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1.

Ebony-skinned, Boss Teegg blended into the shadowed corner of his spa room with ease. He sat there, naked, his expansive belly hanging down onto the tops of his thighs, his pitch-black lips glistening wet with anticipation. He licked those lips with a long, narrow tongue that was as dark as his skin, if not darker.

His eyes watched the three Nemorians cavort in the water tank, their nymph-like bodies so young and supple. Their green skin shone with jeweled radiance, lighting up with sexual energy as they laughed and played with each other, oblivious to the man that stared intently at them.

Boss Teegg licked his lips again and was about to stand up to join the alien women he had paid a handsome price for, but his privacy was interrupted by a knock on the spa room door.

The Nemorian women were too busy laughing and splashing to notice, and for a moment, engrossed with that deliciously visual play, so was Boss Teegg, but the knock came again, stronger, more insistent, and there was no way to ignore it.

He rubbed the tops of his thighs several times as he got his anger at the interruption under control. His people knew better, so it must be incredibly important. It had better be. If not, then Boss Teegg planned on having a rather severe conversation with the person on the other side of the spa door. 

His hand reached for the wall and slid open a small panel. He withdrew the Kepler knife without a sound and held it behind his back. It was a black market weapon, banned on the planet where he kept his stronghold, but he didn’t care.

Nothing happened on Ligston without his say so.

“What?” Boss Teegg barked.

The three Nemorians paused in their sexually charged water play to glance over at the shadowed corner. Boss Teegg stood up and they shrank back slightly, each placing a hand on each other’s’ shoulders for comfort and support. It was a natural, subconscious reaction when faced with an incredibly obese, eight-foot-tall man suddenly peeling himself away from the shadows.

The knocking continued.

“What?!” Boss Teegg barked again. “Open!”

The door slid open and a man almost as tall as Boss Teegg, but nowhere near as heavy, stumbled into the spa room, a meter cubed box weighing his arms down. Boss Teegg’s lips pulled back in rage and disgust at the interruption, and the Kepler knife would have been put to use, but the look on the man’s face made Boss Teegg hesitate.

“Vnluk?” Boss Teegg asked. “You had better have a good reason for this.”

Vnluk, one of Boss Teegg’s most trusted bodyguards and enforcers, nodded rapidly as sweat poured down his forehead and into his terrified eyes.

“What the Seven Satans is in the box?” Boss Teegg asked. “What the hell is going on?”

“Set it down by the water tank,” a voice ordered from the doorway. “Nice and easy, then back your ass up against the wall. Over there. Slow. Smooth. Got it?”

Vnluk looked over his shoulder at the source of the voice and nodded. He quickly complied with all the orders he was given, looking as if arguing was the farthest thing from his mind.

Boss Teegg pulled the Kepler knife out from behind his back, the blade glowing orange, ready to slice through flesh like it was tissue paper. He waved it around then pointed it directly at the doorway.

“I’m not going to even count to three,” Boss Teegg said. “Show yourself now or die. Two choices. That’s it.”

“Put it away, Teegg,” a man said as he stepped all the way into the spa room. “You’re gonna get hurt.”

Over six feet tall, square-jawed and broad-shouldered, the man looked like he could have played any of a dozen of popular galactic professional sports in his youth. But his youth was long gone. Late thirties, 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.

“Roak,” Boss Teegg said then laughed. “Wasn’t expecting to see you so soon.”

The huge man glanced over at Vnluk then back at Roak. 

“Wasn’t expecting to see you at all, in fact,” he continued. “I told you my men would make the payment. No need for us to meet face to face.”

“That’s what you told me,” Roak said. 

Roak folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against the wall. He was dressed in light armor, the kind that was as flexible as cloth, but strong as the hardest metal in the galaxy. It looked like it hadn’t been washed or upgraded in decades. His arms were crossed over a blast-scarred section of the armor that drew almost all of the eyes in the room right to it, minds instantly wondering how a man could survive such a blast and still be standing there before them.

Except for Boss Teegg. His eyes ignored the blasted armor and stayed focused intently on Roak’s scarred face.

“What do you want, Roak?” Boss Teegg asked. He tilted his head slightly, giving the impression he was looking past Roak without actually looking away from the man. “Where are the rest of my men?”

