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Rancore Dret was lost, hopelessly, irrevocably lost. As he nervously walked down the street in search of a suitable place to stay for the night, his only consolation was that it was not his fault. There were no maps and he’d never been here before. The multistoried design utilized by this particular liberty platform had the unfortunate consequence of obscuring any potential landmarks he might use to keep track of where he was going. He was currently walking alongside the fifth floor of an apartment column—if he was actually on the floor he thought he was—and it looked just like the fourth and third floors had. Next to the apartments was the “ground floor” of a tech shop, beginning where the roof of the bank below it stopped, but other than the sign on the door there was no discernable difference. All he could see were endless columns of buildings, empty streets, and the occasional ramp joining one floor to its mirror image above and below—everything a shade of gray, dull and dreary and depressing. It was logical that he’d have trouble finding his way around.

It was not his fault.

He was in his present situation and setting because he’d had no other choice. Events beyond his control had brought him here and those same events were guiding him currently. He had to get somewhere quickly and recuperate. He had no other option. His body couldn’t handle any more stimulants unless he got some healthy, natural sleep in him; he had to get somewhere quickly before something happened to him.

It was the dark hours of the platform, a dangerous time anyway, but on a liberty platform, even more so. There were thugs out, looking for easy prey, but Rancore knew despite his small stature, he wasn’t that, and he wasn’t very concerned with them anyway. If he was lucky they might just beat him up and take the few Fisks he’d purposely hidden poorly. They might even kill him. But if star boys picked him up, he’d have much bigger problems.

A Human was coming toward him from the opposite direction, probably female, though Rancore had never been good at judging that. She didn’t seem interested in him but he tightened his grip on his weapon and went through the mental process of taking it out and firing. He’d only done that once before, but he hadn’t had time to think about the process then. He found that in even in hypotheticals, this was a much more difficult procedure. But his mental preparation was for naught, and the Human continued past him peacefully, giving only a nod of acknowledgement and courteous smile.

Rancore had always had an abstract dislike for Humans for some reason. It didn’t stem from a traumatic event of victimization in his life or even resentment of their superior status within the Galactic Federation. He didn’t know what it was, but the feeling was definitely there. It was the temperature, he finally decided, unconsciously wrapping his coat tighter about himself. The coat was long and dark, complete with a hood, and he supposed that it did a good job of hiding his appearance from those observers who might have an unwelcome interest in his identity, but really he’d only bought it for the climate.

Why did they have to keep all of their platforms so damnably cold? Rancore’s internal monologue demanded, returning to its previous train of thought. Intellectually he knew that it had something to do with their own biologic requirements, but he still felt as if it was done solely as a personal, petty attack on him. Keeping the air at forty degrees wasn’t too much to ask, was it? His home platform had kept the temperature a mild forty-five throughout his life; he’d never even worn a jacket until a few days ago. But then a lot of things had changed since then.

Which was a pity. He’d had a good thing going for him. Not a great life but an acceptable one, and no one (at least no non-Human) could expect anything more than that in this day and age. He hadn’t made an honest living, but it had been decent. Better than most, probably. If he could have held on to more Yire than he donated to his favorite charity—the spacetrack—he might have even been considered well off. And what was wrong with that? He earned his own money, in a fashion; he deserved the privilege to spend it how he liked. Was there a better way to spend Yire than on something enjoyable? Surely the people whose money he stole—surely the people whose money he subtly procured—would have done the same, even if they’d chosen a different venue with which to enjoy their money. Moreover, he risked his life to get his money; if he got caught doing it, he could be killed, or at the very least fined into prison. When was the last time any of them risked their lives to earn a Yire? He deserved to be able to do what he loved.

Rancore Dret loved females, a further—though again, worthwhile—draw on his income. He loved their company, loved their smell, and loved their feel and their taste. He appreciated their finer qualities as soon as they stepped into a room and often it was enough to simply observe and admire. More often it wasn’t.

