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Exterminator ROXY BUCKLES, a bounty hunter-cum-mercenary, lives on Aurora, a highly advanced Earth-2 planet in a solar system on the flip side of the Milky Way. At the helm of Buckles & Associates, Roxy takes down space thugs and alien lawbreakers with relish. Her longsuffering best friend SUKI KWAN, runs the office with an iron fist. She desperately wants Roxy to let go of the past. But Roxy is consumed by a need for revenge.

Ten years ago, Roxy’s fiancé, SAM SPARROW, a high-ranking fly-guy at The Academy for Intergalactic Law Enforcement, stood accused of a heinous crime – setting a bomb that destroyed The Academy, killing hundreds of innocent people and leaving Suki Kwan with near fatal injuries. Sparrow proclaims his innocence but when he escapes custody and goes on the run, Roxy swears she will bring him to justice, one way or another.
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Suki’s eyes widened and shock spread across her face in discernable waves as she took in the gruesome sight before her; it ended at her mouth, which had taken on the shape of a perfect O.

“I know. I know.” Roxy grimaced. “Shower-to-go isn’t going to fix this, is it?”

“No chance in hell.”

They stared at each other; neither blinked. 

“It’s starting to dry.” A pause. “I think.”

Roxy swiped a hand across her forehead and Suki watched in horrified fascination as a thick black glob rolled down Roxy’s cheek and along her jawline. It quivered obscenely at the peak of her chin for a fraction of a second, and then hit the floor with an audible plop.

“Guess not.”

“Get out! Go now!” Suki roared. “We’re going to need a hazmat crew if you keeping dripping that... stuff all over the place.”

Roxy shrugged helplessly, the movement dislodging even more gunk from somewhere beneath her jacket. She began to slink backwards out of the room, cringing at the ropy footprints she was leaving behind. 

Suki’s nostrils flared.

“Now I’m going to have to clean that up.” The words, a low growl, reminded Roxy of exactly why she never wanted to be on Suki Kwan’s bad side. “I don’t like cleaning.”

“I’m sorry Suki. Really!” she implored. “But what about the Witchlet meeting? I can’t miss that.”

“I’ll have Mrs. Lester wait in your office for a few minutes once she arrives. She won’t mind. Now go!”

“Go where exactly?”

“Down to transport. I’ll just let them know you’re on the way.” She tapped a few keys on her wristlet communicator and with deadpan delivery: “They can hose you down with one of the Zip Ship power washers.”

“One of the wha...” The auto-door swished shut on Roxy’s startled expression and Suki snorted. 

She wheeled her chair out from behind the desk and towards the hall closet, seeking out their meagre cleaning supplies: a threadbare mop and a spray bottle of funky green chemicals. Suki gave a long-suffering sigh. It would have to do.

“Revenge is a dish best served cold Roxy Buckles,” Suki muttered, as she scrubbed ineffectually at the mess on the floor. “Cold and wet.”
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Roxy paused for effect outside the automatic doors, then, with as much dignity as she could muster, flounced inside - she was still dripping. 

Much to Suki’s relief, it was just water this time. 

Roxy’s short blonde curls were dark with moisture and she was fresh-faced, scrubbed of the dark mascara and bold red lipstick she favored. She was clad in a faded mechanic’s suit: she’d left the overalls open at the neck and had rolled the bottoms up to mid-calf; she was barefoot. Suki watched with rapt attention as a droplet of water slid from a ringlet of Roxy’s hair and trickled its way down into ... 

“Like what you see?”

Roxy smirked and sashayed past Suki.

“Roxy...”

Roxy paused, and waited for the apology she felt sure was coming.

“You smell so much better now.” 

The reply came swiftly, in the shape of one perfectly manicured finger. Suki dissolved into a fit of laughter. 

Roxy stopped, just short of the door, her voice indignant but lowered in deference to the client waiting in the next room, “I cannot believe you had them hose me down like I was some sort of... of... soiled vehicle.” 