“Most are alive,” Roak said and shrugged. “And most of those will probably live. Some won’t. The ones that refused to pay me don’t even get a choice. They didn’t make it.”

“He didn’t complete the job,” Vnluk said, his voice loud and panicked. “I told him that, but he wouldn’t listen.”

“I completed the job,” Roak said and pointed his chin at the meter-cubed metal box that sat near the water tank. The three Nemorian whores shrank back from it as if it would contaminate them despite there being ten inches of plastiglass and hundreds of gallons of water between them and it. Roak smiled briefly then nodded. “Proof of completion is right there.”

“That’s Bicun Maz?” Boss Teegg asked. “You put his body in there?”

“What’s left of it,” Roak said. “The bounty was dead or alive. Dead was the only way. That shouldn’t have been a problem. Your men made it one.”

“No!” Vnluk snapped. “Maz being dead ain’t the problem. That ain’t Maz. That’s the problem!”

“DNA sequencing matches,” Roak said. “Open it, Teegg. Authentication is solid. Have your techs check it out.”

“Open it,” Boss Teegg snarled at Vnluk. “Now!”

The bodyguard rushed over to the box, a look of complete defeat on his face. He pressed a palm to the brushed metal side and waited as gases escaped from hidden ports and the top slowly rose, revealing a plastiglass tank filled with a rosy brown liquid.

“Eight Million Gods,” Boss Teegg hissed. “What did you do to him?”

“Nothing,” Roak said. “Except scoop him up and put him in there. He was dead and liquefied when I found him. Probably had been for at least three months. Feel lucky, Teegg, that you can’t smell him. Wasn’t pleasant.”

Boss Teegg didn’t answer right away. His eyes studied the plastiglass and its contents, his brows knitted together in intense thought.

“That can’t be Maz,” he finally said. “Dead for months? No. You have the wrong box of gunk.”

“I said that too,” Vnluk said then shut his mouth as Boss Teegg glared at him.

“Bicun Maz was last seen on Egthak three weeks ago,” Boss Teegg stated. “You failed, Roak. It’s surprising, considering your reputation, but it happens to everyone at some point in their lives.”

“Not to me,” Roak replied. His voice was so confident that Boss Teegg almost began to nod in agreement. Roak smiled. “That’s Bicun Maz. The person your people saw on Egthak was not Maz. That was a Jirk. Maz died months ago and the Jirk stole his skin. Rough way to go.” Roak nodded at the plastiglass tank of gunk. “Really rough.”

Boss Teegg began to chuckle. He pointed the Kepler knife at Roak and shook his head as he did so. 

“You,” he hissed as he laughed. “You’re clever. Everyone said you were clever. I never take what others say for granted. But you’ve proven them right. You are clever.” The knife was pointed at the remains of Bicun Maz. “You want me to pay for that body even though that’s technically not the bounty you were hired for.”

“You’re wrong there, Teegg,” Roak said. “Technically, that’s exactly the bounty I was hired for. Bring you Bicun Maz. That’s Bicun Maz. It’s not my fault that the actual target you want is a Jirk walking around inside Maz’s skin. If you want me to find that guy or gal, then that’s a whole other bounty. I’ll take it on as soon as you pay me for this one.”

“I ain’t paying you for that tank of shit,” Boss Teegg said, still laughing. “Oh, Roak, there is no way in all the Hells that you are getting paid for that. You do your job and find the Jirk that’s causing me so much trouble and then you’ll see your credits.”

“Chits,” Roak said. “Hard currency. No credits. Chits. I’ll take them now and be on my way, since it sounds like you don’t want to hire me for the next job.”

“You didn’t complete the first one!” Boss Teegg roared, the laughing suddenly done. “You ain’t getting nothing until you do what I hired you to do!”

Roak only stood there against the wall, his cold, cold eyes locked onto Boss Teegg’s. 

The ebony giant growled low then waved a hand over his left wrist. A holographic display came up and several faces appeared within it, eyes hard and ready.

“Everyone,” Boss Teegg snarled. “Send everyone to me. Now.”

“You’re making a mistake, Teegg,” Roak said. “Pay me what you owe me and this doesn’t have to go bad for you.”

“Bad for me?” Boss Teegg shouted. “Bad for me?! You are insane, Roak! Insane!”

Roak raised an eyebrow in response. That was all.

