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by NICOLE LITTLE


[image: ]


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.

While avoiding Earth on the way home from her last adventure, Roxy receives a distress signal from an area of space she'd thought uninhabited, one she cannot ignore: THE CRY OF THE FALCON. Following it, Roxy discovers a new world of trouble and turmoil that only she can get out of.

Meanwhile, back on Aurora, Roxy’s business partner and bestie Suki Kwan is concerned about Roxy’s sudden absence and unusual silence. Convinced that Roxy is in peril, Suki gathers together a motley assortment of friends and associates to begin the frantic search. They will soon find themselves in a race against time to track down their missing comrade before it’s too late... if they don’t kill each other first!
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Roxy strutted into the office on four-inch stilettos, her short butter-yellow sundress swirling in a cloud around her thighs as the automatic doors whooshed shut behind her, stirring up an errant breeze. It had just gone 8 o’clock. The morning was bright and clear; the sort of day that invited open windows and optimism. She slid a pair of leopard print cat eye sunglasses atop her head, where they rested amongst her mop of golden curls, and winked broadly at the woman behind the main desk of Buckles & Associates.

“Surprise!”

“Roxy,” Suki squealed in delight. “You’re here!”

“In the flesh,” Roxy replied, grinning, one hand on her hip. She sashayed her way closer to the desk, bent down and wrapped her arms around Suki in a tight hug, pressing a kiss to the top of her head as she rose. “I’ve missed you, my friend.”

“And I, you,” Suki replied, reaching out to grab Roxy’s hand. She gave it a firm squeeze. “I’m so glad you’re back. Maybe things can finally start getting back to normal now.”

A giggle erupted from Roxy, and Suki shot her a look. “When have things around here ever been normal?”

Roxy found herself reaching for the pile of pink missed call slips stacked haphazardly at the corner of the desk. She quirked an eyebrow. “And I see not much else has changed in my absence?”

“You got that right.” Suki rolled her eyes, laughing. “I’m just a little less worried about one of us being murdered in our beds.”

Roxy had enjoyed her time on Mauw but she was incredibly happy to be back on Aurora. The pull she felt, that familiar call to action that had laid dormant for so many months, was now returning full force. It felt damn good.

Being idle, it just wasn’t for Roxy.

She sifted through the massive pile of messages and job requests as she made her way across the room to the inner office. She stopped mid-stride as a familiar name stared out at her in neat, precise handwriting: Ethel-Beth Lester. Her eyes widened and she looked up at Suki, waving the slip of paper. “Seriously?”

Suki shrugged. “Like I said, nothing ever changes.”

Roxy placed the slip beneath the pile and shook her head in consternation. She would most definitely deal with that one later. Then, brow knitted, she began to count: one, two, three... twelve messages in total from Hadrien Durand, Acting Commander of The Planetary Regulation Committee.

“They’ve been calling non-stop,” Suki said, watching her. “I finally just stopped writing it down.”

Roxy turned and shook her head, exasperation written all over her face. “What could there be to discuss? Hours and hours of depositions and interviews already. I gave my statement that night. There’s nothing left to talk about.” She crumpled the slips of paper into a small, tight ball and tossed it effortlessly into the trash bin.

“Nice shot!”

“At least one of us is,” Roxy teased with a playful smirk.

“Hey,” Suki Kwan replied indignantly, “It was dark. And he was moving a lot. And it was really far away. I tried my best. Carmine should be counting his lucky stars that I am such a lousy shot.”

“Excuses, excuses.” Roxy threw back her head and laughed. “I’m sorry, Suki, but you really won’t ever live this down.”

“Whatever,” Suki muttered, but Roxy saw her lips twitch as she struggled to suppress a smile.

A sharp trill sounded from Suki’s desk, interrupting their easy-going conversation. Suki’s eyes glanced from the display on the com and then back to Roxy’s curious face. “It’s Durand’s office... again.” She held her breath and waited for a response from Roxy.

Roxy exhaled loudly through her nostrils and threw her hands up in defeat. “Fine. Just send the call through. I’ll have to deal with it sooner or later. Might as well do it now when I’m relaxed. But you and I,” she pointed at Suki. “We’ll talk later. I want to know everything that happened while I was away.” She squared her shoulders and stalked through the door to her office, slamming it shut behind her.

Suki snorted. With the tap of a button, she gratefully transferred the call through to Roxy. She chewed on the inside of her cheek, lost in thought as she picked up a piece of paper. She crumpled it into a ball, eyed the trash bin, aimed and fired. “Dammit.” She sighed as the ball bounced off the rim and landed on the floor. “At least I took out a kneecap,” she muttered to herself. “Better than nothing at all.”
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Roxy took another deep breath and then, despite feeling woefully unprepared, accepted the call. “Roxy Buckles speaking.”

