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      As Sparks approached the bar, her heart rate quickened, and despite filling her lungs with the cool spaceport air, it did little to dampen her apprehension. Were it just a game of droneball, she’d enter the place with a spring in her step and a sway to her gait. She could beat anyone, any day, any time. But, like with so many things in life, managing the egos of others provided the biggest challenge. Especially as she was about to play a game she couldn’t lose.

      Every week the same; she began yet another bullshit hustle where she needed to make her opponent feel good about themselves while she deprived them of just enough credits to get her and Reyes through another few days. Reyes would do the same for her were the roles reversed. But she’d probably do it without the deceit.

      Sweating beneath her thick black robe, Sparks faced the oncoming wind, turning the hood into a cooling funnel. One day she’d find a lighter replacement. Something more practical. But so far, none did the job as well. None hid the tiny human from inquisitive eyes. At least, that was what they believed her to be. She stood about three and a half feet tall. Tall for a Thrystian, but so few beings had heard of her species, so they made assumptions. Assumptions that often led to hostilities. Easier to remain inconspicuous to avoid the conversation altogether.

      Her face hidden in shadow, she drew close to Mac’s bar, and a flutter ran through her chest. The door sensor triggered and opened with a whoosh!

      While beings probably watched from the shadows, the clusters of creatures in the packed bar paid her little mind. Sticking in your nose, snout, hooter, or whatever other protrusion with which you chose to invade another’s privacy, rarely ended well. Especially in Acoolter, where its spaceport drove its economy. With such a high turnover of clients, it made almost every being a stranger in every establishment. None had any right knowing Sparks’ intentions, just as she had no right knowing theirs. But just in case her attire didn’t convey the message to leave her the fuck alone, she rested her hand on her blaster at her hip. An entirely acceptable response to unsolicited inquisition. This place had clear rules and clear consequences. Stick to the former and you’d avoid the latter.

      The door closed behind her as she weaved through the busy room, collusions of creatures packed around small tables and wedged into shadowy booths. She kept her attention fixed on the droneball kiosk in the corner.

      She held her breath as she passed through a thick cloud of raspberry-scented smoke loosed from the hinge-jawed mouth of a bulbous toad-like being. The last time she breathed in something similar, she’d spent three days in a multicoloured world, running away from demons that had crawled from deep within the bowels of her own imagination.

      The long bar ran the length of the room on her left. Mac ignored her. Nosey bartenders didn’t last long in a place like this. Besides, she always made sure a part of her winnings ended up in his pocket. This place had supported her and Reyes for close to a year. A little kickback was the least she could do.

      Passing beneath a flickering lightbulb, Sparks’ right eye twitched, and her brain speared with a sharp sting. The bulb didn’t have long left in this world. Not her responsibility. In a galaxy that cared little for sentient life, it needed a digital advocate about as much as it needed another crazy dictator invading a distant planet.

      Several beings pressed their snouts to the droneball booth’s tinted window, their hands cupping their faces. Every one of them oblivious to Sparks’ approach. And why would they notice her? She might be the best droneball player in the galaxy, but the galaxy didn’t need to know that.

      A four-foot-tall yellow-skinned creature stepped back from the booth and punched the air. As with most interactions, her lips moved with an alien dialect while Sparks’ language chip interpreted on the fly. “Yes!” She halted in the face of Sparks’ scrutiny. A head taller than her, she had a long snout, tusks, and a bulbous bottom lip that lay along her face like a giant space slug, warts and all. She looked her up and down.

      Sparks smiled, the gesture hidden in the shadow cast by her hood. Hopefully, some of it made it to her tone. “Did your friend win?”

      “What do you think?”

      “How good are they?”

      “He just won, didn’t he?”

      “Apparently so.”

      The yellow-skinned creature stepped back. Again, she looked Sparks up and down. This time she sneered, lifting one of her tusks higher than the other. “You really want to challenge him?”

      The game booth’s door slid open, the machine’s automation tingling through Sparks’ senses. The action emitted a gentle whir of tiny servos. They had nothing on the earth-shuddering action of the ones used to drive Reyes’ towering mech, but they were the closest she’d heard to them in a long time. Reyes would beat the simulator and regain her confidence. And then Sparks could stand beside her twenty-metre-tall titan in battle once again. She could stop lowering herself to playing small-time games in dive bars for only enough reward to get them through another week. She’d had a year of this shit. Were she doing it for anyone else, she would have given up a long time ago.

