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In a rough and tumble galaxy,


… ruled by gun and muscle,

when you need the very best mercenary, bounty hunter, bodyguard or

just straight muscle, you find a …

HUMAN for HIRE

(No actual aliens were harmed

during the writing of this book.)
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“Iwouldn’t do that if I were you,” The Human said to the gaggle of natives in the building’s receiving area.

Six of the bell-shaped and doe-eyed native Karothians were hovering around the prisoner he’d just brought in, running soothing hands over the whimpering creature, sympathetic to its sad-eyed demeanor and demure motions.

“This is cruel, what you have done to him,” said one of the native females. “He is but a scared and wounded animal.”

Adam quivered as he looked at her. She had four eyes on her round head, and they were all blinking out of sequence with each other. He didn’t know which of them was looking at him, or when.

“Scared … my ass,” he said to the confusion of the language translation. “My shoulder is still healing from where that scared and wounded animal embedded his two-inch-long teeth into me. That’s a cold-blooded killer you’re petting.”

“I know not what any of that means. But if this animal attacked you, then it was out of a need for self-defense or a hunger response. No innocent animal should be subjected to such humiliating treatment.”

Adam grinned, which upset the natives even more. He looked at his prisoner. Yeah, that may have been a little over the top, when Adam used every roll of duct tape he had aboard the Arieel wrapping the beast in a silver cocoon. But he wasn’t taking any chances. The creature had multiple ways of causing trouble, so Adam took precautions.

His bounty was named Uri, and he was a nine-foot-tall, scorpion-like-thing with bright yellow skin and a deadly six-foot-long stinger tail. The hands were short, but with deadly pinchers under a matching set of four-finger hands. The head was narrow and long, with a double-jointed jaw that allowed the creature to effectively split its skull in half to take in huge bites of flesh—including Adam’s shoulder. There were open tendons running along its naked body which—in Adam’s opinion—made him anything but cute, as the Karothians were calling him.

“Have you even read the warrant papers?” Adam asked the female receiving clerk. “Your little pet is wanted for killing a family of five—”

“In self-defense or for food, I am sure!”

“After the robbery of a financial center had gone bad,” Adam continued. “And then he killed three security officers after he was captured and escaped. I tracked this thing for two weeks through the swamps of Bendoc Four before finally cornering him. And you know what he did when I had him dead-to-rights? He stripped off his clothes and shook his genitals at me. Hardly the cute and cuddly pet you envision him to be, now is he?”

The Karothian was stunned into silence, as she and her clerk-mates considered Adam’s words. Finally, she huffed out her carapace-covered torso under the white smock she wore and proclaimed defiantly, “It is still a travesty, the manner in which you have secured your prisoner. No sentient being should be treated this way. I shall make a formal complaint to the Unidor representative the next time I see her.”

She moved toward the scorpion with a pair of shears, ready to cut away the grey tape.

“Don’t do that,” Adam ordered forcefully. “Until the transfer papers have been signed and I’ve been paid, that is still my prisoner. He’s to remain bound until he’s officially in your custody. Is that understood?”

The tone of Adam’s voice was enough to stop the six natives in their tracks. Although they were a foot taller than the Human and covered in a nearly impenetrable shell, his reputation preceded him. She backed away and sent him an alien scowl, or what he thought was a scowl. He’d never met a Karothian before so he wasn’t sure what the expression conveyed.

Even though they had been warned, the natives continued to dote on Uri. He was swaying his penitent head back and forth and purring when alien hands stroked his yellow skin. Then he looked over at Adam … as the corners of his wide—and taped-shut—mouth curled up into a wicked grin.

Dammit, Adam thought. He knows just what he’s doing.

Adam was about to issue even more stern instructions when a Karothian male in a bright red jacket came into the receiving chamber. He plodded toward Adam before stopping and surveying the prisoner and the irate natives, frowning at what he saw.

“Come with me,” he snarled. “There are forms to be processed, and the sooner they are completed, the sooner we can take control of the fugitive.”

Adam couldn’t agree more, and he fell in step with the bureaucrat as he paraded the Human through half the huge police facility to his office. Without invitation, Adam sat in a chair in front of the native’s sterile desk and crossed his legs. He had no idea how long this would take, but since a payday of two hundred thousand energy credits waited at the end of the process, he was willing to wait.

This was only the third bounty Adam had brought into one of the new Unidor Security receiving stations. The system was new, and both bounty hunters and bureaucrats were learning the ropes.

About a year ago, Unidor made an amendment to the governing protocols for their Affiliation, setting up a series of receiving centers for prisoners, transfers and other such procedures. These centers were on designated planets, and Adam was all for it. He could turn over a fugitive to the nearest center and Unidor would take responsibility for getting the criminal to the proper authorities for disposition of their case. This new system saved Adam a lot of dead time hauling his bounties all over the galaxy, making the process more efficient. Of course, Starfire Security had to give up a little of the bounty in exchange for this service, but even Tidus was okay with that. It just meant his people could be out tracking down more bad guys even faster.

The problem, not too many of these receiving centers had all the kinks worked out of the system yet. And then there were people like the Karothians. It was like they’d never met a criminal before, with every prisoner simply a misunderstood soul, longing for redemption. Why would a race like that even take on the responsibility of being a receiving station? Adam was sure he knew why: It was the fee they were paid for doing so. It was the only explanation.
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Adam was growing ever more frustrated with the delay, as the grey-skinned creature across the desk was taking his sweet time drawing up the proper transfer papers and payment authorization. But when he was finally done, he handed Adam a datapad where the Human initialed or signed in no fewer than nineteen locations.

And then the payment requisition had to be submitted.

“How long is this going to take?” Adam asked impatiently. Nearly an hour had already passed.

“It will take as long as it takes,” the supervisor snapped. Adam was never told the Karothian’s name, and he didn’t ask. Then the native went back to his computer.

At one point, Adam stood and walked to a window that looked out at the pleasant greenery of Karothia. The planet wasn’t a bad place, it was just that after trudging through knee-high muck and smelly bog for two weeks tracking Uri, Adam had seen enough green to last him for a while.

When he turned back toward his seat, he saw the clerk working a hand pointer and moving items around on the screen of his computer. He was playing a damn video game while Adam was waiting to get paid. Adam shook his head and sat down again.

Eventually, a runner appeared with a small plastic case and datapad. The bureaucrat pulled himself away from his game to sign the receipt and then spent the next minute finishing up his latest level on the screen. Then he opened the case and began counting out ten-thousand denomination energy credit chips, fifty of them.

And then he counted them again. And again.

Finally he closed the case and began to hand it to Adam.

Just then, a communicator on his desk sounded. He spun away from Adam, taking the case with him and out of reach of Adam’s already outstretched arm. He cradled the box of credits in his lap as he listened intently on the line, his face growing darker and his eyes wider as the seconds clicked by.

Suddenly, he broke the connection and placed the case of credits in the top drawer of his desk.

“There has been an incident at the receiving dock,” he said gravely as he stood. “Your prisoner has escaped and is doing considerable harm to the employees.”

“My prisoner?” Adam said sarcastically. “I signed the release forms.”

“Of which successful payment for said services consummates the agreement. Until you are paid, the creature is still your responsibility.”

“Bullshit!” Adam said to the customary confusion of every alien Adam had ever uttered the phrase to. The meaning was continually getting lost in translation. “Just give me my credits, and I’ll be gone.”

“Not until the prisoner is once again in our custody and secure. Until then, there is no transfer.”

Adam glared at the supervisor. And then he grimaced. He had enough experience dealing with pompous assholes like this to know it was futile trying to talk sense into him. Instead, Adam followed the native out of the office and they rushed together toward the receiving center.

Alarms sounded throughout the building and there were panicking Karothians in the corridors. Some were running toward the receiving section, most were not, and Adam felt like a salmon trying to swim upstream through Class Six rapids.

Then, just as Adam and the supervisor came to the entrance to the section, the native slid to a stop. There were screams and crying coming from the other side of the double doors.

“What’s wrong?” Adam asked.

“Nothing,” said the administrator, looking nervously at the natives running from the receiving room, many with blood on their clothing. “However, the prisoner is your problem, not mine.”

“But he’s chewing up your employees.”

The native shrugged. “An occupational hazard,” he said unemotionally. And then he turned away abruptly to join the others who were quickly evacuating the area.

Adam sighed. Typical cowardly alien, he thought. Now, he was on his own, and going up against a creature who hated him with a burning, primal passion. Fortunately, the feeling was mutual.

However, Adam had two problems. First, he would only get paid for delivering a live fugitive, not a dead one.

And the other problem: Uri knew that, too.
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Adam placed a locking loop on his holstered MK-hybrid weapon. From past experience, he knew the stun setting didn’t work on the scorpion. Nor did Level-2 bolts. Level-1s were iffy, and he didn’t want to take the chance and lose two hundred thousand ECs if he bet wrong.

So, this would be a physical fight. Adam had already won one such encounter with Uri, but looking back at it, Adam got lucky. Sure, he got lucky a lot, but the odds were definitely against him now that the scorpion knew what he was up against. Everyone tended to underestimate the diminutive Humans when they first met them. Uri wouldn’t let that happen again.

Adam pressed open the doors and entered the receiving chamber, a huge room with two walls of cages—cells, the natives called them—where a variety of criminals were housed until they could be moved to more long-term accommodations or who were waiting for the next Unidor shuttle to take them off planet and along a scheduled route covering most of the Affiliation’s member worlds. There was hooting and hollering coming from the cells, as members of a dozen different species cheered for the escaped prisoner, extolling him to unlock their doors. From what Adam could tell, Uri was ignoring them, more engrossed in the native he had fully ensconced in his huge mouth with only the legs sticking out. Adam could tell she was still alive from the muffled screams coming out of Uri’s mouth. The shell-like skin of the Karothians was keeping the needle-sharp teeth from penetrating. But the carapace didn’t extend to the head, arms or legs, as evidenced by the three dead natives spread out across the blood-soaked floor. They had arms missing and legs shredded. One corpse was even headless.

Adam entered the room cautiously, moving to the right and toward a cleaning station where long poles with brushes on the end were used to clean out the cages. He took one of the poles and approached Uri from behind, careful to keep the waving stinger tail from hitting him.

Then Uri suddenly spun around, his oblong black eyes now wide at the sight of Adam Cain. He mumbled something, unable to speak clearly with the native receiving clerk in his mouth.

“Just calm down, Uri,” Adam said, holding the pole out in front of him. He slid to his left to keep the deadly tail out of range. “Drop the native and we’ll talk this over.”

A growl roared from Uri’s throat as he shifted his rear so that the tail was within striking distance. But Adam was quicker and soon found himself facing Uri head on. He wasn’t afraid. As long as the scorpion had the native in his mouth, Adam was safe from getting eaten.

Now, Adam swung the pole, bashing down hard on Uri’s smooth yellow forehead.

“Drop it!” he yelled, as one would do with a disobedient dog with a dead bird in its mouth. “I said drop it!”

Uri shook his head violently, making the long legs of the native flop back and forth. The yellow beast scooted away.

Adam followed, hitting Uri in the head several more times with the pole. But still the obstinate alien held on to his prize. Just then, the tail whipped around again. Adam saw it coming. He stepped in closer to the back of the scorpion and caught the tail under his right arm, locking it in place. The stinger took up the last foot of the six-foot-long appendage, but it wasn’t flexible enough to bend back on itself to reach Adam.

The Human now pulled, dragging Uri across the smooth floor while whacking the alien with the pole again. Adam knew the hits wouldn’t hurt Uri. But they sure were pissing him off.

Suddenly, Uri spit the native from his mouth. The frazzled female Karothian, was covered in blood and her white smock torn to shreds. But at least she was alive. She was whimpering and crawled away on all fours toward the exit.

Uri ignored her. Instead, he bent his body around and took a mighty snap at Adam with his four-foot-wide mouth opening—deftly, Adam rolled over the stinger tail, putting it between himself and the snapping scorpion. Uri roared with anger.

The tail was fighting him, but Adam’s Human strength was enough to hold it at bay, until Uri twisted his body again and came at Adam from the opposite direction.

This time, Adam released the tail and scrambled up the sloped back of the scorpion. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do … possibly gouge out the eyes, if possible. But then he sensed something coming at him from above. It was the stinger.

Even without the venom, the stinger was a deadly weapon in its own right. A foot long and three inches wide, it was a very effective spear. Adam only had a split second to react, and what he did was roll off the alien and onto the floor. He was now almost completely under the alien killer, with Uri rearing up while issuing a god-awful scream, his gaping mouth about to swallow Adam whole.

But then Uri twisted around looking at his back. Adam could see it, too, and what he saw was … unexpected.

The stinger point had embedded itself into Uri’s back, it the same spot Adam had been only seconds before. The scorpion had stung itself. Adam had no idea if the venom would affect him as it did others. Having read Uri’s file, Adam knew the toxin was a form of anesthesia, used to immobilize prey so it could be eaten while still warm and alive. Since the venom would still be in the victim when Uri’s species ate their victims, Adam doubted if it would have much effect on them.

He was wrong.

Uri withdrew the stinger from his back and began running around the chamber, waving his head in manic circles. The gyrations began to slow and the evil black eyes of the creature fluttered. Ten seconds later, Uri collapsed to the floor, letting out a foul breath as he fell unconscious.

Adam lay on the floor, panting heavily, thinking how lucky he was. But the feeling was quickly replaced by seething anger.

He jumped to his feet and took the sleeping scorpion by the tail. Adam dragged him to the door, and then down the long corridor toward the supervisor’s office. Natives screamed and protested, but none came too close to the Human and his deadly cargo.

Adam kicked open the supervisor’s door and dragged Uri into the office. The native was there, having been warned that Adam was on his way. To Adam’s surprise, he had an MK in his hand, pointed at the Human.

“Save the bolts,” Adam advised. “You may need them when this thing wakes up. Now, give me my god-damn credits!”

The supervisor hastily pulled open his desk drawer and tossed the case of energy credits to the Human.

Adam released Uri’s tail. It plopped on the floor with a punctuating thud.

“Now, I call this transaction consummated. Any objections?”

There were none.
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Adam was glad to be back on the Arieel. When he left that morning to deliver Uri to the Receiving Center, the last thing he expected was to be fighting the killer scorpion—again. He certainly earned his commission on this bounty, even if Tidus would still complain about the forty-percent he paid to his top recovery agent.

Adam had been in the Kidis Frontier for two months and brought in four juicy bounties, which would make Starfire Security a sweet little profit of over a million ECs. One of the bounties was a local delivery, which Adam handled on his own. The other three were through the Receiving Centers. Adam was loving this new way of handling prisoners. And everyone was profiting. Unidor got revenue from the bounties, the Centers got their fees, and bounty hunters, like Adam, had more time to corral more fugitives. It was a win-win all around.

But now, he was exhausted. He took a quick shower and then had a nap. He would call Tidus in a little while and let him know that he’d be leaving Karothia in a few hours and heading for Tel’oran. He had a boring, month-long journey ahead of him. But that was fine. The past two months had been a whirlwind of activity. He would welcome the quiet and solitude of the trip home.
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As usual, his boss, Tidus Fe Nolan, was at his desk when Adam made the link. Adam could never accuse the Juirean of slacking off. Tidus loved his work and lived it 24/7—or 24.6/8 on the planet Tel’oran.

“No problems on Karothia?” the pony-tailed alien asked. Adam immediately sensed the subdued nature of the voice, as if Tidus was distracted by something.

“I wouldn’t say that” Adam answered honestly, “but I got it worked out. However, we might want to scratch Karothia off our options for Receiving Centers.”

Tidus nodded without asking why, which was a dead giveaway that he had other things on his mind.

“Are you okay?” Adam asked.

Tidus’s eyes were clouded when he looked into the screen. “I’m fine, but I do have a small favor to ask of you.”

“What is it?” Adam asked, his voice thick with suspicion. Tidus’s favors often turned into catastrophes for Adam.

“I need you to deliver another prisoner to a Receiving Center. He needs to get to Tactori, and this is the easiest way.”

“He’s already in custody?”

Tidus shook his head.

“Not yet, but soon.”

Adam waited for the rest of the explanation, but it never came.

“Who’s doing the arresting?”

“We are. He’s going to turn himself in, but only to us.”

“That’s convenient. How did you pull that off?”

“It is more complicated than you think. This individual fears for his life, even if in the custody of traditional law enforcement. He says he will only turn himself in if we can guarantee his safety getting to a Receiving Center.”

“Guarantee is a rather strong word,” Adam said, raising his eyebrows. “And if he fears for his life, that means someone is trying to stop him. This sounds more like a bodyguard job than a fugitive recovery. You know what I think about bodyguard work.”

Tidus nodded. “It shouldn’t be like that. There have been two attempts on his life already, but he says he’s safe for the time being. But that won’t last long. The sooner you get him to a Receiving Center, the better.”

“Where is he now? Can’t he get to a Station on his own?”

Again, Tidus shook his head. “He’s on a planet called Sinalus—”

“I’ve heard of Sinalus,” Adam interrupted. “It’s a pretty rough place. I wouldn’t trust the police there, either. What did this guy do?”

Tidus’s face clouded over even more. “This individual’s organization deals in rare artifacts, and other things of value. If it is rare, and it has value, then his organization is interested in acquiring it.”

“Sounds more like a collector than a criminal.”

Tidus grinned. “Indeed, but he doesn’t care if the object of his desire is owned by another party or not. If he wants it, he will take it.”

“So, he is a collector,” Adam pointed out facetiously.

“To a point,” Tidus agreed. “But he still needs to finance his cartel. He keeps some items and sells others. I shudder to think of what he has in his personal collection. If it was ever released to the public, it would undoubtedly alter the course of galactic history and rewrite what has already come and gone.”

“Even so, at the moment he’s just a high-class thief.”

“Perhaps not so high-class. This person will resort to whatever measures necessary to acquire his prize. He has leveled city blocks and taken on armies to get what he wants, killing hundreds of innocents in the process. And that has made him one of the top targets of law enforcement.”

“Still sounds more like a collector than a thief. But a very determined collector. And now you’re saying he wants to turn himself in. Why?”

“That I do not know, not completely. All I know is he doesn’t trust anyone but us.”

“And why is that. Do you know this guy?”

Tidus’s face looked more glum. There was something else going on behind the scenes, and Adam wasn’t about to commit to anything until he had the full story.

Tidus knew this, too. So he huffed out a deep breath and leaned in closer to the camera.

“Yes, I know him. This individual … is my brother.”

“Your brother!” Adam exclaimed with a laugh. “I didn’t know Juireans had brothers.”

Tidus recoiled. “Seriously,” he gawked. “Of course, we have brothers, as well as sisters and mothers and fathers.”

“But you’re born on birthing planets and raised in herds, or whatever you call them.”

“Cells, you idiot. They’re called cells,” Tidus corrected, his anger growing. “You mean to tell me that you’ve been either fighting against or working with Juireans for over forty years and you have no concept of how we are born and raised?”

“Well, I just assumed—”

“You assumed wrong!” Tidus snapped. “Have you ever thought about our names—my name? I’m a Fe Nolan, that’s a bloodline designation. I know exactly who my birthing mother was, and my father. The only difference between us and Humans is that we never had a relationship with our parents. But my siblings were all kept in the same cell for the first seven years, and some longer than that. And I’ll have you know, at one time, I had forty-seven brothers, and just about the same number of sisters.”

“No shit? That’s incredible,” Adam said. “Not that you had so many siblings, but your mother—damn.”

“Juireans are built differently than Humans, that much is obvious. But like all Juireans, my parents had a job to do, and they did it well.”

“No shit,” Adam repeated. “So, what happened to all your brothers and sisters? You’ve never spoken about them.”

Tidus leaned back in his chair and shrugged. “That is because our development stages are handled in another way.” He looked hard at Adam. “I suppose I need to inform you as to how Juirean children are raised. I thought you already knew this.”

It was Adam’s turn to shrug.

Tidus pursed his lips. “All Juirean children, in thousands of cells, are raised exactly alike for the first seven years. Each child is taught precisely the same information in precisely the same way. And then, beginning at age eight, we go through The Sorting, where each child is then tested in a variety of ways. Having each been exposed to the same learning regimen, it’s easy at that point to determine who has natural abilities and who doesn’t. If one child is more attentive than another, it will be discovered. If some subjects came easier to one than to another, at The Sorting, children will be separated and sent along different paths. Eventually, all Juirean children are assigned life tracks, based solely on natural ability.

“Some of my siblings were assigned the path that would eventually lead to them becoming Overlords, as I was. Others, Guards or Techs. Even some have such promise as to be placed on the path to become Elites. It’s a very efficient system that finds the perfect life track for each individual. There are no regrets, no complaints, because each is doing what they are most proficient at.

“My brother—this brother—followed the same path as I did, to become an Overlord, at least initially. However, that was not the end of his journey. They do not tell which children have Elite potential; that could spoil the child or give them an unfair advantage in life. Instead, they continue along their designated path until time to advance to the next level. I was always destined to be an Overlord, but Nasin was on the path to be an Elite, although only a select few knew of this at the time.”

“Your brother is an Elite?” Adam gasped.

Tidus shook his head. “No, he is not. He never reached that point.”

Adam frowned. “Okay, he never became an Elite, and now he’s some intergalactic jewel thief about to turn himself in. I gotta know what happened.”

Tidus sighed. “Fate happened. As it was, Nasin had incredible ability, far beyond that of an Overlord. But not knowing his ultimate path, he became bored and began looking for more challenges. And that was when he left the Authority.”

“He left!” Adam exclaimed. “Just like you did. Damn, it runs in the family, doesn’t it?” He smiled, but then quickly regretted it.

“That is not how it happened,” Tidus scolded. “It was Nasin who left first, an event that shook the Authority to its core. At that time, very few Juireans abandoned the Authority, and never one with such ability. The others were usually the rejects from the system who would never have amounted to much anyway. But Nasin was different. And because of this, he brought shame to the cell of Fe Nolan. And that is when I left the Authority, not to pursue an independent life, but to find Nasin and convince him to return.”

Adam was shocked. For twenty years, Adam assumed Tidus had left the Authority of his own accord, seeking a different way of life beyond the rigid structure of the Authority. That was why he wore a four-foot-long grey ponytail rather than the puffy bouffant blue mane of an Overlord. And he didn’t act like a Juirean, not even close. Tidus had a sense of humor.

“So, what happened? Did you find him?”

“I did, but many years later. But to find him, I had to join Priority Acquisitions as a fugitive recovery agent. That was where I learned my skills, not because I wanted to, but because I had to if I was to ever find Nasin.”

“Why was he so hard to find?”

“As you may have guessed, by then Nasin had turned to a life of crime, and since PA specialized in locating criminals, it was a natural fit for me. Even so, Nasin was smarter than most criminal masterminds, in fact, the smartest. He was only found when he wanted to be found.”

Tidus hesitated; his face clouded as his mind rummaged through long suppressed memories.

“When he finally allowed me to find him, the meeting did not go well. He explained to me the reality of the Authority and what it meant to live beyond it. He told me he had no intention of returning and that I could join him in his illegal activities if I wanted. I refused. By then, I understood much of what he said about the Authority and the quest for freedom to choose one’s own destiny. So, I stayed with PA, and Nasin continued along his chosen path.”

“Damn, I didn’t know. How could I?”

“Nasin has been a burden I have carried with me my entire life. First, I competed against him. Then I hated him. And now … I don’t know. I have not thought of him for years, and then suddenly he calls me yesterday, and on my private link.”

“He didn’t tell you what’s going on?” Adam inquired.

“Not much, just to say that he has been compromised and that his organization is under attack. He’s willing to provide certain information to Unidor in exchange for protection and a new identity.”

“He must be desperate,” Adam noted. And then a thought hit Adam. “If he’s this wanted criminal, there must be a decent reward for his apprehension.”

Tidus glared at Adam. “It is a lot, and don’t worry, I’ll give you some of it. But remember, you didn’t have to catch him. He caught himself. Be glad I’m giving you anything. I’m asking as a favor, not as a new assignment.”

“Sorry, Tidus.” Adam grinned. “But you know me.”

“That I do. And that is why I’m asking you to do me this favor. There’s obviously forces out there that don’t want Nasin to be in custody. But if Unidor is willing to work with him, then this could be a new start for my brother. I have to do what I can to help. The nearest Receiving Center is only forty light-years away, on a planet called Baroon. And both Baroon and Sinalus are on your way back to Tel’oran. It shouldn’t add more than a few hours to your trip. And you’ll be helping me out.”

“So, I just pick him up, fly him forty light-years and drop him off.”

“That’s all he’s asking, all I’m asking.”

“And he called his long-lost brother for that,” Adam pressed. Something still didn’t feel right.

Tidus smirked. “I know,” said the big alien. “I smell a rat, too. But at the moment, I can’t see the downside. And once he gets to Tactori, I’ll make a run over there and have a long talk with him. After all, we have a lot of catching up to do.”
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Adam had to admit: He was anxious to meet this long-lost brother of Tidus Fe Nolan. Tidus was an enigma, the most unique Juirean Adam had ever met—at least of the ones he hadn’t killed. And his brother sounded like him, but on steroids.

As a general rule, Adam despised Juireans. They were arrogant, self-righteous and entitled. They may have ruled the galaxy for four thousand years, but it was only through strength of arms and not because of any great altruistic desire to make things better. They demanded loyalty and obedience and they had the means of enforcing their will. Or at least they did at one time. Since the New Klin invasion, their Expansion had deflated. They were trying to rebuild it, but the going was slow, in fact, almost impossible. There was no central leadership core, and that was something the Juireans desperately sought. They had always had a monolithic command structure, but now they were listless, leaderless, and it was showing.

And now they also had to contend with the democratically-run Unidor Affiliation, which was more like a trade union than a true galactic empire. The Affiliation was growing by leaps and bounds and would soon span the entire galaxy, keeping the Juireans from ever resurrecting the Expansion. To that end, a major conference was taking place on Tactori in a few weeks that would solidify the organization, taking it away from the hands of Unidor and making it more independent. This new future was weighing on the egos of the Juireans as they now found themselves just another race among thousands struggling to make ends meet in this new reality. Psychologically, it was taking a toll.

Both Tidus and Nasin may have left the Juirean Authority long ago, but now there was no Authority left. There were literally millions of Juireans filtering throughout the galaxy trying to make ends meet, and they were having trouble. They’d never been on their own before, but always part of a greater whole.

The Humans, on the other hand, were more independent-minded and relished the idea of being on their own. That’s just who we are, Adam thought. So, although most Humans returned to Earth after the New Klin invasion, the ones who didn’t were doing just fine hanging out in the galaxy, as Adam had done. Now, Tidus and his brother had a huge leg up on their brethren, whereas the rest of the Juirean race was having a hell of a time coping.

Adam smirked at the thought. It couldn’t have happened to a nicer group of scum-sucking aliens. The big-headed bastards got what they deserved.