And what was wrong with that? Rancore had a specific female he appreciated because of the physical service they exchanged and neither of them pretended that it was anything different. Neither of them believed that it was any different. Well, she might have, but if she did, he had done nothing to encourage it. He loved what she could do for him, but he didn’t love her. Did that make him a bad person? Of course not. He had cheated on her more times than he could count, with similar females who meant even less to him, but that didn’t make him a bad person. Monogamy was supposed to be reserved for those who could do no better, and he could do better. So he did.

He wasn’t a bad person, he was just special. He was put into certain situations others weren’t but he handled the situations the same as any other normal, decent person would. So what if just a day or two after finding out his primary partner was fertilized, Rancore had skipped off of his home platform and come here? It wasn’t because of that and again, he’d had no other choice. Someone else had probably fertilized most of the eggs anyway. No reason to feel guilt over it.

His one and only regret was that all of this had happened to him. If that damn pilot hadn’t crashed on Del Kora, it wouldn’t have. And that wasn’t Rancore’s fault. He’d made a wise decision that just hadn’t panned out like it should have. It had been a solid bet, solid. If he could have gone back in time and done it again, he would have. Well, now that he knew the guy was going to crash, he wouldn’t have, but just going on the information he’d had when he’d placed the bet, a hundred times out of a hundred he’d have done it. He’d been that sure.

The only way to get a decent living in life was to take advantage of sure things whenever they came to you. No use in wondering what might have been. That was the only reason he’d asked for money from the Dead Reds. When something that good came across your lap, you had to squeeze every Yire out of it that you could. Previous donations to the spacetrack and his various female partners had left him with only fifty-five hundred Yire on hand. Oddsmakers had The Columbo at 12-1, but Rancore had known better and while sixty-six thousand was good money, it would be a terrible waste on something this good. So he’d asked the Reds for two million.

He’d asked the Reds for two million.

The statement echoed in his head, ominously. It seemed so foolish now that he had the gift of hindsight but unless he’d had the gift of prophecy, he never would have done anything different. He’d had a good business relationship with the Dead Reds and they were good people, some minor flaws in their collective personalities notwithstanding. Their interest rate—one hundred percent—was definitely a reasonable one under the circumstances of an on the spot Yire loan, but something he’d easily be able to cover once The Columbo came through for him. It was just like he was betting two million at ten-to-one odds, instead of twelve. He’d get twenty million. With that much he’d be able to live easy for the rest of his life… or at least have a couple of great weekends at the tracks.

Even now, walking in the chilly dark, alone and miserable, Rancore could almost taste that twenty million. Listening to the feed for the first two hours, that money had become nearly tangible. Then, at exactly 0715 hours, the report had come in. The Columbo had crashed, but it’s pilot—the lucky bastard—survived. In that instant, Rancore’s entire world had crashed and burned along with it.

For the next several days he’d attempted to earn back as much money as he could, going so far as to try outright muggings, a first for him. He’d even pawned off almost all of his, and a few other people’s, possessions to try to get as much Yire in hand as possible. For all of his efforts and scraping together, his total funds still hadn’t surpassed ninety thousand. But he figured that he might be able duck the Reds a little longer until he could offer them a reasonable down payment to buy him some more time. He was a pro at not being noticed. Surely he could hide from a couple of Deaders until the heat was off of him. Surely.

They’d still grabbed him, of course. Caught him tailing some guy he’d picked out, then just picked him up off the sideway and into their roller. He hadn’t even had time to think about it before he’d felt a painful knock to the back of the head and he’d been out.




Upon waking, he’d discovered that it was no dream he was in, but a very real, very frightening scenario. He sat in a chair but standing next to him there was two hundred kilograms of muscle in the form of an imposing Dead Red enforcer— a Xion and obviously a ‘moner. On the other side of a desk there were two more Xions, one standing—who also looked like he’d been using hormone enhancers— the other sitting. Rancore recognized the sitting Xion as “Xr. Roft”, the Deader with whom he’d negotiated the terms of the loan. When the man spoke, Rancore was understandably afraid, but the conversation began benignly enough. 

“Hey, Core. How’ve you been?”

“Uh, hi Xr.”

“I asked you how you’ve been. It’s rude not to answer a direct question.”

“I’ve… been better, Xr.”