      “You deaf or something?” The yellow-skinned creature rested her hands on her hips and stepped closer. “I said, do you really want to chall⁠—”

      “I heard what you said, runt.”

      She snorted, her indignation cut short by the defeated mandulu stepping from the booth with his shoulders slumped and his head bowed.

      Sparks jumped aside to let him pass. With so many beings coming through the spaceport, she recognised maybe one in every twenty. She’d seen enough mandulus to last a lifetime. Still, she smiled. Seb would be happy to see one defeated. She’d tell him if she ever saw him and SA again.

      The yellow-skinned being drew a breath. “Ar⁠—”

      “Yes!”

      She snorted again. “B⁠—”

      “I do really want to challenge him.”

      The victor stepped from the game booth. Just short of six feet tall, he had blue skin and small yellow eyes. Every time he blinked, his eyelids met in the middle as vertical slits. Hairless, but his bald head had tens of tiny fins running from his brow to the base of his neck. She’d seen others like him before. Bipedal, and if she were to guess, she’d assume he came from an aquatic planet. But she’d been mistaken for human so often, she’d do well to ignore her assumptions. His upper body was a bulging bulk of swollen muscles. “I’m guessing every day’s biceps day?”

      One side of his thin mouth twitched, and his tiny eyes narrowed. He remained fixed on Sparks while he slammed his fist against the button to open the small holding box. He removed two credit cards. His stake, and the one of his defeated opponent. He snapped his head in the booth’s direction. “You want a game?”

      “Are you confident that what you can offer me will be good enough to be classed as a game?”

      He fixed her with a dead stare. “Rather than concentrating on my self-belief, maybe you should work on reining in your own?”

      “Maybe.”

      “How much do you want to stake, little one?”

      Say that again and she’d headbutt him in the stomach. “How much have you got there?”

      The blue-skinned creature held up his two credit cards and winked. “One-fifty.”

      Just about enough. Like most droneball games in a place like this, her winnings would get her through another week and rarely longer. One hundred credits to Reyes, forty to Faz Went and Blark Venn-Quarter, and ten to Mac. The other one hundred and fifty for another game next week. She’d be back to dance the same routine with a different schmuck in seven days’ time. But Reyes deserved it, and for however long it took her to get her head straight, Sparks would keep showing up. Reyes had earned all the time in the galaxy. She tossed a credit card loaded with one hundred and fifty credits at the blue-skinned creature. It spun through the air, struck him on his broad chest, and landed on the floor between his feet. “I can match that.”

      The slightest ripple of doubt disturbed his fixed arrogance. He picked up Sparks’ credit card and held it with his close to the holding box. “O-okay.”

      “O-okay, or okay? You changing your mind already, big guy?”

      He dropped the credit cards into the box and slammed the small hatch shut. Only the victor could reopen it. His thin lips pulled back to reveal his gritted teeth. “You first.”

      On her way past him into the small chamber, Sparks nodded. “That’s usually how it works.” She moved to the left side of the court and pulled back her hood. A neon line bisected the room. It divided the five-metre-by-five-metre-square booth in two. Cross the line into your opponent’s side and you lost a point. Aim your blaster at your opponent and you lost the game, as well as getting electrocuted half to death before you could pull the trigger. She widened her stance, the door closing behind them as her competitor took up his position.

      Her blaster raised above her head, Sparks waited for her opponent to do the same. She’d go easy on him. When she’d first played droneball, she used to get to three points as quickly as possible, take the credits, and leave. But large egos and resounding losses proved a volatile mix. She walked away with less aggro if her opponents had felt like they’d at least played their part in the game. She gave them a narrative about how they’d been robbed in the final moments. And as far as fragile egos went, this blue-skinned fella wore his paper-thin sense of self-worth loud and proud on his overstretched sleeve. His blaster still at his side, she tutted and snapped up her shoulders in a sharp shrug. “You ready, or what?”

      “Hang on.” The fin-headed creature twisted his left foot and then his right, as if grinding the soles of his shoes against the steel floor would somehow help him improve his aim. He paused halfway through raising his blaster. “And don’t worry, I’ll let you go for double or quits when you lose.”