Except for Tidus. He was cool, in Adam’s opinion. And in a weird way, Adam felt the same about Nasin, although he hadn’t met him yet. Any Juirean who rebelled against the Authority was okay in his book.

Besides, the idea of an interstellar jewel thief/Indiana Jones was intriguing. Just like Tidus, Adam was curious what treasures Nasin was hording. Perhaps Adam would get a hint of what he had during the two-day journey to the Receiving Center.
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The planet Sinalus was on Adam’s route back to Tel’oran, and the brief stopover wouldn’t be a burden. Also, the distraction would temper some of the boredom Adam often felt during long transits through the void of outer space.

Adam had never been on Sinalus before but had been on dozens of its clones. He found it to be a dank and depressing place, covered mostly in jungle and humid to a fault. The settlements carved out of the overgrowth were populated by a hardy, rebellious lot who followed no law except their own. Just like the savage beasts that prowled the jungle, the population fed upon each other in a never-ending struggle for survival.

Adam didn’t fear places like this. They allowed him to resort to his primal instincts of eat or be eaten. And although he was smaller than most aliens, he knew his capabilities. And by now, so did most aliens. As a general rule, they didn’t mess with Humans unless they’d been raised under a rock somewhere. Which in some cases they had been. Damn aliens.

Adam landed the Arieel at the spaceport for the planet’s so-called capital city and then took a rental transport into town and the bar where Tidus said his brother would meet him. With forces after him, it seemed strange that Nasin would want to meet in a public place. On Sinalus, that would not be a deterrent to an attack. No one gave a damn if they were seen or not.

As it turned out, law enforcement on the planet was nascent, having never been that big of an issue until the planet was contacted by space-faring species a hundred years ago. With it’s slow-moving economy, it was only now enjoying a renaissance of sorts, and that was attracting the criminal element. Which begged the question: Why did Nasin want to surrender here? Is this where his operation was headquartered? It would fit. The planet was barely civilized and off the beaten path. One of the most-wanted criminals in the galaxy would feel right at home on Sinalus.

Adam told the cabbie to wait, having to pay him another two hundred ECs to do so. Already, the fee was exorbitant. But since Adam didn’t plan to be here long, he didn’t want to have to find another ride back to the spaceport. Adam left the relative comfort of the car and ran through a downpour of warm rain into the bar, his shirt soaked by the time he got inside, both from the rain and the humidity.

He shook off the rain drops and looked around the dark interior. A Juirean shouldn’t be too hard to spot.
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Adam noticed a slight buzz run through the assembled patrons of the bar. He sensed what it was for. To their credit, most them recognized a Human when they saw one. Unfortunately, this wasn’t just because of the reputation the race had as a whole. It was also because of Adam. The Human was the most well-known bounty hunter in this part of the galaxy, and it was a good bet a high percentage of the clientele in the bar were wanted for one infraction or another. Was he there for them, or someone else? Whatever it was, about a quarter of the customers exited out the back even before Adam’s eyes adjusted to the dimly lit interior.

Now, he had a chance to survey the rest of the bar. It was smoke-filled and smelled of pungent intoxicants, along with their associated farts. There was also the aroma of native cooking, since most of these establishments couldn’t afford sophisticated food processors. They mainly caught things in the jungle and then roasted them on open-flame grills. That part of the ambiance Adam liked. His stomach growled at the promise of real meat cooked medium well.

Adam winced after his first scan of the bar. No Juirean in sight. It had been over a day since Tidus talked to his brother. Perhaps he didn’t survive the night and was now a meal for some jungle creature having been dumped at the side of the road. Oh, well, he tried.

Then, just as Adam turned back toward the front door, a tiny, four-foot-tall rodent thing slipped past him, sending out a whispered trill, “Back room on left.” And then he was out the front door before anyone could notice the interaction.

Adam didn’t look in the direction of the room. Instead, he sauntered up to the bar and slipped his finger into a blood-testing box. A moment later, a glass of golden liquid was placed in front of him. He laid a fractional EC on the counter and then turned to casually scan the room again.

At the top of a small landing to the left was a door. It was brownish red and had seen better days, with dents and scratches that spoke of a hundred bar room fights throughout the years. Adam looked at the gaggle of customers. A few were looking at him, most were not. It seems anyone who recognized him for who and what he was had already left, leaving only the ignorant to nonchalantly enjoy their meals and beverages.

Taking his drink, Adam casually meandered toward the door. There was no hiding where he was going. There was nothing else at the top of the landing but the door, so no reason for him to go up there except to enter the room. He tapped once and then turned the handle, pressing the door open and stepped quickly inside, shutting the door behind him. When he turned, he found what he was expecting.

It was a seven-foot-tall, green-skinned Juirean holding an MK-88 on him, a wicked grin on his face. Adam recoiled slightly, not from the fact that a gun was pointed at him, but because Nasin wore his near-blond hair in a freaky Dutch-Boy haircut. Like Tidus, who opted for a ponytail, Nasin had rejected the traditional puffy hairdo of traditional Juireans, with towering crests of either blue, green or yellow hair—white in the case of Elites—that added another foot to their already impressive height. Then the hair cascaded down their backs in a style that earned the species their derogatory moniker of maneheads. This strange haircut made Adam question—momentarily—if he really was a Juirean, being so out of place. But that was what rebels did after they left home. They stopped following the rules of the house and grew their hair in whatever radical style they wished.

Adam wasn’t scared; Nasin wasn’t going to shoot him, not unless he made a threatening move.

“Tidus sent me,” Adam stated evenly.

The big alien remained seated, still holding the gun on him. He frowned. “I was not expecting a Human. But seeing that you are from Starfire, am I to assume you are The Human, the creature of nightmares, at least to people like me?”

“I get the job done, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Nasin grinned. “As the stories say. Are you alone?”

“Does it matter?”

“In your case, I suppose not. It is just that I was hoping for a little more support from my estranged brother.”

Adam looked around the room. It was decent sized and used for any number of questionable purposes, either gambling, drugs or prostitution. At the moment, it was a meeting room.

“I thought it strange that you would want to meet in such a public place. Tidus says people are trying to kill you.”

Nasin shrugged. “People are always trying to kill me. Only now, many are from my own organization.”

Adam cocked his head, questioning.

Nasin stood and holstered the weapon. He had a small knapsack draped over his shoulder. “I have made some very powerful and influential enemies who have the credits to buy the services of some of my former associates. Unfortunately, those who could not be bought were killed. I am afraid I have very little backup on Sinalus, or anywhere else for that matter. Otherwise, I would have flown myself to a Receiving Center. And speaking of that, how secure are they? They are too new to have any track record to speak of.”

Adam shrugged. “Some are better than others. I’m taking you to Baroon. I’ve used them before; they’re okay. But if your enemies have as many credits as you say they have, then even Baroon might be questionable. Tidus has a Unidor warship coming to pick you up. You shouldn’t have to spend more than a day or so on Baroon.”

“Will you remain to protect me?”

Adam frowned. “I don’t think that will be necessary. Besides, I doubt if the natives will let me play in their sandbox.”

Nasin laughed heartily. “I have had contact with Humans in the past, and after every encounter, it is your unique way of phrasing that has made the most impression on me. I shall enjoy our little hop to Baroon. Shall we be going?”

“How many people know you’re here?” Adam asked the Juirean.

“I came in through a back entrance. The proprietor is a friend of mine. At least he used to be. No one else knows I am here.”

Adam had his weapon in his hand. “I have a car waiting out front. I’ll go first and open the back door. You follow. Don’t hesitate, just dive in and stay low. And by the way, I may have to take over driving duties if the native gets cold feet.”

“Why would he get cold … ah, see, there it is again! I assume where you come from, cold feet means trepidation.”

Adam cocked his head. “You know, I never thought where the saying came from, or why. It does seem strange, doesn’t it?”

“Indeed.”

“Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that.” Adam stood by the door. “Here we go.”

Nasin nodded.

Adam was through the door a heartbeat later, with Nasin on his heels. Five seconds later, Adam was out the bar and three seconds more, he had the rear door open and the tall, slender alien slipped past him, lying on the seat, out of view. Adam shut the door and slid into the front seat next to the confused native driver.

“Go!” Adam commanded. “Get us out of here, and don’t stop for anything.”

The native looked at Adam and his weapon, and then over his shoulder at the Juirean. He had no idea what was happening, only that he didn’t want any part of it. He opened his side door and jumped out. Adam was half expecting this and was in the driver’s seat a moment later shoving the joystick forward. The car lurched away, racing down the rain-slick roadway, dodging between traffic, heading for the main thoroughfare heading that would take them to the spaceport.

“Stay down,” he ordered as he slowed the car slightly as he came to a bottleneck in traffic. There were streetlights on Sinalus, and Adam had caught an amber light, which was the same as red on Earth.

Adam scanned the road ahead while keeping an eye on the rearview camera. All was quiet, for the moment, no cars jockeying for position trying to get closer. The spaceport was eight miles from this part of town. It was hard to tell where the jungle ended and the city began, since buildings and streets were placed where they could keep the vegetation from overgrowing. Because of that, there were too many ambush points to count, so Adam scooted up behind a slower moving car and joined it for the drive toward the spaceport. Having another car on the road could provide cover and roadblocks should the need arise. It was better than being the only car in sight.

Nasin sat up in the backseat and scooted over so he could look sideways at Adam. He was smiling, as if this whole affair was some kind of joke.

“You do realize someone is trying to kill you?” Adam asked.

“Of course.”

“You don’t seem to be taking this too seriously.”

“It is what it is. And I must say, those who have come at me so far have been quite proficient. I trained most of them myself. That is the only reason I am still alive today; I know their methods.”

Adam took a quick glance at the alien. He was as tall as Tidus, and Adam even noticed a slight resemblance, although most aliens to him looked the same within species. They probably thought the same thing about Humans.

“As you know, I am Nasin Fe Nolan,” the alien greeted. “We have not been formally introduced.”

“Yeah, I got that. Pleased to meet you,” Adam said impatiently, refraining from giving his name. It was habit by now, and Nasin frowned.

“I assume you have a name, too. Or do I call you The Mysterious Human?”

Adam smirked. “It’s Adam. You can call me Adam. But why don’t we save the pleasantries until we get to my ship.”

“Very well, Adam. You should be aware there is a vehicle hiding in the jungle on your left.”

Adam scanned the foliage ahead, seeing nothing.

“Where?”

“Near the yellow tree. I noticed a glint off a window.”

Before Adam could react, a native transport shot out of the jungle just where Nasin said it would be, spinning its wheels on the slick roadway before straightening out and coming in Adam’s direction.

The driver of the car in front of them pulled back on his joystick, slamming on the breaks to avoid a head-on collision. Adam waited for a split second to see which side the attacking car would take, and then, with Human reactions, he turned the joystick and slipped along the opposite side, using the second car as a shield.

Even so, flash bolts shot out as the attacking vehicle raced by in the opposite direction. Most of the bolts hit the second car, sending it careening across the highway and disappearing into the thick jungle foliage. And then the enemy car spun around and raced toward Adam, who already had the joystick cranked up to max. The electric motors whined, sending the vehicle shooting along the roadway.

Fortunately, the road was mostly straight, with only slight curves. But it was wet and the perpetual overcast of the Sinalusean sky made it hard to see, even with the headlights on. Adam was on a strange road and going entirely too fast for the conditions.

“You said you know these people,” Adam said anxiously to Nasin. “Anything you can tell me to give me an advantage?”

“Such as?”

“I don’t know,” Adam scolded. “Like do they use targeting computers to shoot and are they as strong as we are?”

“No … to both questions.”

Adam had to think about that for a second. No, they didn’t use targeting computers. That was bad. And no, they weren’t as strong as a Human and a Juirean. That was good if it came to hand-to-hand combat.

“How many do you think there are?

“I know of at least twenty-two of my organization that were compromised. I managed to dispatch seven in the two prior attacks. But not all are on Sinalus. I estimate this may be the last cell. Maybe another four.”

“Any at the spaceport? Is Sinalus your base of operations?”

Nasin laughed. “No, Sinalus is not my base. It was just a convenient place to land once my ship came under fire.”

“What happened to your ship,” Adam asked as he eyed the pursuit car behind them.

“It is in the jungle, completely destroyed. That is why I need another ride.”

Adam shrugged. “But you don’t think anyone is waiting at the spaceport?”

Nasin grimaced. “That, I cannot say, but they would not be my people. However, my enemies are very well funded and can easily buy more accomplices.”

“Who’s doing this funding? And what did you do to them to piss them off so much?”

Nasin frowned, waiting for the translation of piss to filter to the proper meaning. “Is this an interrogation?”

“Just professional curiosity.”

Nasin leaned back in the seat. “The answer is complex. I do not know exactly who is funding the attack on my organization. As you can imagine, I have made a lot of enemies in my time. All I know is that seven days ago, everything came to a grinding stop. My funds dried up and my associates began to turn on me. I barely got out of my headquarters alive, thanks to my most loyal friends. They are dead now. I do not believe I have any support left. That is why I had to reach far back into my past to find Tidus. I was surprised he remembered me.”

“Oh, he remembers you. And he’s looking forward to having a face-to-face with you someday.”

“Face-to-face … as in conversation. Very good. I would enjoy that. Please assure that I live long enough to have this face-to-face.”

Adam still had an eye on the headlights in the rearview monitor. The pursuit car was still there, although they were only matching speed.

But Adam did have a trick up his sleeve.

Charlie, he said mentally to his Artificial Telepathy Device avatar.

I am here, Adam, monitoring the situation.

Good. Can you tap into the computer system of the car following us and disable their motors?

We are in range. Yes, I can do that. Do you wish to make an impact or simply disable the vehicle.

Adam grinned. Let’s teach them a lesson.

It will be the last lesson they will ever learn, Charlie said cryptically.

Adam only had to wait a moment for his Formilian brain interface device to locate the electrical circuits in the pursuit car and work his magic. The distant vehicle suddenly flipped tail-over-head on the road behind them, crashing to the tarmac in a fiery explosion.

Nasin spun around to look out the back window, staring in shock at the carnage.

“What just happened?”

Adam slowed the car. There was no need to go balls-to-the-wall anymore.

“If I’m not mistaken, I believe your friends just suffered a severe front-wheel-motor malfunction. It happens sometimes when the tires lock up unexpectedly.”

Nasin leaned back in the seat again, a question on his long, green face. “I should thank the fates then for our unexpected good fortune. It was certainly to our advantage.”

There was a twinkle in Adam’s eyes as he glanced back at the Juirean.

“It certainly was.”

Thanks, Charlie.

My pleasure, Adam. What other fun can we have today?

That remains to be seen.
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Even though Nasin had assured him there should be no more bad guys on Sinalus, Adam still had Charlie on high alert for any energy weapon signatures moving toward them within the spaceport. There were a lot of MKs and Xan-fis in the area, but none were moving in the direction of the passing car as it moved along a line of parked starships to the Arieel.

Nasin remained quiet for the rest of the trip, still confused and suspicious about the crash of the hit squad’s car. He knew Adam had something to do with it, but what and how he didn’t know. Adam could imagine the thoughts bouncing around in the Juirean’s mind. Did Adam have accomplices he hadn’t told him about? Or did he have drones covering their move to the spaceport? It’s not that Nasin should be upset; Adam probably saved both of their lives. It was just that the alien didn’t like not knowing. Adam would keep him in the dark. It was fun playing with Juireans, especially one who had been destined to be an Elite, one of the rare higher echelon beings within a race that once ruled the galaxy. Hell, if Nasin had stayed in the Authority, he might even be Elder by now, if the Juireans still had an Elder these days. He hadn’t heard of one in several years. That could be their problem. They didn’t have a leader.

Once aboard the starship, Adam made preparations for immediate liftoff. He’d only been on the planet for a couple of hours and traffic control still remembered him from before.

“You are cleared,” the alien on the screen announced suspiciously. “I hope your short trip was fruitful.”

“It was, thanks for asking,” Adam said, a lilt in his voice. And then he hit the lifting jets.

Once in space, Adam set the course for Baroon. Forty light-years, two days, and this little adventure would be over. Adam began to wonder how generous Tidus would be with the commission. After all, they had been attacked. That should be worth an extra hundred thousand ECs, just for the inherent risk.

By now, Nasin appeared to have put the mysterious fate of the pursuit car out of his mind and was scanning the interior of the Arieel’s bridge. He had inquisitive, attentive eyes and Adam was sure he was cataloging all he saw. It would be habit by now. Not only was he a highly intelligent Juirean, but he’d been a fugitive criminal for over twenty years. That type of life created a distinctive look that Adam had seen in countless eyes in the past. Always on the lookout, always analyzing, looking for threats. Adam had a version of that, too—situational awareness, it was called, something that had been drilled into him during his Navy SEAL days. That training—coupled with his naturally suspicious mind—had saved his hide in countless situations in the past. He just found it funny how both Human and Juirean were engaged in the same game, looking for any advantage either of them could gain over the other. It was instinct by now, for both of them.

Once the course was set, Adam tasked his ship’s A.I.—an entity he called Beth—with scanning the surrounding space for any potential threats in the area. Nasin had said he’d been attacked in space, so getting off the planet didn’t guarantee them safe sailing from here on out. But so far, there was no sign of anyone following them into space. But bad guys did have CW communications. Adam wouldn’t feel safe until he had the transfer papers signed on Baroon. He wondered if they would have the reward for him, or will they transfer it to Starfire? Tidus never told him how much the reward was. Considering Nasin’s reputation, it could be sizable.

Adam unstrapped from the pilot seat. “Let’s get you settled into a stateroom,” he said to the Juirean. “And just to warn you, my ship is protected against unauthorized operation. Let’s just enjoy the little hop to Baroon and make this trip as uneventful as possible.”

“You do not trust me,” Nasin said with a smile.

“About as far as I can throw you.”

Nasin frowned, followed by a bellowing chortle. “So imaginative! That is the sign of a quick mind. Humans are such an interesting race, even if I despise you as much as you despise me.”

Adam grinned. “I’m glad we got that out of the way. Now, follow me, Overlord Nasin Fe Nolan, your glory, your magnificence.”

Nasin laughed. “I do understand the concept of sarcasm, Mr. Adam. And you can simply refer to me as My Lord.”

“Yeah, fat chance of that happening.”
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The Arieel only had two staterooms, across from each other along the spine corridor leading to the tiny cargo bay. Nasin did a quick scan of the room, noticing that each small cabin had its own grooming station. He nodded and then asked for privacy.

“You know, when we get to Baroon I’m going to put you in shackles. It’s standard operating procedure. You’re supposed to be my prisoner.”

“I understand. However, I hope you will not mind that I complain about it. I do not like having restraints.”

“Who does?”
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Adam returned to the bridge and set one of the internal cameras to focus on Nasin’s door. He didn’t think the alien would cause trouble, but he also wasn’t taking any chances. And then he called Tidus.

“I got your bro on board,” he said as an intro.

“I heard there was a problem,” said Tidus, his face shrouded with concern.

“You did? Are you watching me?”

“I’m always watching you,” the Juirean said matter of factly.

Adam shrugged. It was meant to be a joke, but Adam couldn’t dismiss it outright.

“I let Charlie handle them. We’re safe now and two days out from Baroon.”

“Good. Has Nasin given you any trouble?”

“Not yet. Don’t tell him this, but I kinda like him. He has your sense of humor, something you don’t find in a Juirean very often.”

“Be careful, Adam,” Tidus said, not buying into the relaxed tone of the conversation. “I’ve been trying to learn more about why Nasin surrendered. My sources at Unidor are tight-lipped. They’re not saying anything, even if they know. But there is a buzz about his pending apprehension. This has definitely been prearranged.”

“He said he pissed off some rich person who paid his staff to betray him. I think he’s just trying to stay alive at this point.”

“That is how it appears. But I know Nasin—or I did at one time. He doesn’t do anything without a reason, and he is always several steps ahead of his competition.”

“People change, Tidus, they grow complacent, drop their guard. And I know what it’s like to have someone from your past suddenly show up wanting to cut off your balls. I seem to remember a recent encounter with a certain cyborg. Shit happens”

“Even so, be weary.”

“I will,” Adam promised. “Now, do you want me to go get him?”

Tidus grimaced. “I supposed you should. It would be impolite not to speak with him.”

“Imagine that … an impolite Juirean,” Adam said with a grin. “Hang on; I’ll go get him.”
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Nasin had a sly, almost perpetual grin on his face when he sat down in front of the CW monitor so his brother could see him. Tidus didn’t appear as amused.

“I must thank you for providing such an esteemed guard as—”

“Be quiet, Nasin!” Tidus barked. “I do not appreciate you placing my agent in such danger just so you can play games with me.” Nasin recoiled and leaned back in the chair, the smile gone. Tidus continued. “I answered your call and have done what you asked. Now, I want some answers. What is this all about?”

Nasin raised his thin, blond eyebrows. “I see you have acquired quite the command nature since the time you were young. I must say I like it. We Juireans were bred to be leaders. It is good you have become one. I, too, was a leader, and I was very good at it. However, fortunes often shift. I am not sure I should involve you in my troubles more than I already have. Suffice to say, I am in negotiations with Unidor to secure my welfare beyond its current state.”

“Cut the bullshit, Nasin!” Tidus yelled.

Nasin again recoiled and looked at Adam. “I can see my sibling has adopted some of your Human creativity when it comes to language. Congratulations: he is not easily converted.”

“Tell me what’s going on,” Tidus insisted.

Nasin sighed. “Very well. Just let it be noted I warned you. Knowledge can be both beneficial and dangerous. But if you insist.” He looked at Adam and then back to Tidus. “As you know, I covet certain items of value, most often based on their rarity. A while back, I set my sights on a particular item I knew to be in the possession of a very powerful individual. This has never deterred me before, so I proceeded without hesitation, enlisting my organization to research said object and its current owner.

“When the time came to execute the plan, I managed to enter the vault and acquire the item. Unfortunately, the owner was able to detect the theft and who did it.” Nasin grinned widely. “As would be understandable, she now wants said item back, but more than that, she seeks revenge on the person who perpetrated such an affront upon her.”

“Wait, you said she.” Tidus said. “Are you speaking of Galena Gar?”

Nasin’s eyebrows bounced again. “You are indeed astute, my brother.”

Adam choked. “You mean Galena Gar, as in the richest creature in the whole friggin’ galaxy?”

“It would be one in the same,” Nasin confirmed.

“Well, fuck me,” Adam gasped. “No wonder you’re in a world of hurt.”

Nasin was getting to the point where he accepted Adam’s Human-speak without bothering to decipher every word. The tone of his voice often told the story.

“Yes, in hindsight, that may not have been such a good idea. However, you must spare me. I have been doing what I do for a very long time and I am very good at it. Most times, my victims do not even know they are victims. I either focus blame on others, replace the items with replicas, or am so stealthy that even if the theft was detected, they have no idea who did it. Of course, targeting Galena was a different matter.”

“”Meaning her security was better than you imagined,” Adam offered.

Nasin grimaced. “As was the case.”

“So, give it back!” Tidus ordered.

Nasin snorted. “Believe me, I tried. It ended up she was more insulted by the effort I made to rob her than she was at the loss of the artifact. And with a person like Galena Gar, all it took was a wag of her little finger and suddenly my organization was shattered, along with my personal life. She has a vendetta against me and I am afraid she has left me few options.”

“And what options are those?” Tidus asked sincerely.

“Unidor and the Affiliation are the only institutions that can stand against someone like Galena. I have offered them access to my personal collection of artifacts in exchange for their protection.”

“Didn’t you lose everything when Galena attacked you?” Adam asked.

“One would think,” Nasin grinned. “But I have been doing this for a very long time, and over the years, I have learned not to trust anyone, even my most trusted associates. I had a public collection—at least public to my organization—which has now been scattered to the wind. Some items taken by my people, others by Galena. However, there is a secondary collection of the most valuable and rarest of artifacts. Only I have access to that collection, and it is that of which I am offering Unidor.” Then he grimaced again. “Unfortunately, my enemies have now learned of the collection’s existence, if not its location. So, you see, in one way I am being targeted for termination. In the other, my enemies would like me captured alive so I can reveal the location of my secret collection. That is why those within the transport pursuing us earlier on Sinalus were not quite as aggressive as they could have been. Even so, if Unidor attains my collection, there is plenty of information contained that could implicate several others throughout the galaxy in illegal activities, if not major embarrassment. You see, I dealt not only in ancient artifacts, but also in damaging information. It was often this commodity that paid most of the expenses for my organization and which kept me immune from most prosecution. But, alas, Galena Gar is in a different category.”

Adam agreed with the crazy Juirean. Even he had heard of Galena Gar.

Already fabulously wealthy, the alien—Adam wasn’t even sure what race she belonged to—Galena had only recently secured the prize of prizes that suddenly catapulted her ahead of all other fabulously wealthy creatures in the galaxy. Once it was discovered that the weapons manufacturer Xan-fi had conspired with the Klin to build mind-control implants to operate their weapons, the company fell out of grace with the rest of the galaxy. Its net worth dropped precipitously, even though it also controlled countless other business entities and not just energy weapons. Galena stepped in and bought Xan-fi for a song, and then immediately set about resurrecting its reputation. Now, Xan-fi was back in its place as the second largest weapons manufacturer in the galaxy, behind only the conglomerate Maris-Kliss of the famous MK-line of handguns.

At one time in Adam’s past, he knew the Silean Kroekus, who, at the first fall of the Juirean Expansion, had cornered the market on gold in the galaxy to the point where he was issuing his own currency. For a time, his certificates were the most accepted means of exchange in the Milky Way. Adam had no way of comparing the wealth of Kroekus and Galena, but from the way people talked, Galena was right up there with the Silean. And Galena was alive, while Kroekus was long dead. And before you ask, yes, Adam had something to do with his death.

And now Tidus’s brother had pissed off the new Kroekus, and she seemed to be even more spiteful and vindictive. Adam was doubtful even Unidor could protect Nasin against Galena. But the revelation did explain a lot.

“What are you going to do?” Tidus stammered, having taken a moment to digest the information Nasin just told them.

“I will survive … hopefully,” he said with good cheer. “I have also been in contact with certain Juirean officials. Once I clear the record with Unidor, I may seek to be reabsorbed into the Authority, one Juirean among billions, safe in my anonymity.”

“There’s no Authority any longer,” Tidus pointed out. “Who have you been speaking with?”

Nasin waved his hand impatiently. “It does not matter. There is still a Juirean culture, and, as you know, we tend to protect our own.”

“But you turned your back on the culture,” Tidus again pointed out.

“That was a long time ago. A lot has happened since then. And although Juireans have long memories, recent events have tended to pollute that memory. But concern yourself not with that, brother. My future has not yet been determined. In fact, it has only just begun. My immediate concern is to get to Tactori where I will find at least a modicum of security, at least for a while. I am not naive enough to think Galena could not reach me there. But at least it is a start.”

