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      It was the worst possible rendezvous location.

      Agent Lilline Renault sat at the popular outdoor cafe in Kersi’s premiere shopping district. Professional grace veiled her operational concerns. Everything about the site leaned in favor of the unknown contact. Flashy holographic advertisements bounced off the surrounding skyscrapers, threatening her concentration. Noisy drones darted about, their annoying jingles luring passersby to purchase trite kiosk items. Lilline’s mind worked overtime tracking the densely packed consumers hustling back and forth along the wide boulevard. The myriad species hid potential threats that she and her GAM-OPs team might otherwise spot in time to call off the handover.

      Worst of all, the cafe had sold out of Gondau. She’d raised a finger to tap the holo-icon when it faded, a bright red ‘X’ replacing her favorite wine.

      Damn this whole op. Lilline swiped through the beverage screens for a suitable substitute. She decided on a G-fizz, sparkling champagne with sweet fruit. Nothing else would suit. She loathed the drink, but it was the second best fit for her undercover identity as a fashion scout hunting for the latest trends. The job came first, always.

      This day is getting better and better. She tapped the ‘exit’ icon and the holo-menu vanished.

      “How are the glasses working?” Pin’s high-pitched voice came through crisp and clear in her prosthetic ear.

      “Impressive,” Lilline said, lifting her napkin to hide her lips. “Although with this crowd it may overload and burn out.” We could re-schedule somewhere that isn’t an operational nightmare.

      The screen inside her chic sunglasses erupted with digital fireworks. Green, red, and yellow data fields bloomed as the lenses picked up ID chips on passersby, pulling out those with marks in the Kersian security database. There were more than she liked to see, but then again this was Silus-5.

      “That won’t happen, T8,” Pin said, her tone earnest. “I intentionally calculated the amount of data knowing that it would be⁠—“

      “It was sarcasm, Pin.”

      “Hoo.”

      Lilline smirked at hearing the Oltari’s signature emotional response.

      “I see,” Pin said. “Well, it is an odd way of expressing concern for the operational environment.”

      If you’re an Oltari, it is. Lilline reached for the fizzy drink as the aerial drone arrived with her order. She took a sip and managed to feign delight.

      The things I do to keep the galaxy safe.

      She scanned from left to right. To anyone observing, she gave the impression of a human tourist people watching on break from afternoon shopping. The bags at her side, with their kinetic logos, attested to it. As did her jacket made with Fes, a local material producing a signature muted red dye popular with off-world visitors. Nothing said, “I’m not from here,” like a Fes jacket. That was just what she wanted today.

      At the nearby tables, an array of galactic species raised no signals on her data feed. Alerts flashed in the crowds beyond the cafe, but all were minor level — thieves, scammers, and the occasional thug from a small-time Kersi street gang. Those amateurs were the local security’s problem.

      Only one arrival would trigger the GAM-OPs database: the mystery contact handing over a coin-size piece of hardware referred to by its code name: Star Eye. What it was, Lilline didn’t know. When the GAM-OPs director, Asher Lauden, had met with her its purpose was kept confidential.

      “Your job is to retrieve it,” Lauden had said to her in his office. “Make the exchange. After you have the device in hand, provide the contact with the credit slip and return to Tavi-Prime.”

      He’d given her that familiar look, with one eye narrowing as smoke from his pipe drifted up and over his milky translucent skin. The Gej-ti human variant had used the expression many times over her cycles as an agent. When politics was the major player in the espionage game, it never failed to make an appearance.

      Lilline ran a hand through her shoulder-length black hair and pulled out a small mirror. A fingertip with violet nail polish dabbed at her lipstick while she checked the view. To her surprise, Pin’s glasses worked in reflections.

      A well-dressed Gej-ti sat behind her, shaded from the stifling heat at a small table under the cafe’s awning. He scrolled through a holo-display of tourist packages for desert excursions, neck gills fluttering to cool his internal temperature. Pin’s glasses confirmed her swift profiling: mid-level executive. The data bloom detailed the specifics: trader for a lucrative corporation headquartered in a nearby star system.

      Lilline watched a drone deliver a glass of wine to the Gej-ti’s table.

      So you took my Gondau.

      The trader’s gills fluttered in delight as he took a sip.

      She snapped the case shut and returned it to one of the bags at her side.

      “Still nothing on the feed, T8.”

      Lilline sipped the G-fizz and hid her displeasure as the sweet bubbling liquid ran over her tongue.

      It wasn’t just the drink’s taste that she found unsettling. This op had what T# agents called the ‘stink’ — the undeniable scent of dubious politics and double-dealing. Operational ‘stink’ made a routine handover complicated and dangerous. The worst was a situation like this one, where she’d been denied access to the contact’s details.

      I can’t wait to be on the Starliner out of this system.

      Not only did Silus-5’s dry heat cause everyone and everything to sweat around the clock, but the contact’s choice of rendezvous put her and the agency at a disadvantage. GAM-OPs had no offices or assets active in the capital. To make matters worse, Kersi won the galactic prize for dubious business practices. All sorts of shady opportunists found refuge under its kleptocracy.

      “Mark,” Pin’s voice said in her ear. “A Kreeli. Approaching from the south.”

      Showtime. Lilline sipped her drink with nonchalance. She kept her head still, but her eyes behind the lenses veered left.