      The second he thrust his blaster at the sky, a strong wind ripped through the booth. The walls turned pitch black, and stars burst to life all around them. A drumbeat rolled through the room like distant thunder. As the hammering rhythm grew louder, the stars streaked towards them, accelerating with the increasing volume. The wind dragged Sparks’ robe, pulling her back a step. The beast beside her held firm.

      A small spherical drone shot from their left. The size of a large orange and topped with a blinking red light, it hovered for a second, sent an electric bolt streaking towards Sparks from one of its many ports, and darted right to avoid her opponent’s first shot.

      She could have nailed it instantly. The steel plate in her head read the drone’s next move and transmitted it directly to her brain. The accident that nearly killed her had left her with digital intuition. Machines spoke to her. From opening doors to blinking lightbulbs. Mechs. Surveillance drones … But his ego needed appeasing. She jumped aside, avoiding the drone’s next electric bolt. She shot high, and it went low.

      “Not so confident now, eh?”

      Sparks dodged another blue bolt. For effect, she blew out, her cheeks bulging.

      He shot again. He missed again.

      “Like you’re doing much better.” Sparks’ green blasts exploded against the far wall.

      A loud mechanical duck quack blared through the booth. The wind stopped, and the thunderous drum solo faded. The smoking drone hit the floor with a clang! The bright white stars gave way to bright white numbers. A zero on Sparks’ side. A number one on his.

      He rolled his shoulders and snapped his head from side to side. “I do believe I’ve taken the advantage.”

      “It’s the first to three, you know?”

      “You think I’m green?”

      “No, you’re blue.”

      He tutted and shook his head.

      Sparks raised her blaster.

      He did the same.

      For a second time, the wind shoved Sparks back a step. The stars streaked past her, driven by the slamming drum solo. The drone shot from the left. She aimed where it intended to go next and pulled her trigger.

      The loud duck-quack tone blared through the booth. The drone hit the floor. The wind halted. The stars vanished. Sparks read out the bright white numbers. “One-one.”

      The blue-skinned creature raised his blaster. Sparks did the same.

      Even with her glasses on, Sparks’ eyes burned from the windy assault. She dodged left and right, avoiding the electric bolts.

      Quack!

      The drone fell. The blue-skinned creature rolled his broad shoulders. His signature move. “I make that two-one to me.”

      “You can read, then?” Sparks aimed at the sky.

      He’d taken at least eight shots to hit the previous two drones. And of course she played a risky game, but she needed to win without gaining a reputation. Reyes wanted a quiet life.

      Sparks missed the small sphere with her first three shots. Her blasts exploded against the back wall. She nailed the drone with her fourth.

      Quack!

      His face a contorted mess, he threw up his arm again. Sparks did the same.

      Bzzt!

      “Ow!” A bolt hit his right hand, turning it flaccid. He dropped his blaster.

      The drone about to head diagonally up to the right. Sparks shot it from the sky.

      Quack!

      The drone hit the floor just as her opponent retrieved his weapon. His mouth fell wide, and a nerve beneath his right eye twitched. The booth’s door opened with a whoosh!

      “Doub—”

      “I’m not interested.” Sparks barged past him, pulled up her hood, and slammed her fist against the holding box button. The small hatch fell open. She reached in and retrieved the three credit cards.

      A flash of white light burst through Sparks’ vision when her forehead slammed into the booth. Her legs failed her. By the time she’d clambered back to her feet, he’d already taken her credits and run.

      Sparks aimed her blaster at his broad back.

      “No!” Mac the bartender thrust a halting hand in her direction.

      Her teeth clenched, Sparks turned her blaster on his tusked mate. The small yellow-skinned creature raised her hands. She’d done nothing wrong, and they both knew it. Blark Venn-Quarter didn’t believe in guilty by association. This tourist still had his full protection.

      “Shit!” Sparks shook her head and took off after the thief, weaving through the tables and clusters of creatures. She’d given him a game. Made him feel like he had a chance. Yet he still did this to her. She’d given him every opportunity to save face, but now he’d stolen from her, she had every right to subject him to a very public execution.
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      The door parted, and Sparks ran out into the busy spaceport at a jog. She wore her hood up, her distorted reflection staring back at her from the curved chrome body of a docked ship. She’d once again buried her face in shadow.