Tidus grew so frustrated with his brother that he unexpectedly ended the link, telling Adam and Nasin that he would relink once they reached Baroon. Until then, he would monitor events from Tel’oran.

Nasin looked askew at Adam as if the Human was on his side and against his emotional brother. Adam didn’t have a horse in this race. Whether Nasin lived through the week or not wasn’t his concern. As long as he fulfilled the terms of the reward, then Starfire—and Adam—would make some money. Whether Nasin cuts his deal with Unidor and evades the vindictiveness of the Queen Bitch of the Galaxy, was not his concern.
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After that, Nasin spent most of the time in his cabin. He had a datapad in his knapsack, along with what Adam suspected were personal grooming items. He never got a look inside.

He knew that was wrong. After all, Nasin was supposed to be his prisoner. He should have the right to inspect all personal belongings looking for weapons. And speaking of weapons, Adam did insist on confiscating the Juirean’s expensive MK-88. As far as alien energy weapons went, the ’88 was Adam’s favorite. He had one stashed aboard the Arieel and had used them before in the past. He was pretty sure the authorities wouldn’t let Nasin get his gun back, so Adam immediately started calling the weapon his. A little bonus on top of the fee Tidus was going to pay him.

Although Nasin was a wanted criminal, Adam couldn’t quite come to accept him as his prisoner. It was more like the Juirean was his client, with Adam tasked with delivering him to a venue of some sort, and not necessarily a prison. And if everything went according to plan, Nasin’s criminal past would be expunged and he’d disappear into the exclusive community of maneheads that still flourished in some parts of the galaxy.

Still, Adam would sure like to learn the location of Nasin’s secret horde of priceless treasures.
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As they entered the Baroon system, Adam fitted the grumpy alien with arm and leg shackles, of which Adam carried several sets of varying designs aboard the Arieel. However, with the variety of creatures on Adam’s most-wanted list, it never failed that he didn’t have the right restraints aboard to cover every occasion. Case-in-point, the yellow scorpion Uri. Adam had to resort to duct tape. It worked, but now Adam was out of duct tape, and with the nearest Home Depot twenty thousand light-years away.

Nasin now sat looking sullen in the nav chair on the bridge, watching the blue, green and brown globe as it grew larger through the viewport. Baroon was a fairly advanced planet almost identical to Earth except with a slightly lighter gravity. It sat squarely between Juirean Standard and Earth Standard, which made the natives a hardier bunch than most aliens. Adam had been to the planet twice before, once years ago while he was the Marshal of the nearby Dead Worlds, and then only a few weeks ago when he brought in a bounty to the new Receiving Center. That went a lot smoother than on Karothia. Adam was anticipating much the same here.
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Unlike on Karothia, the Receiving Center on Baroon was located at the main spaceport outside the city of Uranna. That made it convenient. They even provided armored car service from spaceship to Center. This was the way it was supposed to work. At least it was until Adam got in a shouting match with the officer on the link.

“I understand your concern,” the black-skinned native was saying. “I see your subject on the schedule, it is just that he is not officially classified as a prisoner.”

“He is one of the most notorious thieves in the galaxy. Surely you have to have records on him. Check The Boards.”

“I already have. And yes, he is listed, and fairly high on priority. However, there are jurisdictional concerns. He is not a fugitive from justice and has never been found guilty of a crime. Mostly, he is wanted for questioning in a multitude of crimes. But the Receiving Centers are for the receipt and processing of known criminals with cases pending, either fugitives or those awaiting judgment. It is not to provide free transport within the Affiliation.”

“I thought all this had been worked out by my office.”

“Starfire has been in contact with us. And because of that, we will provide accommodations for your … guest. However, he cannot be maintained in the maximum-security section, under guard.”

“But you know about the threats on his life.”

“Your employer has so informed. Again, that is not our concern. Besides, that makes it even more unusual that we would allow him to be housed within the complex. He is a danger to all those around him.”

“Not if he was sequestered in the maximum-security section.”

“For which I have no authorization to do so.”

Shit, Adam thought. Bureaucracies! He hated them.

Adam wasn’t sure what to do. He didn’t want him on the Arieel, not with the ship on the surface like a sitting duck. At least within the police building there would be more armed officers around if anything did happen.

“All right,” he finally said. “If you could put him up for a few days, at least until the Unidor ship arrives, that would be fine.” And then Adam grimaced, hating what he was about to ask. “And can you set me up as well? The prisoner—ah, guest—is my responsibility until Unidor takes control. I want to be around to make sure he stays safe.”

Now the native grimaced. “That is unusual. We normally do not allow contractors to operate within our facility.” He then raised his hand. “However, in this case, I will make an exception. But only until the Unidor transport arrives, which will be in three days, seven hours, sixteen minutes, local time.”

“Fine,” Adam said, defeated. He would have preferred to stay aboard the Arieel where all his shit was, hanging out until Nasin was safely on his way to Tactori. Now, he’d have to hang out in a native hotel room.

They had better have a refrigerator, Adam thought. I’m bringing my Diet Pepsis with me, and plenty of video games and old DVDs. I’ll be damn if I have to keep entertained watching reruns of native sit-coms.
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Nasin was livid. He heard the officer on the link and knew that he was to be housed in the guest section of the Receiving Center. But that wasn’t what made him mad. It was that Adam refused to remove the shackles until they were in their rooms. Adam didn’t have a good reason, only that he wanted to. It would help his reputation to be seen herding a huge Juirean through the corridors.

The Receiving Center was new and large, encompassing eight floors above ground and six below. The hardcore section was underground and it was obvious that Baroon had become the favorite among bounty hunters and law enforcement personnel throughout half the galaxy. As Adam led his frothing prisoner into the building, he saw two fugitive recovery agents from other companies. One was checking in a three-foot-tall rodent that was trembling with fear and peeing on the floor. Another was sitting in one of the concourse bars, enjoying a little liquid reward for a job well done. They both gawked at Adam and nodded when they saw him, silently acknowledging the challenge of his bounty compared to theirs. Taking down a Juirean was no easy affair … except for The Human.

The public part of the building was set up like an airport terminal, that once you got through security, it was one restaurant, bar and store after another along double concourses. The bounty hunters usually left with credits in their pockets, and the merchants were determined to make them part with some of it. There was a section that catered to arriving and departing agents. Many started and ended their searches here, renting and returning starships before heading out in the general area on the hunt. Baroon was cleaning up from this new arrangement, and the bounty hunters weren’t complaining.

Except for Adam. But this was his own choice. He could simply put Nasin in a room and go, hoping he would live long enough to board the Unidor transport. But if anything happened to him, Tidus would never forgive him, although his boss had already repeated the phrase, ‘Fuck him,’ multiple times over the past couple of days. Even so, blood was often thicker than anger, at least over time. So, Adam would tough it out for a few days, while enjoying the hospitality of the native Barooneans.
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“That was humiliating!” Nasin snapped at Adam as the Human unlocked the restraints. “You made me appear to be a common criminal.”

“Oh, sorry about that,” Adam said sincerely. “You’re an uncommon criminal. I forgot. And I suppose you would be happier downstairs, locked away in a cell with the other losers.”

“At least there I would be a martyr among my peers. I am sure my reputation would have preceded me. But here, you parade me past commoners who look at me with disgust.”

“If you didn’t want to be looked down upon by the masses, perhaps you shouldn’t have pursued a life of crime.”

Nasin snorted. “It is not that they look down upon me. It is they do not know how superior I am to them that bothers me the most.”

Adam frowned. “What’s gotten into you these past couple of days?” he asked the Juirean as Nasin threw open the curtains and scowled at the scenic view of the spaceport unfolding before him. “For a while there, you were actually charming. Why don’t you admit it: you’re nervous about being out in the open.”

“Of course, I am. But nervous is not the word I would use. Disappointed is better. I would at least like to have a fighting chance. You were supposed to protect me.”

“I was supposed to transport you … and transport you I did. And if it wasn’t for Tidus, I would transport my ass right off this rock and go home, leaving you to fend for yourself. Jeez, I almost forgot how obnoxious maneheads can be.”

“You do realize only Humans call us maneheads. Other beings would not dare.”

“I rest my case,” Adam snickered.

“That makes no sense.”

Adam grinned and gave the Juirean a Queen’s Wave as he left the room. He was four doors down, on the same side of the corridor, meaning he would have the same stunning view of a smoky and noisy spaceport out his patio window.

He thought he should have reminded Nasin to keep the door locked and not to go out on his own. But he figured he shouldn’t have to. Nasin was a big boy; he could take care of himself. And the fact that Adam had to relinquish his weapons to enter the hotel meant that no other armed personnel should have access to the area either. Everything would be okay, probably. Maybe.

Adam dropped his knapsack on the bed and looked around the room. There was a refrigerator, and even a basic food processing unit in the wall. He placed two six-packs of Diet Pepsi in the refrigerator and then placed his finger in the blood sampler on the processor. A menu of compatible foods came up on a screen … along with the exorbitant price list. This was like a terrestrial mini-bar on crack. Adam would just as soon go to one of the restaurants in the Center before wasting money on a limited menu of over-priced snacks.

He unpacked his datapad. It was a hybrid model with an archaic DVD player built in. Nowhere else could he play his Human DVDs than on his player. He’d brought a supply of old movies and TV shows, including one of his favorites—the cartoon Archer. He loved that irreverent show, seeing a little bit of Sterling Archer in himself. The dashing, extremely good-looking super spy who always seemed to come out on top. Of course, Archer didn’t have to deal with a galaxy full of insane aliens and their countless foibles and filthy, disgusting habits.

Adam inserted a DVD into the player and let it start. Then he popped the top of a frosty can of Diet Pepsi and plopped down on the bed, holding the tiny viewer in his hand. A couple days of this may not be so bad. Not bad at all.
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Nasin Fe Nolan stood on the balcony, surveying the panoramic view. He was on the seventh floor, nearly at the top of the building, and could see across the entire landing field. Outside, his ears were assaulted by the near-constant roar of take-offs and landings. Baroon was an up-and-coming planet in the Affiliation, and the space traffic showed it. And because of the sheer number of ships coming and going, the field was covered in a perpetual haze of lifting jet exhaust that made it look foggy all the time.

He leaned against the railing, watching the ships and their crews go about their business. And that was when he noticed two carts of crewmembers coming out of the haze, heading directly for the Receiving Center. At first, he didn’t think anything about it. It could be completely innocent, one of a dozen such visits every hour to the huge facility. But something seem strange about this particular set of carts.

One of the occupants had a magnifier aimed at the building, and his gaze was unwavering, pointing directly at Nasin. The Juirean checked his timepiece and then went back inside the room, closing the curtains as he did. And then he left and went to the Human’s room.

A word that translated to mean intercourse rang out from inside as Nasin rapped on the door. Adam pulled the door open, not surprised to see Nasin.

“Damn, it’s been ten minutes. Do you miss me already? What do you want?”

“I noticed suspicious activity in the landing field. I believe a team of assassins is coming after me.”

“And why do you think that?”

“They had the look,” Nasin said sternly. “You know what I speak of.”

The Human nodded. “I do, but don’t you think you’re just being paranoid?”

“Not when I know there are beings after me.”

“And hence the definition of paranoid,” Adam said under his breath. “But what do you want me to do about it? I don’t have a weapon. And let’s face it—you’re a damn Juirean. You can fight almost as well as a Human.”

“Almost?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Perhaps you should inform me,” Nasin challenged.

The Human sighed. “Okay, what do you want me to do?”

“Let me stay in your room and monitor the situation from here. I saw them from the balcony, so they know—”

“You were on the balcony, in full view of the landing field?” the Human scolded. “I’m surprised they didn’t take a shot at you while you were out there.”

“I told you; I am more valuable alive. At least to some of the parties.”

The Human impatiently waved Nasin into the room.

“Yeah, I know. You said your people want you dead so they can have more time to hunt for your stash—”

“My stash?”

“Your collection. While the others want to take you alive so they can wring the truth out of you as to its location. Damn, it’s nice to be wanted.”

“That I recognize as sarcasm.”

“Good!” the Human exclaimed. “You know it’s only taken the translation computers forty years to learn that.”

“Become serious, Adam!” Nasin said. He moved to the patio door where the Human had the curtains drawn. He looked out, seeing the double carts now only a nacamor away. “Come, see for yourself.”

The Human moved over and looked down at the carts. They had come to a stop and eight crewmembers were stepping off. “They’re probably just coming in to have dinner—

And that was when the weapons were exposed.

“Intercourse!” the Human yelled again. And then he moved to the comm link in the room.

“Listen to me,” he said when the link was established. “This is room seven-oh-four. I need to report a possible hostile attack on this part of the building. I have a prisoner with me, and there’s a hit squad coming… No, he is not in lock-up. I said he’s here with me, in room seven-oh-eight. No, I’m in seven-oh-four, my prisoner is in seven-oh-eight. That’s right, he’s not really a prisoner … he’s a guest. Surely, you have a security force that responds to threats within the hotel. I need you to call someone. There are eight possible attackers, coming in from the landing field. No! I do not know who they are. All I know is my, my guest is in danger, and since I no longer have a weapon, we have no way to protect ourselves.” Adam listened for a few moments, his face turning redder by the second. “I understand why weapons are not allowed in the hotel. But I am not a paranoid alien who will shoot at his own shadow. I don’t know where you’re getting this from … experience! Oh, great! So, you’re not going to do anything? Good, please do. Remember, we’re in room seven-oh-eight … no, I meant seven-oh-four. See, you even got me confused. Yes, yes. Just get them up here as soon as you can.”

The Human cut the link and looked at Nasin. His mouth was agape and his eyes slightly crossed. “Mating aliens,” was all he said.
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Adam went back to the curtains and looked out. The two carts were empty, meaning the hit squad was already in the building. He shrugged. The one silver-lining he saw in the whole affair was that if the attackers could get weapons into the hotel, Adam might be able to get one from them. He also had his ATD. That was a bonus—a big bonus. But that just meant he and Nasin would have to fight eight aliens. In a strange way, this excited Adam. He’d been cooped up with Nasin for the past two days and was looking to blow off some steam. So, pity the poor alien who got within arm’s length of the Human.

Nasin was at the door. Like most hotel rooms, it had a security viewport in the door, but here it was in the form of a small, four-inch-by-four-inch video screen. The resolution was excellent and it had a fairly decent field of view. With Adam’s room being closer to the elevator than Nasin’s, they would see anyone pass the door. Adam had a running bet going in his mind if it would be the assassins first or hotel security. Either way, things were about to get dicey.

And they got dicey really fast.

Two native Barooneans in tan uniforms came down the corridor, looking at the room numbers. They stopped outside of 7-0-4 before hesitating. Adam heard mumbling through the door. Maybe they were confused as to which room Adam was in. Even he was confused.

But just then, a whole squad of huge seven-foot-tall beasts of several species exited the elevator and filled the corridor. This was far too many people who would normally be in the hallway and the security personnel knew it. They’d already been warned about a possible threat so they were already on alert. And it cost them their lives.

The two natives only had stun rods on them, and when they went to pull them the corridor lit up with Level-2 flash bolts. Obviously, there were no weapons detectors in the hotel, or else the assassins had found a way around them.

The assassins sped past Adam’s room, heading for 7-0-8. Because of the premature use of their weapons, they weren’t subtle when they reached the room. They bashed in the door and flooded in while shooting at every shadow they saw.

Before Adam could stop him, Nasin opened the door to Adam’s room and peered down the hall. It wasn’t much, just a glance, and he was joined by half a dozen others on the floor also curious about the noise and flashes coming from the hallway. But the assassins had left two of their cadre outside to guard against more hotel guards. They immediately recognized Nasin’s green skin and distinctive features, knowing he was probably the only Juirean on the planet. These days, Juireans were as rare as Humans on this side of the galactic core.

Shouts sounded and the frustrated attackers inside Nasin’s room flooded back out into the hallway. Adam pulled the Juirean back into the room just as flash bolts splashed against the frame.

“You idiot!” Adam yelled. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

“Didn’t you notice; the intensity of the bolts in my room were Level-3, as were those just now. They want me alive.”

“Well, bully for you, dickhead! But that doesn’t apply to me.”

Adam was going through the motions, frustrated at the Juirean’s carelessness. But already, Charlie was disabling the weapons. That wouldn’t stop the attackers. If they want him alive, then having inert weapons was a bonus.

That was until they burst through the door wielding three-foot-long swords—plain old metal swords and not electronic projection blades. These weapons Charlie had no influence over.

Adam and Nasin fell back into the room, taking cover to each side of the short entry hall. As the first two attackers ran in, they each grabbed an arm and twisted the assailants around, using their other hands to plant power blows to their heads. Humans were known for their unnatural super strength. But Juireans were no slouches, either. They excelled for over four thousand years because they ranked in the top ten of galactic fighters. Besides that, they trained intensively in hand-to-hand combat as part of their cultural heritage.

Now, Adam got to see what Nasin was made of. He’d been away from the Juirean Authority for twenty years, but it was evident he hadn’t let his skills degrade. When the next two assassins came in, Nasin effectively swept the alien around and placed him in a deadly headlock. He was just getting ready to snap the neck when two more assailants overwhelmed him. The three killers and one Juireans fell onto the bed where Nasin’s desperate, outreached arm found Adam’s datapad/DVD player. He scooped it up in one hand and shattered it against the side of the assassin’s head. Then with a shard of glass in his hand, he swept it across the face of another attacker, slicing into one of his four eyes, making an impact. With two of his three attackers disabled, Nasin made quick work of the remaining alien.

Adam, in the meantime, had three attackers of his own to contend with. But these beasts had their swords turned on him and were moving deeper into the room, forcing Adam to retreat through the patio door. It was closed at the time, but Adam didn’t let that fact deter him. He blasted through the shattering glass, bending over backward as a blade swept ominously close to his chest. The railing on the balcony caught his twisted body and enabled him to push off and dive under another swinging blade.

The Human came up grabbing the wrist of an assassin. In his excited state, Adam wasn’t gentle. He twisted without mercy and nearly ripped the alien’s hand off his arm. The creature not only dropped the sword but also let out a blood curdling scream that echoed throughout half the hotel. Adam had the fallen sword in his hand a moment later, bringing it up just in time to block an incoming blade from above.

His attacker lifted the sword again to bring it down even harder a second time, but not before Adam slipped his blade into the alien’s ribs. Another scream and another attacker was down.

But now Adam’s blade was stuck in a body, and with a third assailant still armed and rushing toward him on the balcony. Adam stumbled backward, tripping over the body on the floor, and then crawled backward until his back slammed against the balcony railing. His eyes grew wide as he saw the gigantic blue creature give him a nasty snarl of satisfaction as he gripped the sword in two hands and prepared to shove it directly into Adam’s chest.

Just then, a second blade exploded out of the creature’s own chest. A look of shock and confusion came over the alien’s face as he looked down at the blood-covered sword. And then his body was shoved aside, and there stood Nasin, a look of savage fury on his blood-stained face.

Adam breathed a sigh of relief, and through the shattered patio door, looked into the room. There were bodies everywhere, and not all of them were dead. One cradled a limp hand in the other, whimpering with tears flowing down his grey skinned face. Two others were on the bed, both bleeding profusely from cuts to their faces.

Nasin withdrew the sword from the limp creature that was now slumped forward on the floor, a couple feet from Adam. The Juirean whipped the sword around and ran it expertly across the neck of the alien with the broken hand before moving rapidly into the room and putting the other two assailants out of their misery.

Adam was on his feet by then and pissed.

“You didn’t have to kill them,” Adam scolded the Juireans. “We needed to question them, find out about other hit squads and who sent them.”

“”I know who sent them,” Nasin growled. “And as far as more teams … there is no doubt. Endless money means endless attempts.”

Just then, more people flooded into the room, this time Baroonean security personnel. These creatures were armed with MKs and came from the police force below the hotel. They aimed their weapons at Adam and Nasin, who quickly dropped the sword and stuck his arms out to his sides. Adam did the same.

Adam didn’t try to explain at that time. It would get sorted out later. For now, Adam was glad they were escorted downstairs and placed in the more secure section of the building. However, the way the pair were treated made the Human feel that they were being blamed for the attack. And that feeling was verified by the first senior official who questioned them.

“What have you brought upon us?” he shouted. Barooneans are burly creatures with hairy bodies and deep-set eyes and prominent uni-brows. To Adam, they looked almost like six-and-a-half-foot-tall Neanderthals.

“Hey, I tried to get him placed in the security cells, but you wouldn’t do it,” Adam countered. “I told you there were people trying to kill him.”

“And still you brought him to the Center.”

Adam wobbled his head. “Of course, I did. It’s the Receiving Center. The Juirean is scheduled to depart on the next Unidor ship. What else was I supposed to do with him?”

“Retain him on your vessel … that is what you should have done,” the officer shouted.

“That’s not my job. I was to bring him to the Center and that was it. I could have left him in the hotel by himself and he’d probably be dead now. How would that look on your official record?”

“Do not get hostile with me,” barked the native. “I care not about the reports. What we did earlier was proper. And if any blemish shall appear on a record it is on yours, where there are now eight dead terrorists, along with two of the hotel security personnel.”

“They weren’t terrorists; they were assassins. And I’m sorry about your people,” Adam said sincerely. “I called to warn them.”

“Yes, we have the recording of the link. Very confusing.”

“That wasn’t my fault.”

The official leaned back in the chair that was placed on the other side of a metal table. He had a datapad in front of him. The three of them were in an interrogation room, with Adam and Nasin wearing shackles on their wrists. “There has never been even one death at the Center since its opening, two standard years ago. And now it joins a long list of facilities with at least one fatality.” Then he leaned in toward the screen of his datapad. He spent a moment reading and then looked hard at Adam.

“You were involved in an incident only a week ago, on Karothia. Three deaths are attributed to that incident. This makes me believe that it is not so much the fault of the Centers as it is yours, Human. How can this be an unfortunate set of circumstances?”

Adam was hoping they wouldn’t check his record. Now he shrugged. “It’s just a coincidence. And I didn’t free the prisoner on Karothia, the natives did. You can’t blame that on me. Besides, you chose to have a Receiving Center on your planet. You had to know a lot of bad players would be passing through your facilities. Things like this were bound to happen.”

“But ten dead, and not even in the security center, but in the hotel! Officially, the hotel is under the jurisdiction of the spaceport. The Receiving Center is merely an annex below the main structure. There is a separation of authority. And now there will be protests. There were already protests when the Center was proposed. This will only make it worse.”

Adam shook his head. “Yeah, sorry about that, but none of this is my fault. If the Juirean had been placed in the security section, none of this would have happened. The assassins would not have attempted a raid on the entire police force.”

Adam now raised his wrists in the air. “Now, can we get these off? And I suppose you’ll let me put the Juirean in maximum lock-up.”

The native police officer grinned, careful not to bear his teeth. “Unfortunately, the prohibition is still in effect for your detainee.”

“Bullshit!” Adam yelled. The police official recoiled, frowning, searching for the meaning of the word. “Why not?”

“Nothing has changed,” the officer stated. “If anything, we are even more determined in our resolve.” He looked at Nasin. “The Juirean is a danger to any facility that allows him to stay. Therefore, he is being banned from Baroon, all of Baroon.”

“What about the Unidor ship?” Adam asked.

“That is Unidor’s business. As far as I can determine, he is still scheduled to leave on the transport ship. You can keep him on your vessel—off-planet—until then. And then, once the Unidor craft leaves the surface, you can make the transfer.”

Shit, Adam thought. Another three days with his Juirean guest aboard the Arieel. The ship was never built for close quarters, and especially with a seven-foot-tall alien invading his crib. And now his precious datapad/DVD player was toast, and with no other way to play his DVDs. It would take months to get another DVD player sent out from Earth, and at a cost of several thousand energy credits.

Besides that, what’s to keep the bad guys from making a play for Nasin while they’re in space and still in the Baroon system? Adam would have to find a safe place to stash the Arieel until the Unidor ship not only arrives on planet but also departs. An asteroid or moon somewhere?

The only consolation: Adam now had a case to beg even more credits out of Tidus. This simple favor was turning into a nightmare, just as Adam thought it would become all along. It always turned out this way.

Adam looked at the police official and sighed. “Yeah, whatever,” he conceded. “Now, get us out of these shackles and we’ll be gone.”

“For that promise, I will gladly comply.” The official smiled. “Good-bye Human. And please, take your Juirean guest with you. I believe the galaxy has seen enough of your two races to last a lifetime.”
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Adam was in a shitty mood—understandably—as he and Nasin walked back to the Arieel. The Barooneans didn’t even give them a lift to the ship. That was fine; Adam had a lot of tension to walk off. He’d nearly been killed only a couple of hours ago, and now he was walking next to one of the biggest targets in the galaxy. This is why Adam hated bodyguard work, although this mission didn’t start out as bodyguard duty. Now, if he and Tidus expected to get paid, he’d have to keep the obnoxious alien alive, at least for another three days.

Adam didn’t know much about the Baroon system; he never needed to know before. He simply shot in, did his business and departed. He contacted Charlie through his ATD.

Find me a good place to hide the Arieel within the system, he thought to the A.I. And I don’t want to waste time bouncing from place to place.

Charlie had access to the Galactic Library, as did just about everyone in the galaxy, but with caveats. Adam’s Artificial Telepathy Device was built by the Formilians, who also ran the Library. The two systems—his ATD and the Library—

were inexorably linked, which gave Adam access to even some of the deeper reaches of the Library. Or at least he’d been told. By Charlie. So far, Adam hadn’t seen the need to search the Dark Library for information. He wasn’t even sure what was in it.

Once aboard the Arieel, alien and Human went their separate ways, Adam to the bridge and Nasin to his stateroom. The Juirean shut the door and locked it.

Fine, screw him, Adam thought, still pissed off about his DVD player. Maybe the ship’s A.I, Beth, could figure out a way of getting his DVDs to play on the Arieel’s comm screens. If not, then it was going to be a long and boring trip. That datapad also had all his ebooks on it. Now everything was gone.

If anyone could lift off a planet and enter space angrily, Adam did it. Each move was sharp and forceful, if only to the Human. But soon they were in space and away from the planet Baroon.

“I have a possible location for you, Adam,” Charlie said through the ship’s intercom. “I have relayed the coordinates to Beth.”

“How far is it?”

“One hour,” Beth answered. Her voice was sweet and soothing, just what Adam needed to calm his nerves. “It is a large asteroid in the first field of the system out from Baroon. It is about the size of Europa in the Solar System.”

“Does anyone live there?”

“No, there is a methane atmosphere, so the Barooneans don’t bother.”