      “You should have him in five seconds.”

      Lilline waited for the glasses to pick up the contact and bloom with an internal alert.

      “In range.”

      “I don’t see anything, Pin.” She dabbed her mouth with the napkin.

      “Contact is close, ten meters from the cafe.”

      She should be able to see a Kreeli by now. Their large physique and oblong blue head stood out, even amidst a dense and diverse crowd. Plus, he would be wearing a Fes jacket with a rip on the left shoulder.

      Damn it. This location is a nightmare.

      “Pin, help me out here.”

      “He stopped, T8.”

      A flash of a red jacket appeared through an opening in the crowd.

      “Confirm mark,” Lilline said. Now get over here and make the exchange. It wasn’t uncommon for new contacts to have last-minute reservations. The truth of it was, their lives were often never the same after they participated in the espionage game.

      A blue cone-like head and flashes of a Fes jacket appeared intermittently between the endless flow of passersby.

      “I’m not getting an ID bloom, Pin.” Lilline sipped her G-fizz with performed calm.

      “Something is interfering. The signal is scrambled,” the techie said. “I’m not sure how or why… working on it.”

      The contact disappeared from view behind the throngs of shoppers.

      “T8, there’s a Mangler in use. It’s blocking the GAM-OPs channel.”

      Not good. Someone was on to them and interfering with the bandwidth.

      “Find the source, Pin.” She had to stay focused on the mark. The GAM-OPs field team in a nearby high-rise would deal with the tech interference. Her job was to get the Star Eye. And, make sure no one else beat her to it.

      On top of the intel disruption, without an ID tag the contact was coming in cold. She’d have to do this the old-fashioned way, a la her Granny Kissy’s days in the field. Instinct and awareness in a game of analog cat and mouse.

      “He’s moving again, T8.”

      Good. Now get over here. At least he didn’t bail out. Lilline’s eyes darted back and forth, up and down, scanning the streets and buildings for signs of anything or anyone observing or interfering.

      “He’s walking by,” Pin said. “I… I don’t think he’s stopping.”

      That wasn’t the update she wanted. Either the contact didn’t like the look of something or they were made.

      “Your drink.”

      Lilline recognized the voice of a server drone hovering next to her. Her eyes danced behind the glasses, scanning the crowd.

      “Contact is aborting. Heading north toward Triple Tower.”

      Flickers of the red Fes jacket moved away in the crowd.

      Damn it!

      “Please accept or deny the item,” the drone said.

      “Not my order.” She grabbed her bags and rose.

      “Compliments of the table behind⁠—”

      Blaster fire tore through the cafe.
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      Lilline dove on instinct. She swatted the drone with her bags, sending it back across the table, and landed hard on the tiled floor. The pattering of blaster fire cut through nearby tables and chairs amidst screams of horror and surprise. She was up in seconds, snaking through panicked customers who bounced into one another like pinballs.

      “Target down!” Pin’s voice screeched in her earpiece as she cleared the cafe and entered the boulevard. Lilline leaped over a pair of splayed-out Rasps, their three-fingered hands covering small apple-size heads. Through the chaos of the fleeing crowds, she made out the face-down body of the Kreeli. Green blood ran in streams from under their red Fes jacket.

      “On it.” She drew a blaster from her armpit holster and pushed aside panicked shoppers, bolting toward the fallen contact. “I can still get the⁠—”

      Pat pat pat!

      Red streaks ripped through the crowd. Lilline rolled left out of the line of fire. She came up on one knee, weapon in a two-handed grip aimed in the direction of the shots. A humanoid dressed in black withdrew their rifle from the railing of a third-floor balcony and ducked through a set of curtains. Lilline’s trigger finger squeezed, clicking off three rounds. They arrived a moment too late, ricocheting off the door handle as the shooter vanished inside.

      “Pin, sniper. Third floor high-rise… southeast corner above Regalia Fashions.”

      “Confirm. Backup team alerted.”

      Lilline swung around to make for the fallen contact. She caught sight of a humanoid through the chaos, kneeling and searching the dead Kreeli’s pockets.

      “Hey!”

      The figure turned. She locked eyes with the Gej-ti who had been sitting behind her at the cafe.

      You… Mr. Gondau.

      He smirked and raised an eyebrow, pulling milky translucent skin up on his forehead. In one hand, he held up a small device and winked.

      Star Eye.

      “Damn it.” She aimed her weapon. Through the crosshairs, the Gej-ti’s black pupils shifted down indicating she should follow his gaze. Amidst the fleeing multi-species pedestrians, Lilline caught sight of a canister rolling toward her.

      “T8, according to the operational data, the Star Eye is highly delicate,” Pin said in her earpiece. “You must not risk⁠—”

      “Move!” Lilline rose and yelled to the crowds running in all directions. “Run!”

      The Gej-ti took off down the street. The canister spiraled and rose to head height, hovering and belching plumes of black smoke. It spewed outward into the boulevard like a storm rolling in from the desert hills.

      Thick acrid smoke congealed and hung like tar in the air. Lilline recognized the device: a Haze Paver. A piece of off-market tactical gear used by guerrilla military groups and syndicates — filthy and lethal to those exposed and unprotected.