      The fin-headed thief a few hundred metres ahead weaved through the scores of bodies in the densely packed spaceport.

      Still morning. The busiest time of day. The weak sun hung in the sky like it had lost all enthusiasm for illuminating this world. It cast the entire port in a dusky light. As bright as it got on Acoolter.

      Despite her thick robe, Sparks shivered. As bright as it got, and about as warm too. A flat and rocky planet with few wind blocks. The days were bearable, but the nights brought a cold that few beings could withstand.

      Her blaster in her right hand, Sparks broke into a sprint, weaving through the dense press of bodies, the blue head of her target just too far away, even for someone who could shoot like her. She had every right to take him down. And she’d not miss, but if anyone got caught in the crossfire, Blark Venn-Quarter would be sure to make her punishment both public and severe. An economy built on tourism had to show the galaxy that visitors were both welcome and safe.

      Sparks turned sideways between two ten-foot-tall grey creatures. She brushed too close to one of them, tearing a sharp sting along her right cheek. Their skin was as rough and resilient as the ground on which they trod. The wide, hulking beasts carved their own path through the spaceport’s chaos.

      Smaller flying creatures cut over their heads. One dive-bombed Sparks, and she fought the urge to pull her trigger and sear a hole through its ugly little wrinkled face. Emboldened by Acoolter’s welcoming reputation, the tourists acted with impunity and had little regard for anything but their own needs; locals be damned. Humming drones joined them above the crowd, many of them working surveillance for Blark Venn-Quarter.

      Speeder lanes flanked either side of the main strip. At this time of day, they were always busy with a constant stream of traffic running supplies from one side of the port to the other. They needed to complete the day’s work before the cold afternoon slipped into frigid night. Sparks winced as a small green being ran across a speeder’s path.

      Their guardian grabbed their arm and dragged them away at the last moment, the wind of the speeder’s momentum flapping the little one’s cape. Keeping a hold of them, they crouched down so they were at eye level with the distressed youngling and admonished them with the wagging of their one long finger.

      As many steps sideways as forwards, Sparks remained on the fin-headed thief’s tail, and the fin-headed thief remained too far away to shoot.

      The spaceport slightly flatter underfoot, but otherwise indiscernible from the barren grey rock that covered Acoolter and stretched away to the horizon. Surely, before they ran out of runway, the thief would duck into the sprawling mess of both commercial and residential buildings on their right. The higgledy-piggledy skyline broke up the otherwise sparse monotony of the planet’s landscape and offered a maze of alleys in which he might feel confident he could lose her.

      Hotels, bars, gamer dens, and food stalls ran down the right side of the main strip. Travellers in search of something more had to delve deeper into the sprawl. Some trades were best kept in the shadows, if for no other reason than to protect the punters’ modesty.

      Sparks dodged right and came to a skeleton-jarring halt as she slammed into the muscly back of a hairy quadruped. The beast, like something birthed from Greek legend, scowled at her and raised its clenched fists. She rolled away from the slamming blow, jumped to her feet, and regained sight of the thief.

      Miles of open rock stretched between the runway and the distant lake on Sparks’ left. The larger vessels docked on that side, the rumbling engines of one shaking the ground and disturbing the lake’s tides. The Gargantua, a Snockert warship with enough firepower to destroy a planet, and enough soldiers to take over the running of one, slowly rose into the sky. Several miles long and shaped like a giant squid, its tendrils stretched away behind it. They ran three times the length of the vessel’s long body and provided both accommodation for the more expendable soldiers, and protection for the ship’s rear thrusters. Lights, guns, mines, and missiles dotted the swaying appendages like barnacles. They’d atomise any ship brave enough to get too close.

      A warship as vast as they came, the Gargantua tested Acoolter’s hospitality with both the space required to land and the strain its crew put on the facilities. But they also brought with them a shitload of credits. The ship cast a deep shadow over the port and surrounding buildings as it slowly drifted away.

      Another broad beast stopped to watch the ship’s departure, which Sparks dodged at the last moment. Her whip-crack tut fell on deaf ears, the beast watching the impressive vessel sail away with its wide mouth agape.