“My guards will tear you a new one!” Boss Teegg yelled. “They’ll create orifices in your body that should only exist on a Neffernian! And when they’re done doing that, I’ll make sure every single one of those new orifices is violated in the most horrendous way! You hear me, Roak? You are going to die with less dignity than terpigs get at the slaughterhouse!”

“Just pay me, Teegg,” Roak sighed.

Boss Teegg’s body shook with uncontrolled rage. Literally, uncontrolled. The Kepler knife nearly came loose from his grip as he continued to shake. Roak sighed again.

“You’re wasting my time,” Roak said. “Hire me to find the Jirk that’s been troubling your operation. Or don’t. Whatever you decide, you still have to pay me what you owe me.”

Boss Teegg spluttered, angry spittle flying from his lips. 

The scene would have continued that way indefinitely with Roak staring and Boss Teegg shaking if a small army of muscle from various galactic species and races hadn’t come crashing through the doorway and into the room.

Roak drew his knife and slit the throats of the first six toughs that came at him before the rest even knew which way to look. With the corpses of their comrades creating a massive amount of multi-colored blood on the spa room floor, the small army skidded to a halt and turned to face Roak who was still leaning against the wall, his blade casually aimed at them.

“I can’t kill you all, but I will kill most of you,” Roak said. “Leave.”

None moved. Roak shrugged.

Then they moved as one. He slashed out, his arm never pausing. 

Roak was good with the blade he always kept strapped to his thigh. Very good. Of the small army that raced into the spa room, eight were left by the time Roak was taken down. Those eight made sure their comrades’ deaths did not go unavenged.

Roak managed to stay conscious for about fifteen minutes before the blows to his head sent him sliding quickly into oblivion.
2.

Oblivion hurt.

No way around that.

Roak pulled himself up from the darkness, through the agony that had overtaken his head and most of his body, and lay still upon the floor as he listened to his fate being decided.

“Mort’ane says this guy had pull in the galaxy,” one voice said. It was a slithering hiss. Roak guessed from a Slinghasp, one of the reptilian races.

“Nah, he was just some asshole,” a second voice replied. “He had certain skills people paid for, but he can be replaced.”

“No way, man,” first voice said. “He’s connected.”

“Was. And not with any syndicate,” second voice responded. “He was a loner. I don’t know why you’re arguing. He’s dead.”

“Better be,” the first voice warned. “My guts is telling me this is all gonna go way wrong.”

“Shut up and help lift him into the bin,” the second voice snapped. “I got shit to do today.”

“Okay, okay, don’t get pissed,” the first voice said. “But when it all goes wrong, don’t come crying to me.”

“Not a problem,” the second voice said as Roak felt himself being lifted up from the ground by rough hands. “I ain’t gonna cry over some dead bounty hunter.”

It took all his willpower not to groan or cry out as broken parts of him grated against other broken parts. The rough hands tossed him up into the air, and he was in free fall for half a second before he slammed down into a pile of junk that made the broken parts of his body grate even harder. He hissed through cracked teeth and the two voices went dead silent.

“That was him,” first voice said.

“No way,” second voice laughed. “You see this guy? He’s dead, man. It was just death gas.”

“We should push the button now,” first voice said. “Make sure. Burn his body before he can wake up.”

“Oh, for fu–... He’s not gonna wake up. Anyway, we can’t push the button. The compound is on energy rations,” second voice said. “Whole planet is since the magnetic power generators went offline. We’ll be lucky to still be using lights next week if those engineers don’t get it fixed.”

“Crap, you’re right,” first voice said. “I guess we can leave him. Look at the fool. Even if he wakes up, he ain’t going nowhere. Not with those legs all busted up.”

“Not gonna wake up,” second voice said, exasperated. “But even if he does come back from the dead, what’s he gonna do? Nothing. Never seen an arm so shattered like that. And I once watched a gang of Gwreqs beat a man to death with their bare, rock fists.”

“Come on,” first voice said. “Let’s get a drink and wash the smell of this place out of our noses. I freaking hate the incinerator shed.”

“Getting a drink is the first smart thing you’ve said,” second voice said.

“Bite me,” first voice replied.

There was a long silence then the far-off sounds of an airlock seal braking, a door being slid open, rollers squeaking on a track, the door being shut, the airlock resealing. And locked. The electronic bleep echoed off the walls for a long while. Or it echoed off the insides of Roak’s head. He wasn’t sure.