      She removed the Fes jacket and wrapped it around her face, tying it off with the waist strap. Eyes closed, she stood motionless as panicked residents and tourists fled the noxious and blinding fumes.

      Lilline conjured the street in her mind, the GAM-OPs technique of blind sight bringing back the last mental pictures of the scene. Images flashed back — the Gej-ti smirking and holding up the Star Eye; the canister rolling, and the one she wanted: Mr. Gondau running away. She held onto as much as she could of the direction he was heading, the surrounding details, and the position of the body and took off through the smoke. On her eighth stride, she leaped, seeing the dead Kreeli pass underneath in her mind.

      Smack!

      Her shoulder collided with a muscular torso. She stumbled. The distinct shriek of a Dendari, the largest sentient species, reached her ears. Stinging pain like thousands of needles filled her mouth as she involuntarily gasped. Lilline recovered her balance and bolted through the darkness, eyes and mouth closed tight. Her lungs fought her chest muscles, desperate for oxygen.

      “T8, I lost you. Please report.”

      Almost there…

      Tingles of tar air fell away from her exposed skin. The world underneath her eyelids brightened. She slowed and gulped for air, unwrapping the coat from her head and opening her eyes. The Gej-ti dashed around a corner into a side street a block ahead.

      “There you are,” Pin said. “Are you okay? Backup lost the sniper.”

      “I knew this one had the stink,” Lilline said, gasping. No time to pause or she’d lose him. She took off in the direction of the mystery thief.

      “What’s the stink? Is that an operational term? It’s not in the GAM-OPs manual. Perhaps I should add⁠—”

      “Field slang, Pin. Not in the manual,” Lilline said, dashing to the corner. “Gej-ti… white suit, the corporate trader from the cafe. Heading south toward Embassy Row. He’s got the Star Eye. Get backup to cut him off!”

      “Affirmative.”

      Lilline halted at the corner. She thanked her instinct that she did. A three-burst electro-ring flew by, its blue shock trails perfectly timed to hit her if she had turned into the alley.

      Whoever you are, you have good taste in wine and you know your field tactics.

      She peeked down the street. The Gej-ti was shimmying up a fire chute with the agility of a Tenki monkey. Lilline ran down the alley but didn’t shoot. The crafty bastard was using the Plextube to shield himself from blaster fire. If she went up after him he’d hit her with the electro-ring while she was trapped inside. That would drop her like a rock. She’d be conscious but paralyzed for at least an hour.

      “He’s going to the roof, Pin.”

      “I see him. Drone 2 is tracking.”

      Lilline ducked behind a set of waste containers. A distinctive hum echoed through the alley, growing louder, from the northwest.

      “T8, I see a⁠—”

      “I hear it.”

      She checked the Plextube. The Gej-ti reached the top and disappeared onto the roof.

      “Screw it.” Lilline tucked the blaster into the holster under her armpit and started up the tube.

      “T8, are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then why are you⁠—”

      “Field tactic, Pin,” she said shimmying up the chute.

      “Is it in the manual?”

      “Not in the manual.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Yeah, well… I’ll explain over lunch in the Octagonal Club. After I catch this bastard who took my glass of Gondau.”

      She peered over the roof’s edge. The Gej-ti leaped a short gap to the next building. To her right, beyond the line of rooftops, she caught sight of a bright yellow desert tour hovercraft on descent.

      “T8, backup is heading to you from the southeast. They’ve got an RP-Stumper. ETA three minutes.”

      Lilline gauged the distance of the approaching hovercraft. “That’s two minutes too late.”

      She took off towards the next rooftop and sent a burst of blaster fire in front of the Gej-ti to slow him down.

      She needed another plan. The Stumper could stall the craft’s engine with a well-placed shot, but her mark would be gone before they got here. In her peripheral vision, she caught sight of a row of solar energy panels and networked hydroponic garden beds. Same with the next building’s roof where the Gej-ti was.

      “Help me out here, Pin.” Lilline leaped over the gap onto the next rooftop. The hovercraft descended to the Gej-ti and a passenger door to aft slid open.

      “Lauden stated that under no circumstances can the Star Eye be destroyed. The galactic minister and her secretary insisted on it.”

      “Easy to say from behind their desks.” She sent off another burst of blaster fire between the Gej-ti’s hand and the ladder lowered from the open door.

      “Should I relay that to HQ?”

      “No!” Between Lauden’s reminders and the quirky, four-armed GAM-OPs techie’s matter-of-fact personality, Lilline almost wished she wasn’t networked for this op.

      A solar panel reflected the sun’s glare, blinding her as she ran past. She stopped. The Gej-ti turned and smiled, gripping the ladder.

      Lilline focused on the solar panels.

      “Tell backup to move it, Pin. I can buy them time.” She smashed a pane with the butt of her blaster and grabbed the largest shard. Her hand with the solar mirror shot up, facing toward the afternoon sun. The reflection shimmered on the roof near the Gej-ti. Lilline angled the surface toward the hovercraft. Reflected sunlight crossed the windshield. The craft pitched left. She kept it aimed as best she could into the cockpit. The pilot adjusted, attempting to avoid the intense glare. The yellow ship bobbed left and right, like a dancing bee.

      “One minute, T8.”

      The Gej-ti climbed the rungs to the passenger section.