      Back into a sprint, Sparks gasped for breath, and sweat burned her unblinking eyes. Where had he gone? Like every other being in the port, she’d been hypnotised by the Gargantua. She squinted. She bobbed and weaved to see through the bodies. Most beings were taller than her. They blocked her line of sight in every direction. She stamped her foot. “Shit!”

      A flash of blue. A finned head about fifty metres away. She aimed her blaster at him. He might not be a machine, but she didn’t need an intuitive lock on this clown. She read his movement like a poorly thrown punch. One squeeze of her trigger and she’d drive his fractured skull and brain matter through the front of his face. But what if she missed? Even taking aim in such a packed space endangered the tourists.

      Sparks holstered her blaster, raised her elbows out in front of her, and charged, slamming into the legs of two taller creatures. She left their abuse well behind and fished her small computer from her robe’s inside pocket. She gripped it with one hand while she ran, her fingers dancing across the touchpad keyboard. The thief still in her sights, she hit one final tap against the screen. She now had control of every tannoy on every ship in the port. Her voice amplified a hundredfold, the rumble of her words a match for the Gargantua’s boosters. “Give it up, you thieving rat.”

      The spaceport’s collective attention turned Sparks’ way.

      “We have rules here.” Sparks drew her blaster again, the busy main strip clearing to give her an unobstructed line of sight on her target. A free shot at his broad blue back. She squeezed the trigger. The neon green blast streaked past him on his left. A warning shot. She had the skills to end him now.

      He ducked, covered his head with his left hand, and turned right into one of the many alleys leading deeper into the dark bowels of Acoolter’s more niche commercial sectors, away from Blark Venn-Quarter’s surveillance drones.

      Quicker than the thief, the alley relatively clear, Sparks closed the distance between them to about thirty metres. Their combined steps echoed off the tall steel walls on either side.

      He reached the crimson glow at the end and turned right.

      Sparks followed him a few seconds later.

      Booths lined either side of the street. Windows of varying shapes and sizes bordered by red light. They had a vast array of beings representing a vast array of genders. Some were over fifteen feet tall. Some smaller than Sparks. Tentacles with suckers pressed against some windows while gilled beings swam in tubs of amniotic fluid. All were there to be bought for the right price.

      She’d given him his chance. Her aim steady, her chest tight, Sparks rested her finger on her trigger, but the thief turned into an alley leading to the machine sector. “Damn!” She slowed from a sprint to a jog. But she needed those credits. Reyes needed those credits. She sped up again.

      A purple glow lit the next district. It had machines in every booth. Her skull buzzed like a beehive, and her breath caught in her throat as images of mechanical penetration flashed through her mind. Cutting and slashing. Agony and ecstasy. Anything went. She stumbled and pinched the top of her nose, a sudden headache stabbing her brain. She leaned against a wall for support. Her vision blurred through her watering eyes. But she saw well enough. He’d gone. “Shit!”

      Her blaster back in her holster, Sparks gulped against the lump in her throat. She drew ragged breaths, dragged her computer from her robe’s inside pocket, and stumbled from the machine district down another alley, away from the privacy afforded the punters, the air alive again with surveillance. Her fingers slower than usual, she found her rhythm as she left the purple lights farther behind. A final tap on her screen. The keypad gave way to a grid of videos. Each one peered through the camera of a nearby surveillance drone.

      A flash of blue. Sparks enlarged the footage. Her target ran towards the fighting pit. She had him!

      The steel colosseum dominated the plaza. Empty of beings save for Sparks and the fin-headed clown. “Stop!” She levelled her blaster at him again.

      The thief slowed and drew his weapon. His voice echoed off the high steel walls of the buildings around the plaza’s perimeter. “Looks like it’s just us two now. What, you think you have the advantage over me? A little rat like you? I was in that booth too, you know? I saw your shooting ain’t up to much.”

      Her gun still raised, Sparks closed in on him. “Better than yours.”

      “Or maybe that was luck.”

      “Want to find out?”

      “That’s why I’ve stopped.” He tapped his top pocket. “Only one of us is walking away from here with these credits.”

      The surveillance drone Sparks had used to track him appeared over her right shoulder. The weak sunlight reflected off its polished lens. She kept her blaster aimed at the thief. “We played droneball. He lost. He then stole the winnings. I’m simply here to reclaim what’s mine.”

      The drone flew off.