“Ms. Buckles. What a pleasure to finally speak with you.” The warm deep voice reverberated down the communication line.

“My apologies, Acting Commander Durand, I have been... away. My location was quite remote.”

“Understandable, Ms. Buckles, no need to apologize. We all need to go off the grid every once in a while.” Roxy heard a smile in his voice. “I promise I won’t keep you long. I know that we have taken up enough of your time already. The reason for my call... I was hoping to speak with you. In person. At your convenience, of course. It’s rather important.”

Roxy muted the call so that he could not hear the unbridled cursing at her end and when she’d tired herself out, she sighed, regretful that she had taken the call to begin with. She’d seen enough of The PRC Plaza to last several lifetimes, and the thought of walking into those offices once again made her stomach churn unpleasantly. She wanted to wipe her hands clean of the whole lot of them.

As though sensing the reason behind her hesitation and silence, Durand interjected with an offer: “I would be happy to meet on neutral territory if you would prefer. Lunch perhaps? My treat.”

This was virtually unheard of. A PRC official having lunch off-site with a mere mortal such as herself? You went to them. They never came to you. Curiosity piqued, Roxy quickly unmuted the conversation. “Yes, that would work for me.”

“Excellent,” he replied, sounding quite like he actually did think it was excellent. “I will have Mordean, my assistant, blip you the details shortly. I look forward to making your acquaintance.”

“Thank you, Acting Commander. I look forward to meeting you as well.” Roxy ended the call and leaned back, allowing the chair to recline as she pursed her lips and contemplated what the Acting Commander could possibly have to discuss with her. Her wristlet emitted a short beep and Roxy shook her head in surprise at the prompt message. A SkyShaw would be there to pick her up at noon.

Well, she thought to herself, guess I’ll find out soon enough.
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Suntwin was at its zenith in the sky as Roxy swiped her access card, stepped through the front doors of The Chaffey Building, and onto the street outside. Security was a little tighter these days – no one got in or out without clearance.

Narrowly avoiding a collision with a speeding turbo-courier on a Zip-Board, she muttered a curse under her breath, flipped her sunglasses down onto her nose and checked the time on her wristlet. As the alarm chimed the noon hour, the SkyShaw pulled to a stop a short distance away. They were nothing if not punctual. Roxy felt her lips curl into a genuine smile as she stepped inside the carriage.

Roxy found herself being whisked away from the central core and the bustling chaos of the big city, past the calmness of Suburbia and directly into the Boho District. A haven for artists and creatives, it was peppered with small artisan establishments, musical venues and retro diners reminiscent of those found on Earth in the Twenty-First Century.

The SkyShaw driver refused her payment, stating the ride had already been taken care of, and released the mechanism that held the doors closed. Roxy disembarked near a brightly lit restaurant, the sign outside indicating she was about to enter the Out of this World Eatery which proclaimed to be a Purveyor of Authentic Earthside Cuisine. A cheerful tune played over the loudspeaker and a servo-bot bopped past Roxy on what she thought might have been an old pair of roller skates as she made her way to the podium with a sign that read: Please wait to be seated.

“Well, hey there, darlin’, what can I do for you on this fine day?” drawled the young man who scurried over when he saw her standing there. He was wearing a purple vest and a bright pink bow tie. She liked him instantly.

Roxy smiled, hesitant, not sure exactly what the protocol was here in an Earthside diner. “I’m meeting someone for lunch?”

“Say no more, sweetheart. Y’all just follow me and I will bring you straight to your table.” He winked at Roxy and turned with a flourish.

The snappy young host led Roxy to a cherry-red booth in a quiet corner away from the hustle and bustle of the restaurant. Hadrien Durand rose from where he had been seated and extended his hand in greeting, his clasp warm and firm. He was slightly shorter than her, a fact exacerbated by Roxy’s four-inch heels. His close-cropped dark hair was flecked with gray but his demeanor was youthful and the laugh lines at his eyes and mouth suggested a man who smiled and laughed often. He indicated the seat across from him and Roxy slid onto the worn plastic seat.

“A server will be right with you. Now you have yourselves a lovely meal.” The host gave a cheery wave and headed back behind the bar, where he promptly picked up a book in one hand and a coconut with a straw in the other.

“Ms. Buckles, so glad you could join me.” Durand grinned and handed her a menu. “This is my favorite place to eat in all of Aurora. I come here often. I highly recommend the fries. It was a very popular snack food on Earth.”

Roxy smiled in response but was suddenly struck by the absurdity of the situation. She felt awkward, like she was on a first date. She examined the menu while her mind frantically tried to come up with something to say that didn’t make her sound like a complete tool.