The oblivion returned.

Roak had no idea how long he was out. The memory of the voices slithered back into his brain and he hung onto it.

The oblivion came for him once more, but Roak wasn’t having any of that. He forced his eyes open. Eye. His left one was swollen shut. No way it was opening anytime soon. Not without a sharp knife slicing the lid in half.

One eye open, one arm completely shattered, both legs at angles that they were not meant to be, and ribs that crinkled like tinfoil, was the state Roak was in as he forced his way up and out of the refuse incinerator bin. He cried the entire time behind clenched teeth.

The fall from the edge of the bin to the floor was less than four feet, but might as well have been a fifty-story drop. Oblivion would not be held back.

He awoke with a gasp as something nudged his right leg. Well, not so much nudged it as sunk its teeth into the skin and began to gnaw with great enthusiasm and obvious relish. Roak opened his eye and shifted slightly to see what was snacking on him.

Gump. An Eight Million Gods damn gump.

They weren’t usually meat eaters. Sure, they ate up any insect, regardless of species, as fast as they could, but he’d never known one to go for flesh. The thing must have been seriously hungry.

“Get,” Roak gasped. His lips felt ten times their normal size and the skin tore as he forced himself to utter that single word. He tasted blood quickly, but ignored it. “Go on. Get.”

The gump stopped eating his leg and stared up at him. It was emaciated. Probably a pet that was tossed into the incinerator bin when Boss Teegg got bored. It must have crawled its way out and found itself stuck in the shed just like Roak.

“Go away,” Roak grunted as he tried to shift his body so he could swat at the varmint with his good arm. Not that it was much better than the other one, but at least he could move it without risking oblivion. “Go!”

The gump growled low and sunk its teeth back into Roak’s leg.

“Bastard,” Roak growled in return. The gump paused, but didn’t let go. “Bastard!”

Roak was not as fast as he needed to be and caught gump teeth when he tried to slap the large rodent away. It was about half a meter long with wiry fur and a long snout filled with sharp teeth. Good eating if you caught one outside of rutting season. Way too gamey to be edible otherwise.

Hissing with the new pain, Roak pulled his bleeding hand up to his chest. He’d need to clean it. Gumps had nasty saliva. 

He couldn’t help but chuckle at that thought. He was worried about getting an infection from a gump bite when he was lying on a plasticrete floor in an incinerator shed just slightly half better than dead.

The gump went back for more leg, but Roak was done with that. 

The scream that he let loose would have shattered glass if there was any around to shatter. He kicked out with one of his demolished legs, the one with white bone clearly sticking out of the thigh, and embedded the end of his cracked femur into the right eye of the gump. The critter shook violently then went still, its weight pulling on Roak’s fractured bone.

He never heard his own second scream. Oblivion came back with a vengeance.

When he woke up, he could tell it was night out. The wind had picked up and was blowing hard, wailing against the shed’s thin walls. Night wind was part of the planetary cycle. Roak always made sure he knew the basics of each planet’s cycle before he stepped foot on it. Just in case. 

There was always a just in case.

He was on a planet called Ligston, one of the many jungle planets in the Gorf System. Most crime lords in the galaxy preferred to base on Monia’Ja, a planet of noxious gasses and hard, rocky continents, but that planet was no longer considered secure after a Galactic Fleet SpecOps team took out one of the strongholds there a while back.

Not that Boss Teegg cared anything about Monia’Ja. He’d been based on Ligston for decades. It had a mild climate, always within acceptable temperatures that most races considered livable, and afforded multiple locations to set up a protected compound. It also didn’t hurt that the air was made almost entirely of oxygen, so anyone thinking of sneaking around had better do it in a vehicle that was not powered by anything combustible. And they sure as hell had better not be carrying blasters or any type of laser weapons. Certainly not old-school projectile shooters.

That was why Roak had gone in with only his blade and not his Blorta 65 laser pistol. That weapon was sitting in its holster, strung over the back of the pilot’s seat on his ship. Which was sitting useless up in orbit. Orbital grav elevator was the only way to get down to the surface of the planet. And there was only one of those, watched and guarded carefully by the station authority. You know, to protect the business interests of the planet’s entrepreneurs, legitimate or otherwise.