Adam reflected on the moment, as he sat alone on the bridge of his starship, having a conversation with both male and female entities, computers both of them. He hoped Nasin wouldn’t overhear. The Juirean knew nothing of Charlie and his ATD, while ship A.I.s were becoming more common. Still, Adam didn’t want to broadcast how advanced both systems were. As he once said, he trusted Nasin about as far as he could throw him. And presently, they were operating in Earth-gravity aboard the Arieel. Which made Adam smile. He was sure Nasin hated it. Earth’s gravity was about a quarter stronger than Juirean standard. Adam had noticed it over the past three days. Nasin became tired quicker and his movements slowed down considerably as the days passed.

Adam grinned. Maybe he’d keep the internals activated while on the moon. No need to give the Juirean a little relief. Make him suffer … for breaking Adam’s DVD player.

“Beth, go ahead and set a for the moon. I want to get out of open space as soon as I can. It’s a sure bet the hit squad wasn’t the only bad guys lurking around the system. The sooner we get to ground, the better. Oh, and Beth, I have a question about the ship’s comm system. Can it play Earth-style DVDs?”

“Completely different systems, Adam. I am sorry. Did something happen to your player?”

Adam scrunched his face sourly. “You could say that.”

“I am sorry. What are you going to do now? I know how much you loved the tiny device.”

“Suffer … and bitch about it, I guess. It’s what I do best.”

“I agree. Or you could simply access the videos in the Library. Nearly all of Earth’s catalog has been uploaded.”

Adam stared open-mouth at the mesh screen of the comm system. “And when were you going to tell me this?”

“When you asked,” Beth said innocently … and honestly.

Adam shrugged. Well, I walked right into that one, didn’t I?
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Adam only saw Nasin six times over the next three days, and only during mealtimes. They barely grunted at each other. At first, Adam was fine with this, thinking Nasin was embarrassed about almost getting the two of them killed by showing himself on the balcony of his hotel room. That was stupid, and Nasin knew it.

Or did he?

As each encounter became more frustrating for Adam, the Human got the distinct impression that Nasin was mad at him, and not the other way around. It was as if Nasin was waiting for an apology. For what? Adam questioned.

Adam had had enough, and when Nasin next appeared, Adam confronted him.

“Hey, buddy, I need to talk to you,” Adam snapped, venom in his tone.

The Juirean stood bolt upright in the galley, looking down at the much shorter Human.

“I was not aware we were buddies,” came Nasin’s cold-as-ice reply.

“I was being sarcastic. We aren’t buddies, and I’m wondering why you haven’t felt any remorse for almost getting us killed. Oh, and for getting us kicked off of Baroon.”

“It is because I have nothing to feel remorse about. I harken back to the very beginning, when you failed to secure proper quarters for me. I contacted Starfire Security because I was expecting exemplary service. Instead, I get amateur antics.”

“Bullshit! You called your brother because no one else in the galaxy would touch you with a ten-foot-pole. I can’t blame them.”

“Why would anyone want to touch me with a ten-foot-pole? They could use energy weapons.”

“You idiot,” Adam barked. “It was a figure of speech—”

“Excuse me, Adam,” Beth said over the intercom. “There is a message coming in for you from Baroon. Should I take a message?”

Adam and Nasin glared at each other before Adam twisted around and strode to the bridge. “No, Beth, I’ll take it.”

The same Baroonean official who had kicked them off the planet was on the screen. Adam’s attitude only grew worse.

“What is it?” Adam demanded.

The native recoiled from Adam’s hostile tone. “I just wanted to inform you that the Unidor transport has entered the system. It will be at the spaceport in approximately two hours. Load-time is estimated to be an hour. You should make arrangements to dock immediately after the ship regains orbit. Four hours should be your window. I know not where you are and I need to know if you will make the rendezvous, or should I release the ship to continue with its route?”

“We’ll be there. Four hours is plenty of time.” Then Adam hesitated. “Oh, and thanks for linking with me. I appreciate that.”

Adam figured he would be doing more business on Baroon in the future. There was no reason to burn his bridges over someone like Nasin.

The native nodded, his face softening slightly. “You are welcome. I hope you and your charge have a fruitful journey.”

“Oh, I’m not going with him to Tactori. This is where I get off.”

The native now grinned. “Humans and Juireans; a volatile mix. I am surprised the two of you have lasted as long as you have.”

“That makes two of us. Thank you.” Adam cut the link.

Nasin had come to the entrance to the bridge and heard the conversation.

“I will be ready,” he said. “Let us get this over with.”

Adam simply nodded curtly and then sat in the pilot seat. “Okay, Beth, take us back to Baroon.”
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Adam had the Unidor transport vessel on high magnification, seeing the huge, oblong ship sitting on the hardened dirt of the Baroon spaceport. He had to marvel at how far the tiny security company had come in only ten years. Unidor Security started up about the same time as Starfire, and after only a couple of years of competing head-to-head with Tidus’s company, Unidor veered off in another direction, choosing to contract out for planetary security rather than rely on individual jobs. The gamble worked, and now the Unidor Covenants were the Rolls Royce of stellar trade and security packs. They were the founding documents of the Affiliation, as planets joined for mutual benefit while keeping one hundred percent sovereignty. On their worlds, they could do what they wanted. But when it came to relationships with other systems, the Covenants provided the necessary framework.

But now that was changing. In a couple of weeks—nine days, in fact—the Affiliation of Planets would officially be sanctioned. It was a more formal version of the Covenants, and, as would be expected, with more rules and regulations.

Adam was okay with that. After the chaos of the New Klin Invasion, the galaxy needed stability. It couldn’t go on with each planet doing what it damn well pleased, at least when it came to other worlds. Accept it or not, but the galaxy was a community of species and unless someone stepped up and enforced some kind of order, it wasn’t going to just spring up on its own.

For years, Adam hated Unidor. They were a bunch of cocky, arrogant jerks who thought their shit didn’t stink. But they were aliens—of course it stank. But now Adam had come to admire what the small start-up had accomplished, and in such a short time. And even though the AoP would be taking over primary authority from Unidor, the company would still play a large role in the security of the Affiliation, almost like a private, contract military force. The Affiliation needed such a force, since none of the member worlds were required to provide for the common defense. Their taxes and fees would pay for the mercenary army provided by Unidor.

Now, Adam cringed. He’d never looked at the politics of it too closely … until now. Let’s see: a powerful new governing body, with a hired, mercenary army with no ties other than to whoever paid the bills … what could go wrong?

Adam would have to think about this a little more before he felt comfortable with the arrangement.
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The Arieel was in synchronous orbit, positioned above the spaceport and ready for a quick transfer once the transport returned to space. Adam was counting the minutes. After dumping Nasin on the Unidor ship, he would crank the Arieel’s gravity-well up to max and be back at Tel’oran in seventeen days. And then he snickered, wondering why he was in such a hurry to get ‘home?’ His home was the Arieel. Everything he had was aboard her—plus what was in a medium-sized storage locker in Dal Innis. Maybe it came from the idea that his ship would be sitting in her designated parking spot at the Executive Spaceport that made the difference. Adam didn’t own the parking space, but he did have a long-term lease. And although it was only a slab of concrete in a noisy, smelly spaceport, it was still land; a place he could call his own. And every man deserved his little plot of land. At least until he was laid beneath another little plot of land for the rest of eternity. But Adam Cain—Clone-man—had no idea when that would happen naturally. Now, unnaturally, that was another question.

Nasin was morose, looking over Adam’s shoulder at the image of the Unidor ship on the screen. He and Adam hadn’t resolved their issue over who was to blame for Baroon, but Adam still came down on the side of: “It ain’t me they’re trying to kill. If that happens, I’ll just be collateral damage.”

It didn’t matter anymore. The question was moot. And now six giant plumes of grey exhaust gas suddenly erupted under the Unidor ship and the vessel slowly began to lift from the landing field. It was a big ship, probably five hundred feet long and barely able to make landfall, depending on the gravity of the planet it was landing on. Landing on Earth would have been out of the question.

The ship was gaining altitude and beginning to angle toward the heavens. Another few minutes and Nasin Fe Nolan would be out of his hair.

And that was when twin contrails of white smoke streaked out of the west, spiraling from close to the surface and then up toward the accelerating starship. But it wasn’t accelerating enough to avoid the dual hits to its aft underbelly, where the explosion took out half of the chemical lifting jets.

The mighty craft bucked over and fought for control. Already, the pilot had abandoned the idea of reaching space. All he wanted to do now was get the injured whale safely back to the surface.

Just then, Adam saw a swish of exhaust gas get sucked above the now falling spaceship as the crew initiated a small gravity-well. It was a smart and daring move, since over half the lifting jets were offline, providing nothing more than token lift and maneuverability. The ship began to slow its headlong descent, as the pilot skillfully worked the gravity-well to steady the fall. Gravity-wells weren’t designed for such finite manipulations, with a constant change of intensity as the thousands of microscopic black holes appeared and then evaporated.

But somehow, the ship was slowing as it got closer to the surface. The two missiles had caused damage, but not enough for catastrophic failure. The ship was still mostly intact, although Adam knew there would be considerable casualties.

But then the pilot performed a miracle, intensifying the well just at the moment the hull touched the surface before he suddenly dissolved the gravity drive. The ship plunked down on the hardpack, its hull bent slightly at the belly, causing it to rock back and forth a few times before settling down.

Adam let out a sigh of relief, not realizing he’d stopped breathing for the two minutes of the ordeal. It was dramatic, even if Adam wasn’t aboard.

He looked over at Nasin. The Juirean’s face was hard, his eyes unblinking. That could have been him aboard the ship—it was supposed to be him aboard. And it was because of him that the ship was targeted. This was getting serious, as if it wasn’t already.

But now the Unidor transport was on the surface, hurt but not mortally. Aboard, the pilot would be hailed as a hero—until another two missile contrails shot out from the west again, spiraling skyward before abruptly rolling over and diving straight into the still smoking starship.

This time the explosions were enough to ignite lifting propellant and other combustible material aboard the ship, causing a spectacular explosion of yellow and blue flame. Two nearby starships were caught in the conflagration while a few more were toppled by the concussion.

After that, Adam’s view of the surface was obscured by flames and smoke. He turned from the screen, glaring at Nasin.

“You have really pissed off the wrong people.”

“I told you who they were,” Nasin answered. “Although now it seems they have foregone the possibility of capturing me.” Then a weak grin crossed his face. “But we must look at the positive. If Galena believed me to be aboard the ship, then maybe now she will stop looking for me.”

Adam looked back toward the screen. There was even more smoke than before.

Nasin suddenly stood up straighter. “I imagine now would be a good time for you to take me all the way to Tactori aboard your ship. Without evil forces looking for me, there should be no more incidences.”

Adam took a deep breath. If there was one thing he didn’t want was another week with the Juirean. But he was right, and there was still a payday at the end of the journey. The Unidor ship was going to take two weeks to get Nasin to Tactori as it made its rounds to other Receiving Centers. Adam could do it in seven days, taking a direct line without any stops in between. And then it would be on to Tel’oran. And Tactori was on the way.

Adam shook his head. Dammit! This was going to cost Tidus a lot, maybe half the reward, maybe even sixty percent. After all, it’s his criminal brother that Adam was helping. He grit his teeth and then turned to the pilot controls.

“Beth, set a course for Tactori,” he ordered into the room. “And get us to maximum well depth. I don’t want to waste any time getting there.”

“Understood, and course laid in. You are ready to engage.”

Adam smirked, and then he lifted his hand and pointed a finger at the forward viewscreen.

“Engage!”
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Three days later…

Three agonizingly boring and tense days later.

Adam was going stir crazy. It wasn’t that he couldn’t do anything he wanted; he could. It was just that knowing there was another person aboard his ship was driving him crazy. And especially since it was a Juirean. He spent several hours debating with himself why the money wasn’t that important to him or to Tidus. They both had plenty of credits already. Besides, Adam couldn’t spend the money he already had. His ship was paid for, and he wasn’t into expensive or show items.

Tidus, on the other hand, had a huge mansion outside Dal Innis … that he hardly went to. He spent ninety percent of his time at the office; he even had one of the offices set up as a bedroom. But, still, the Juirean was fabulously wealthy, thanks in part to having The Human on his payroll. Adam produced more income for Starfire Security than any ten other agents combined. At least on a gross revenue basis. Tidus did have to give some of that up in the form of higher commissions for Adam … and, of course, to pay for the excessive collateral damage that came with an Adam Cain operation.

Adam knew Tidus appreciated what he did for him. The pair went back twenty years—hell, even longer than that. Tidus and Adam had already crossed paths a couple of times a few years before Tidus officially joined Adam’s unofficial team of misfits and miscreants. The so-called team was more like a diffused ball of like-minded and pragmatic players who came together for the common good, even if most of the galaxy didn’t see it that way.

But overall, they were pretty awesome. Adam had seen so many movies, TV shows and read books about so-called heroes who were constantly saving the universe from the bad guys. They were fun, light-hearted entertainment. He never dreamed he would be one of those heroes himself, and in real life. Often, during the slow, quiet times of space travel, Adam would reflect on all that had happened in his life, that was until he had to shake himself back into reality. It wasn’t that his recollections weren’t real. It was just so overwhelming. Even in his wildest dreams, he couldn’t imagine one person being involved in so many fantastic adventures, especially not in one lifetime. But that thought was amended by the fact that Adam was now on his second life. He’d died once already, and then been cloned.

Cloning in this alien universe wasn’t all that uncommon. What made Adam’s cloning so unique is that he was able to retain all his memories from his first life. That was what set him apart. He was the same old Adam Cain, just a newer, younger version of himself. If that wasn’t a dream come true, then what was?

Of course, the price he had to pay was the ultimate price. And, at the time, he had no idea the mutants Panur and Lila would—or could—perform such a miracle. But hindsight was cool, in some circumstances. And if Adam had to do it all over again, he probably would.

Hell, yeah, he would! And so would anyone, he often chanted during those quiet times, to no one in particular except his two A.I.s.

And maybe that was the problem with having the Juirean aboard. Adam would be kicked back and lost in his dreams if Nasin wasn’t aboard. As it was, Adam felt he had to be on guard 24/7 with him around.

There was something bothering Adam about this whole affair. At times, Nasin seemed almost naive about the ways of the galaxy. Other times, he was a deadly operative. So, which was it? Adam knew about the Juirean hierarchy of life skills, although Tidus had recently shined a little more light on the screening process. But Adam knew—firsthand—the efficiency level between Guards, Techs, Overlord and Elites. Each step was like something on the Richter Scale, a hundred times more skilled than the next. The fact that Nasin was singled out to be an Elite was saying something. Of course, he left the Authority years ago and may have lost out on the continual pressure to excel that came from belonging to such a tight-knit community. But the innate ability was still there. It had to be. And occasionally Nasin showed it.

Were the other times just an act, something to lower Adam’s guard? But why, what could the Juirean gain by deceiving Adam? So far, Nasin had gotten everything he wanted, which was pretty basic: Stay alive and catch a ride to Tactori where he could surrender to Unidor and cut a deal for his past indiscretions. Adam had no doubt that Unidor would cooperate. After all, Nasin was basically just a high-level thief. It wasn’t like he was a terrorist or the leader of a killer cartel. He stole things, and mainly items with perceived value. He didn’t rob banks or individuals of their personal wealth. As Adam once said to Titus, Nasin was a collector. A very ruthless and pragmatic collector, but a collector just the same.

Yes, Unidor would deal, and then Nasin would be free to rejoin the Authority, or what passed for the Authority these days.

“Adam,” said Beth’s voice over the intercom. She had the ability to convey emotions in her synthetic voice, and what Adam heard sent a tingle down his spine. “I regret to inform you but we have just entered a damper field.”

The A.I.’s report was joined immediately by a whining of the gravity generators as the Arieel fell out of light speed. Adam was at the pilot controls a split second later.

“Any contacts in the area.”

“Multiple, along with a pair of magnetic mines that have locked on. I am sorry I didn’t give you more advanced warning.”

“It’s not your fault. It’s mine for plotting a straight course for Tactori.”

Nasin rushed onto the bridge, having felt the gravity generators go dead. “A damper field?” he questioned.

Adam nodded. He checked his readings. There were several varieties of damper fields, such as ones that a ship could simply blast through and that caused only a momentary loss of FTL speed. And then there were fields that knocked out the gravity generators for an hour or two before they could be rebooted. These were the more dangerous fields, indicating that the people who placed the dampers intended on attacking the subject ship. It was virtually impossible to attack a ship in gravity-drive mode, so nearly all battles occur at sub-light speeds. This current field was of the latter variety. And now the hunters were beginning to close in. The question: Would they come in shooting, or were they still trying to capture Nasin? With the magnetic mines closing fast on the Arieel, it would soon become a moot point.

Charlie, can you disrupt the incoming mines’ internal guidance systems? Adam asked of his ATD.

The brain interface was a simple device that interacted with electronic circuits in the general vicinity, as long as those circuits were built by the Formilians. Fortunately, ninety percent of all electronics in the galaxy came from the Formilians, so it was a good bet the internal circuitry of the mines contained Formilian components. The only issue was the range.

For such finite work, they will need to be a little closer, almost within maximum detonation range. It is the best I can do.

No problem, Charlie, Adam thought.

Using his ATD was so much easier now than how it used to be. Before the Charlie upgrade, Adam would have to mentally do all the tracking and fancy footwork himself. And that wasn’t always possible, either from a lack of skill or a lack of time. With Charlie, most of the ATD operations were automated, and at computer speeds.

Do it, Charlie, Adam thought.

He had to consciously force himself not to talk aloud to the ATD. He still didn’t want Nasin to know of his ace-in-the-hole. Adam had already used Charlie a couple of times as it was—on the car on Sinalus and the flash weapons on Baroom. It was always best to hold one’s advantages close to the vest, especially when you didn’t trust your companions.

Nasin had rushed to the secondary command station and pulled up the weapons menu. Adam did a double take, wondering how the Juirean knew how to do that, especially aboard a strange starship. The fact that he could was another example of his Elite potential.

“I am bringing your flash cannon online,” he reported. “However, the mines have a low signature; they will be hard to target—”

Just then, two distant explosions were reported on the tac screen. Nasin stared at the monitor for several seconds before turning his head toward Adam, his eyes narrowed and focused.

“You are not going to tell me what you are doing, are you?” said the Juirean.

“I’m sure I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.” Adam was too busy to engage any further. Four starships had just popped on the screen and were vectoring in from what would be cardinal points on a compass. However, in space, it took more than four ships to contain a target. Besides the X and Y axis, there was also the Z. This is where Adam sent the Arieel, pulling up—relatively—and racing away from the plain of the attackers. The enemy ships also changed course, converging on each other to form a four-ship phalanx.

“They’ll think I’m dead … you said,” Adam snarled at Nasin. “No one will come looking for us … you said.”

“Starships have manifests, and someone must have checked for my name. Scheduled, yet not checked in. And then, thanks to your straight-line course to Tactori, it was simply a matter of laying certain traps. I am sure this is not the only one. Galena has unlimited resources. She could blanket an area of space six parsecs wide if she wanted to.”

Adam was pretty sure Juireans didn’t use parsecs as measurements, but that’s what his translation device worked it out to be. At least it was in distance and not time. That was one thing in Nasin’s favor.

“Are you able to pull off another one of your magic tricks on the four attacking vessels?” Nasin asked. “If not, then we are massively over matched. I must admit, I am impressed with the armament you have aboard your vessel, but it will not be enough. These are Zaphin class vessels; four flash cannon each, along with Series Blue diffusion shields. It will take multiple strikes to overload even one panel.”

“Hey, I have an idea,” Adam said enthusiastically. “Why don’t we stop and I turn you over to them? At least that way you get to live—for a while—and I don’t get my ship shot all to shit.”

“That is a horrible idea,” Nasin said sourly.

Adam could tell the Juirean didn’t know if he was kidding or not. He wasn’t.

“Well, we may not have a choice. I’m not about to die for you, not if I have other options.”

“Use your mental device,” Nasin ordered.

“What mental device?” Adam stammered, shocked that Nasin would say that, even if he suspected. He must figure he has nothing left to lose.

Nasin pursed his lips. “Do you consider me a fool? You are The Human. I have heard of you and your supposed magical powers for years. It did not take a major leap of logic to surmise that you have the means of controlling remote electronic devices. The technology is not foreign. However, you seem to do it without effort, which means it is some sort of mental connection, possibly with an embedded transmitter.”

Adam was impressed with Nasin’s powers of deduction. And here he thought he was being clever keeping his ATD a secret from the Juirean.

“It doesn’t matter how I do it, only that you should know I have limitations. And fighting off four warships at once is a little out of my wheelhouse.”

“I do not understand,” Nasin growled. He was feeling the panic, and frankly, so was Adam.

“It means I can’t stop starships, not as a general rule, and certainly not four of them.”

“Then what are we to do?”

Adam looked at his pilot console. The Arieel was already running at maximum gravity-well output, just short of going to light speed, and that was doing the job of keeping the raiders at bay. Within the damper field, the generators were still able to create black holes. They just couldn’t place the starship within the event horizon where faster than light travel was possible. Fortunately, neither could the raiders. They were under the same influence of the damper field, at least until their generators fully recovered. Adam had to hope the attacking ships weren’t under the influence longer than the Arieel. That would mean their engines would come back online sooner.

Adam grimaced. He did have one more ace-up-his-sleeve, a minor tweak the mutant Panur made to the Arieel a few years back when he had a little extra time on his hands, between ripping universes apart or bringing Adam back to life. It was a pulse-loop function that would cause the ship to slip sideways at near the speed of light. It was like making a sharp ninety-degree turn at a thousand miles per hour. The g-forces were incredible and Adam doubted if the inertial compensators could counteract them. Adam had only tested the feature at much lower velocities. And before he tried it again, he would have to slow down.

And that’s what he did.

“What are you doing?” Nasin gasped, both hearing and feeling the engines as they began to wind down. “I will not allow you to surrender me!”

“I’m not. I have another magic trick to pull, but you’re going to have to trust me.”

“Forgive me, Human, but I trust you as far as I can throw you.”

Adam raised his eyebrows. The bastard learns fast.

“Don’t worry. This could work out. If we act like we’re surrendering, then it will draw the ships closer. I need you on the helm, steering the ship. I’ll work the weapons, since I know them better. Beth, are you monitoring things?”

“Yes, Adam,” said the ship’s voice over the comm.

“Good. I need you to help Nasin. I’m going to initiate a pulse-loop once we drop down to a safe velocity. Do you concur?”

“I do. I will initiate the loop on your command. I assume Charlie will be involved in the counterattack?”

Adam was surprised to hear a slight softening of Beth’s voice at the mention of Charlie. But he couldn’t think of that at the moment. The alien ships had noticed his slowing and were racing headlong to intercept them.

“Charlie, the cat’s out of the bag. Say hello to Nasin.”

“Hello, Nasin,” a male voice rang from the speakers. “I’m Charlie, the avatar of Adam’s Artificial Telepathy Device, his ATD.”

Nasin’s jaw fell open. “Telepathy, is that how you do it?”

“Not really,” Adam answered. “It just seems like it. You were right, it’s an implant that links with my mind.”

Nasin slid over as he and Adam switched seats. “What do you want me to do?”

“Beth—the ship’s A.I.—will do most of the work. But what I’m going to do is launch a multi-prong attack on the incoming ships. I’m employing a maneuver called a pulse-loop. It will shift our position by a thousand miles at a pure ninety-degree angle. As you can imagine, we can’t be going too fast or they’ll be scraping our bloody remains off the bulkheads. But it should give me a chance to get some good shots in on a couple of the attackers before they adjust to the shift. Charlie should be able to disable at least one of the other ships in that time. That still leaves at least one of the ships that might require some fancy flying to get a lock. I had to make a decision. I’m sure I’m better on weapons than you are, and you will have Beth’s help with piloting. But the important question: Can you even fly a ship like this?”

“And now you ask?” Nasin gasped. “Fortunately, yes I can. And you are correct. I have more experience piloting than I do with firing flash cannon. It sounds like a good plan … our only plan.” He looked around the bridge, at the bulkheads and speaker grills. “I was not aware you had a whole crew of computers assisting you. I must say, I am much more impressed.”

“Save your admiration until we survive this mess. And Nasin, I can’t wait to get you to Tactori. At this point, our goals are aligned. Let’s just hope we live through it.”
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The Arieel continued to decrease speed, during which time both Human and Juirean slipped into light pressure suits with a self-contained oxygen supply as the internal atmosphere was dumped. It wasn’t wise to go into battle with a pressurized ship.

The enemy vessels appeared to be accepting the inevitable that Adam was surrendering. At one time, the captains may have been ordered to shoot-to-kill, thinking there was no other option. But capture was always the better—and more profitable—outcome. However, they would still come in cautiously, with the crew from only one vessel attempting to board the Arieel. The others would stand guard.

“How you doing Charlie?” Adam asked. “Any progress?”

“Some. The vessels are still too far away for any stable lock, affording me the opportunity to scan vital circuits. But I can estimate that by the time our velocities have been reduced significantly for the pulse-loop, I will be able to disable at least one of the ships. Be advised, I will only be disabling their weapons systems. It would be too complicated to do both weapons and engines simultaneously.”

“I have confidence in you,” Beth said, surprising both Adam and Nasin. It was rare that A.I.s on different systems would acknowledge each other.

“Thank you, Beth,” Charlie said, his tone also different, like Beth’s. “I will do my best.”

Adam and Nasin looked at each other and shared raised eyebrows. Was this the start of a budding romance … between computers?

“Hey, you two want to get a circuit board together? Save the flirting for later.” There was an embarrassed silence through the speakers. Then Adam shifted his attention to a pair of the alien ships as they took up positions eight hundred miles from the Arieel, matching speed and direction. These were his target ships. Nasin had his eye on the other sentry, also at the same distance but opposite the Arieel from the others. Charlie would focus on the boarding ship. It would be the closest and the easiest for him to manipulate.

Adam had a loop calculated, one that would scoot the Arieel to the opposite side of the two sentry ships and suddenly appear behind them. That would also place the boarding ship and the other sentry out of position. But by then, Charlie will have severed circuits, taking away the threat from one of the raiders. That left Beth and Nasin to plot an attack on the remaining sentry ship.

The minutes crawled by, as the four enemy ships proceeded with excruciatingly slow caution. They weren’t taking any chances. The Arieel had surrendered too easily. They smelled a trap.

Adam chuckled. Yeah, one ship laying a trap for four ships? Then he shrugged. They were right.
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Up to this point, none of the enemy ships were within visual range of the Arieel, not until the boarding ship resolved on the screen. It had a silver and black hull causing it to shimmer in the nearby starlight, but other than that, it was nearly invisible. It was the same color motif as the Arieel. It didn’t pay to have a starship that glowed with a circus of neon lights. It made you too easy of a target.

“How are you doing, Charlie?” Adam asked. He was anxious. The Human couldn’t do anything until Charlie did his part.