      “Damn!” She took off, doing her best to keep the panel aimed into the cockpit. She sent off three blaster shots close enough to the craft to add to the confusion. Between the two distractions, she just might get there in time.

      The pilot pulled up and rotated, with the Gej-ti still on the ladder, banking away from the building over the roof’s edge.

      “We’re too late.”

      “Never too late, Pin. That’s what my Granny Kissy⁠—”

      Lilline crossed the remaining distance to the roof’s edge and jumped.

      “—always says!”

      Her wrist flexed and a small blade extended into her palm. She flung it toward the hovercraft’s underbelly. It penetrated the yellow shell and stuck. The cable extension swung her around in a wide arc.

      An interior office full of activity approached. Lilline raised her legs and aimed her boot heels at the approaching glass.

      Smash!

      The floor-to-ceiling window shattered and she plunged inside. Workers in cubicles scrambled and dove out of the way as she swung through the interior, shards falling like an ice storm.

      “T8!” Pin’s voice screeched in her ear.

      “Another day at the office, Pin,” Lilline caught sight of a handsome human worker and winked at him before swinging back out the smashed window into the open air.

      The Gej-ti leaned out the side door of the hovercraft as it ascended, peering down. Lilline gave him her best GAM-OPs secret agent smile.

      “Tenacious!” he yelled down to her. “I’m impressed.”

      Pin’s voice screeched in her ear but over the wind and the noise of the engine, she couldn’t make out the Oltari’s words. All she got was: “Crazy… GAM-OPs manual…” and something about ‘Lauden’ between garbled nonsense.

      “You made this one personal!” she yelled back.

      “How so?” The Gej-ti pulled out a long electro-knife. He edged out onto the railing as the craft rose higher and turned towards the desert.

      “You stole my wine,” she said over the roar of the engines.

      He nodded and smiled, reaching underneath the belly of the craft with one hand to cut the cable.

      “And my asset!”

      “The Star Eye?” he said, the wind blowing his black hair. “You’re not the only player at the table. My employer outbid you. Time to fold.”

      Lilline caught a glint of the reflection she was hoping to see pass below them. She retracted her index finger and tapped a small switch on her wrist. The blade shattered, releasing the cord from the craft’s underside.

      “Wild card!” she shouted.

      The Gej-ti’s face turned to shock.

      Through the rush of wind, plunging downward, with Pin’s voice rambling in her ear, Lilline caught sight of the distinct trail of red liquid spewing from the craft’s fuel tank. They wouldn’t get far now.

      Not the operational objective she or her boss wanted, but this wasn’t over yet.

      Lilline tucked and flipped over in the air, extending her body with arms outstretched just in time to cut into the cool water of Gutan Oasis.
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      Tobacco smoke wafted through the portal like fog rolling in on a seaside.

      “He’s been at it all morning,” Cazshi said, raising his small head. The Rasp made that peculiar monobrow gesture distinct to their species, leaning his snake-like neck toward the director’s office. His single eye filled with what Lilline read as concern.

      “That bad?” she asked.

      “He just got off the line with the galactic minister. They won’t be doing lunch anytime soon, I can tell you that.” The administrative assistant broke eye contact and lowered his gaze to the holographic on his desk. Clay-colored skin crackled as he settled back into attending to the endless pile of clerical work. “Better go in, T8.”

      “Right.” Lilline straightened her shirt sleeves and entered the smoke-filled portal. “Sir?” Through the haze, she made out the tall and lean silhouette of her boss, Asher Lauden, in the dim light cast through the room’s single window. The Gej-ti stood like a statue, pipe in hand, gazing at Tavi-Prime’s urban skyline.

      He nodded but didn’t turn.

      Lilline inhaled the rich scent of Queen Yaz Flake. Nostalgic memories seduced her. It was always this way in Lauden’s office. Her senses fell victim to alluring delights, whether the aroma of pipe tobacco, a cup of strong tea, or the security that rose from sitting deep within layers of clandestine architecture. Behind the facade of an adventure company hid the galaxy’s most powerful shadow organization: GAM-OPs: Galactic Agency Maintaining Order Peace and Security.

      For a T# agent like Lilline, such comfort always came with a price. Whether a jolting dose of authoritative criticism or extreme scrutiny of her field tactics, the director’s office was a contradiction. Hospitality and anxiety were blended to perfection, like the Gej-ti’s aromatic tobacco of choice.

      Lilline caught sight of a blue holo-projection hovering over Lauden’s desk. She recognized it at once: the coin-size mystery device known as the Star Eye. The virtual replica rotated in a glowing field, cool light radiating outward through the lingering smoke like a searchlight scanning stormy skies.

      “Sit.”

      The terseness of Lauden’s order tensed her muscles.

      The director crossed the room, pushing through clouds of Yaz Flake, and sat. He relit his pipe. Lilline waited in silence, familiar with the routine. A burst of smoke erupted from the Gej-ti’s neck gills. Through the glowing holograph between them, she made out facial muscles and nerves relaxing underneath his translucent milky skin as the nicotine rushed through his bloodstream.

      Today’s cravat wasn’t one she’d seen before. A pattern of cryex crystals against a solid crimson as deep and rich as fresh blood.

      “You have no idea who he is?” Lauden’s black eyes stared at the rotating holo.

