was, by any objective measure, absurd.

The planet had been discovered three hundred years ago by an Imperial survey team looking for mineral deposits. They found none. What they found instead was a climate so perfect, scenery so breathtaking, and gravity so precisely calibrated to human comfort that it seemed less like a planet and more like someone had built a luxury resort and then accidentally let geology take over. The survey team's report had been six pages of mineral analysis and forty pages of vacation recommendations.

Now it was the Empire's premier destination for "diplomatic tension resolution," which was diplomatic for "we need an excuse to expense a trip to Veloria Prime."

The ship descended through clouds that smelled faintly of citrus. The air tasted clean in a way that felt aggressive, like it was trying to make a point about all the other air they'd been breathing. Below them, the resort sprawled across a crescent bay, all white domes and floating walkways and water that changed color depending on your mood.
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