Ligston was the perfect place for a crime boss to hide out on. Kept armed assaults to a minimum.

It was the oxygen that Roak thought about as he slowly, excruciatingly, dragged himself over to the airlock. He wasn’t one hundred percent human, although there was no way to know by looking at him, but he still couldn’t breathe such oxygen-rich air for too long. He could handle about thirty minutes before his body was overcome by oxygen toxicity. 

Been there, hated that.

That’s thirty minutes if he was in normal shape. Beaten to a pulp? Roak guessed he could do ten minutes before going into shock.

Maybe.

He reached the shed’s sliding door and saw the heavy rubber seal that was keeping him alive. It would have to be heavy rubber or the shed would go kaboom every time the trash was incinerated. That meant that to get the sliding door open it was going to take some strength and leverage. That seal was not going to be easy to break. Not in his shape.

He ignored the airlock for the moment. There was still the breathing issue.

He came close to frustration over that little issue then saw what was hanging on hooks right next to the door. Rebreathers. A few dozen, all in different configurations so they would fit as many races as possible. Rebreathers designed with Torkian moss inside so it cut the oxygen level in half. Hallelujah.

Except they were hanging a meter and a half off the ground. Well out of Roak’s reach.

Roak’s mind instantly went to one other thing well out of reach. His ship.

Even if he could manage to crawl out of the shed, make his way to the elevator port, find an elevator access hatch that wasn’t being guarded, get onto an empty grav car, he’d still be on security scanners for over an hour as the elevator ascended into space. 

Exposed. An easy target. Even with the arrangements he’d made to get on and off the planet’s surface, he’d be caught before the elevator hit the stratosphere. His arrangements specifically excluded access if he looked like he looked. Appearances had to be kept.

He growled low and forced himself to think it all through. His beatdown-addled mind struggled to come up with a solution. He needed time and materials in every scenario, something he did not have.

His frustration returned and grew into a white-hot ball of rage in the pit of his stomach. He was screwed.

Roak realized it and knew he needed to switch gears and come up with another way to survive. He had to hide until his body healed up enough to come up with a better plan. That not-quite-human percentage meant he healed faster than normal. All he needed was time. Which he didn’t have.

He slowly turned himself around, leaning his back against the wall next to the airlock door. The shed was small. Very small. All that it contained was the incinerator bin and a side container where the carbon cubes made up of the incinerator’s waste ash were stored until someone came to dump them.

He could hide in there. Carbon cubes were ejected into space. It was possible he could catch a ride into orbit in that bin, then once off planet, he could improvise and figure out how to get to his ship. It was possible. Not likely, but possible.

Despite how not likely it was, Roak knew it was his only option.

He began to struggle his way to the cube container.

He was halfway across the shed when the airlock beeped and opened behind him. There was a mask-covered gasp then a few quiet curse words.

Roak just didn’t have the energy to turn and look at the source of the curse words. He lay his head on the plasticrete floor and closed his eyes.

It had been a good life as far as dangerously violent and brutal lives went. He’d miss it.

3.

The violet eyes that stared in at him hadn’t blinked in eight minutes. Roak knew, he’d been counting the seconds. It was annoying as hell.

“Go away,” he grumbled at the owner of the eyes. 

He pounded his fist on the plastiglass lid to the med pod he’d been stuck in for the last week. Today was the day he was getting out, and he really didn’t want some little kid watching him stumble about as he struggled to get his balance back.

“Kid, I’ll snap your neck if you don’t get out of here now,” Roak snarled.

The kid shrugged, turned, and walked out of the small room the med pod was stored in, passing a woman in the doorway on the way out. Roak rolled his eyes when he saw the disapproving look on the woman’s face.

Deep indigo skin with the same violet eyes as the kid, the woman was an impossible-to- guess mix of galactic races. Humanoid in form, including all the female anatomy needed, the woman was tall, gracefully thin in the legs, muscled in the arms and torso, with wide, thick hips that almost completely filled the narrow doorway. She was dressed in a simple jumper with a small logo stitched above her left breast.

That logo had saved Roak’s life.

“You shout at my boy too much,” the woman said as she crossed the small space to the med pod. “I warn you about this. Do it again and I give you back to Boss Teegg.”