      Sparks dropped to the hard rocky ground and rolled away as his wild shot sailed harmlessly wide. She jumped to her feet and returned fire. A single green blast, it exploded against his weapon, knocking it from his grip.

      He froze.

      Sparks’ finger twitched, but she restrained herself.

      He ran again, showing his broad blue back. As glaring a target as she could ask for. But she lowered her blaster as he cut into another alley towards Acoolter’s residential towers. When there were other ways of stopping him, she didn’t need to add to the plague of death and war that ravaged the galaxy.

      The alleys between the towering blocks were the darkest and tightest in all of Acoolter. A place for residents. A stranger could get lost in the gloomy rat runs. Sparks holstered her blaster again and retrieved her small computer.

      In a long straight alley, she hacked into the residential sections’ maps. She followed the thief when he took a right turn. Her fingers worked as quickly as her steps. She entered her first command.

      Shunk!

      A thick steel wall shot across the alley. An instant dead end.

      The thief turned left.

      Shunk!

      Sparks sent another wall across his path.

      He turned right.

      Shunk!

      The thief slowed with heavy steps and halted in front of the next wall. He slammed his open palms against the steel barrier with a weak slap that mocked his attempt.

      Sparks slowed to a walk and fought to regain her breath. She tugged on her robe’s neck, sweat itching around her collar. “Weaponless and trapped. Looks like you’ve lost again.”

      The thief’s narrowed eyes widened. “Beaten by your trickery. Again.”

      Sparks pulled back her hood and smiled. “You know, there was a time when multiple gangsters ran Acoolter. They all lived in the residential sector. They needed their own territories, so they set up boundaries by blocking off the alleys. Since Blark Venn-Quarter’s takeover, there’s been no need for territories. But I’m glad he kept the walls functional.” She raised her small computer. “If you have the skills, they can be used to your advantage.” She slipped her computer back into her heavy robe. “Now, you have a decision to make, and I urge you to take a moment to think on it. Give me the credits and fuck off⁠—”

      “Or what?”

      “What happened to that moment?”

      “I’m not scared of you.”

      “Fine. Or I shoot you where you stand and take your life, as well as my credits. And all with Blark Venn-Quarter’s approval, may I add.”

      His thin lips pulled even thinner. The thief shook his head, his small fins rigid on his otherwise bald scalp. He slipped his fingers into his pocket and removed the credit cards.

      Sparks flicked her blaster at him. “Show me the credits on them.”

      One side of his mouth lifted in a sneer-cum-smile. He stuffed the credit cards back into his pocket and removed three more cards from another pocket. This time, he pressed them, the trio of red digits adding up to three hundred credits. He spat on the ground between them, his phlegm blood-red. He placed the cards at his feet. “Will you let me go now?”

      Keeping a hold of her blaster, Sparks entered the command into her computer.

      Thunk!

      The combined sliding of steel walls opened up the dead end behind them and the others she’d put into place.

      The thief backed away, watching her the entire time. When he reached the first alley branching off their path, he threw a gesture she’d never seen before and vanished from sight.
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      The tower blocks’ sheer steel walls shot up on either side of Sparks into the ever-darkening sky. The windowless barriers stood so tall, they appeared to be leaning over her. They cast deep shadows, and being a few degrees colder than Acoolter’s already frigid atmosphere, they leached her body heat.

      Sparks stepped over the red globule of phlegm. A splat of rubbery crimson on the rocky ground. The only agency he’d had left, he delivered it with a venom he’d dragged from the soles of his feet.

      Wincing a second before she picked up the credit cards did little to ease the effect. She still jolted from the rush of anger and sadness. She drew several deep breaths to regain her composure. Most cards were loaded with a condensed hit of all the emotion attached to previous transactions. Weighted with struggle, resentment, and greed. Wrongdoing and backstabbing. Did any other beings in the galaxy have her intuition? And if so, if they handled her credits, would they feel her deceit and shame? Her lies to Reyes. Her humiliation at what she had to do for such a small reward?

      All this for a profit of one hundred and fifty credits. In her and Reyes’ pomp, they wouldn’t even open an eye for one hundred and fifty credits, let alone get out of bed. And now she chased fin-headed losers halfway across Acoolter just to scratch together enough to survive for another week. She had every right to shoot him. Maybe next time she’d take the easy option and blow his fucking face off. But at least she’d gotten the credits. She’d come here to get paid, and she’d succeeded.