“Oh, that’s too bad. I’d think having all that money would cheer you up.”

“Yeah…Well, see the thing is—”

“You told me that you’d found a sure thing, didn’t you, Core?” Roft asked, cutting him off, “I distinctly remember you saying that to me, promising me that I’d get double back what I loaned you. Some people didn’t think you’d be able to pay it back but you know what I said? I said, ‘This guy is all right. If he says he’s got a sure thing and he’s borrowing this much money from us, I’m sure he’s telling the truth. He’d have to have a fucking death wish, otherwise,’ I said. ‘For two million Yire, this guy would have to be a suicidal masochist to bring something like that down on himself.’ That’s what I said to them then. But now I’m having doubts about your sure thing. It’s been a few days since you were scheduled to pay us. So maybe you just couldn’t make it over here. That’s why I made arrangements for this little pick-up. You see, I’m a thoughtful guy.

“But I have to tell you,” Roft went on, “I’ve heard some things. A couple of people have mentioned that your sure thing didn’t turn out to be so sure at all. But maybe those guys, I don’t know, just have a grudge against you or something. So I’d like you to get a chance to just explain yourself face-to-face and tell me why the money has been a little late in coming. Could you do that for me, Core?”

“I, uh, I don’t have it —er, all of it. I have some, most of it really but,” Rancore paused, intensely frightened of the response he’d get, before rushing through his confession, “the-ship-I-bet-on-crashed-and-I-can’t-pay-you-back-yet.” He closed his eyes and winced, reflexively. But there was no outburst and no fist or blunt object plunging painfully into his tender flesh. There was just the voice, continuing on in a calm, steady tone, no different than it had been.

“Ah, but I disagree. I think you can,” Xr. Roft smiled, “Core, tell me something, how well have you kept in shape?”

“Pretty well, I guess.”

“Don’t be humble. You’re in great shape. Your occupation demands it, I would think. Running away from your marks and the authorities as much as you have to, you’re a cardiovascular god. And besides that, you aren’t blind, or artificial, or cancerous. Every part of you is in natural, working order. You’re a fine specimen of your species.”

“Uh, thanks?”

“So,” Roft continued, “while you may not have a four million Yire Fisk to give to me, you can certainly give me four million Yire. Why, a pair of working eyes alone goes for nearly a half million to the right buyer.”

Rancore had to let that statement repeat itself in his head a few times before he caught its full significance.

“Wait, Xr. You don’t really mean that. Come on, I’ll pay you back—”

“I do mean that and you’re right, you’ll pay me back in full by the end of the day. Nyson,” Roft instructed as he waved his hand and went back to looking at some papers on his desk.

Rancore’ electrical net was usually reserved for platform security and attentive marks but apparently this “Nyson” fellow was unaware of the usual tricks of the pickpocket trade and grabbed Rancore roughly by the arm to pull him up. Rancore switched the net on, causing the thug to tense up helplessly as all of his bulging muscles began firing off simultaneously. Rancore reached for the weapon stuck in Nyson’s waistband and pulled it free just in time to see the thug on the other side of the desk pulling out a weapon of his own. Rancore fired first. It happened so fast, happened without even thinking about it, and he didn’t have time to identify what weapon he was using. If he had, he might not have been able to use it.

It was a party.

Even though Rancore knew the obvious root of the word, he’d never thought it very fitting. “Particle gun” didn’t describe the weapon itself or mood it caused, just the type of ammunition it fired. Instead of hard slugs or pellets fired at a high velocity, it fired sharp, dust-sized particles at a very high velocity, more akin to flechette or flak ammunition. When they reached their target, they might as well have called the gun “hamburger” because that’s all that was left of a person caught in front of it. When Rancore first pulled the trigger, he was briefly afraid he’d missed, but once all of the particles in front of him cleared and he saw what he’d been using, he knew that was impossible.

Rancore warily approached the desk and looked over the edge. He’d aimed it at the thug, but that was almost easier to deal with, as that Xion was totally unrecognizable from the waist up. The fact that he didn’t resemble anything remotely alive made it surreal; only someone with a good imagination could reshape the remains into a living thing, and thankfully Rancore didn’t possess such abstract thinking. Xr. Roft, on the other hand, sitting right next to the thug, had not received the full treatment, but that that made his fate all the more horrendous.