Suki stifled her giggles, chagrined, and raised her hands in defeat. “I’m sorry Roxy, it was the quickest way I could think of to clean you up.”

Roxy groaned dramatically and gestured to what she was wearing. “Not very professional now is it?”

“I am absolutely certain that Ethel-Beth Lester doesn’t care what you are wearing as long as you do your job.” She lowered her voice even further: “Do you think you’ll be able to bring him back this time?”

Roxy’s face was grim. “My theory? He’s been served up for lunch long before now.” She sighed. “But I suppose there’s always a chance. So, I have to try. He might have hooked up with a Witchlet who’s particularly sadistic. She might try to make it last a little longer, use him up for a couple of days to savour the kill. I guess I’ll bring back whatever I can find.”

She shrugged as she stepped away, plastered a smile on her face, opened the door to the inner office and closed it behind her with a faint click.

Ethel-Beth Lester sat waiting, patient as always, in one of the supple leather chairs placed in front of Roxy’s desk. The woman gazed out the window, lost in thought, her mouth set in a thin line. Roxy cleared her throat softly so as not to startle her. She flinched anyways.

“Good day to you Mrs. Lester. I apologize for making you wait. I was slightly... indisposed. But now, I am prepped and ready for my trip to Salemmas. Once I know more about the situation, I will have someone contact you immediately. Most likely my associate Ms. Kwan.”

She was but a wisp of a thing, Mrs. Lester, but Roxy knew there was a steely resolve beneath the soft exterior. “Thank you. 

Roxy ran a finger along the inside of the coarse collar of her borrowed overalls. The tag at the back was irritating her neck. Who would wear these damned things by choice? The boorish mechanic hadn’t been too keen on handing over the extra suit but his interest had definitely been piqued when he realized that Roxy intended to strip out of her saturated clothes right where she was standing. Her polite request that he avert his eyes while she did so had been met with some reluctance.

So, she’d thrown a wrench at him. 

Okay, several wrenches. 

She figured he was probably still running.

Roxy would get Suki to report the incident to Marcus MacLeod, head of building security and the man in charge of operating systems, before he left for the day. She could not do her job effectively if she was surrounded by a bunch of degenerates. Throwing tools at tools was not a part of her job description.

“Do you think Charles is still alive?” Mrs. Lester’s soft voice snapped her back to the present.

“I wouldn’t be able to say for sure, not until I see for myself. The length of the courting process varies, as you know, but we may still have a small window of opportunity.” She paused, uncertain whether she would be crossing the line if she continued: “Look, I like you Mrs. Lester, so I am going to be straight with you because I don’t want to give you false hope. This is the third time Mr. Lester has left with a Witchlet. If I can find him... are you sure you even want him back?”

To her surprise, Ethel-Beth laughed. “I wonder the same thing myself sometimes Ms. Buckles. I suppose I’m stubborn. I’m not ready to give up on him just yet.”

“Then I will do my best.”

“I know you will Ms. Buckles. You always do. Thank you once again for all your help.”

“My pleasure,” Roxy replied.

Roxy followed Mrs. Lester out of the room. She frowned as the doors slid shut behind what was her most frequent client. She hoped would be able to do right by her. Damn you Charles Lester.

Roxy’s job as an Exterminator, a bounty hunter-cum-mercenary, was not always pleasant. In fact, it very rarely was. Chasing down toxic pests, aliens, and invasive species was only one small part of her repertoire. Sometimes she had to go after the big guns, the worst criminals imaginable, and sometimes, things got a little dirty. People came to her during the worst moments of their lives and she tried to make things a little better when she could. She wanted to bring back good news and lost loved ones to their family members but, sometimes, the best she could do was a handful of scorched remains. 

She closed the office door behind her and turned her attention to Suki Kwan, bouncing in her chair with excitement.

“Roxy.” Suki gestured towards her desk. A flat rectangular package sat there. “I got a little something for you - a peace offering. The delivery drone dropped it off a short while ago. I gave very specific instructions to the boutique so; I hope you like it.”