“Two of the four flash cannon disabled. I’m working on the others. They also have two lasers. They are easier to disable. Give me six-point-two seconds.”

Adam blinked a couple of times.

“There, all weapons disabled—unless they try to ram us.”

“Why would they do that?” Nasin asked in a panic.

“They wouldn’t,” Charlie said. “I was being facetious.”

Adam heard Beth chuckle, causing the tall green alien to tighten his lips in embarrassment. Adam had to keep an eye on this ‘thing’ the two computers had going. This could be a first.

“Okay, Nasin, get ready. I’ve projected our final landing spot so you can get your bearings quicker. I’m initiating the loop in three, two, one… Now Beth!”

It wouldn’t have mattered if they were sitting still in space, any abrupt movement like they experienced would have been jarring, to say the least. Both Adam and Nasin, firmly strapped in their seats, moaned, groaned and screamed in the split second it took for the Arieel to make the pulse-loop. The g-forces, even at this relatively slow speed, were incredible. But it only lasted a moment, then it was as if the Arieel had disappeared and appeared a thousand miles away to starboard.

As expected, the enemy ships had no idea what happened. Their computers tracked the Arieel to her new location, but it still took living minds a moment to grasp reality. After that, they needed to plot adjusted courses and initiate engines.

By then, Adam was firing his flash cannon, and only at a distance of two hundred miles at the ass-end of the ships. The cannon bolts flashed across that short distance at the speed of light with barely a lessening of intensity. The enemy had their shields up, but at this distance, and with a multiple barrage of cannon bolts, it only took a moment for the panels to overload. Another round of bolts passed through the shields and impacted the hulls, burning through metal and into what Adam discovered were pressurized interiors.

That was a rookie mistake, and even the relatively few penetrating bolts was enough to cause catastrophic hull failure from the outward explosion of escaping atmosphere. Adam wasn’t counting on that, but he was glad to see it. The two ships literally blew apart before his eyes.

In the meantime, the Arieel was underway again, racing toward the remaining armed alien warcraft. The boarding ship that Charlie had disabled was zipping around the battlefield, confused as to why their weapons weren’t working. None of their training covered what to do if all weapons were suddenly offline, with the possible exception of … run! But so far, that hadn’t occurred to the captain. He kept his ship in the vicinity, hoping his techs could work out a solution to their major malfunction.

But there was still one enemy ship with all her weapons systems still online. However, where once it was four-against-one, it was now one-on-one. Adam liked those odds better.

The two ships began a high-speed ballet, still unable to initiate faster-than-light travel. Of course, all FTL speeds would do is allow each party to run, if that was their goal. That wasn’t Adam’s, and neither was it the goal of the opposing captain. Not only that, but this particular captain appeared to have even more of a hardon for the Arieel, after seeing two of his comrades turned into space debris and with the third running around in circles like a chicken with its head cut off. By now, the status of the inert ship had have been reported, and the captain of the last ship knew it was up to him to salvage a victory out of their improbable defeat.

But he was going up against Adam Cain, the Human, along with his ragtag crew of computers and Juirean.

As it turned out, Nasin was a pretty adequate pilot, even at the controls of a strange starship. Adam chalked it up to the fact that the Juirean was a certified genius. He pursed his lips. No wonder the Juireans ruled for so long and were hard to defeat. They had superior leaders. Elites who were born and bred for the job, unlike Humans who tended to elect the most charismatic and telegenic candidate, with ability be damned. All they had to do was look and sound good and suddenly they were in charge. Even so, the Humans did okay for themselves, despite their often-questionable leadership choices.

Adam was blasting away with the flash cannon as Nasin and Beth worked the ship’s controls. Nasin was doing a fine job, and Beth was smoothing out his jerkier maneuvers. Together, they made a pretty good team. Adam was getting hits in, with half of the enemy ship’s shields already down. But then so were a third of the Arieel’s. Both pilots now fought to orient their ships to protect their weak points. Even so, it was a war of attrition. Sooner or later, one would get a shot through that would cause some serious damage.

Unfortunately, it was the enemy ship that got the first bolt through.

It penetrated the Arieel amidships, opening up a hole just above the central airlock entrance and reaching into the common room. It was serious, but with the atmosphere dumped, there was no violent explosion. Still, there was now a three-foot-in-diameter hole in the hull of the Arieel.

And then Adam got a good bolt on the other ship. Like the Arieel—and unlike their companions—there was no accompanying explosion. This captain had learned his lesson.

Still, Adam gained the upper hand. With nearly all their shield panels overloaded, Adam now let loose with a deadly barrage of energy bolts. The alien ship took multiple hits before it turned on its heel and bolted away, not willing to fight to the death. This wasn’t a military operation. These were mercenaries, or employees of Galena Gar. There was no need to go down with the ship.

When the stricken vessel bolted away, it was soon joined by the fourth ship. It was a sitting duck anyway without weapons, and now the captain had an excuse for his strategic advance to the rear.

Nasin spun the Arieel around and resumed the original course for Tactori. Two minutes later, the full gravity drive came online. A medium well was initiated; Adam didn’t want to risk a stronger well until the damage to the Arieel was fully assessed. There may be serious cracks in the hull, and the stresses of a deep well could possibly split the ship in two.

Human and Juirean looked at each other through the faceplates of their environment suits. An atmosphere couldn’t be created, at least not in this part of the ship. Possibly in the small cargo hold, but that remained to be seen. The two alpha males exchanged nods of approval.

“Thank you Charlie and Beth; you did great,” Adam complimented unnecessarily. Or maybe not? Recently, his A.I.s were exhibiting an inordinate amount of synthetic emotions. Perhaps they would appreciate a little slap on the back.
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The next two hours were spent on an intensive survey of the damage to the Arieel. It was bad. Besides the hole burned through the hull, there were stress cracks running about ten feet to either side of the puncture wound. Adam had to slow the ship even more to reduce hull binding before scanning the local area for a repair facility. He couldn’t risk another four days in space. They needed to land, and land soon. Otherwise, they’d be limping along with half a ship, using the auxiliary control in the cargo bay to fly the Arieel, and with the front half of the ship left floating somewhere in space. And Adam wasn’t about to do that. Not to his ship. Not to his home.

“There’s a repair facility about nine light-years from here,” he reported to Nasin after searching the Library. “It will take two days to get there at our current speed. In the meantime, I think we should find some metal strapping in the cargo hold and bolt some bands to the hull. If not, then landing could tear us apart.”

Adam tried to keep a stiff upper lip about the damage, but this was the worst the Arieel had ever been damaged. He was worried, worried sick.
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They didn’t find any metal straps in the cargo bay, so Adam resorted to taking off bulkhead panels and then bolting them to the ceiling in the common room. Nasin rushed to the cargo bay and began removing panels, enthusiastic for the plan. Then Adam and he moved outside and did the same to the outer hull. It was crude and ugly, but hopefully it would get them to the surface of a planet without the Arieel becoming a decaying meteor in the sky of an alien world.

The planet was called—Adam had to request a pronunciation in English—Pslast, or something like that. He cringed. If the name of the planet was that hard to translate, then how would the rest of the language fair through his translation bug?

Adam was pretty sure Galena Gar and the remnants of Nasin’s organization would have already identified Adam and the Arieel, and possibly even tapped into various electronic accounts and comm links. He didn’t want to use either his own funds or those of Starfire’s to pay for the repairs because they could be tracked to the planet. But he did have the cash receipts from three of the four bounties he’d brought in over the past two months. One was electronically transferred to Tel’oran, while the other three were paid in energy credits. It should be enough to have the Arieel repaired. He would deal later with Tidus’s tirade for spending the bounty money.

For two days, Human and Juirean shared the cramped confines of the cargo bay, which had a secure door and could be pressurized. The air was stale, unable to be filtered since the purification unit was destroyed in the attack. They moved mattrasses into the room and did their best to stay warm. Aux control was in the room, so Adam could check monitors and fly the ship from here, although Beth was a pretty competent auto-pilot.

The planet Piss-Last, as Adam had come to call it, came into view and grew steadily on the screen until the Arieel slid into a high orbit. Adam had the repair facility pinpointed on the surface and already made a link with it, detailing the damage and whether or not the facility could handle the job. They could. They could even send a crew into space, but the work would go faster if it could be done in their shop on the surface. Adam already figured that, and since time was of the essence, he opted for a landing. Now, all he had to do was get the Arieel to the surface in one piece.

Dressed again in the environment suits, Adam and Nasin were on the bridge for this critical landing. Fortunately, none of the chemical landing jets had been impacted by the bolt, which was both good and bad. The jets would all fire at once, varying in intensity to compensate for air turbulence and friction. That meant a twisting of the hull, and with most of the stress amidships and right along the fracture lines. Adam firmed his resolve, and with the help of his two A.I.s, began the measured descent.

The rushing air was louder than normal, probably because there was a hole in the hull, and the creaks screamed out in agony, raising the blood pressure of the two living beings aboard. Adam tried to go as slow as he could, but gravity had other ideas. The Arieel had decent aerodynamics, but Adam tried not to use the designated surface areas because the risk of undue stress. It came down to a balance between the chemical jets, which burned a hell of a lot of fuel in the process. Beth worked miracles monitoring the thrust differentials, and after seventeen excruciating minutes, the air smoothed out and the last five thousand feet were achieved with relative ease.

The repair shop had a fairly decent size landing field next to five huge hangars where a couple of dozen starships of all shapes and sizes were scattered. Adam was assigned a spot, but as he attempted to maneuver for a landing, two of the chem engines sputtered, out of fuel, followed ten seconds later by two more. With only two engines still spitting fire, Adam let the Arieel drop where she wanted, which was within twenty feet of a much larger, oblong-shaped starship whose crew raced away on foot to keep from getting either crushed or incinerated by the falling spacecraft.

At touch down, two of the interior panels Nasin and he had bolted to the ceiling of the common room snapped off, and the crack expanded to nearly a foot. Then with a final, exhausted sigh, the Arieel split in two exposing the bright outside light to the depressing interior.

Adam fought back tears as he removed his helmet and went aft, surveying the damage. He could see into the sky through the gaping tear, and he stumbled over the matching gash in the floor decking. For a brief moment, he wondered if the Arieel could even be sewn back together. But then he firmed his jaw. Hell, the ship cost twenty-five million ECs originally. He had nearly that much in savings. And he could borrow the rest from Tidus if need be. He wouldn’t leave his precious baby like this. No fucking way!
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Within minutes, the Arieel was being swarmed over by angry workers and ship’s crews alike. Most of the anger evaporated as the experienced spacers gawked at the damage, thinking it was a miracle they could even make it to the surface. Others questioned why they would even try. Repairs could have been done in space. Sure, it would have cost more and taken more time, but that was preferable to being dead.

Adam and Nasin gathered their belongings; the Juirean with his ubiquitous knapsack and Adam with a small suitcase of clothing and other essentials, along with all the cash he could muster. They would find accommodations in town while the Arieel was being worked on.

Nasin was livid. He complained about how it would be virtually impossible for him to reach Tactori in time. In time for what, Adam questioned. He didn’t know the Juirean had a deadline to turn himself in. But apparently, he did. As he explained, Unidor was only giving him another eight days to get to the planet. Or what? The deal was off? Nasin wasn’t clear about that.

Before heading into town, Adam met with the estimators. Nasin hung on every word as the work was detailed, along with the all-important time-to-completion estimate.

“There are two options,” the native worker said to Adam. “One is a complete restoration, leaving your vessel as good as new. That would take seven hundred thousand ECs and a month to complete.”

“Unacceptable!” Nasin shouted. He looked around nervously. “Is there a spaceport nearby where I can book passage?”

“Of course,” said the pointy-nosed creature with the iridescent skin. “But you did not let me finish.”

“Go on,” Adam said. “Besides, you’re dealing with me, not him. I’m the owner. He’s just a passenger.”

The native nodded his understanding. He recognized Nasin as a Juirean, and it was obvious the Pslastereens, or whatever they called themselves, felt the same about the maneheads as Humans did.

“There is another, more temporary fix,” the mechanic was saying. He took a metal pointer and ran it along the cracks in the common room. “It is possible for us to weld a wide-enough ring around the hull at this point. It would lock the two halves together and seal the breach. It is much the same as you attempted, but with more integrity. It will do the job and get you on your way. However, you will eventually have to do proper repairs, or discard the vessel as a loss.”

“Let’s do that!” Adam immediately ordered.

“How long will that take?” Nasin chimed in.

“As I said, it is only temporary, but a repair such as this is fairly simple. We could do the work in four days, and for only three hundred thousand ECs.”

Nasin stepped forward, looking up at the crack. “We will pay an extra hundred thousand credits if you can do it in three days.”

“Wait!” Adam protested. “It’s not your money to spend.”

“As you can imagine, I have certain hidden funds I can tap into,” the Juirean revealed. “I will pay the difference.”

“When … and how?” Adam asked.

“Which are the same questions I have,” said the native.

“I have the ECs on me,” Adam said. “All four hundred thousand. Can you do it in three days?”

The native scanned the repairs again. “It will be difficult … but we will try. But no guarantees.”

Adam nodded vigorously. “Great, let’s do it. What kind of deposit do you need?”

The alien grinned, keeping his teeth covered. “Deposit? No, full payment … of the four hundred thousand. If we do not meet the deadline, you will be owed a refund.”

Adam looked at Nasin. “You better not screw me over.”

Both Juirean and native frowned at the translation. Neither version made sense.

Adam shelled out the EC chips.
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Nasin and Adam shared a transport into the nearest town. It was fairly good size and populated by a mix of aliens and natives. It seemed Pslast was some kind of hub for this part of this sliver of the galaxy and was cosmopolitan. The transport dropped them off near the native spaceport and hotel row.

Nasin, with his knapsack over his shoulder, headed into the nearest hotel. Adam hesitated, causing the Juirean to stop and turn around.

“What is wrong?”

“I don’t suppose you have any credits in that knapsack of yours?” Adam asked.

Nasin frowned. “As fact, no. I do not. When we left Sanilus, I did not think I would need any.”

“But you just happen to have an extra hundred thousand ECs laying around.”

“I do, but not here.”

“But you’ll be able to get your hands on it when you need it?”

Nasin continued to frown. “Yes. Why do you keep asking?”

“Then do it now. I’m not staying in the same hotel as you. Not again. I’m going next door.” Adam began to walk away.

“Stop!” Nasin cried out. “You cannot do this. You are contracted to protect me.”

Adam whipped around. “That’s where you’re wrong, buddy. I’m getting paid—eventually—for transporting you. No one said anything about protecting you. Why don’t you get out some of that secret stash of yours and hire some real bodyguards, people who are getting paid to die for you. I’ll take you to Tactori—once the Arieel is fixed—but I’m done risking my life for you, as well as getting between you and the assassins.”

“You cannot leave me like this. I do not have access to my funds until we get to Tactori. There, I have accounts I have setup throughout the years. But they are secure, and I cannot access them from here.” He looked toward the grand entrance of the hotel. “At the moment, I have no credits to pay for accommodations.”

Adam reached into the smaller of his cases and pulled out a green EC chip. He tossed it to the Juirean. “Here’s ten thousand credits. That should easily last you three days. It had better, because that’s all you’re getting out of me. And it’s a loan, not a gift. I will expect that back when we reach Tactori … along with another hundred grand.”

“A hundred grand what? I do not understand.”

“What the hell is wrong with your translation device? Is it like twenty years old? Grand … a thousand. A hundred thousand. And to be more precise, a hundred and ten thousand.” Adam once again walked away. “Enjoy you stay on Piss-last, or whatever they call this place. I don’t want to see you for three days, not until the Arieel is ready.”

With a ten thousand credit chip, Nasin felt secure enough to let Adam go, and a moment later, Human and Juirean entered their respective hotels.

[image: ]



Adam needed a serious break from Nasin. Although there was plenty of reasons for Adam to hate him, once he reached his room, Adam was upset that he felt obligated to analyze his anger. It had been present for days now, almost from the moment he met Nasin. At first, Adam didn’t think he was that bad. That was probably because he was Tidus’s brother. But that feeling only lasted a couple of hours, basically until Nasin spoke his first words. The relationship went downhill from there.

Adam reasoned that the anger was primal, almost instinctive, like how you felt about your high school bully when you met him twenty years later running the cash register at a grocery store. The memories resurfaced, and emotions boiled over. It was that way with Juireans. It took Adam years to accept Tidus, and he did that mainly because Tidus didn’t act like a Juirean. Regrettably, Nasin did. And now all the animosity and painful memories of his encounters with the Juireans were being relived.

Was that Nasin’s fault? Adam snorted. Of course it was! Because of Tidus, Adam had a tendency to give any new Juireans he met the benefit of the doubt. Unfortunately, Tidus was one-of-a-kind. And it didn’t take long for any new Juireans to show their true colors.

Adam grimaced and shook his head as he fell back on the bed. His hundred grand—a hundred and ten grand, to be precise—well, that was already a right-off in Adam’s mind. There was no way Nasin was going to pay him back. Even so, it would be worth the extra hundred Gs just to spend one less day with the Juirean, just as it was worth ten grand not to spend the next three days in the same hotel.

Surprisingly, that line of thinking brought immense joy to Adam Cain. And once he showered, and had a quick bite, he climbed into the comfortable, oversized bed and fell fast to sleep. Three days … no Nasin. It was like a sleeping pill. One of the illegal kind.
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Adam was pissed when he learned a day on Piss-last was equal to about a day and a half on Tel’oran, so the three days ended up more like four-and-a-half elsewhere. When he found this out, he debated telling Nasin. The Juirean originally had eight days left to get to Tactori, which would be down to three and half by the time they got back into space. Still, balls to the wall, the Arieel could get them there in two days, meaning with a day to spare.

Even so, Nasin would freak out. That was cutting it entirely too close. So, Adam decided not to tell him, even though the alien was smart enough to figure it out on his own.

When Adam got the call that the ship would be ready in about three hours—all they had to do was clean up and haul her back onto the launching field—Adam ventured next door looking for Nasin. There was still the matter of the reward for bringing Nasin to ‘justice.’ Adam would need his share—and a hefty share at that—to make up for the clusterfuck this assignment turned into. Even then, his last two months will end up being a bust once Adam spent the money to get the Arieel permanently fixed. Thank god for nest-egg savings.

The hotel was almost a mirror of his, and of hotels everywhere across the galaxy. Adam didn’t think twice about that anymore, although at one time, the similarities between how Prime beings lived amazed him. But we all breathed oxygen, we all—mostly—walked on two legs, had a fairly consistent number of arms, and with body chemistry based on carbon, which filtered all the way down to what we generally ate and drank. Because of that, cars, homes, stores, factories and more, all fit within the same general scale. It no longer shocked Adam to see this.

He walked up to the counter.

“Can you please contact Nasin Fe Nolan for me?”

The female clerk wiggled her five-inch-long snout at the Human. Whiskers flickered and her forehead frowned which was covered in a fine layer of blonde hair.

“The name again?” she asked as she worked a computer screen.

“Nasin Fe Nolan.”

“Ah, yes, I see here. The Juirean left two days ago. He did not indicate where he was going.”

Did he not like the hotel? Adam wondered. But then another clerk—a male—leaned over.

“Are you looking for the Juirean?”

“That’s right. He’s … a friend.” The words hurt to say.

“Faxze is correct. He left two days ago. He left in a transport. I remember him asking about the spaceport before he left. I assume that is where he went.”

Adam scrunched his face into a ball, an expression that caused the natives to take a step back from the counter. They obviously knew he was a Human, and like Juireans, Humans had a reputation, and not a very good one.

“Thanks,” Adam grunted and then he left, looking for a transport to take him to the repair shop.

Well, fuck me, he thought during the ride. He took my ten grand and bought a ticket to Tactori. Now, there goes the reward … and my hundred grand. And ten thousand. All of this for nothing. And I almost died—three times. And I nearly lost the Arieel. Yeah, I’m fucked. Fucking Juireans!

Hell, he could have hung around the hotel for another day and saved a hundred thousand credits. But he didn’t … because of Nasin. That thought only made him madder.

Adam could hardly see straight when he left the cab, so consumed by anger. He stormed into the office at the repair yard. The supervisor saw him coming and hesitated to approach the fuming Human. Adam’s anger was showing through.

“Your ship is nearly ready,” he said, stumbling over the word ‘nearly.’

He had no idea how Adam would react when learning that the ship wasn’t quite ready. But that wasn’t the reason Adam was pissed.

“We are only smoothing out a few of the welds. It should only take another half an hour. Perhaps by the time your friend arrives, it will be ready.”

Adam’s laser-like look was enough to stop the native in his tracks. “He … is … not … my … friend.” Adam growled.

“Very well, then your associate—”

Adam’s reciprocal look made the native abandon the effort. “You may go to your ship. We are working on the outside.” He quickly handed Adam a datachip, the receipt for the work. “Thank you for—” But Adam had already turned away and was out the door.
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Adam had no idea where the Arieel was on the field, but the grounds weren’t that expansive. There were a few larger ships that kept him from spotting her right away, but it didn’t take long. The Arieel was about two-thirds of the way toward the other end of the field. Adam needed the walk; he needed time to calm down.

There were two workers on top of the Arieel with hand-held torches. Their faces were shielded from the explosion of sparks coming off the crude—girdle?—that now surrounded the ship, looking completely out of place. The band was eight feet wide, two-inches thick and circled the ship, covering the airlock entrance hatch. The rear loading ramp was down, which was now the only way on or off the ship. Adam swore that the moment he got back to Tel’oran, he’d have the monstrosity removed and get the Arieel her proper care and attention.

The interior of the ship was even more of a mess than the way he’d left it. The cargo bay still looked like a bachelor’s pad after a bender, if not more scattered. Adam’s mattress was there with linen half on and half off the bed, although Nasin’s mattress was missing. Other items had been rudely tossed aside as the workers toiled in and out of the ship. There were serving plates and empty containers of intoxicant strewn about and the place smelled like dirty feet and alien farts. At least with the back ramp open, it was getting aired out.

The rest of the ship was much like the cargo hold, except with a better excuse. A flash cannon bolt had blasted into the common room, tearing up everything it came in contact with. The galley was barely operable, and there was no place to sit, with both the couch, chair and his beloved coffee table now only charcoal stains on the charred and shredded carpet. The bridge was a little better, but not much. After all, the seats were bolted to the deck.

Adam could see weeks—if not months—of repair to get his home back in shape. And all the expenses would have to come out of his savings, and maybe a loan or two. He sat in the pilot seat and stared out the forward viewport, waiting for the grating sounds of the blow torches and grinders to stop reverberating through the hull. The workers weren’t only cutting away superfluous hull pieces, they were also grinding on the metal welds. Inside the ship, the cacophony was horrific.

Adam’s head was about to explode when relief came suddenly in the form of blessed silence. Then he heard the workers climb from atop the Arieel and throw their equipment into the back of a four-wheel cart. Someone came around the back and yelled inside the cargo bay that everything was done. He could depart once the private control tower gave him clearance.

Adam was in a hurry to go; he just didn’t have the energy. He’d had three good nights in the hotel, but all that soothing relief was replaced with knots of stress on his neck and shoulders. Losing Nasin really messed him up. He contemplated taking a nap before leaving the planet, but before he could use his stateroom, he’d have to move the mattress from the cargo hold and make up his bed.

And he could do all that once he was back in space. Tel’oran was still six days beyond Tactori, so the sooner he left the sooner he’d be home.

Adam left the bridge and went aft to button up the cargo bay.

Two aliens were there, and not natives. They were as startled to see Adam as he was to see them.

“Did you guys forget something?” he asked the workers. He thought they’d all left. And that was when another two walked up the ramp, each with MKs drawn. And these two were followed by another pair.

Charlie! Adam thought in a panic.

I’m on it. Their weapons are now inert.

Even so, there were six of them. And Adam had a terrible headache.

“Listen, guys,” Adam began. “Nasin is gone and he’s not coming back. I think he caught a flight to Tactori sometime over the past couple of days. Hell, he could be there already. And unless you want to fight Unidor in their headquarters, I’d say your mission is over. Sorry about that. He was a real asshole.”

Heads turned toward a bulky creature with a spiked head, looking as if his brain had exploded at one time and with the shattered skull now frozen in place. Apparently, this was normal for his race because he could still talk. He approached Adam with his weapon held menacingly on the Human.

“That is a convenient statement, however, I do not believe you. You and Nasin have been working together for some time, and he would not leave you.”

“We haven’t been working together, at least not the way you mean. I was hired to get him to Unidor, and that was originally only to Baroon. But you guys missed him there, a couple of times. And then you tried it again just a few days ago.” Adam turned and waved a symbolic hand at the Arieel. “And thanks for that, assholes. You nearly destroyed my ship. So, you can tell Galena Gar that Nasin is gone. You missed him. By now he’s spilling his guts to Unidor Security on Tactori.”

The alien leader frowned, a profound look of confusion on his mangled face. “Why would his intestines be ruptured? And who is Galena Gar?”

Adam recoiled. “Damn, you must be pretty far down the food chain. You know, Galena Gar, your employer.”

Spike-head shook his … head. “As I said, I know not who this Galena Gar—”

One of the other goons leaned over closer to his boss. “She is the wealthy industrialist … the owner of Xan-fi and other interests.”

This did not wipe the look of confusion from the leader’s face. “I still do not understand the reference. We do not work for a Galena Gar; we do not work for anyone but ourselves.”

Adam nodded his understanding. “Oh, so you’re part of Nasin’s old crew, his organization.”

“That is correct,” said the leader-goon. “Nasin has hidden something that rightfully belongs to us. We are seeking restitution.”

Again, Adam shook his head. “Sorry, I can’t help you. He never told me where his collection is stored.”

Adam found it funny that spike-head thought he could stare down Adam, either that or he was intently trying to read Adam’s alien-face expression, seeking the truth of his words.

“We will search the ship,” the goon stated.

“Be my guest,” Adam said, stepping aside and waving his hand toward the access door to the spine corridor and the rest to the ship. “But make it quick. I want to get off this rock as soon as I can.”

Another of the goons conferred with the leader. “If left, he could contact the Juirean, warn him that we are still coming.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Adam said. “Nasin has brought me nothing but bad luck since we met. I’ve almost died three times, and besides that, he’s cost me an extra hundred thousand—no, a hundred and ten thousand—credits, which he promised to pay back. Why would I want to warn him of anything? I have half a mind to join you in your hunt for him. That could be fun.”

The boss wasn’t buying any of this.

“I know you and Nasin are working together. You have been fighting alongside him from the beginning. You killed our companions on Sinalus, and then on Baroon. You say he is gone, and I believe we will not find him aboard your vessel. But that does not mean you will not see him again. You are partners in this endeavor, of that I am sure. To us, you and Nasin are the same. We will question you to find the truth—”

Adam was getting mad. He wasn’t sure how much more of this he would take just to avoid the inevitable. “You’ve already questioned me, pal,” he growled. “And I told you I know nothing, and that Nasin and I are not partners. Get that through your thick, and shattered skull. He owes me money, and if you guys do find him, I hope you beat the crap out of him. After all, payback is a bitch.”