“Ah,” Durand exclaimed, “here she comes. My apologies, but I took the liberty of ordering us a drink. Something called a milkshake. Another of Earth’s favorites or so I have been told.”

The waitress lackadaisically plunked two large frosty glasses on the table and walked away without a word.

“Isn’t it wonderful?” Durand took a big pull of his drink and closed his eyes in abject pleasure. “Try it.” His exuberance was contagious and Roxy, who was beginning to think herself no longer capable of making conversation, slipped the concoction closer and took a tentative sip. Flavor exploded on her tongue and Durand laughed at the expression on her face. “Told you it was good. It’s a flavor called chocolate.”

She swallowed, took a deep breath and plunged in headfirst. “Acting Commander Durand, forgive me for being forward – it’s not that I do not appreciate your hospitality or this lovely drink – but I have to admit that I am more than a little curious as to why you have invited me here.”

The waitress appeared suddenly at their table. Durand turned to her with a smile. “We will have a large order of your fries please. Oh, and some of that sauce that usually comes with it – the red one. We’ll have two of those.”

“You got it,” she replied dryly, and strolled away.

“Please excuse me, Ms. Buckles.” He flushed. “But I skipped breakfast this morning and now I’m famished. Now, to answer your question...” He leaned forward, his dark eyes crinkling at the corners. “By the end of this week I will no longer be Acting Commander. I will take over the position fully. I will continue to try and repair the damage done by Seth Carmine and his followers.”

“Congratulations,” Roxy exclaimed. “I am confident that you will be able to do just that.” Roxy had done her research; Hadrien Durand was more than qualified for the job. He had more commendations and awards for bravery than Roxy thought possible for any one person.

“Thank you. I appreciate the vote of confidence.” He continued, “My first order of business will be rebuilding The Academy. Tomorrow, crews will go in and clear away the debris. We will start with a clean slate. What Aurora needs now is a new generation of dependable lawmakers and teachers; we need to earn back the trust of our people.”

Roxy nodded. “I couldn’t agree more.”

“I am glad to hear you say that.” Durand smiled like the cat that ate the canary. “Because I want you to come and work alongside me. Be my Lieutenant. I am positive that together the two of us can set things right again.”

Roxy stared at him, dumbfounded. She quickly closed her mouth; she hadn’t even realized it had been hanging open.

“Fries.” Roxy startled as the waitress plopped a large platter in the middle of the Formica table. “Enjoy.”

Lieutenant Buckles, Roxy thought to herself as her hand edged towards the plate of food, the enticing aroma of the fried delicacy too hard to resist. Has a nice ring to it.
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“Well, what are you going to do?” Suki stared at her in wide-eyed wonder, practically salivating over the juicy gossip, as Roxy dished animatedly on the meeting with Durand, leaving out no details. “No, don’t tell me. You have to do this. It’s basically your dream job. There’s no question about it.”

“I... I’m not sure what I’m going to do about it, to be honest. I have worked really, really hard to build Buckles & Associates up, to make it a successful business and to get it to the point where it is today. I know I don’t want to give that up. Plus, I’ve just gotten back to work, I don’t want to leave again so soon.” She laughed, though it was without humor. “I can’t expect to have it all now, can I?”

“And why not?” Suki demanded, hitting her palm against the desktop. “Who says you can’t have it all? And if anyone does tell you that, I will kick their ass. I have seen you accomplish the impossible over the years, Roxy Buckles, and I won’t stand by while you pass this up.”

“Suki, come on. Be reasonable.”

“Why are you so god damn stubborn, Roxy?” Suki’s nostrils flared. “Why are you so afraid to accept help? Because that’s the problem here isn’t it? You’d have to give up a modicum of control over this place,” Suki spread her arms wide to encompass the office. “And you can’t bring yourself to do it.”

Frowning, Roxy crossed her arms across her chest. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.” As soon the words left her mouth, Roxy realized that she knew full well exactly what Suki was talking about. That didn’t mean she was ready to admit it. Old habits die hard.

Suki wrinkled her nose. “You’re stuck in this mind set. You slipped right back into it the minute you arrived back in Aurora. I knew you would. You know, just because you can do everything yourself, doesn’t mean that you have to. There are people who love you and want to help... you just have to let them.” She was out of breath, but she’d only just started. She raised her hand as Roxy opened her mouth, retort upon her lips. “No, no, let me finish before I lose my nerve here. Look, I know I’m a terrible shot – shut up! – but I can do so much more around here: the smaller jobs; I can gather information and follow up on leads, I can do interviews or run interference. Just let me try. River can help too; I know they’d jump at the chance to spend more time here on Aurora. And I can name at least ten more people who would kill for the opportunity to work for you. Take a step back from this for a
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