Roxy opened the embossed white box and eagerly removed a pair of form fitting black pants, a sleek red body suit and a cropped black leather jacket. She could not have chosen better herself. 

Those overalls were history.

“You are the absolute best.” She leaned over and pressed a loud affectionate kiss on Suki’s cheek.

“Are you blushing Suki Kwan?”

“No. Absolutely not. Now enough of this mushy shit. The Zip Ship is fueled up and ready to go, so... go!”
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Salemmas was distant, dark and desolate, a planet found nestled along the Daemon Belt. One of the least hospitable in the solar system, they welcomed visitors not with open arms but with open mouths and bared teeth. 

At least it’s not Mars, Roxy thought to herself, shuddering. She hated those damn dinosaurs.

The Zip Ship hovered, just above the Salemmas stratosphere, as Roxy doused the landing lights and prepared for descent. She would have to go in blind for this one. It was fortunate for Roxy, and for Ethel-Beth Lester, that Roxy was an acquaintance of the High Queen Witchlet Moll and as such, was permitted to come and go when necessary. There would be no fear of reprisal from the vicious creatures, but still, she was reluctant to announce her arrival. Roxy rarely set foot on the miserable planet and then, only when she had been hired to do an extraction. The hazard pay she planned to tack onto this particular invoice wouldn’t hurt either. 

This sort of job was usually grab and go; quick and dirty and usually not very successfully. At least for the women who hired her. Roxy’s return trips to Aurora often saw her accompanied by nothing more than a small box of scraps; perhaps a fingernail or a tooth, a button from a shirt. If she was lucky enough to find anything at all. 

She maneuvered through the cloud cover and eased the ship down onto the unfamiliar soil. It was black as death, despite the fact that it was mid-day. Tall, barren trees, their pale bark luminescent even in the dim light, towered overhead, their branches bowing outward in a tangled canopy over clusters of small dome shaped structures. These, Roxy knew, were the nurseries. From a distance, she could see the bright red lights of the main habitat - a large low unattractive building that did not inspire a welcome. She knew that deep below the rudimentary structure there were intricate tunnel systems, leading off into cavernous rooms where the Witchlets lived in groups of three. The nurseries, where the younglings were incubated, had to be kept near the outer limits of the planet to ensure the safety of the little ones. If a Witchlet were hungry enough or simply in the mood for fresh meat... well, it was better to remove temptation completely. Witchlets had enough population problems as it was.

Roxy exited the Zip Ship, landed solidly on her feet and remained in a crouch; she edged her way across the uneven terrain, trying to ignore the eerie snuffles and shrieks inside the nursery as she passed. Her fingers hovered at the weapon holstered on her hip. She knew from experience how painful a Witchlet nip could be and hoped she would never have to experience that again. 

Her plan was to approach with caution initially, do re-con, and figure out what approach was necessary. Taking a quick glance inside the smudged windows, she saw workers in aprons busily placing bowls and plates along a banquet table; brightly colored fruits and lush green vegetables edged around the buffet. The focus though seemed to be on the middle of the table - the pièce de resistance - which had already been greased up, plump and prepped for roasting. 

The pièce de resistance was, of course, Charles Lester. 

His face bore an expression of dreamy disconnect; he lay there contentedly, simply awaiting his fate. The deed was nearly done. His purpose nearly fulfilled.

That decided it. Roxy breached the entrance with a stiff kick, a guttural roar escaping her lips. She was a tall woman, but in her high heeled black boots she cut a formidable figure. The Witchlets screamed and scattered as Roxy smashed her way through the entrance. They scurried through the first open doorway they could escape through.

Roxy snorted. Her reputation often preceded her but this was something else entirely.

She walked across the room to give Lester the once over. He seemed relatively unharmed and when she leaned in for a closer look he was still breathing. Witchlet poison was a powerful sedative and while its purpose was to make the victim docile, it very often slowed their heart rate. Sometimes it did a little more than just make the victim compliant. 