The last sentence didn’t help with comprehension. Neither had Adam’s entire spiel. The six aliens, all of different species, closed in on him. The leader’s eyes narrowed and he took a step even closer.

“Be careful,” one of the goons said. “Remember, he is a Human. They are deceptive.”

The boss stopped and smiled at Adam, a death-challenge smile.

“I have never met a Human before, but that does not matter. You have finally convinced me that you know nothing. It matters not if you do. I will kill you so you cannot continue with your affiliation, so you cannot warn Nasin that we tracked him to Pslast, and that we will track him to Tactori, as well. We do not care. And neither will you.”

He pointed his weapon at Adam, reaching out to press the barrel against Adam’s forehead. “I will enjoy killing a Human.”

“Yeah, that’s what they all say,” said Adam. He had a twinkle in his eye and slight grin on his lips, which only infuriated the leader more.

And then the alien pulled the trigger.

The other goons didn’t know what had happened, since only the leader’s finger had twitched. But now, spike-head began to frantically pull the trigger again and again, making it obvious to the others that there was a problem with his MK.

“Kill him!” the boss yelled, moving away so his people could get a bead on Adam. When all of their weapons malfunctioned, the panic set in.

Even at six-to-one-odds, this was a Human they were facing. Not only that, but Adam was pissed, and he had a terrible headache. Going up against six huge aliens would be a challenge, but that was okay. Adam had a lot of steam to blow off.

Adam’s first strike was against the leader, stepping in with Human speed and throwing a shoulder into the aliens chest. He flew backward into another two goons. Then Adam whirled around, spinning into the center of the cluster of aliens just so he wouldn’t have to go too far to hit them. This did open him up to more fists punching him, but he shrugged them off. In a strange way, any minor pain he felt was therapeutic. He laid a hard fist into the chin of talkative-goon, laying him out with one hit. Next, he stepped across another and placed his right leg behind the legs of the alien. With a push of his right hand, the alien fell to the deck. Adam followed through with a short jab to the beast’s flat face, making it more concave than flat.

Two of the aliens were now on his back, and their combined weight forced Adam to his knees. He rolled with the movement, dumping the bodies on the floor of the cargo hold. However, before he could follow through, he caught a powerful kick in his ribs. It actually hurt, for a moment.

With this distraction, the two goons on the deck were able to scramble away and get to their feet. Now the three remaining viable goons stood back, fists out in front of them, hesitant to attack again.

Adam leisurely climbed to his feet. He took a thumb and wiped a dollop of blood from his lip … and then licked it off with his tongue.

“Yum,” he said. “I love the taste of blood in the morning. It’s the taste of dead aliens.”

That wasn’t completely accurate; after all, it was his blood he was tasting. But the aliens got the message. They cautiously bent over and began to remove their dead or injured comrades. Only one was dead—Mr. Talkative Goon. The other two, including the leader, would survive but would require extensive reconstructive surgery on their faces. For Spike-Head, that may not help.

Adam let them leave. Contrary to Spike-Head’s belief, Adam wasn’t about to try to contact Nasin again, except maybe to bash his skull in.

With that fantasy dancing around in his head, Adam closed the back ramp and then dragged his mattress to his stateroom. All he did, though, was toss it on the rack. A nap would come later. Once he got into space, he would turn the internals to about a tenth Earth gravity and let the smoothing fingers of near zero gravity lull him to sleep. It’s quite an experience sleeping in reduced gravity. It was like drifting in a body-temperature-warm ocean.

Adam left his stateroom and then went across the corridor to the guest room. He wanted to know if the mattress was there, otherwise he’d have to get another one when he got back to Tel’oran…

Adam’s heart sank when he saw the mattress was there … and with Nasin Fe Nolan lying on it. Adam’s teeth ground against each other and the Human fell back against the door frame as he sighed angrily.

“What the fuck are you doing here?”

Nasin grinned. “I was trying to nap before the workers began grinding on the hull. And then there was a ruckus in the cargo bay. I sincerely wish for some peace and quiet. I would really like to have a nap.”

“So, you’ve been here all along? Why didn’t you help me in the fight?”

Nasin threw his legs over until he was sitting on the bed. “And rob you of the relief you so desperately needed? We are friends. I would never do that to you. Besides, I have been in situations like that before myself. I would not want anyone to interfere while I was having fun.”

Adam closed his eyes and shook his head. “All right, enough of that. Why did you leave the hotel?”

“Oh, that? I saw a couple of my old associates at the facility and decided it was not safe to stay there. Then, after spreading the rumor that I had gone to the spaceport, I came here. I must say, I have had a horrible time trying to sleep with all the work going on. But to their credit, the repair facility finished the job on time, and on budget.”

“You know, you could have told me.”

“It was late when I left the hotel, and I have been here ever since. I did not want to risk being seen. It is obvious the Arieel was under surveillance.”

Adam didn’t have much more to say. Where only minutes ago Adam was imagining a peaceful trip back to Tel’oran—by himself—the mission was suddenly back on. Not that Adam wanted it back on. But then question of the reward and his hundred-ten thousand ECs resurfaced.

With a final frustrated shake of his head, Adam left the stateroom, closing the door behind him.

He eyed the locking mechanism on the door, debating whether or not to lock Nasin inside. A couple of years ago, Adam had reinforced the door and put a double security lock on it, turning the stateroom into a holding cell. Since he transported so many fugitives in the Arieel, he needed a secure place to hold them, often for a couple of weeks at a time. And even with the new Receiving Centers, he still had need for a place to keep his prisoners, if even for a few days. The upgrade worked like a charm.
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The Arieel lifted into the Piss-Last sky and headed for space. The chemical lifting jets weren’t damaged by the cannon bolt, and Adam now had a full stock of fuel aboard. He listened carefully for any signs of weakness in the hull, with Beth assisting where she could. Surprisingly, the repairs held, and there was nary a creak as the ship blasted through the atmosphere. Once in space and beyond the Piss-Last system, Adam engaged a deep gravity-well. Twenty-six hours later, they would be at Tactori. Nasin came out of his room, seeming satisfied with the timing. It would still be a day or so before the deadline Unidor had given him. Content, Nasin returned to his room.

The Juirean appeared almost ebullient with the current state of affairs, seeing the light at the end of the tunnel. Adam found it strange, that after twenty years being out of the Juirean system, Nasin was now anxious to return. Once the weight of his past indiscretions was off his back, he would be free to rejoin Juirean civilization.

Adam thought about the various times when he’d been alternately banned from Earth and then heroically welcomed back. Thinking about it now, with the compression of time, he felt like a yo-yo. But he’d never gone a full twenty years without going home. And Adam never rejected Earth. It was Earth that rejected him, and then changed its mind. Several times, in fact.

But everyone was owed at least one opportunity for a do-over. Perhaps Nasin would finally live up to his potential and take a leadership role in the New Authority. Of course, being public in that role would make him a target for anyone still holding a grudge, despite what Unidor said. In fact, there were five individuals Adam knew who might not give up so easily. There was still a hidden fortune in priceless stolen artifacts out there somewhere, and that was motivation enough for some people. Hell, most people.
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During the trip, Adam didn’t mention the hundred-ten thousand credits Nasin owed him. Honestly, he was afraid of the answer he’d get. He would cross that bridge when he came to it. For now, Adam was willing to do just about anything to get rid of the troublesome Juirean.

And so it was with infinite joy that the Arieel entered the Tactori system and raced toward what was tentatively the new capital of the galaxy.

With the success of the Affiliation, all eyes looked toward the planet for guidance. The natives—and others—were used to that. Tactori was already the financial capital of the galaxy, with more banks and other institutions of wealth and commerce than anywhere else in the galaxy, with the possible exception of Earth. But where Earth was more locally focused, Tactori serviced an entire galaxy, and from what the broadcasts said, it was about to become even more powerful and prosperous in only a few hours.

The coronation of the Affiliation of Planets as the official leader of the Milky Way Galaxy was only a day away, and Adam should have been expecting what he found the closer they got to the planet. It was a traffic jam in space, as every swinging-dick alien in the galaxy wanted to get in on the act. Adam was worried. They were headed for the city of Randisport where Unidor Security was headquartered. It was also where the Affiliation was centered. And it was also where everyone was headed.

There was to be a huge conference and ceremony leading up to the official start of the Affiliation of Planets, along with the requisite workup ceremonies to the event. The pre-ceremonies were already underway, and the attendees and tourists had nearly all the slots taken at the nearby spaceports. Fortunately, Randisport had a lot of spaceports, some larger and classier than others, but still a lot. But even that capacity was busting at the seams.

Adam was frantically checking for availability when Nasin came on the bridge and handed him a datapad.

“Here, I already have reservations at the Analax Spaceport. It’s a little out of town, but it is comfortable with wide spaces and full-service hookups.”

Adam was surprised, and thankful. Obviously, Nasin had been planning this trip for a while. The description of the spaceport reminded him of how RV’ers rated parks and campgrounds based on the available services, such as water, sewer and electricity. It was the same for starships. You could run your generators for power, but why do that when you have shore power available. And it was harder to dump your sewer and garbage in a spaceport, like you could in space, without hookups. And water was the same way. Good old H2O was recycled in space, but after a while it acquired an odd taste. Long-haul spacers called it (translated) PT-water, for piss-taint water. No matter what language it was in, the connotation was the same. Having a fresh water supply would also be welcomed.

Beth locked in a course for the Analax Spaceport and received permission to land. Even so, it was a slow and cautious landing with multiple vessels riding fiery plumes of gas within visual range of the Arieel. In normal times, having this many ships all vectoring through the atmosphere this close to each other would not have been allowed. That’s what traffic control was for. But with such a backlog in orbit, rules were being bent, if not broken outright. Adam and Beth paid special attention to any ships on possible collision courses with the Arieel, shifting their landing track slightly to give them enough room. Even so, once they touched down, Adam craned his neck to look into the sky through the viewport, expecting at any moment for another ship to come down on top of them. The frazzled traffic controller on the screen assured him that the traffic was lightening up as the official start of the main event was drawing near. Everyone wanted to be in place before it started, which meant that the last frantic wave of arrivals was being sorted out. The Arieel should be safe where she sat.

Adam still wasn’t sure.

Nasin appeared at the entrance to the bridge. “Shall we go?” he said with a grin, his ubiquitous knapsack slung over his shoulder and appearing more bulky than normal. Was the Juirean trying to steal some of his towels? Adam snorted softly. He can have them, if it means I never have to see him again.

It was impossible to rent a transport in the city; they were all taken, but there was a parade of taxis shuttling to and from the spaceport. Adam and Nasin slipped into one and began the two-hour drive to Unidor headquarters. Adam had been to Randisport a few times before—this newer part—and knew a trip of this distance normally took about thirty minutes. But that estimate was out the window with all that was going on in the city.

This newer part of Randisport was only about six years old and had sprung up almost overnight, mirroring the growth and power of the Affiliation and Unidor. As the taxi worked its way through traffic, Adam knew the city was planned for a population even greater than what it had today, with the roadways and service centers overbuilt, anticipating the phenomenal growth. That was good, because most the time urban planners didn’t think that far ahead. But today’s traffic delays were unusual, especially for Randisport.

Adam hardly recognized the city, with so much new construction going on even in the six months since he’d last been here. Randisport reminded Adam of the Earth city of Dubai, but about ten times the size. It even bordered a deep azure colored sea. Everywhere in the city there were magnificent skyscrapers of modern design as well as wide, integrated roadways that meshed perfectly with the buildings. Some of the highways even flowed through the buildings on multiple levels looking as if everything had been molded together by a master artist. Some of the structures were half a mile high, dwarfing the Berj Kalifa on Earth. Of course, by now there were a couple of dozen buildings on Earth that put the iconic tower to shame, thanks mainly to alien building technology. But still, Randisport was in a league of its own.

And the new Affiliation Conference Center was the crown jewel.

It was four miles square with a couple of dozen arching spires that met at the center before rising up again to nearly a mile in height. Beneath this skeleton of steel, glass and plasticene, were incredibly lush gardens, an exotic zoo, eating venues and showrooms. And in the center was a gigantic, covered amphitheater which was the sight of the official ceremonies taking place. At the moment, it was open-air and playing host to a continual series of pre-ceremonies; concerts, speeches and plays. When all the delegates arrived, the walls would be closed—mainly for security purposes—and the coronation would take place.

Adam called it a coronation although no individual was to be crowned king or queen. Instead, an organization—a concept—was being crowned supreme entity in the Milky Way. Although at this time in his life Adam was primarily apolitical, he welcomed the Affiliation. Since the New Klin invasion nearly ten years ago, the galaxy had spent enough time without proper leadership. And if Adam believed what was said about the Affiliation, this time it could be different.

The Affiliation of Planets was to be a completely voluntary organization. Any planet that met certain qualifications could join and receive the benefits of membership. Nowhere was it mentioned that worlds were required to join, and, at the moment, the Affiliation had no way to wage war to force its will.

Instead, they had Unidor Security. For several years, the company had provided security for the member worlds of the Affiliation, but not so much as a standing army and navy, but as a police force. Member worlds had to abide by a series of Covenants that spelled out proper behavior, and mainly between members, and not so focused on what the individual planets did to themselves. Most worlds welcomed this arrangement, using Unidor for both external and internal security without having to maintain a large and expensive force of their own. Unidor’s security umbrella came with the cost of membership, which included an annual tribute and other fees and taxes. It wasn’t cheap, but overall, the member systems would save money by joining the Affiliation. And so far, no one had tried to infringe on that agreement by becoming overly belligerent with their neighbors.

Sure, there were conflicts and disagreements, but no outright wars between members. Not yet. And there was a governing body willing to step in and play chief negotiator when the individual parties couldn’t do it themselves.

As mentioned, Adam supported the mission of the Affiliation, and in a day, the floodgates would open and a couple of thousand new member systems would come flooding in, those who had been waiting for admission. At its height, the Juirean Expansion controlled eight thousand, three hundred systems. In a few days, the Affiliation would be over three thousand. After that, Adam could see a ground swell gathering. Give it a couple years, and the Affiliation would be every bit as large as the Expansion once was.

Adam grinned as he looked out the window of the cab, thinking about Nasin. He would soon be returning to his Juirean heritage, where the resurrected Authority made it clear their intention was to reconstitute the Expansion. Although he hadn’t come right out and said it, Nasin was expecting to play a major role in that rebirth. Adam couldn’t see that happening, not when there was now a less intrusive alternative.

The Juireans—although pragmatic out of necessity—often ruled the Expansion with an iron fist. But as the Expansion grew, it became harder to be managed by a single race. At its zenith—which was just about the time of the Human-Juirean War—most Expansion planets could go years without a single Juirean stepping foot on the surface. The members still paid tribute and taxes and were expected to live by Juirean dictates. But it became harder for the rule of law to exist. Many of the outer regions of the Expansion became nothing more than Wild West-like kill zones, ruled by gun and muscle. That was the story of the Fringe, where Adam had his baptism into alien life. At the time, much of the Expansion was like that, rotting from the inside out.

If Nasin hoped to rebuild the Expansion, then he’d have to do it differently. And if given a choice, the bulk of the Milky Way would pick the Affiliation over the Expansion every day of the week, no matter how many days were in the local week. And if the Juireans tried to force their will through military action, they would have another thing coming. Personally, Adam knew of several Unidor agents who would love to go up against the Juireans. Hell, even Adam would like a crack at them … again.

And that’s why Adam was in a particularly good mood as the taxi worked its way through the slow traffic toward downtown Randisport. He knew whatever fantasies Nasin was harboring, they wouldn’t work out in real life. And it couldn’t happen to a nicer piece of fucking alien crap.

The Unidor Complex was only a couple of miles from the Affiliation Center and consisted of a cluster of nineteen buildings of various heights and designs. Unidor started with a single rented office space on the street, and then grew from there. As the years passed and prosperity—and power—came to the company—they expanded into shiny new edifices. Although built at different times, looking down the street now at Unidor Row, it was evident that the buildings belonged to the same organization. Unidor did that intentionally, advertising their size and strength rather than hiding it behind generic doors and windows like the typical urban landscape.

The taxi pulled into a loading zone outside one of the larger buildings in the complex, the one both Adam and Nasin knew was the primary law enforcement center for Unidor Security. This section was different from the planetary forces and navy functions, dealing more on an individual basis with crime and criminals. Nasin said this was the department he’d been negotiating with.

The pair stepped out into a slightly cool breeze of early morning. Down the street, Adam could hear the sounds of celebrations, with music and voices echoing through the concrete canyons of Randisport. The major festivities in the city would begin about sunset and continue through the night. Then tomorrow morning, the Affiliation of Planets would come into existence.

In front of the Unidor building were a pair of open-air eateries, decorative lighting and manicured gardens. Everything was clean and organized, looking like no police station anywhere else in the galaxy.

Adam took the lead and began climbing the shallow steps to the entrance level. Then he noticed Nasin wasn’t next to him. The Juirean had stopped at one of the eateries. There were half a dozen empty tables and about twice that many with customers.

“What’s wrong?” Adam asked. “Don’t tell me you want one last meal before we go inside.” Adam smiled at the thought. What if this doesn’t go the way Nasin expects it to, and this is his last meal as a free-Juirean?

“Please, Adam, a moment.”

Shit, Adam thought. Was he getting cold feet?

“Here is the issue,” Nasin began. “I have been speaking with Agent Dorfor Cassinin. He has agreed to have all charges against me not only dropped but purged from the records. In exchange, I will give him the location of my private collection. During the talks, I provided details and proof of some of the items I have. He was quite thrilled and anxious to finalize our agreement.” Then Nasin smiled. “But as you have probably come to realize, I do not trust anyone, and because of this, I am asking that you proceed into the building first and speak with Agent Dorfor, verifying that all is in place before I surrender myself. I hope you understand. Once I enter the building and they learn who I am, I lose all bargaining power. All I am asking for is tacit confirmation that, at least on the surface, Agent Dorfor can confirm the terms of my surrender. Will you do that for me?”

Adam didn’t have to think about it. “No,” he said adamantly.

Nasin blinked several times. “No?” What do you mean … no?”

“I mean no. I’ve already gone above and beyond the call of duty for you. Besides, you still owe me one hundred-ten thousand credits. How are you going to pay me back once you’re in custody? Are you expecting me to wait until you’re a free Juirean before you pay up? Yeah, right. I’m not that gullible. But don’t worry. I’ve already written off the money.”

Nasin quickly rifled around in his knapsack before pulling out a small data chip and reader.

“I anticipated this,” said the Juirean. “Here is a voucher for the credits, payable to you from the Sanfor Bank … right here in Randisport. It is a demand voucher. Once we are done here, you can go in and they will provide your credits. After that, enjoy a good meal. The city is known for its exquisite cuisine.” Nasin grinned. “I have been sheltering credits in the institution for years. There is quite the substantial sum on deposit.”

“Seriously,” Adam said taking the chip and reader. “You hadn’t said anything about the credits before, so I figured you were going to stiff me for them.”

Nasin frowned but then waved off the mistranslation. “I promised I would pay you back, and I will—I have. Now, will you do me this simple courtesy and act as my proxy for the next few minutes. Go inside and ask for Agent Dorfor. Tell him I am waiting for confirmation of the terms, after which I will gladly surrender. I hope you understand that I am only being cautious and not deceptive.”

Now, Adam frowned. “I understand what you’re saying. I’m just not sure I can trust you.”

“That decision is yours to make. I have said my part, now it is up to you.”

“But what’s to keep you from running off? To keep you from changing your mind?”

Again, the Juirean dug in his knapsack. He removed a pair of shiny metal handcuffs, part of Adam’s collection from the Arieel.

“I brought these for just this occasion. Here, lock me to one of these poles. I will sit at the table quietly. If you feel you can trust Agent Dorfor, then come out with him and retrieve me. If not, then come out and release me. You will have complete control.”

Nasin handed the cuffs to Adam along with the key stick. There was an awkward moment as Adam worked the possibilities through his head. Personally, he could see no downside. And Adam did have to register Nasin with Unidor in order to earn the reward. Fuck!

Adam reached forward and slapped one of the cuffs on the seven-foot-tall alien. Then he roughly pulled him to the nearest lamp post and ran the chain around the pole before locking the other cuff to the first. Next, he dragged a chair from a nearby table so it wouldn’t look so obvious. Nasin sat down and smiled, hooking his omnipresent knapsack over the cuffs. It wasn’t perfect, but it also wouldn’t draw a lot of attention.

Adam dropped a fifty-credit chip on the table.

“Order yourself a native coffee while you wait. I’ll be right back.”
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Adam had been inside the Unidor police station a couple of times before, delivering bounties. There was a section off to the left for such registrations, but this time Adam strode up to the main reception desk. A pink skinned native female greeted him pleasantly.

“May I assist you?”

“Yes, I’m here to see Agent Dorfor Cassini.”

“Cassinin?” she asked.

“Yeah, that’s what I meant.”

“What is this regarding?”

“I’m with Starfire Security and I’m bringing in a prisoner.”

“You will have to go to the other office for that,” she said pointing to Adam’s left.

“I understand that. It’s just that negotiations have been going on involving the arrest. I really do need to speak with Agent Dorfor before I bring in the subject.”

“Very well. I will link with him. This could take a few minutes. Please have a seat over there.” She motioned toward several rows of backless seats lined up in a large waiting area. Most of the seats were filled with every imaginable type of alien in the galaxy, at least the oxygen breathers. Even then, half of those waiting had either face masks or full-on breathing helmets.

Adam moved over to the seats, having to squeeze between a green beast and a purple slug with hands. They each grunted as the smaller Human crowded in. They seemed as offended by Adam’s presence as he was with theirs.

And then the waiting began.

As the first twenty minutes went by, Adam thought about going outside to check on Nasin. The Juirean may be thinking something went wrong since it was taking so long. As Adam’s watch clicked off thirty minutes, he was about to get to his feet when a grey uniformed creature with yellow and black striped skin came to the reception desk and then was pointed in Adam’s direction.

As the creature neared Adam, his gaze became fixated and his mouth fell open slightly.

“You are with Starfire?” the Unidor agent asked.

Adam stood up. “Yes, I am.”

“And you are … a Human?”

Adam nodded.

“Would you by chance be The Human?”

Adam didn’t know where this was going. He nodded again. “That’s what I go by.”

The agent made a magnificent bow, embarrassing Adam by the attention it drew from those around him.

“It is indeed an honor to finally meet you. As you must know, you are a legend within the fugitive recovery community. I have been hearing of your exploits since I joined Unidor. I understand you have worked with us from time to time.”

Adam grinned, keeping his teeth covered. One could never tell…

“Worked with could be a stretch,” Adam said. “More like competed against. Still, I’m in awe of how your company has grown. You’re much more than just a security company now. You’re more like a government unto yourself.”

“It appears so, to some. But in my department, we are just like you, scouring the galaxy for those avoiding justice. Again, it is an honor to meet you. I am Dorfor Cassinin. Now, I was told you are here to discuss a prisoner?”

Adam was glad to finally get down to brass tacks. He was sure Nasin was trying to gnaw through his wrist about now, trying to get free of the handcuffs, knowing that everything had gone terribly wrong. Adam forced back a laugh. Let him gnaw!

“That’s right. It’s the Juirean Nasin Fe Nolan. I understand you’ve been negotiating with him regarding the terms of his surrender.”

The agent looked confused. “Of course, I know of Nasin Fe Nolan; all in my department do. He is a thief of ruthless reputation. And yes, I have been in contact with him. But terms of surrender have barely been discussed. I know he has offered a trade for certain concessions, but not much more than that.”

Now it was Adam’s turn to be confused. “He told me the terms had already been worked out.”

“What terms are those?”

“You said his record would be expunged if he turned over his private collection to you. After that, he would be free to return to Juirean space without fear of reprisal from Unidor.”

Dorfor recoiled slightly. “Even if those terms were offered, approval would be far above my status. But one thing I know for sure, there would be no full commutation of his crimes. He has killed hundreds. Simply returning stolen goods would by no means be ample restitution. Nasin Fe Nolan is going to prison, if not to the termination station.”

Adam could feel his face turn red, something the alien police officer noticed.

“Are you okay? Are you having a health emergency?”

“No,” Adam growled. “I’m just pissed—angry. Nasin led me to believe all these details had been worked out. Now, I find out they were all lies.”

“Why would he do that?” Then Dorfor’s eyes grew wide. “Is he here, now?”

“He’s outside, locked to a light post.”

“Then we must get him!”

“I agree … and I will be the registered agent who brought him in?”

Dorfor was headed for the exit, calling a couple of the armed guards at the door to join him. “Of course, Human. You will get credit. No matter what the circumstances, this will be a major event in your already glorious career.”

As they rushed outside, Adam wasn’t feeling any joy. In fact, his stomach was tied in knots. And it only took a few seconds for his worst fears to be confirmed.

“Where is he?” said the police officer, scanning the courtyard and all the light posts lining the main causeway.

The table where Nasin had been seated was empty and the cuffs now lay on the concrete at the base of the pole. Adam and the agents ran up to the table before looking around for any trace of the tall, green alien.

Adam knew he was gone. He felt the key to the handcuffs in his pocket, realizing now that Nasin had another copy. After all, he’s the one who gave the handcuffs to the Human.

“Where has he gone?’ Dorfor asked in a panic, bordering on anger.

“Hell if I know,” Adam answered sourly. “I have no idea why he’s gone through so much trouble to get to Tactori. He said you gave him a deadline to get here.”

“What deadline?”

Adam looked at his watch. Doing some quick math, he worked it out in his head. “The same time as when the main ceremony begins, in about twelve hours.”

“He came with you?” Dorfor asked pointedly.

“Yep. He’s been with me since Sinalus. We tried to pass him off on Baroon, but your transport ship was attacked.”

“That was you?” Dorfor yelled.

“No, that wasn’t me. It was because the ship was supposed to bring Nasin to Tactori.”

“I made no such arrangements. Did you see the official transfer records?”

“No, I didn’t. But a clerk confirmed he was scheduled for transfer.”

“It must have been forged. I, nor anyone else in my department, authorized such transportation.”

Adam was exhausted. He looked around the courtyard, almost feeling Nasin’s eyes on him, laughing at the joke he had pulled on him. But why? It obviously had something to do with the Coronation. But what?

Agent Dorfor had come to the same conclusion and was barking orders in his communicator. Even though Nasin was known only as a ruthless thief, there was too much of a coincidence between his arrival and the conference. Adam shrugged. That was someone else’s problem now, and Dorfor seemed to be all over it, ordering troops to canvas the area, looking for the criminal.

“Agent Dorfor, do you need me anymore?” Adam asked.