“Sorry,” Roak replied and settled his head back into the small pillow the med bay afforded. The scent of sweat poofed up around his head, but he ignored it. He’d smelled much worse. “He gets to me.”

“He gets to me too, but I don’t shout at him every five minutes,” the woman said. She was busy checking the readings on the med pod’s diagnostics screen, refusing to look Roak in the eyes. “You need another four days.”

“I don’t,” Roak replied. “I’m fine. I heal fast.”

She shrugged, a movement identical to the shrug her son had just given before leaving.

The med pod lid hissed then slowly opened, rising up into the ceiling as Roak stretched his arms high, a relieved grin on his face. The woman stepped back and watched as he sat up and took several deep breaths then swung his legs over the edge of the pod.

“You got some pants for me?” he asked as he eased his feet onto the ice-cold floor. “Shirt and socks would be good too.”

He locked eyes with the woman and waited. She broke the gaze and looked him up and down. He was completely naked, but Roak didn’t care. Let her look. His body was a roadmap of scars and ghosts of old wounds. Most folks only lasted a second or two before having to look away.

She didn’t.

She sighed finally and left the room, returning in seconds with a folded pile of clothing. She handed it to Roak and stepped back to lean against the wall as he got dressed.

The clothes were warm and smelled faintly floral. Comfortable. He had to cinch up the waist of the pants to get them to fit, the hiss of the band the only sound in the room, filling the silence that was heavy with disapproval.

Once clad, he stretched again and nodded at the woman.

“Thanks,” he said. “I appreciate it.”

“I’d appreciate it if you stayed four days longer,” the woman said. She pulled at the collar of her jumper, a movement Roak had watched her do subconsciously a thousand times over the last week, and stepped away from the wall. “You are weak as a baby nuft.”

“I heal fast,” Roak said. “Just point me in the direction of Boss Teegg’s compound and I’ll be out of your hair by nightfall.”

“Ass,” she said and left the room.

Roak followed. Slowly. His balance was not intact enough for him to hurry after her.

“Veha, stop,” Roak said, leaning a hand on the hallway’s wall after only taking half a dozen steps. His lungs felt like fire. “I’m sorry.”

Almost to the end of the hall, Veha stopped. She didn’t turn back around. Just stopped and waited.

“Thanks for saving my ass,” Roak said. “Thanks for finding the med pod and getting me back on my feet.”

“But...?” she replied.

“But, I have work to do,” Roak said. “Work you don’t want any part of.”

“Is that so?” Veha snarled as she turned and glared at him. “Where did I find you?”

“What?” he asked. “You know where–”

“Say it,” Veha snapped. “I want to hear you say it.”

Roak sighed. “In the incinerator shed.”

“Whose incinerator shed?” she pushed.

“Boss Teegg’s incinerator shed,” Roak replied. 

“Exactly,” she said. “You think I’m not already a part of this? You think whatever you have planned next is what will put me and Deha in danger?” She snorted and shook her head. “You’re an idiot.”

“You’ve made that clear every day I’ve been here,” Roak said. “Doesn’t change what I said. You don’t want any part of what I need to do.”

“Revenge,” she hissed, almost too quiet for Roak to hear. But he heard. “Men like you must always have revenge.”

“Not revenge,” Roak replied, his voice harder than he’d intended. 

Dealing with people, no matter the race, wasn’t his strong suit. Hunting them was. But not dealing with their emotions and psyches and all the baggage that came with both. He cleared his throat.

“It’s not revenge, Veha,” he continued. “It’s getting what I’m owed. Once I have that then I’m gone from here. I won’t bother you or Deha again.”

“Idiot,” she said as she turned and left the hallway, lost from sight with two strides of those graceful legs.

“Veha, wait!” he called after her. “There’s more! You have to listen to me!”

Roak really didn’t have time for this crap. He needed supplies and transportation back to Boss Teegg’s compound. A weapon would be good too, but he could make do without one. There’d be plenty of weapons in the compound. All he’d have to do is pluck one from the dead grip of one of Boss Teegg’s guards. 

Roak intended for there to be a lot of dead grips to pluck from.

He found Veha in the kitchen, busily shredding some leafy greens into a container.

“Food is in the fridge,” she said curtly. “I’m making my lunch then I have to go to work. Make yourself at home. Have a good life. Short as it will be.”