Distracted, Roxy didn’t feel the arm come from behind her until it was wrapped around her neck. The arm wrenched her backwards, knocking over several pieces of crockery. Broken glass and food carpeted the floor beneath their feet.

The fetid exhalations of the Witchlet who’d seen fit to grab her wafted into her face. 

Minty fresh, it was not. 

“Got youuuu.” she intoned, her giggles high pitched and eager.

Roxy rolled her eyes. Yeah, you keep thinking that, fucker, Roxy thought and allowed her attacker to gain confidence - let her think that she was going to win. They waltzed around the room - a macabre dance - squashing mangalo fruit and tomates beneath their feet in the process. The Witchlet tightened her grip on Roxy’s neck; her breath was hot and fast in Roxy’s ear. 

Roxy did not even try to suppress the shudder of revulsion that rocked her as the Witchlet rubbed against her obscenely.

Clearly, she was expecting both dinner and dessert tonight. 

Okay, bitch, play time is over. Roxy let herself to go limp. As expected, the Witchlet loosened her grip. Before she had a chance to realize that things were about to go very wrong for her, Roxy had tossed her to the ground and pinned her there, the Witchlet’s arms braced behind her, Roxy’s knee in the middle of her shoulders. Subdued.

“Got youuuu.” Roxy mimicked. 

“Please,” came the muffled plea. “I swear I wasn’t going to hurt you. It was a joke.”

Roxy hissed a breath from between gritted teeth. These bloody things were so exasperating to deal with. Conniving and clever. But not much got past Roxy.

“You seriously cannot expect me to believe that.” Roxy retorted; her eyes ablaze. “You attacked me from behind. I think we all know where that was headed.”

“Okay, fair enough.” The Witchlet giggled again, nervously this time. “But in my defense, that was before I realized just who you were.”

Roxy tightened her grip, wrenching the Witchlets arms high towards the middle of her back, grinding her knee cap into the Witchlets spine.

“Ow. Stop, please. Okay... Roxy Buckles, right? What if I told you, I have some information that could be very valuable to you?” she stammered, the words running together in her haste to get them out, muffled by the floor and the squashed food her face was pressing into.

“I’d say you were full of shit.” Roxy remarked, growing bored with the exchange.

“I swear. It’s good info. And you’re definitely going to want to hear it. All you have to do is let me go and I’ll tell you.”

Roxy considered the options. She could definitely take on one Witchlet, especially this one, with an arm tied behind her back. But, if she screeched for her coven, then it became a three on one scenario; that would be a problem. Roxy did have to admit, as much as she was sure the Witchlet was having her on, she was intrigued.

“If you scream, I’ll cut off your -.”

“I won’t,” the Witchlet gulped, knowing exactly what Roxy would cut off.

With a sigh, Roxy released her. The Witchlet scrambled backwards on all fours until she came up against a wall. For all her bravado, she certainly seemed inclined to put some distance between herself and Roxy. The green opalescent scaled skin, long red hair, wickedly sharp nails and pointed teeth 

Roxy placed her hand on her weapon; she was curious but she was not stupid.

“What’s your name?”

“Verbena.”

“And why should I believe anything you have to tell me?”

“I’m a Scout, you see. Queen Moll, she sends me out to different planets looking for ... uh ... companions. There’ve been a lot of rumours lately. Your name came up several times.”

Roxy drew her weapon and spun the dial. It whirred menacingly, it’s light flashing through a myriad of colors before it settled on an angry red. It beeped once and a small dot between the Witchlet’s two eyes. Roxy took a step closer. Beads of sweat sprung up on Verbena’s scaly forehead. She pressed back against the wall. 

“Rumours don’t pay the bills Verbena.”

“It’s about a man.” She whimpered, really laying it on thick. “He’s been on the run a long time. A fugitive. I think you might know him.”

Roxy’s breath caught in her throat. Was it possible? Could it really be after all this time? She wondered. Dare I hope?

Abruptly Roxy deactivated and re-holstered her weapon. She crouched down and scrutinized the Witchlet
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