“Not at the moment. But do not leave the city. I will need a full statement from you detailing all the events that led up to this moment. I believe you to be an innocent in this affair, especially considering who you are. But I must be honest, this will not bode well for your reputation once the facts come out.”

That was the least of Adam’s worries at the moment. Now, he squeezed the data chip in his pocket, wondering if that was also a lie.

“Excuse me, Agent Dorfor. Would you know where the nearest branch of the Sanfor Bank is?”

At first, Dorfor was confused, then impatiently he waved a hand to Adam’s right. “The next street over, two blocks that way. Remember, do not leave the city.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere.”

Except to the bank.
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Fifteen minutes later, Adam walked into one of the cookie-cutter financial institutions in Randisport. He approached a teller and handed her the voucher chip. The native grinned and placed the chip in a reader. Adam had a sour taste in his mouth, anticipating the worst.

“Standard bearer authorization. Very good. Amount, one hundred ten thousand energy credits.”

Adam’s spirits began to perk up. “That’s right—”

Then the teller’s face dropped. “I am sorry, but I will need to get my supervisor. This is over my limit.”

“Yeah, sure, go ahead. I’ll wait.”

Five minutes later another native female slipped into the teller’s station. She eyed Adam up and down and then studied the computer screen. Then without a word, she hit a couple of keys before spinning away.

The teller grinned at him again. “Let me get your funds.”

Adam was genuinely surprised. Nasin had kept his word, at least once today. It was a start.

“Ad how would you like the credits?”

“Ten thousand denomination would be fine.” Adam had no way to carry chips of any smaller amount. But eleven of the thin chips would fit comfortably in his pants pockets.

A moment later, Adam was headed for the door, a lot happier than when he entered. And with Nasin gone—along with the reward—it was a small consolation. Perhaps he would take Nasin’s suggestion and stop for a nice meal before returning to the Arieel. But then he thought of the night’s festivities that were already building to a fever pitch. All the restaurants in this part of town would be packed and raucous. He was in no mood to party. In fact, all he really wanted to do was get back to the Arieel, get her into space, and spend the next few days in absolute peace and quiet. It had been a hell of stressful two months, and he couldn’t wait to get home.

And to hell with Agent Dorfor’s order not to leave the planet. Adam had his own agenda.
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Adam stepped outside the bank and looked along the street for a taxi. There were several and he stepped out to the curb … just as a long, black six-wheeled transport pulled up in front of him. Adam began to walk along the sidewalk, but the vehicle kept pace with him. Finally, Adam stopped and looked at his frustrated expression in the blacked-out windows. The back door opened but no one got out.

He surveyed the street in both directions. No police, no one of authority.

Be on alert, Charlie, he thought to his ATD. Here comes another twist in the story.

I am ready Adam. I count five weapons inside, all have been disabled. You are safe to enter.

Adam laughed at the AI’s positive attitude. Five goons. Was Nasin’s crew back for another round? As Adam slipped in the back seat and looked over to the other side of limousine’s spacious interior, he knew instantly that this was something completely different.

An elderly, yellow-skinned female alien was scrunched up against the other side of the wide seat. Her face was boney and dry and with eyes as mere slits. He’d seen this species before; they were called Rasifins, or something like that. And although he couldn’t remember meeting any of them in person, he did know who was sitting across from him. It was Galena Gor, the richest damn creature in the whole damn galaxy. Adam didn’t know whether to feel honored or scared. He would reserve judgment on that until after he survived … or not.
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Adam waved his hands at the corporate mogul. “I’ve already turned him over the Unidor. If you want him, you’ll have to go up against them. Which in your case, might be possible.”

The gaunt-looking creature frowned. “You speak of the Juirean Nasin Fe Nolan?” she said in a surprisingly deep and clear voice. “I care not what happens to him.”

Adam recoiled. “Then why have you gone through so much trouble to destroy his organization and even to kill him. I understand being pissed off, but this is ridiculous. He said he returned the artifact to you. Why not just let it go?”

Galena was shaking her head. “You are mightily misinformed, Mr. Cain. Yes, I know who, and more importantly, what you are. I make it my business to know, well, everything. However, I am at a loss as to your perceptions of recent events. Let us talk.”

Adam leaned back in the lavishly padded seat. Across a narrow aisle were three guards. Although the curved couch was spacious, the beasts were huge and their wide shoulders touched, making them appear uncomfortable. It could also be because they were locked in a space compartment with a Human. And security personnel worth their salt would know what Humans are capable of. And if Galena knew who Adam was and had told them, they would especially worried.

“I do not know where you got the idea that I have been trying to kill Nasin. All I want are the cubes.”

Now, Adam shook his head. “There’s no need to play coy. I know you’ve been trying to kill him—and me—for a while. I understand. He took something from you and now you’re pissed. You’re going to make him pay and set an example for others who try this with you. Revenge is sweet. I do it myself, and often. I kinda like it.”

“I still do not understand what you are saying. Nasin fulfilled a contract for me; nothing more. But then he shorted me upon final delivery. All I want is want I contracted for, nothing more, nothing less. All I want are the missing cubes.”

“What cubes?”

“That is not important. All I want to know is if you have them aboard your ship. I have searched everywhere else, but to no avail.”

Adam leaned forward … and the guards tensed. Galena waved them back with a hand. She grinned. “Calm yourselves, my friends,” she said to them. “I believe any confrontation with the Human would not work out as you expect. Also, you should check your weapons. You will find they are inoperable.”

The six guards frantically checked their MKs. At first, everything looked normal. They were charged and ready. But upon closer inspection, the guards found the firing circuits were severed. These guys were good, and soon they were tearing the guns apart, looking for a solution.

“Do not bother,” Galena said. “The Human does want any trouble. Instead, it appears he wants clarification.”

Adam nodded. “That would be nice. I’ve just spent the past eight days running for my life … from you, I thought. But you say that’s not true?”

“Correct.” Galena smiled. “Let me explain. A few months ago, I contracted with Nasin to acquire a very rare item for my personal collection. I knew of him and his skills, and although I normally do not acquire my treasures by illegal means, this particular item was in a secure vault on none other than your home planet of Earth. Even so, as Nasin’s reputation as the best was warranted, he acquired the item. However, when the delivery was made, I noticed that some of the parts were missing. Out of ninety cubes, four were gone. At first, Nasin tried to say that was all that were in the generator. I did not believe him. After a few days, the missing cubes were replaced by natural means, which told me he had removed the cubes, and only a day or so before he made delivery. Although the cubes have since regenerated, and my collection is intact, you would expect I would simply write off the four missing cubes. But these particular items are very rare … and dangerous—”

“Dark matter cubes!” Adam blurted, drumming up an ancient memory.

Galena was shocked at Adam’s sudden outburst. “How could you possibly know that … unless Nasin told you. Where are they? I want them back. If you only knew of the danger, you would be anxious to tell me.” Her tone had grown increasingly forceful and accusatory.

“I don’t have them,” Adam stated. “In fact, I had no idea there were even any DM cubes left in the galaxy. This is bad. Very bad, indeed.”

Galena’s face was a perpetual frown. “How do you know so much about something you should know nothing about? I do not believe you when you say Nasin did not tell you—”

“The cubes are from an ancient Aris dark matter generator. A few of the three-billion-year-old devices were dug out of the ruins of the Aris homeworld. They accumulate dark matter from the space surrounding us, residual amounts which have leaked from the membrane between universes.”

Galena’s mouth hung open. “How … how? Nasin knew very little of the provenance of the generator. Even I did not know that dark matter came from the membrane separating universes. Who are you, really?”

“Just someone who has had personal experience with DM generators.”

“In your other life?”

“That’s right. And I know how dangerous the cubes are—or can be. And now you say four are missing?”

“That is correct.” Galena swallowed hard, a lump going down her emaciated neck. “I must say, I have suspected their danger, but from your pale demeanor, I believe you can shine more light on my suspicions.”

“You know they can be made into bombs?” Adam inquired.

“Not so much bombs, but that they are dangerous if they come in contact with natural matter.”

“That’s only part of the story, sister,” Adam groaned. “When oriented properly, two cubes can come together to form a bomb, something similar to a nuclear bomb, but so much worse. The sphere created by the interaction simply vanishes. All matter disappears, including air. Two cubes can take out a city block. But you say there are four cubes missing? Four cubes ... could destroy a planet.”

Now it was Galena’s turn to go pale.

“I had no idea. Are you sure of this?”

“I am. I’ve seen DM bombs in action. And if an entire collector—ninety cubes—is turned into a bomb, it could suck up a quarter of the galaxy, while fucking up the other three-quarters beyond recognition.” He looked askew at the mogul. “That’s probably why the damn generator was locked away on Earth, to keep something like that from happening.”

“Forgive me for my naiveite, Mr. Cain. I did not know. All I knew was that the generator is the most unique and valuable item in the galaxy. Of course, I would want to possess it.”

“How about now?”

“I am having second thoughts.” Then her face turned stern. “Which brings us back to our original issue. Where does Nasin have the four missing cubes?”

“And more importantly,” Adam injected. “What does he plan to do with them? One does not take only four and leave you with the rest.”

“He was expecting the missing cubes to be regenerated by the time I inspected the merchandise. The timing was off slightly, so he was wrong. I discovered the missing cubes.”

“Fortunately for us,” Adam sighed.

“He did this intentionally,” Galena stated firmly. “And since the cubes have no other function other than to create havoc, we must determine his ultimate aim.”

Adam snickered, which offended the mogul. “The cubes weren’t made as bombs, not originally,” Adam told her. “They’re an energy source for the Aris service modules. Kinda like cans of dog food.”

“I know not what Aris service modules are; however, dogs do translate. You are saying the Aris fed the dark matter cubes … to their pets?”

Adam grinned. “Basically. But that was the Aris; they did things like that. But the rest of us use them for more nefarious purposes.”

“Like bombs,” Galena said. “But if Nasin has a bomb, what does he wish to destroy?”

It didn’t take Adam long to find the answer. Looked out the window and waved a hand. The trillionaire—if even that term covered her vast wealth—frowned. Adam stomped his foot on the floor of the limousine. Galena did not understand the gesture.

“He wants to destroy this,” he stated.

“My transport? That seems like overkill—”

“Not your car … the planet. He wants to destroy Tactori.”

Galena recoiled. “And why would he want to do that?”

It was all coming clear to Adam … now.

“Nasin said he plans to return to the Juireans after he’s worked out a deal with Unidor. But I think it’s more than that. At one time, Nasin was in line to be an Elite, maybe even Elder. Perhaps he’s cut a deal with them to resurrect the Authority, and with him in charge. That’s a way to rebuild the Expansion. But Unidor and the Affiliation are standing in their way. And not only that, but the conference that’s taking place in the next few hours is going to formalize the Affiliation as the preferred path for the galaxy as a whole. When that happens, the Expansion will never reform, and certainly not with the Juireans at its head. He’s going to destroy Tactori to stop the meeting from taking place. And not only that, but nearly all the great leaders—both politically and financially—are here, too. He’s going to take you all out at one time.”

“Yes, that makes sense. I, and my compatriots, are here to lend credibility to the new Affiliation of Planets. And without us, the galaxy would have no form, no structure.”

“Only what the new Expansion could then offer, and with the Juireans once again as the boss.”

Galena slumped back on the seat. “This situation has morphed into something far more serious and sinister than I could have ever imagined. I knew the cubes were dangerous; that is why I made the efforts I did to reacquire them. But in most cases, I simply buy what I want. I should have suspected there was more involved when Nasin turned away a billion energy credits for the return of the cubes. But at that time, I did not feel there was a deadline for their recovery. I fully expected to get them back at some point in the future—”

“Das Gor,” one of the guards suddenly spoke up. “I believe it is imperative that we move you immediately from Tactori. It is no longer safe.”

Galena nodded. “I agree.” She shifted in her seat, facing forward. A guard opened the door next to Adam.

“Wait, you’re leaving?” Adam asked incredulously. “You just found out Nasin plans on destroying the planet, and the Affiliation along with it. Aren’t you going to help me stop him?”

Galena was quiet for a moment debating what to say. Then she shrugged. “What you say is true, and unfortunately, there is nothing I can do personally that would be guaranteed to make a difference. However, I could leave you a team to help you track down Nasin, but beyond that, no more. In fact, I must look at the larger picture.”

Adam looked hard at the slender female alien. “What larger picture? This is as big as it gets.”

The female smiled. “Untrue, Adam Cain. If Nasin fulfills his ambitions, there will be a vacuum left in the industrial and financial centers of the galaxy and I have made a career out of taking advantage of such circumstances as they arise. Although I regret what is to come, I also see it an opportunity.”

She turned to the guards. “Vorak, assign a squad to Mr. Cain, not more than five.” She looked at Adam and smiled. “Will that help?”

Adam sat in stunned silence, aghast at what Galena had just said. “Are you shitting me?” he finally said, the phrase enlisting a shocked and quizzical look on the alien’s thin and wrinkled face. “You’re just going to run away … and leave me with only five people to help track down and stop Nasin?”

“If you do not want my help, I could withdraw my offer. Perhaps pride does not allow you to accept my help. After all, you are the famous Adam Cain.”

Adam fell back on the seat. Seeing that Galena stands to make trillions if Nasin succeeds, could he even trust her people to really help him? Besides that, if he was smart, he would also bolt for space the moment Galena and her entourage let him go. Yeah, that seemed like the better option.

“Take your damn people. I’ll do this without them.” He didn’t tell her he was heading the for the stars right behind her. After all, he was the famous Adam Cain.

“That was what I suspected,” Galena said with satisfaction. Her face was animated, aglow with the possibilities of a galaxy without competition. She was already counting the credits. Her people shuffled Adam from the back of the limousine.

“Good luck, Adam Cain,” she said half-heartedly through the open door. “I know you will make a gallant effort. But I must warn you, Nasin is one of the smartest contractors I have ever worked with. The fact that he was able to steal the dark matter generator from Earth is testament to that skill. But still, I will be curious as to the final outcome of this contest, a battle of wits, pitting Humans against Juireans … again. It is like it once was, during your other life. And now, enjoy this life, Mr. Cain. What there is left of it.”
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Adam stood weak kneed on the sidewalk, watching the black stretch transport race away. Galena would have her own ship, fueled and ready to go. She would be off the planet within minutes.

Adam, on the other hand, was at least two hours from the Arieel and he had no idea what timetable Nasin was working on. He began to wave frantically at the passing taxi vehicles. No one stopped until he calmed down, not looking like some crazy maniac. He slipped into the backseat. “Analax Spaceport. I’ll pay double if you get me there in less than an hour.”

The native driver grimaced. “You will save your credits. Traffic is getting worse, not better. It could take three hours to cross the city.”

Fuck, if they even had three hours left. “Just do your best. I’m willing to pay for it.”
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The cabbie was good, knowing back alleys and cut-throughs that avoided most of the major bottlenecks. Still, it took two hours seventeen minutes to get back to the Arieel. Adam tipped the driver generously, just glad to still be alive. Then he dashed for the rear entrance to the Arieel. To his surprise, the ramp was down. He tensed and cautiously entered.

Anyone around? Adam asked Charlie.

The only active energy weapons belong to you and are where you last left them. I cannot detect anything else out of the ordinary.

That didn’t set Adam’s mind at ease. He’s buttoned up the Arieel when he and Nasin left earlier, he was sure of that. Someone had been inside. And that someone had to be Nasin.

Adam approached Nasin’s stateroom, his MK-47 held firmly in his right hand. Charlie said there weren’t any out of place energy weapons aboard, but that didn’t count stabbing weapons or even ballistics. He quietly gripped the door handle and flung it open.

Nasin was there, standing against the outer bulkhead. He whipped around and instantly threw his hands into the air. “Do not shoot, Adam! It is I, Nasin. I apologize for leaving as I did. I had to assume something had—”

“Cut the bullshit, Nasin,” Adam said, not lowering the weapon. “I know about how you cheated Galena Gor out of four dark matter cubes and how you plan to build a bomb to blow up the planet. Are you fucking crazy?”

Nasin grinned wickedly as he lowered his arms. “You have been busy. And apparently my old friend Galena is in town. That is but a bonus to my plans.”

Adam shook his head. “No such luck, buddy. By now, she’s halfway to the next star system and already counting her credits after you suck Tactori into a gigantic black hole.”

Nasin shrugged. “Perhaps I should have brought her in on my plans. If she sees such a benefit in me succeeding, she would have made a great ally. And then I wouldn’t have had to go through all this charade. So much for hindsight.”

“So, where’s the bomb, asshole?” He took a menacing step toward the tall Juirean. Adam had fought plenty of Juireans in the past and he wasn’t afraid of Nasin. But still, the manehead was diabolical, and shrewd. He might have planned for a moment like this. But still, Adam was pissed. And as long as Nasin wasn’t rushing to get off the planet, then Adam figured he was safe. At least for the moment.

“Tell me, or so help me god I will beat it out of you … and have fun doing it.”

“I am sure you will. However, I have put a lot of time and effort into this plan. I will not so easily let you ruin it.”

Feeling confident that Adam wouldn’t kill him before learning the location of the dark matter bomb, Nasin jumped forward, throwing his huge body against Adam. He guessed right, and Adam reluctantly removed his finger from the trigger of the MK and let the weapon drop to the floor. He didn’t have to worry about it being used against him; Charlie wouldn’t let that happen. But now his body was pressed against the door jamb, sending a spasm of pain along his spine.

Traditionally, Juireans were much better in a fight than the average alien. That was why they ruled the galaxy for so long. But Nasin had been out of the Authority for a long time, and Adam had no idea what kind of training regimen he adhered to, if any.

Through a flurry of quick and accurate hits, Adam had his answer. Nasin was going to be a challenge. He should have known; Adam had seen Nasin fight on Baroon.

Adam covered up and took most of the hits on his arms, until Nasin kneed him into the kidney. Fighting anyone seven-feet-tall and with a four-foot-reach was problematic, and Nasin had skills, UFC-type skills. He came at Adam with a combination of fists, elbows and kicks, sending the Human out through the doorway, through the galley and into the now-wide-open common room. Without seating paraphilia, it became a small ring for the cage match, allowing Nasin to use his reach and size advantage.

Adam took this for only so long before demonstrating Humanity’s advantages in speed and strength. He counterattacked with roundhouse flurries that Nasin didn’t have the reaction time to deflect. And the hits made more of an impact on the Juirean than the Juirean’s did on the Human. Nasin was stunned and began to back away. After this, Nasin made a good effort at bobbing and weaving, keeping his head out of Adam’s range. And that’s when the Human went to work on the body.

In many ways, body shots on an alien were more effective than head shots. A lot of aliens had boney plates or ridges on their heads that gave them a little extra protection. Although Juireans didn’t show it, their skulls were made of reinforced bone nearly as thick as a Human’s. However, the rest of their bodies were vulnerable. Having evolved in lighter gravity, most aliens were taller than Humans, but that just meant a more spindly build. They were long and lean, with little muscle mass to protect them. When Adam began to land hammer-like blows to Nasin’s ribs, side and stomach, he crumpled like a cheap suit.

With Nasin now on his knees, his head was more easily within Adam’s reach. A few more quick jabs and then a whirling right cross and Nasin lay whimpering on the deck.

Adam straddled him, pulling the bloody face closer to his. “Where is the fucking bomb?”

Nasin closed his eyes and shook his head.

Adam hit him again. He had to be careful not to cause brain damage or even kill the alien. Adam had been known to accidently kill a prisoner from time to time. Doing that with Nasin would be catastrophic.

When Nasin still refused to answer, Adam gripped the Juirean’s thin, green neck and began to squeeze. Nasin’s eyes bulged, before Adam released the pressure. Then he squeezed again. The Juirean began to claw at the Human, mumbling something, that translated, sounded like ‘okay.’

Adam released him, tossing the limp body to the side. He leaned against the bulkhead separating the common room from the bridge and watched as Nasin crawled near the galley before rolling over with his back against a counter.

“I … I will tell you. If not, I know you will keep beating on me until I die … or the bomb goes off, whichever occurs first.” Nasin sat panting for a moment.

“Go on; I don’t have all day,” Adam demanded.

“The Affiliation Center. There is a lighting box along one of the arches. I placed it in there.”

“Which one, which arch?” Adam knew there were a dozen or more.

“It is the one that faces the main stage. The column is gold. They alternate gold and silver. The lighting box is marked with a circle with a slash through it and the number three. It is the only one with such a marking.”

“How much time do I have?”

Nasin shook his head. Adam lifted his watch so the alien could see it. “Three hours.” He squinted. “Fourteen minutes.”

Adam would only have time for a one-way trip. It was nearing evening and the raucous festivities in the center would go on all night. If he got there and found he couldn’t disarm the bomb, then they’d all be screwed. He wouldn’t even have time to bring the bomb back to the Arieel and fly it off the planet.

Adam craned his head and looked to the entrance to the bridge. How easy would it be for him to simply slip into the pilot seat and fly away. Adam Cain, the coward.

The live coward. There was that.

But then Adam had a thought. He smiled at the beat-up alien. He didn’t have to tell Nasin what he had in mind.

“On your feet, asshole,” Adam said as he climbed to his.

Nasin held out an arm. “I will need assistance.”

Reluctantly, Adam helped Nasin stand. Then with a grip on his arm that made the alien wince, Adam led him back to his stateroom, a stateroom that would now serve as a holding cell. Then he searched under the bed for his MK before leaving and trapping Nasin inside using the outside locking mechanism.

Even though he had a plan, he still didn’t have time to spare. He rushed onto the bridge. “Beth, access the Library. I want to see as many photos of the Affiliation Arches as you can find. Zero in on the one Nasin mentioned.” Adam knew Beth was always listening.

A second later, the main screen came on and began to scan through dozens of pictures of possible targets. There was more than one golden arch and more than one lighting box affixed on them. But then he saw it, a box with the Human zero symbol on it followed by a three. Adam was sure the Tactorians didn’t use the same symbol for zero, but a circle with a line through it had to be a pretty common graphic in the galaxy.

There was confirmation. It he hadn’t found the box, then Adam would be prepping the Arieel for liftoff already.

“Time to reach the Center is estimated to be two hours or more,” Beth informed him. “You are risking a lot if you go there. If you fail, there will be no time to return to the Arieel.”

“I know. But I think I have a way around that. Trust me.”

Adam rushed back to the cargo bay and grabbed a compact tool kit. He’d seen dark matter bombs before so he had an idea what he would find. That made him unique, and also gave him confidence that he could do this.

And then he was down the ramp and running at Human speed toward the front of the spaceport.

He skidded to a stop near an open-air kiosk just off the main entrance, a kiosk where they rented motorcycles. He’d noticed the small selection of electric bikes twice already, one when he and Nasin left the spaceport, and again when he came back. Because of the events taking place in town, the inventory was down, way down.

Case in point: the customer who was just beginning to pull away with the last bike on the lot.

Adam rushed in front of the bike and grabbed the handlebars. The rider nearly lost his balance, and with a startled look, blinked several times at the crazy alien. He was slender and green, with an elongated, hairless head that glistening in the evening lights.

“I need the bike,” Adam panted. The Human’s face was bruised from the recent fight and with blood oozing from his mouth and nose. Adam’s cloning abilities hadn’t yet begun to repair the damage. He was a hideous sight.

“No, I rent. Just now.”

“I’ll pay you double what you just paid for it.”

Just then, the kiosk operator ran up. He was huge beast standing well over seven feet, and he had a wooden bat in his right hand. “Release him. That is my customer. I protect.”

“I just want to rent the bike. I’ll pay whatever you want.”

“The biped is already rented. Leave, before I call the authorities.”

Adam glared at the huge kiosk operator. “I really need the bike, the biped. It’s a matter of life or death.” He left out the part ‘for all of us.’

The current customer had grown frightened by the standoff between the operator and the crazy pink—and bloody--alien. He slipped off the seat and let the bike tumble over before running away.

“You are not taking the biped,” the operator declared, stepping closer and slapping the wooden bat into his left hand while gripping the handle with his right.

“Seeing that it’s now for rent again, how much?” Adam asked.

“I said, it is not for rent … but it is for sale.”

Adam raised his bruised eyebrows. He had a wad of energy credits in his pocket, bounty money he had on him from when he and Nasin went into town. Adam had no idea how long he’d be there, even considering sticking around for the festivities after Nasin was turned over the Unidor. Yeah, that never worked out.

“How much?”

“Twenty thousand ECs,” the greedy kiosk operator said with a wicked grin.

“You’re kidding me?” Adam gasped. “I could buy a full-size car for that much.”

“Then go buy a car. Twenty-thousand credits is the price.”

The alien’s eyes grew wide when Adam pulled out a stack of thin energy credits, those he’d recently gotten from Sanfor Bank. He selected two of the ten-thousand-unit chips and tried to hand them to the operator.

The alien shook his and took a step back. “Forty-thousand,” he now said.

Adam pursed his lips, also shaking his head. Then with Human speed and strength, he stepped forward and ripped the bat from the giant’s hand before tossing it fifty yard away in the light gravity of Tactori. Then he took the right hand of the stunned beast and placed the chips in his palm, twenty-thousand ECs.

The creature remained stunned and silent as Adam righted the bike and climbed aboard.

Like nearly all alien vehicles, it was easy to operate, although with the electric bike, the accelerator was on the right foot pad and the brake on the left. Adam shot off, steering for the designated bike lanes that ran along every street in Randisport.
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Observing no posted speed limits, Adam raced into town. Earlier, he’d envied the bike raiders and how they were effortlessly gliding along while Adam’s taxi was stuck in stop and go traffic. Now, he was hoping to cut the transit time in less than half, giving him time to get to the Center, and if need be, back to the Arieel in time to escape the planet if he failed to disarm the bomb.

So far, the plan was working, although, even on the dedicated path, he still had to wind through tourist traffic. He was leaving a trail of angry aliens in his wake, but he was getting closer. Already, the gigantic spire that rose a mile into the sky was drawing nearer. The spire could be seen from everywhere in the city and it gave him a location to aim for.

Traffic became even worse the closer he got to the Center, with an overflow of pedestrians onto the bike lane. On several occasions, Adam kicked people out of the way before gunning the electric motor again. He was sure that somewhere behind him, police were looking for him, having been reported on by his victims.

And then Adam reached the Center. He knew where the arch was. The problem, his bike wasn’t allowed within the four-square-miles of the grounds. And there were plenty of armed Unidor guards around tasked with making sure the festivities didn’t get out of hand. He would have to abandon the bike and go on foot.

He found a parking rack for bikes and motorcycles and slipped the front wheel into the gripper. It clamped down and spit out a receipt. And then the Human was off.

Adam didn’t pay attention to the inevitable gasps as he ran through the crowd. It wasn’t as packed as he expected, but still, it took a lot of dodging not to knock anyone over. He was already running at world-record setting speed, so that if he hurt anyone, the police would be after him a moment later.