      Sparks’ back tensed at the first crack of a slow clap behind her. With every subsequent contact, her shoulders wound tighter into her neck. She rested her hand on her blaster and turned in the sound’s direction. Her hood now down, she squinted at the silhouette emerging from the shadows.

      A tall and skinny creature, he stood just over six feet tall. Nearly twice Sparks’ height. He wore a dog-eared, brown leather cap that kept his face hidden in shadow. His broad shoulders filled his brown trench coat like a coat hanger. He’d cinched it at the waist with a matching cord to pull it tight against his skinny form. He clapped in time with his encroaching steps.

      The creature’s entire frame rose with his laboured inhale. His hidden gills rattled like a bag of small stones sliding down a washboard. Sparks pulled her hand away from her blaster and smiled. “Faz Went.”

      Just a few metres separated Sparks and her old friend, and despite the shadow cast from his cap’s peak, his smooth porcelain skin shone like a moon in the alley. A gaunt and angular moon. If he stood still for long enough, he could be easily mistaken for a marble statue.

      Another chest-swelling inhale delivered another rattlesnake hiss. The alley’s acoustics turned Faz Went’s deep voice even deeper. “I watched you get paid.” He steepled his fingers and tilted his head to one side. “Impressive.”

      “And entirely unnecessary. Why don’t they just pay up?”

      “They probably thought they could get away with it. Look at you.”

      Sparks rested her hands on her hips and jutted her chin up at him. “Thanks!”

      “Everything’s a battle for a being of your stature on a planet like this. Am I wrong?”

      Her lips tight, Sparks breathed through her nose.

      “And not only were you impressive, but compassionate too.”

      “You think I should have killed him?”

      “Many would have.”

      “I have my credits. I did the work to get them. What else could I gain from ending his life?”

      “A reputation.”

      “You know that’s the last thing I want.”

      “It might make things easier for you.”

      “We came here to disappear. This has to be one of the few places in the galaxy that know nothing of the Shadow Order. I’d like to keep it that way.”

      “But you left them amicably.”

      “We’re not cautious of the order. It’s the enemies we made while working for them. We took down a lot of regimes. Put a lot of beings’ noses out of joint. And for every being who wants to see us dead, we have ten who want to challenge us. To test themselves against the best. As you’ve already so eloquently surmised, someone of my stature would probably face more challenges than most. No one here knows who I am. I intend to keep it that way.”

      Faz Went shrugged. “I suppose it makes your droneball hustle easier.”

      “And it gives Reyes the time she needs.”

      “How long have you been lying to her for?”

      “Protecting her.”

      “By lying.”

      “How many times do we have to go over this?”

      Faz Went folded his arms across his chest, slightly dulling his respiratory rattle.

      “She needs time.”

      “And how long have you given her so far?”

      “A year and counting.”

      “That’s a lot of time.”

      “If she needs them, she can have all the years I have left. It’s the least I can do.”

      “How romantic.” Faz Went stepped forward. He gripped his narrow chin in a pinch. With less than a metre between them, the alley’s weak light finally revealed his green eyes. Like with the fin-headed thief, his eyelids closed in from each side and met in the middle as a vertical slit. He lowered his voice. “Well, if you’re wanting to avoid a reputation, you did the right thing in putting the alleys back to how you found them.”

      “Of course. What was it like before Blark Venn-Quarter? When there were multiple gangst⁠—”

      “Leaders.” Faz Went glanced from left to right as if the huge steel walls had ears.

      “Leaders.” She nodded. “Thank you. What was it like when this place had multiple leaders?”

      “Violent.”

      “It’s violent now.”

      “It really isn’t.” Faz Went’s shimmering rattle ran away from them in both directions. “Back in the day, there were too many leaders vying for control. They were so focused on outdoing one another that none could run this place effectively. Every day was a bloodbath of escalating violence. A continuous bid for power. Plenty of innocents died in the crossfire. There were no credits coming to Acoolter because the ships that were brave enough to land here were the visitors you didn’t want. The violence created fear, which created⁠—”

      “More violence?”

      “Right.”

      “A planet filled with armed and petrified beings is a recipe for disaster. Every nervous halfwit, emboldened by the weapon they carried, had an itchy trigger finger.”