      “No, sir. He’s a professional, that’s for certain. His team was ready for us and everything was well executed.”

      “The Haze Paver isn’t a good sign.”

      It wasn’t. GAM-OPs bent the rules here and there when it meant the difference between mission success or failure, but that kind of hardware was out of bounds. Any star nation or organization caught using a device like that would be brought up on charges by the Galactic Ethics Committee.

      Lilline followed the clenching motion of the director’s jaw muscles through the wafting smoke. This was bad. An asset was stolen right out from under them, with their top agent overseeing the handover. No doubt Lauden had gotten an earful from the GM minutes earlier. He didn’t look entirely over the chewing-out session. Speckles of perspiration dotted his forehead under his widow’s peak, and the pulsing heart rate at his temples was like a nightclub dance beat.

      “We’ve got to clean this up post-haste,” he said and took a long pull on his pipe. Smoke drifted over the desk and caught in the holo’s light field, passing through it like a nebula. “The GM is taking a personal interest in this situation. She wants the Star Eye back safe or heads will roll.” Lauden coughed and rubbed his throat.

      It had been five months since Granny Kissy shared the news of the director’s failing health. He still had several cycles before the terminal illness took a stronger hold. Being a Gej-ti meant Lauden benefitted from a longer life span than other human variants, with a slower metabolic rate. Ironically, that held for disease and cancers as well as aging. Even so, the signs were there. Lilline’s well-trained agent’s eyes picked up on details overlooked by others: small patches of discoloration on the tips of his translucent fingers and speckles of burst blood vessels along his neckline.

      “What is it, sir? This device… if I may ask?”

      “You may not.”

      And there it was, Lauden’s unique brand of office hospitality.

      The director waved a hand and the Star Eye vanished, replaced by a moving image from the cafe in Kersi. Lilline recognized it as the recording from Pin’s glasses she wore during the op.

      The good news was Pin’s gadget delivered. She wanted another look at the botched operation.

      “Good show, don’t you think, sir?”

      “What?” Lauden asked, watching the feed.

      “Pin’s glasses.”

      “Right. She’s fitting in well.”

      Lilline was smitten. The quirky, four-armed techie’s inventions were one-upping the previous head of equipment at GAM-OPs. She’d be sure to let Pin know, although Lilline could predict the response. Pin fluttered about the sub-level hangar at HQ on her small set of wings with what non-Oltari took as an impersonal air. Like her species counterparts, Pin expressed herself through an extraordinary range of sensory channels. It wasn’t her fault if the rest of the agency employees couldn’t access them.

      “That’s a cover identity, no doubt.” Lauden pointed at the screen with the stem of his pipe. Lilline read the ID specs next to a relaxed “Mr. Gondau” being served his drink… her drink, outside the cafe. Trader for a corporation, my ass… Who are you?

      Her thoughts went to the debacle that followed. “He had me marked, sir.”

      “Yes, that drink wasn’t a flirtation.”

      Her eyes shot to the director. He was following the re-run of the chaos as blaster fire tore through the cafe. Typical Lauden. Cold and to the point with no sense of how his remarks cut through professional skin to a personal layer. Even with all her agent armor from years of taking his jabs, he still found a way through. That didn’t mean he was always right. Who's to say the mysterious Gej-ti hadn’t had ulterior motivations?

      No matter. She didn’t mix business and pleasure. Ever. It wasn’t in her spy game playbook. Unless a job called for it, in which case she did what was required. But otherwise, Lilline considered it a rule to keep her personal feelings outside work channels. She was convinced it was one of the reasons she had stayed alive this long in the field. Love on the job was a death sentence. Sex, a roll of weighted dice.

      Then again, Granny Kissy had proven otherwise. She’d been infamous for her⁠—

      “What’s he doing while this is happening?” Lauden asked.

      “Making for the mark and the asset,” Lilline said. “He was there by the time I cleared the cafe and responded to the sniper.”

      The scene from her glasses bounced up and down as she ran and jumped over passersby caught in the fray. A flash of blaster fire glitched the blurring motions of her movements amidst the chaos.

      “You weren’t meant to be targeted,” Lauden said. “Just delayed.”

      He was right. If that sniper was a professional and wanted her dead it would have been easy.

      “Whoever they were, they were being very careful,” the director added.

      Not so careful that he didn’t shoot an electro-ring at me. Not to mention, going for the cable cord on the flight pod with a knife.

      “How many peripheral casualties, sir?”

      “That’s the thing.” Lauden raised an eyebrow. “Other than our asset, no fatalities. All the sniper fire was carefully placed. About twenty hospitalizations for respiratory trauma from the Haze Paver, but all are expected to recover.”

      “So only the Kreeli?” Lilline asked.

      “As I said… careful.”

      The feed swirled and spiraled in a blur.

      “What’s this?” Lauden pointed at the playback.

      “I threw off the glasses, sir, before firing at the shooter.”

      The playback imagery spun to a stop. Lilline caught a low-level view of her legs from the pavement as she squatted and released a three-round burst up to the balcony. The rolling canister entered the view but vanished as smoke clouded the screen. The feed cut.

      “Was that the Haze Paver?” Lauden asked.

      “Yes sir, it burst at eye level… equipped with a spiral-riser discharge.”

      He hmphed with the pipe clenched between his teeth.