“Veha, stop,” Roak said. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

“Dramatic?” she shouted, shoving the greens away. They tumbled from the counter and spread across the plasticrete floor. “Dramatic? Are you kidding me? I found you half-dead in the incinerator shed, your body pulped, helpless because you got your ass handed to you by Boss Teegg’s guards for whatever reason, a reason you have not completely explained yet, and I’m the one being dramatic?”

She crossed the distance between them so fast that Roak didn’t have time to see the slap coming. His head rocked to the side, but he didn’t say a word in protest. He was damn impressed she got a slap in at all. Even weak, he should have been able to stop it.

“I’m a cleaner,” Veha continued. “I do a job that a bot should be doing. But no bots on Ligston.”

“Stray bot gets outside and things go boom,” Roak said.

“Yes. Don’t interrupt,” Veha agreed. “I clean Boss Teegg’s compound, which includes emptying the carbon cubes from the incinerator shed. My life, my job, my everything is about as boring as it gets on this planet. Then you show up. With your drama. Me being dramatic? Screw you.”

“You work for a crime boss, Veha, so don’t even–”

She slapped him again and went in for a third, but he caught her wrist before the palm could make contact. Roak was surprised again, but that time by the power in her arm. He was big, but a week in the med pod meant he probably wouldn’t be stopping her for long if she decided to fight hard. Not with that strength.

“Sorry,” he said quietly.

Some of the rage left her and Roak let go of her wrist when he felt the tension of violence in her muscles ease.

She sniffed with indignation and went about picking up the leafy greens from the floor.

“Veha, listen to me,” Roak said, “the man is a fat pig, but he’s not stupid.” Roak chuckled. “Stupid enough to mess with me, but not stupid enough to think I survived on my own. Once he realizes I’m alive, and he will realize it, he’ll know I had help.”

“So?” Veha said, tossing the greens into the disposal. “You’re going to kill him.”

“No, I’m going to get the chits I’m owed,” Roak said. “If I can do that without killing him then all the better. Better for my business if it’s known I let him live. I’m a bounty hunter, not an assassin. Bosses won’t hire me if they think they’ll die when things go wrong.”

Veha turned and stared at Roak, looking a lot like her son. She sputtered a couple of times before she said, “You’d leave him alive? He tried to have you killed. How is that good for business? Every boss in the galaxy will put a laser bolt between your eyes instead of paying you.”

“They wouldn’t be the first ones to try,” Roak said. “They won’t be the last. That’s my problem. I just want my chits and I’ll be on my way. When the syndicates hear about what he did to me, his business will dry up. No one will work for him or work with him. It’s the natural law of things. It always evens out in the end.”

“But if you don’t kill him then he’ll want to know why you’re alive,” Veha said. “He’ll send men to question everyone in town. He’ll send men to question me.”

“Probably,” Roak said. “That’s why I’m trying to talk to you. If you’d shut up and listen then maybe I can help you figure this out.”

Veha looked at the kitchen counter and the empty lunchbox that sat on top of it. She shoved the box off the counter and held her hands to her face.

“I should have let you die,” she whispered.

“Yeah, you probably should have,” Roak replied. “But you didn’t, so now you need to listen to me. You should pack up Deha and go stay somewhere else. As far away from here as possible. At least until you know what happens to me.”

“Leave? Have you lost your mind?” she growled. “This house is all I have. This and Deha.”

“Just until I get my payment and can come get you,” Roak said.

“What?” 

“I owe you for your help,” Roak said. “I’ll give you a cut of my payment and you can take those chits and get off this planet. Go somewhere else.”

“Where?” Veha snapped.

“I don’t know,” Roak replied and shrugged. “Wherever you want. Just not here anymore. I’ll give you enough to change your name and your IDs in the Grid. You’ll have plenty left over to settle down on some boring planet where crime bosses don’t set up shop.”

“You son of a bitch,” Veha said. “You could have told me all of this at any time. But you wait until you’re out of the med pod so I can’t turn you in. That’s it, isn’t it?”

Roak could have lied to save her feelings, but that wasn’t him. The truth was always safer than a lie, no matter how much it hurt.

“More or less,” Roak said. “First two days, I didn’t know if I’d live. Last few days, I kept waiting for you to turn me in anyway.”