      “Sounds like hell. Did you lose many beings close to you? Friends?”

      Faz Went’s cap’s peak dipped with his nod. “For sure.”

      “Family?”

      Another shimmering rattle of inhalation. “I lost my family a long time ago. Anyway”—Faz Went held out his hand—“I’m guessing it’s the usual?”

      She handed over her credits. “Yep.” She stood aside to let him pass, pulled up her robe’s hood, and followed him along the dark alley.

      Seven towering residential blocks overlooked Faz Went’s courtyard. Windows dominated the fronts of the buildings as if making up for their lack on the other three sides. Beings gathered around fires in empty steel barrels. The strong breeze cleared the thick black smoke, the air tinged with charred wood and burning plastics. Ships streaked overhead, following one of Acoolter’s busiest flight paths.

      Greeta, about five feet tall, had a stocky frame covered in brown fur. She acknowledged them both with a nod, took one hundred and fifty credits, and leaned her head to one side. “The usual?”

      Faz Went snorted a laugh. “Yep.”

      Greeta revealed her sharp little teeth with a tight smile. She nodded at Sparks for a second time and ran away into one of the blocks. The most heavily guarded of the seven. The only guarded one of the seven. Blark Venn-Quarter’s block. You only entered his place with an invitation.

      A pair of red eyes watched from the shadow of a nearby alley. Only about a foot tall, the small creature remained in the darkness.

      Faz Went turned his long palms to the gloomy sky. “When will you tell Reyes where the credits are coming from?”

      “You don’t need to worry about that.”

      “Call it curiosity. I mean, we’re getting paid for easy work. Your current setup is entirely to my benefit. My question comes from a place of compassion not judgement. Everything I’ve seen from you over the years tells me you’re formidable.”

      Sparks curtsied. “Why, thank you.”

      “But you’re scratching around like a street urchin to get just enough credits to survive another week. All so you can continue to lie to the person you love most.”

      “An accurate assessment of my life for the past year. What’s your point?”

      “How long will this go on for?”

      “I’ve already told you, I’ll give her all the time I can.” Sparks remained the focus of the red eyes in the shadows.

      “You’re a unique client. You’ve paid me a small fortune to clean credits that only need cleaning to maintain your deceit. I never have to question my morals when I clean for you.”

      “Is Blark Venn-Quarter concerned?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then there’s nothing to worry about. For me, it’s worth every credit.”

      Faz Went attempted to straighten his perpetually wonky hat.

      “Can you make sure Mac gets his kickback?”

      “He always does.” Faz Went’s chest rose, and he rattled. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Plenty. But I’ve told you more than I’ve told most. I’ve trusted you by telling you my history and why I need to live in this armpit of a place.” And what else could she say? How Reyes disappointed her every day she didn’t overcome her issues? Every day she failed on the simulator. How guilt ate away at her like acid on rice paper because she’d screwed up their final mission? How her failure had created Reyes’ issues? How, because of her injuries on their final mission, and how they’d fixed her up afterwards, she now had digital intuition that gave her an advantage over every other being she competed against in droneball? How that digital intuition meant the simulation punished her as much as Reyes punished herself? How they both lived their final mission’s failure every single day like they were trapped in a hellish time anomaly? “Reyes needs more time.”

      “I like you, Sparks. I’m here for you.”

      “Thank you.” Sparks leaned toward the red eyes and slapped her thighs with both hands. “Come here, boy.”

      Hat, an almost perfect sphere of fur, shot from the alley. Mouth open wide, tongue hanging down, he tore through the busy courtyard and leaped straight into Sparks’ open arms. She turned her face away from his enthusiastic greeting lest his tongue flick her glasses from her face. Again!

      Sparks wrapped an arm around him to keep him still. “Think of my credits as payment for looking after Hat. He means a lot to us. Thanks again, Faz Went. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Sparks?”

      “Yeah?”

      “How much time can you really give Reyes? How long can you live this life? You have so much to offer. Your talents are wasted.”

      The words caught in her throat. She’d change it all in a heartbeat, but she’d screwed up. She owed Reyes all the time in the world. The slight sting of tears itched her eyes.

      Faz Went patted Hat. “See you soon, buddy.” And then to Sparks, “You’ll be showing a payment from Moses in your account in the next few hours.”
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