      Lilline agreed with the sentiment. This whole thing was dirty. The stink the op had before Mr. Gondau showing up had turned out to be rank.

      “If that’s all we have, it’s not much to go on,” she said.

      The director hit a button on his desk.

      “Yes?” Cazshi’s voice from the reception area came over the audio system.

      “Get me the tech director.”

      “Yes, sir,” the Rasp said.

      The Gej-ti leaned back and puffed on his pipe. Lilline shifted her position in the chair and pulled a fleck of lint off her pants. This was the worst — waiting in silence in Lauden’s office. You could cut the tension with a knife. The irony was he was content as could be. In fact, she was convinced he thrived on it.

      Out the window, Tavi-Prime’s urban vista ran as an endless sequence of strict geometry. Mirrored spires and closely stacked skyscrapers cut into the clear sky. Lilline lost herself in the motion of air traffic crowding the lanes between buildings.

      “Trying to reach her, sir,” Cazshi said over the audio comm. “It’s buzzing but she’s not picking up.”

      Lilline did her best to hide a smile. Pin was her new favorite at GAM-OPs. She’d proven herself on a previous op and taken over as the new head of tech as if born for the position. Sure, it was chaos down in the sub-level hangar now, but the Oltari’s gadgets were extraordinary. Pin brought a new level of autonomy and confidence to the post that left everyone, including Lauden, working to adjust to her unique personality.

      “Damn it, Cazshi. Send someone down,” Lauden said.

      Lilline shifted her gaze from the window to the director. The backdrop behind him told the tale of a lifelong career saving the galaxy. Amidst austere displays of unusual artifacts from various star systems sat the singular defining object of Asher Lauden’s tenure as the leader of the galaxy’s protection agency: an unopened tin of Queen Yaz Flake, special edition, set on a shelf under a spotlight. It had been there ever since she earned her T# rank and first entered his office. None of the agents or staff knew its significance other than the oft-shared fact that it was given to him by an old friend.

      “This is Pin.”

      The Oltari’s high-pitched voice cut the silence in the office. Loud bangs and smashing followed, sending screeching static over the line.

      “Sorry, sir. In the middle of something down here.”

      Lilline smiled.

      “About time,” Lauden said.

      The director might act stern, but Lilline knew otherwise. Pin was in his good graces. The Oltari had taken the initiative on a recent near-deadly mission and it had warmed Lauden’s cold-blooded Gej-ti heart.

      “Can you share the drone footage from Kersi?”

      “Yes, sir. One moment.”

      Lilline edged closer to the desk. The holo flashed as a new screen loaded.

      “Drones 1 and 2 online,” Pin’s voice said. “They will run in sequence. Starting… now.”

      Lilline’s eyes followed an aerial view of her pursuit of Mr. Gondau. Lauden hmphed as she instinctively pulled back to avoid the electro-burst at the corner of the alley. That was as much of a compliment as you could get from the Gej-ti.

      The feed ran through her chase up the fire chute and then switched to Drone 2 for the roof sequence. Lauden flashed her a look as her virtual self leaped off the three-story building and shot the blade’s cable into the pod’s underbelly.

      That’s right, boss. I’ve got a little bit of crazy.

      The director’s face remained expressionless as she smashed through the office window.

      No? Well, not to worry. Here comes the big one.

      Lauden’s eyes went wide as she released the cable and plunged into the cool waters of the oasis.

      Lilline feigned brushing dust from her sleeve.

      “Run it again,” Lauden said.

      The feed re-started. Lilline followed Mr. Gondau closely. He was a cool customer. Moved as if he knew the drones were on him.

      “This doesn’t sit well, sir,” she said. “He’s too careful, even with our drones.”

      “I agree.”

      The roof scene ran through and the pod rose off the ground. She leaped off the building and⁠—

      “There!” Lilline pointed at the holo. “Pin take it back… to when I jump.”

      The image looped and repeated the sequence.

      “Stop.”

      “What am I looking for?” Lauden asked.

      “Bottom corner, sir. Reflected on the solar panel,” Lilline said.

      There it was, a blurry image of the pilot’s face through the windshield. She couldn’t make out the species but the skin tone was stark white.

      “Zoom in,” Lauden ordered.

      “Sharpening,” Pin said over the line as the face filled the holo.

      “Is that…?” Lilline paused, not quite believing her eyes.

      “A Ghost,” Lauden said.
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      “The Ghosts are a legend to my generation,” Lilline said.

      The face of a Zark who had undergone the syndicate’s infamous pigment augmentation ritual hovered over the desk. As a bipedal reptilian species with similar joints and limbs to human variants plus a thick tail, the Zark appeared as a white-scaled specter. The contrast to the species’ usual green scales was jarring. “No one’s seen a member for over what… three ten-cycles?”

      “Remaining unseen is different than being inactive,” Lauden said.

      Lilline scrutinized the Gej-ti’s face through the holo. It was nothing other than earnest.

      “This complicates things,” he said.

      It sure did. The Ghosts brought a whole new problem to the situation. Lilline examined the Zark. The pigment augmentation had a haunting effect. It was nothing like a Gej-ti’s translucence and milky skin tone; this was truly ghost-like. A terrifying mutation that left one appearing as if they were bloodless, somehow both alive and dead. The crazy thing was, initiates did it knowing their life expectancy was reduced by half. But when you’re a Ghost you live fast and hard. The chance of dying from old age was like rolling a perfect number on a casino Gravity Wheel.