And there it was. Adam sprinted up to the arch, where it came out of a multi-layered concrete base before reaching into the sky in a graceful, slow curve. At this point, the structure was twenty feet wide by ten feet thick. But the higher it climbed, the narrower it became. Adam looked near the end, where a blue, rectangular box was attached to the underside. Three bright lights of red, white and green blazed from it, aimed at the center stage where a concert was being held. In a few hours, nearly every bigwig in the galaxy would be here. But now, it was a group of screaming and gyrating, bug-eyed aliens with screeching instruments.

Adam snickered. This was a great place for a terrorist’s bomb, right here only feet from the main stage … unless your bomb could destroy the entire planet. In that case, it could be at the north pole. It wouldn’t matter. And in the aftermath—if Nasin’s plan came to fruition—no one would ever be able to tell the epicenter of the explosion.

Which wasn’t really what was going to happen. The dark matter cubes created a black hole—possibly even a wormhole to another universe, no one really knew—that would essentially swallow Tactori whole. There would be no radiating debris or shock wave, although it would create strong gravity waves as a planet-sized chuck of space was removed from existence.

Adam tossed these thoughts aside. He had no intention of letting the bomb go off.

The arch was made of a skeleton of open supports, beams and stanchions; however, there was a stairway/ladder that ran through the middle. It started off as stairs, but the higher one got, the steps turned to a ladder.

Adam began climbing. Hopefully, no one would notice him. He was sure what he was doing was illegal. After all, what’s to keep some drunk college kid from climbing up here and falling off. Adam would worry about that if anyone protested. So far, he was unseen.

It took five minutes to climb to the lighting box. It wasn’t big, just enough for a single person—alien—to crawl into and replace the lights. But it was plenty large enough for a dark matter bomb.

The door didn’t have a lock on it and Adam flung open the panel. Light filtered through from the main spotlights, illuminating the inside. There was a small, padded seat, a work panel and then room on either side of the seat for extra lights and work gear.

But there was no dark matter bomb. At least not where Adam could see.

He climbed inside, which was rather spacious for a creature his size. He craned his neck around the front console, to where the light units could he twisted into the room for replacement. Nothing there, either. Then he looked under the seat. From experience, he knew a bomb like this would consist of a rail about two to three feet long with the cubes located at each end. A drivetrain would then move the cubes closer to each other until contact was made. The cubes could either meet in the middle, or only one side could move to meet the other. There was more to it, but basically, that was it.

After a full minute of searching within the cramped compartment, the truth was plain to see: the bomb wasn’t here.

After the briefest of irate cursing and screaming, while three hundred feet above the Affiliation Center, Adam checked his watch. He still had over an hour, and with the motorcycle, the trip back to the Arieel was just under that.

Adam began to shimmy back down the arch.

If need be, Adam would initiate a gravity well on the surface to lift the Arieel without waiting for the chem jets to warm up. So what if he screwed up some neighboring ships or sucked a few aliens into the black holes. They were as good as dead anyway. Adam knew these were morbid thoughts, but what do you do when an entire planet was about to go poof? He couldn’t warn anyone; what good would that do. In sixty-six minutes, there would be no more Tactori, no more Affiliation and no more Unidor. He was determined not to make that list.

As he scooted down the ladder, Adam caught a little bit of Galena’s Disease. Without Unidor, Starfire would clean up in the fugitive recovery business. Hell, maybe Tidus could even emulate Unidor and pick up where they left off, starting his own Affiliation of Planets. It worked once. Why not again?

Adam dismissed a lot of his wild thinking when he reached the ground and rushed off through the crowd again to where he’d left the bike. So far, no police were looking for him. Someone running at a crazy speed through a crowd was often up to no good, either running toward or away from trouble. But no one seemed to care that some short alien could run like a cheetah. Maybe he was part of the entertainment?

The bike was there and Adam inserted a pay chit into the slot. The front wheel was released, and Adam was away a second later. He checked his watch. Fifty-four minutes—and that was assuming Nasin had told the truth about the timing. He’d lied about the bomb; why wouldn’t he also lie about that? And why send Adam off on a wild goose chase when it was inevitable he would learn the truth? There had to be an approaching deadline, and probably within the range of the time it would have taken Adam to get to and from the Center by traditional means.

Adam had a lot of questions, and about thirty minutes to think about them as he sped along the bike path. By all rights, Adam should still be in a cab trying to get downtown, and with another thirty minutes to go. How did all the lies fit into Nasin’s plan? Fortunately, Adam would be back in time to ask him. Adam grinned, thinking what a surprise it would be when Adam showed back up at the Arieel with plenty of time to get off planet.

And then he wondered why he wasn’t more upset with Nasin. Was it because Adam always suspected he was lying? Or was it because he knew he had time to get off the planet? And about Tactori; sure, it would be a tragedy of galactic proportions, but Adam didn’t know anyone on the planet who was about to die. Why should he care? Then he thought: I am really that callus, that cold-blooded? Then he snorted. Did he really have to ask?

And then Adam had another thought: Would he take Nasin with him, or would he simply dump him out the back of the Arieel and let him reap what he had sown? Yeah, there was no question about that, either.

The motorcycle kiosk was closed when Adam raced by. The operator—probably an employee—had a windfall of twenty-thousand credits. That might be enough for him to retire from kiosk work and take up a new career. Adam was glad he could contribute to the improvement of the giant alien.

Adam skidded the electric bike to a halt at the rear of the Arieel finding the ramp was down … again. Dammit! Who keeps doing that? But he answered his own question. Nasin. It was always Nasin.

Adam didn’t bother to pull his MK. The last time he’d seen Nasin, he was in no condition for round two. But what had the Human steaming mad was how did he get out of the locked stateroom.

As Adam entered the Arieel, Beth spoke through the various shipboard intercom speakers. “Adam, I have to very important things to tell you.”

“Yeah, I know one of them. Nasin has escaped. I figured that one out on my own. Is he still aboard?”

“No, he has left.”

“Where did he go?” Adam hurried past the now-open stateroom door and to the bridge. He didn’t want to waste time preparing for lift-off. If Nasin was on the planet somewhere, then that was his problem.

“He has left the planet using the ship that was in the next space over.”

Adam frowned. “He stole it? Why would he do that when he had the Arieel.” Then Adam grinned. “Oh, I get it. He was afraid of you, Beth. I don’t blame him.”

“That was not the reason. I focused the external cameras on the ship next to us.”

A monitor came to life, showing Nasin as he approached the entry hatch to the small ship next to the Arieel. He removed a remote-control box from his pocket and pressed a button. The door cycled open.

“He had a key?”

“Yes he did; he did not steal the ship.”

Adam had think on that for a moment. If he didn’t steal it, then that meant he placed it there before they landed. And it was Nasin who reserved this space at the Analax Spaceport. This was all part of his plan.

Adam shook his head, still confused about all the oddities of the Juirean’s convoluted plan. But he’d think of that later. At the moment, Adam had to get off the planet. If Nasin was gone, then that meant the deadline was fast approaching.

“Prime the grav generators, Beth. We’re going to jump out of here on a gravity—”

“That is the other thing I have to tell you,” the A.I. said, interrupting. “The Arieel is grounded.”

Adam froze in place. “What do you mean grounded.”

“It means we cannot lift off. Observe the screen again.”

Adam leaned in close to the monitor. Beth sped up the video. After opening the hatch to the small speeder, Nasin returned to the aft section of the Arieel and returned a few moment later dragging a four-foot-long fuel pod. Then he went back for another.

“He took both the primary and the backup pods?” Adam asked rhetorically. “He must be going on a really long trip.”

“That would justify the need for extra fuel pods, if that ship used the same model of fuel pods. It doesn’t.”

“You mean he took them just to keep the Arieel grounded. Damn, he must really want me dead.”

But something didn’t set right with the Human. There was still the question of where was the bomb? On the way back to the spaceport, Adam ran several scenarios through his head, becoming more confused as he followed each incongruent line. First, when he and Nasin left the Arieel, the Juirean had only his knapsack with him. Adam had thought the bag looked over-stuffed, but then he produced the handcuffs. Besides that, the bag was too small to contain a dark matter bomb, meaning the Juirean didn’t have it when he and Adam left to go to Unidor. But then Nasin ditched Adam and Unidor, showing he had no intention of surrendering. Next, Adam ran off to the bank, which only took a few minutes. Followed by the brief conversation with Galena Gor.

Adam was running the timing in his mind. There was no way Nasin could have returned to the Arieel, got the bomb and then took it to the Center, before returning—once again—to the Arieel.

Adam grimaced. He should have known that. There was no physical way Nasin could have planted the bomb at the Center. Adam was pissed at himself for allowing himself to be led on a wild goose chase.

And then there was the fact that the cubes—and the bomb—had been aboard the Arieel all along. Obviously, the energy given out by the cubes wasn’t detectible by either Beth or Charlie. Even so, at the time, Adam didn’t know anything about Nasin having dark matter cubes in the first place. That he just learned about since arriving on Tactori. But, still, all this had taken place right under his nose.

“Beth, were you able to track Nasin after he left the spaceport?”

“For a while, until he was in space.”

“Did he alter course, head off at a tangent?” Adam wanted to know if Nasin had the bomb with him and was heading off somewhere else on the planet to place it. His heart was trembling, anticipating the answer.”

“No, Adam,” Beth said. “He proceeded directly into space, making no changes to his course.”

Adam grimaced, having his worst nightmare realized. The bomb was still aboard the Arieel! And why not? It was built here, and there was no need to move it anywhere else on the planet. It was also the reason Nasin kept insisting that Adam take him to Tactori in the Arieel, and why he probably staged all the attacks just to make it so Adam had not other options than to fly him here himself.

And that was also why he pretended to surrender to Unidor, to get Adam off the ship and with no reason to return to the Arieel as soon as he did. He probably expected Adam to stay with Unidor as they searched the city for the elusive thief.

Nasin’s plan was finally coming into focus.

Adam jumped out of the pilot seat and ran to Nasin’s stateroom. That was where all the work on the bomb had taken place and where it was undoubtedly hidden. Nasin could not image Adam getting back to the Arieel as quickly as he did, and if it wasn’t for the hundred-ten thousand credits Nasin had paid him, he wouldn’t have. But because of that, Adam had the twenty-thousand ECs to buy the bike. In hindsight, it was the best twenty kay ECs he’d ever spent.

Or at least it had the potential to be.

Adam quickly scanned the stateroom. It wasn’t big, so there weren’t a lot of places to hid a three-foot-long device. Then he remembered seeing Nasin standing with his back to the door when Adam barged in earlier, surprising him. Nasin was facing the outer bulkhead, the non-descript, featureless bulkhead.

Adam rushed over had began to feel the panels. All the bulkheads were made of panels three-and-a-half feet square, covering the honeycomb structure of the internal layer of the hull. Everyone knew of this, since the internal space was often used for extra storage and to hide things from view. Each panel was locked into place by a series of eight levers, controlled by slotted screws on the outer surface.

Adam had left the tool pack he had with him at the Center, not thinking he’d need it. That was fine, he had any number of items that could be used to open the panels. He rifled in his pocket and pulled out a ten-thousand-credit plastic chip, part of the ninety-thousand he still had left on him. He inserted the corner into a slotted screw head and turned. He repeated at all eight locking points.

There was nothing in the void behind this panel … but there was behind the next.

Adam’s heart jumped where he looked inside at the rail system inside, place horizontal with a set of cubes at the bottom and the second set moving down from the top. The two sets were nearly in contact.

But that wasn’t the only reason Adam’s heart had skipped a beat. It was from the timer Nasin had placed at the top of the bomb. It read 2:14. Two minutes, fourteen seconds.

“Charlie!” Adam yelled out loud unnecessarily. “Can you stop this thing?”

“I cannot.”

“Why not?”

“There are no electronics involved. It is all mechanically driven.”

“What about the timer”

“That is merely a monitor. It controls no functions.”

Adam quickly surveyed the apparatus. It was made up of a series springs and wires—lots and lots of springs and wires. It made not sense. But one thing was obvious, the springs were controlling the movement of the upper set of cubes. He reached in to pull the springs apart.

“Stop.” Charlie said in an even tone. If he weren’t an A.I., there would have been an exclamation point attached to the word. Even, so, Adam got the message.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m doing an analysis of the what the various springs do. There seems to be tripwires to prevent disarming. Removed the wrong spring and the rest will instantly pull the cubes into contact.”

“Which can I remove so that won’t happen?”

“I do not know. I am programmed to work with electronic devices, not mechanical. I could run through various scenarios to study the results, but then I would need to know the tension strength of each spring, plus the routing of the wires. I can do that, just not in time.”

The upper set of cubes was now only about an inch from the lower set and already Adam could sense the interaction. There was vibration echoing through the hull and sparks were beginning to fly out of the space between the sets.

The bomb worked by taking two cubes and aligning them to their attractive surfaces. That way, two cubes became one. Along the adjoining surface, this was where the magic happened. When two of these unlike surfaces were brought in contract with each other, that was when the ‘detonation’ would occur. And the force between to the two opposing surfaces was not like that of magnets. There was very little resistance, so the cubes didn’t have to be forced together.

And now they slipped even a little closer and the sparking and rumbling vibration was increasing even more, becoming both a lightshow and a spine-chilling drumming.

Adam ignored the sparks. They burned, but he didn’t care. His cloning juice helped him ignore some of the pain. His determination not to die provided the rest of his immunity.

He needed something to prevent the cubes from touching. He reached in his pocket, rifling around for anything he could find. All he had were energy credits, nine of them.

Adam pulled out the stack. The chips were about the size of a domestic credit card, but a little thinner and made of a material sturdier than their thickness would imply. The entire stack was only about half an inch thick.

Adam bent down and sighted between the quickly approaching cubes. The sparking shooting out from the gap was blinding, and struck his face in several places burning his skin. One hit the edge of his right eye, giving him a warning. If one of the spark hit his eye, it would blind him—for the few seconds before he died. Hell, Adam didn’t even know if the chips would stay in place if he inserted them.

He glanced at the timer. Twenty-one seconds.

Adam had no choice. He placed the stack on top of the lower set of cubes only to see them bounce around and begin to—dissolve? They weren’t melting as much as decaying. It was going to be a race to see which happened first: the chips sandwich the chips, or they dissolve, allowing the cubes to make contact.

And then the top set of cubes reached the energy credits. Between the roaring of the hull from the harmonic vibrations and the crackling of the sparks, Adam heard a clicking sound, the clicking of gears being hung up. And then the sparking end, making it easier for Adam to see.

The tension on the springs was gone, as far as Adam could tell. He wasn’t sure. He also didn’t care.

Adam Cain placed a hand around the top set of cubes, and with the other, grabbed a fistful of springs and wires. He pulled the entire apparatus apart, making sure to get the cubes in his hand as far away from those still sandwiched within the bulkhead as fast as possible. Immediately, the vibrations in the hull quieted.

The cubes were burning his hand, but he suffered long enough to rush into the grooming station and place them in the sink. Then he turned on the water, letting the stream not only bathe the cubes in cooling liquid, but also his scorched hand. He knelt on the deck and rested his pockmarked face against the countertop, breathing heavily.

The crisis was over, the planet was spared, and Adam Cain had just saved billions of souls as well the future Affiliation and the Milky Way Galaxy.

Of course, no one would know what he’d done. And they probably never would.
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After a few minutes to catch his breath, Adam took the first set of cubes to the cargo bay and locked them in a metal toolbox. Then he returned to the stateroom and removed the second set. He watched with ambivalent emotions as the remains of the nine energy credit chips crumbled and fell to the floor like so many broken dreams. Ninety-thousand credits. Oh, well. At least he’s alive not to spend them. He locked up the second set and then went to the bridge.

He opened a link with Tidus and spent the next hour telling him what had happened over the past half day on Tactori. His Juirean boss sat quiet most of the time, which was unusual for him. There were no fiery outbursts or complaints about the money Adam had spent … and lost. At that point, Adam hadn’t told Tidus about the four hundred grand spent on Piss-Last. As the other times when the conversation was about his brother, Tidus seemed distracted.

“He’s going back to Juir; I’m pretty sure of that,” Adam said. “I know we don’t have any jurisdiction, but do you?”

Tidus shook his head. “I’ve been gone too long. Besides, I’m sure he had the support of who every spoke with ahead of time. Anything that would stop the Affiliation would be fine with them. I’m surprised they didn’t give him more support. But you know what you can’t do, right?”

“What?” Adam asked. “Tell Unidor?”

Tidus nodded. “That’s right. With the newfound power of the Affiliation and Unidor, knowing that the Juireans—if even a renegade like Nasin—had tried to destroy them, a war with Juir maybe their first official act. And with how people feel about Juireans, they would find a lot of support. I think it best that we keep this to ourselves.”

Adam smirked. “Yeah, I figured that. Besides, the less known about dark matter bombs and generators the better. I’m sure there are still some ancient generators to be discovered in the shattered remains of the Aris homeworld. It may turn into a new Gold Rush with people trying to find them. And they won’t care how dangerous they, just how much people are willing to pay for them. Nasin turned down a billion ECs to return the four cubes to Galena.”

“She’s an exception, Adam. To her a billion credits is a fraction of the interest she earns of a fraction of the wealth each minute, maybe second. I saw where she was being compared to Kroekus, and he made his wealth by being in charge and issuing his own currency. Galena made it the old fashion way.”

“She stole it?”

“In a way you could say that. Still, it wouldn’t be smart to advertise the fact that she financed the theft of a dark matter generator … just because she could. I’ll be contacting her and Earth and negotiating the return of the generator. You said she doesn’t want it anymore.”

“That’s what she said.” Adam grinned at his little inside joke. Tidus didn’t pick up on it. “What now, boss?”

“I’d say get your ass back here. It looks as if the Arieel is in need for a major refit—” He held up his hand when Adam went to speak. “Don’t worry. I’ll put everything down as a business expenses.”

Adam’s eyes grew wide. “No shit? You’re going to pay for the refit?”

“Listen, Adam. I got you into all this mess by asking for a favor. I feel it is my responsibility to make things right.”

“Well, that’s … thanks, buddy.”

Tidus gave a sad grin. “Don’t worry, I squeeze enough work out of you to cover the costs ten times over. I just appreciate what you did. A lot of other people would feel that way, too, if they only knew.”

“I understand why we need to keep this secret.”

“Good,” Tidus said. “No loose ends. And let’s keep it that way.”


Epilogue


After forty years, the planet Juir still hadn’t fully recovered from the time the Kracori dropped an asteroid on the surface. There were still vast plains of barren landscape washed clean by the thousand-foot-high tsunamis, and lava flows from the volcanoes that suddenly burst their tops. Recovery was moving at a geologic pace, and besides that, the Juireans weren’t anxious to cover up the damage. They wanted it as a reminder of the wrong that had been done to them. The evil Klin had manufactured a war with the Humans which led to the catastrophe, and it was the Klin’s silent partner in the defeat of the Juirean Expansion that perpetrate the atrocity.

But that was a long time ago, and the Juireans still hadn’t recovered, not only from the physical damage, but also the psychological effects.

By the time the asteroid hit the Southern Ocean five hundred miles from Juir City, the war had already been lost. Most of the population of the planet had already fled to another part of the galaxy ahead of the impending Human invasion. That invasion never came, as the subterfuge of the Klin and the Kracori became known to the Humans. In fact, it was a pending attack on Earth that caused the fleet to turn for home and forego the invasion.

And that was when the Kracori—out of spite and a need for vengeance—towed a modest-size asteroid from within the Juirean system to the planet and let it fall to the surface.

Nasin Fe Nolan was standing atop the three-thousand-foot-high massif known as the Kacoran Plain, gazing through the evening glare out to the Southern Sea fifteen miles away, and ruminating about the past, as well as the future that had been stolen from him and his people.

He had come so close. Even now, he couldn’t understand what happened. Did the Human change his mind about going to the Center and return to the Arieel to discover the bomb? That had to be it, otherwise, Adam would never had been able to make the round trip in time.

Gnashing his teeth, Nasin blamed himself for taking the easy way out. Just keep the bomb on the Arieel, he thought. It would be a fitting twist in the plot, something Adam would never see coming. Of course, the Human shouldn’t have known anything about the dark matter cubes hidden aboard the starship. But a fortuitous meeting with Galena Gor changed all that. How was Nasin to know?

Then he frowned. Even then, Galena had no idea what Nasin was planning. How did the existence of four missing small cubes of dark matter suddenly make the quantum leap to him trying to destroy Tactori and the Affiliation? Galena was not informed enough about the power of the cubes to have come up with that on her own. The two of them had discussed the subject exhaustively, and never once had the topic of a bomb been broached. To her, dark matter was like anti-matter, only dangerous in a limited capacity. Even Nasin had been shocked to learn that such small amounts of DM could have such devastating effects. He thought about that for a moment, that at one time, he held in his hands a power great enough to destroy an entire world. During his secret research, he’d come upon the speculation of what would happen if an entire DM generator was used in a bomb. The exponential power was off the charts. At that point, even galaxies were at risk.

And the Aris had thousands of dark energy generators. And they never blew up the universe.

But Nasin wasn’t interested in destroying universes. Instead, all he wanted—all he had promised—was a chance for the Juirean race to rise again as masters of the galaxy. The handful of ancient Elites he pitched the plan to were receptive, if cautious. They were also old and tired. What happened in the aftermath of such a major event as Nasin was planning would be for others to bear. And that was what Nasin promised to do: Lead the Juireans back to glory … as their new Elder.

To his surprise, many of the Elites knew of him, since none of their class had ever abandoned the Authority before him. They still harbored a lot of animosity—and embarrassment—toward him. But here he was, offering a plan that could work. And all he wanted in return was to be forgiven, and to live the rest of his life as was his destiny: As an Elite.

The Council accepted, although they wouldn’t give him any obvious support on the off chance he failed. Even now, as subtle enquiries filtered in from places like Earth, they were denying any knowledge of his whereabouts. But they knew.

Nasin was staying in a guest cottage atop the mountain, not far from the existing Council Chambers. The once magnificent Malor Tower was no more, destroyed at the time of the asteroid. Since then, only low-slung buildings had come to dot the vast plain atop the mountain, the place where the Juireans’ road to the stars had begun over four thousand years before. It was only fitting that the seat of power of what was left of the Juirean Expansion should be here. For what it was worth now.

Nasin had arrived on Juir two months before, knowing even before he got out of the Tactorian star system that his plan had failed. He debated whether to continue to Juir or attempt a return to his old life. But he changed his mind when he thought of The Human. Adam was a master hunter, and if he found Nasin wasn’t hiding out within the remains of the Expansion, then the Juirean would never be safe. The Human would find him … and The Human would kill him.

As it was, Nasin was now safe. He was an Elite and had been made a silent member of the Council. He wasn’t Elder, and probably never would be. But the other Elites were protecting him, sheltering him.

This period of peace and tranquility gave Nasin time to ponder his future. With the aging Council members, there was a chance he could become Elder sometime in the future, if only through attrition. However, the Expansion would never regain its prominence, not with the upstart Affiliation stealing all the glory. But never one to give up easily, Nasin was hard at work making new plans. They weren’t so much active plans as alternatives, options. Depending on how the next few years went, he had multiple directions he could go. And a few of those paths lead to a resurgence of the Expansion. Of course, that would involve a lot of work on his part and even more than a fair amount of luck.

But Nasin Fe Nolan was a tactical genius. He always had been. He laughed, looking out toward the ocean. If he had stayed with the Authority, there was a good chance he could have been within the Council of Elites—possibly even Elder—when the Humans came on the scene and the Kracori destroyed Juir. In fact, it could have been him—instead of Elder Hydon—who was taken from the mountaintop and transported to the Kracori homeworld of Elision, there to die on a faraway world, abandoned and forgotten.

Instead, Nasin had his whole life ahead of him. Sure, half of it was over by now, but Juireans normally didn’t reach their full potential until they were the age he was now. And he had nearly done it; pulled off the most significant event in Juirean history since First Contact … which, ironically, happened only a mile from where he now stood. The symbolism was not lost on him.

With one last look at the setting sun, Nasin Fe Nolan took a deep breath and then turned to walk back to his cottage. He stopped in his tracks at what he saw standing ten feet behind him.

“Hello, brother,” said Tidus Fe Nolan. Nasin’s brother was dressed in traditional Overlord clothing, although his hair remained in the very untraditional grey ponytail.

“What are you doing here?” Nasin stammered. He looked to see if anyone else was around, but he was alone; he’d planned it that way. Now that plan had become a curse. Tidus wasn’t here for pleasantries.

“There is a need for a Reckoning,” Tidus said quietly, sadness in his voice.

Nasin laughed nervously. “It is funny you speak of a Reckoning. You recall that is what we sought against the Klin so many millennia ago for their betray of our race. I know you are upset, but all I was doing was seeking another Reckoning, this one against our new enemies. It has been long overdue.”

Tidus shook his head slowly. “That isn’t true. You did what you did out of greed, the greed you learned from living among the others.” Tidus waved his hand. “Do not deny it; I, too, am a convert to greed. I don’t blame you. Greed is what every independent living being practices. It is the greed for life that gives us purpose. What I am upset about is much more personal.”

“It is because I misled you?” Nasin shouted, angry at Tidus’s calm demeanor. “What was I supposed to tell you, ‘Help me, brother, I wish to destroy the Affiliation and billions of people.’ I am sure your response would not have been positive.”

“I would have tried to talk you out of it. And if I couldn’t, I would have tried to stop you.”

“Instead, it was your lap-dog Human who stopped me.”

Tidus smirked. “Yes, Adam Cain has been stopping tyrants like you for a very long time.”

“Cain?” Nasin gawked. “What do you mean? That wasn’t Adam Cain. He is too young.”

“And that is where you’re wrong, Nasin.” Tidus laughed. “The truth is you went up against the famous Adam Cain … and you lost. But don’t feel bad. You’re not the first, and you certainly won’t be the last.”

“I do not understand.”

“You don’t need to; in fact, you don’t have to do anything from now on.”

Nasin looked around again, not for other Juireans, but for an escape. He knew what was coming.

“Did the Council send you?”

Tidus shook his head. “They didn’t send me; I was coming on my own. But what they didn’t do was stop me. I am sorry, brother, but you are alone. And it all ends here, this night, and on these hallowed grounds.”

Nasin looked back at the darkening sky. The sun had set and was now nothing more that a radiant orange halo over the black horizon. Ten feet away was the mountain rim. Ten feet in the other direction … was his brother.

Nasin looked at Tidus with water-filled eyes, and then he sighed. His brother nodded.

“Go ahead,” Tidus said softly. “It is the nobler option. It is the Juirean Way.”

Nasin turned back to the cliff, but he didn’t look down into the dark abyss. Instead, he gazed out to the distant sea and the fading light … as he marched forward and over the side.

The End
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