“Idiot,” she hissed. Her eyes strayed to the handle of one of the kitchen knives sticking out of its recessed spot in the counter.

“Don’t,” Roak said. All trace of sympathy for the woman was gone. “Do not. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Oh, my Eight Million Gods!” Veha shouted. “This is madness!”

Roak rubbed his face. Words weren’t his specialty. Hunting down marks for their bounties was. He had no idea what else there was to say to Veha. His being in her life screwed it all up for her and her son. But he hadn’t asked her to help him. That he was certain of. It was a weak excuse, but still true.

“I need to get my payment,” Roak said. “I can give you a cut and help you get off planet or you can stay here and more than likely die. Or worse.”

“Or worse? What would be worse?” Veha asked.

“They kill your son, leave you alive, then sell you into the sex trade,” Roak said. “You’re a beautiful woman. You’d fetch a good price on one of the resort planets. Barring that, Boss Teegg is known for his appetites. He could keep you for himself.”

“Then kill him!” Veha yelled.

“Only if I have to,” Roak replied. He was done. “I need to go.”

“How?” Veha asked. “You have no grav roller.”

“I’ll walk,” Roak said. “I can use a rebreather. It’s what? Half a click? It’ll be good for me to stretch my legs before I have to get to work.”
4.

Wearing a rebreather was uncomfortable enough, but add in the moisture that dripped from the leaves and branches that hung over the jungle road and the thing was downright insufferable. Moderate climate, Roak’s ass.

The jungle road was barely two lanes. Not that it needed to be much wider. None of the locals used vehicles; they all rode some local fauna that had six legs, was the size of a grav roller, and looked like it could carry ten tons without breaking a sweat.

People passed him by with suspicious eyes and not a single nod of acknowledgement. Roak was used to it. It was the same on any of the backwater, agro planets. Folks didn’t like what they didn’t know. Different was dangerous. In Roak’s case, they were right.

“Where ya coming from, stranger?” a voice of authority asked from behind Roak.

He stopped and turned slowly, hands out and away from his sides. He knew law when he heard it.

“Friend’s place,” Roak said as he studied the man that sat upon one of the animals. Halfer of some kind. Maybe part Jesperian, maybe part Cervile. The feline whiskers that stuck out from behind the rebreather pointed to Cervile, but that was all Roak could figure out. Ligston didn’t have its own race of people, so you just never knew. “Heading into town for supplies.”

“Supplies?” the lawman asked. The rebreather shifted up, telling Roak the man was smiling or smirking. “On just your feet? Without a pack?”

“I don’t need a lot,” Roak said. “And I like to walk.”

“Who ya staying with?” the lawman asked.

“Bepa Tooh,” Roak answered immediately. “I’m a friend of her son. From the War.”

The lawman’s demeanor changed instantly. Mentioning the War usually had pull on planets like Ligston. A lot of young men and women had been recruited to fight for the Galactic Fleet against the Skrang Alliance from planets like the one they were on. Easy pickings from the lower class. 

“Shame about that boy,” the lawman said. “He had a future. Probably could have been something.”

“Probably,” Roak said. “Damn GF.”

The lawman lifted his rebreather and spat onto the ground as he nodded. “Damn GF.”

They watched each other for a couple of seconds before the lawman tipped his chin at Roak.

“You want me to give you lift into town?” the lawman asked.

“I’d hate to trouble you,” Roak said.

“No trouble,” the lawman replied. “Always glad to help out someone that fought against the Skrang. I ain’t no fan of the GF, but we’d be a lot worse off if the Skrang had taken over the galaxy.”

“I hear that,” Roak said. “You sure?”

“Get on, son,” the lawman said.

Roak did, hopping up behind the lawman, and settling into an extra seat in the harness strapped to the riding animal.

“Where ya need to go first?” the lawman asked.

“Well, to be honest, sir, I was feeling a little thirsty,” Roak said. He laughed like he was embarrassed. “Maybe drop me off at a tavern?”

“Bepa Tooh does keep a dry house,” the lawman chuckled. “Sure thing, son. I’ll even buy the first round. It may be I was headed that direction myself.”

“How lucky for me,” Roak said. 

He didn’t feel too lucky. He’d rather the lawman was out of his presence as soon as possible. But maybe he could turn it around. 

The animal didn’t move much faster than Roak did
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