      “Sir.” It was Pin over the line. “If I am not mistaken, the pigment augmentation process involves a type of alpha ray exposure, derived from a naturally occurring but rare substance known as tazorite.”

      “Correct,” the director said.

      Where is she going with this?

      “Depending on how long ago this one had the procedure, there may be faint traces of tazorite on Kersi…. if they stayed long enough in one place.”

      “Brilliant, Pin,” Lilline said.

      “Thank you. It will depend on several factors and if there isn’t interference from other sources.”

      “Look into it,” Lauden said.

      “Yes, sir. There are lots of fascinating aspects to tazorite. Did you know that⁠—”

      “Pin?” Lilline said, gently.

      “Yes, T8?”

      “Remember when we talked about office meetings and social dynamics?”

      “Hoo.”

      Lilline nodded to Lauden, who gestured with his pipe in thanks.

      “Sir, if the Ghost Syndicate is involved…” Lilline still couldn’t fathom the idea. Terrifying, ruthless, and sinister, and run by brutish leaders who delighted in the old ways of punishing their enemies, the Ghosts had been a criminal underworld organization that disrespected all others. When the rest of the syndicates and shady corporations came along on the progressive expansion of the galactic economy, choosing to break the law and profit in ways that played in and around the evolving system, the Ghost Syndicate simply ignored the revisions and nuances altogether. And yet, they’d figured out how to exploit and extort their way to a thriving commercial fiefdom in the underworld labor markets of planetary and star belt resource extraction.

      “If the two are linked,” Lauden said, “then we are looking at a troubling secondary problem.”

      The director’s eyes locked on her own.

      “What I am about to share is highly confidential,” he said and took a long pull on his pipe.

      Lilline nodded.

      “Pin?” Lauden raised an eyebrow as smoke exited his neck gills.

      “Understood, sir. I’m familiar with the clauses on confidentiality as written in the manual under section⁠—”

      “Good enough, Pin,” Lilline said.

      “Hoo.”

      The Gej-ti placed his pipe in its Bartos marble stand on the desk. “We’ve had nothing on the Ghosts for quite some time. Not since they underfunded the Bondi Uprising during the labor strikes along the Outer Spiral. However,…” The director rose and walked to a cabinet with an elegant bonsai displayed on a stand. He opened a drawer, pulled out a digi-cube, and returned to his seat.

      Lilline followed the Gej-ti’s hand as he uploaded the data to his drive.

      “However,” he continued, “we’ve had some whispers through the network that the slaughter of the upper-tier members of the Gaol Syndicate was carried out by a group claiming to be the Ghosts. Associated satellite intel gathered by General Bolu’s Galactic Space Force suggests renewed surface activity in the Gartoo sector, their previous hub of operations. Current assessment is an internal shakeup resulting in new leadership.”

      Lilline wasn’t prepared for the terrifying image that appeared between them. She kept her cool, but it was a gruesome scene. The recording panned through an elegant space station and swept over countless bodies. All were horribly beaten and mutilated. She’d been trained for these types of scenarios in living flesh and blood and had seen a few during her time in the field. Some stuck with her and took long showers and bottles of Gondau to settle into nearly forgotten memories, ones that often refused to flee and returned in her dreams. But even in a recorded copy, this one was rough.

      “You okay with this, Pin?” she asked.

      “Yes, T8. Thank you.”

      Lauden was cold as ice as the recording continued.

      “How many, sir?”

      “Killed? Over fifty.”

      This was syndicate competition. Both sides had been involved in evil deeds. But still, the degree of aggressive disfigurement and ignorance of decency to living bodies was something she’d not seen before.

      “We have no official confirmation as yet to credit this to a newly formed or revived Ghost Syndicate,” Lauden said. “But if they’re involved with the Star Eye, we’re up against more than the galactic minister realizes.”

      “And our Gej-ti counter-operative escapes with what looks like recon from the Ghost Syndicate,” Lilline said.

      “It seems that way, yes.”

      “No one at GAM-OPs is active on this, sir?”

      “Not for several ten-cycles. We had nothing tangible.”

      “Is anyone left at the agency who was involved?”

      “Other than myself?” He shook his head. “There was someone assigned to them, but they are long gone.”

      “Add it to my list, sir.” It came out more assertive and commanding than she wanted, but something stirred her seeing these images. GAM-OPs was built for this, even when it was between two parties who were both part of the problem. There were still families and children who would deal with trauma and loss. The victims might be criminals but that didn’t mean it wasn’t wrong. Mass slaughter and savage violence would not be tolerated in the galactic commons. This was about sending a message and she wanted to be the one to deliver it.

      “You have enough to work with, T8.”

      “Sir, with respect I⁠—”

      “I said leave it. Focus on the counter operative and retrieving the Star Eye. I will make some calls.”

      “Understood.”

      “Thank you, Pin,” Lauden said. “That will be all.”

      Lilline caught the green comm light on his desk blip to red.

      “This Gej-ti is the strongest direct link,” Lauden said. “I want to know who he is and who hired him.”

      The question behind those two questions went unspoken. What did Mr. Gondau’s client intend to do with the Star Eye? And, stars forbid, if it was the Ghost Syndicate who hired him, what did they want with it? Lauden and someone higher up in the Ministry preferred her in the dark about the device’s purpose. That didn’t bode well for its potential threat level. The scent she’d picked up during the botched handover on Kersi hadn’t been wrong. Her instincts rarely were. Its stench now drifted across the Andrews River from the Ministry to GAM-OPs HQ. Politics were at play.

      “Operation Star Eye,” Lauden said and opened a new holo-file. “Mission objective: retrieve the asset. Everything else is peripheral. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Cryex crystal, sir.” Lilline read between the lines. The Gej-ti knew her parents were killed in circumstances not unlike those in the images he’d shared. Half the reason she was an agent was to prevent that from happening again, regardless of who a child’s parents might be.

      “Work your networks, T8. Anything you can find on freelance operatives with high-level training who could outmaneuver a top agent.”

      Lilline grit her teeth. That stung. She might argue that they’d started at a disadvantage with an unvetted contact, and a limited amount of operational data, but the fact was GAM-OPs should have delivered regardless of circumstance and they hadn’t. She hadn’t as the top field agent.

      “Intel will check the archives to see if there’s anything on the Ghost Syndicate that might help us track where he’s heading with the Star Eye.” Lauden coughed and rubbed his throat. “Our files are out of date, but there may still be something of value in the details.”

      Lilline rose to leave. “Sir, according to Pin’s report, the drones lost him on a track heading southeast towards the Garnier Refineries.”

      Lauden nodded. “Sat-comms are intermittent over the unpopulated portions of the planet. Nav-tech already went through the available grid data and found nothing. He knew we’d lose them in the desert.”

      “They couldn’t have gotten far with the tank leaking.”

      “Indeed, well played on that one,” the director said, picking up his pipe from its stand. “But considering their tactical performance overall, I’m sure they had backup options at the ready.”

      Damn it. She didn’t want to admit it but he was right. By now they were long gone from Kersi.

      The image of Mr. Gondau taking a sip of wine at the cafe flashed into her mind. Double damn it. This Gej-ti was getting under her skin. Had he gotten to the rendezvous before her? And, when did he arrive on the planet, and from where?

      “Sir, perhaps if we get Pin to backtrack from the Gej-ti’s cover ID we might locate a departure point listing when he arrived on Silus-5?”

      “Do it. Anything is worth trying at this point.” Lauden swirled his pipe tool inside the bowl and tapped the remaining tobacco out into an ashtray. “The GM wants an update in two days on her return from the Bavey-9 Galactic Summit.” He locked eyes with her. “She expects answers. There is more than just the Star Eye on the line here, T8.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And don’t go roaming the galaxy. The minister may wish for you to be present as well.”

      That sent her stomach to the floor. Not only for the stress of being in the room with the highest members of the galactic government. She knew how politics worked. Someone had to be a scapegoat and take the fall if this didn’t get sorted.

      “And the Ghost Syndicate angle?” she asked.

      “Keep that close for now. I don’t want it getting out that we are asking questions.” The director swiped a finger and closed the holo on his desk. “Let’s have them think we’re in the dark about that connection.”

      “Yes, sir.” Lilline wasn’t sure if by ‘they’ Lauden meant their opponents or the Ministry. Either way, she’d stay tight-lipped on that one.

      Lauden waved a hand indicating she was dismissed and hit a button. In the corner of her eye, Lilline caught the blinds lowering on the office window. The director was going into the shadows, his preferred habitat both as head of GAM-OPs and as a Gej-ti whose origins were on a world of near darkness millions of cycles ago.

      Lilline took the order in her stride. She was more than ready to exit and besides, she had work to do. Something about this counter-operative had gotten under her skin. He was good and it pissed her off. Yet, there was a thrill to the way things went down in Kersi. She’d faced an explicit challenger in the field. Usually, her missions were a long haul of pounding the grass to flush out an opponent, one who turned out to be driven by a delusional agenda. Mr. Gondau might only be the runner for hire fronting a still hidden and more substantial enemy, but the fact that he beat her at her own game injected a unique energy and competition into this op.

      “Oh, and T8…”

      It never fails. Lilline halted at the portal. Will I ever be dismissed and walk out of this office without getting stopped with a verbal p.s.? “Sir?” She turned and gave Lauden her best T# professional smile.

      “I’ve been reviewing the circumstances and outcome of your last assignment, now that a few months have passed.”

      He’s got criticisms? I nailed that one.

      “I’ve requested some modifications to your equipment package. A few minor enhancements that should improve our field performance numbers.”

      Our numbers?

      “Pin has them ready for you. Be sure to stop down before you leave.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “And regards to your grandmother. There’s a date on my calendar for lunch in the Octagonal Club. Be sure to remind her.”

      “Of course.”

      A yellow flash illuminated his face as a lighter clicked, followed by a glowing red circle as a fresh bowl of tobacco ignited.

      Lauden swung his chair around to face the armoire with the tin of Queen Yaz Flake. A stream of smoke rose from his shadowy silhouette like an immaterial snake.

      Lilline paused, a strange and unfamiliar sensation running through her. It was as if the distance between them had stretched. Lauden was there, sitting in his usual spot, but she sensed his thoughts were light years away.
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