Half of Roft’s upper body was shredded, almost to the point of the thug beside him. But the other half was perfectly fine. If Rancore could have seen the Xion’s left profile, he wouldn’t have even known something had happened. But between the ruined and perfect flesh was a mixture of the two, oozing and spilling out. And unlike the thug, Roft was still alive.

Still breathing.

Rancore did what any normal person would in his situation: he threw up.




He had forced himself to take the Fisks the three Deaders had had on them but had found himself unable to finish off the thug named Nyson, muscles still tensing every tenth of a second with electrical impulses. He probably should have, if just so that the Reds wouldn’t have known who was responsible, but then he admitted that it wouldn’t have mattered anyway since they could have gotten a DNA sample from his rather generous supply of vomit. But however they had actually found out he’d done it, he’d been a dead man walking from then on. As soon as he’d gotten off of the platform, he’d checked the space boy listings and seen the open bounty on his head: five million Yire guaranteed on delivery. The Dead Reds were incredibly rich and they wanted to make an example of him; Xr. Roft was an underboss’s son killed over a failure to repay a loan. Every star boy in the area would go after a bounty that paid out five million dead and ten million alive, meaning every star boy in the area would be going after him. 

His only chance was to make it to a rural colony and disappear off the grid, spend the rest of his days in backbreaking menial labor on a farm or in a low level factory. But he’d have quite a few days in his life, and that was all that mattered. If the star boys caught up to him and cornered him, he hoped he could have the fortitude to do what he knew was required. A self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head, over and done. If he couldn’t, he’d probably get taken back to the Dead Reds and… well he didn’t want to think about that.




Finally—with no help from a map or a rational layout—Rancore reached a place where he could get a few hours of rest. It wasn’t much but then he wasn’t planning on using it for anything but a nap. He couldn’t stay very long without giving star boys time to catch up with him, but only paying for a night’s worth of rent would look suspicious. He walked up to the Human (male?) who was sitting at the front desk taking reservations and Rancore paid for two days and three nights. The Human receptionist didn’t require anything more, but Rancore felt he should say something else, something normal. He asked the Human that he not be disturbed tonight so he could get some sleep. The Human smiled and assured him that that wouldn’t be a problem. As he took the key and went up to his room, Rancore snorted. Yeah, like they were going to be banging on his door in the middle of night offering him room service. Would be nice, though. He hadn’t eaten anything but pills since he’d been on the run. His body needed both food and sleep but one out the two would have to do for now. 

He got to his room and opened the door then shut it behind him immediately, leaving the room almost completely dark. The only light that came in was a faint azure neon glow through a window that had been hastily covered by a cheap curtain taped to the walls. Or something. Rancore wasn’t sure and he didn’t feel like checking.

He sighed, relief rushing over him like a violent wave, threatening to drown him. His eyelids slammed themselves shut and it took every muscle in his body to lift them again. If he wasn’t careful, he might just pass out on the floor. A groan of extreme exertion escaped his lips as he attempted to walk across the room to where the bed was, something he could only guess at thanks to the severe lack of illumination. Soon, he would get some rest, probably the last until his final fate was decided. He’d either live free or die free. He was sure of that.

But he wasn’t sure that he should lie down just yet. He needed to get a look at himself. His eyes probably wouldn’t be a very reliable source, but his body was a little too numb to be trusted. Who was he kidding, he was a walking zombie. Rancore just needed to check himself out to see if there was anything that needed some kind of medical attention; if not, then he could rest easy, with no worries. Well, except the worry that a bounty hunter would track him down before he left. Luckily, as tired as he was, there was no way such a concern would hinder his rest.

He changed direction and groped his way towards where a bathroom might be, leading with his hands and feet so that he wouldn’t bump into anything. Eventually he reached an opening into another room and searched for the light switch. He flipped it on. Nothing. Oh great. For some reason, he tried the switch several more times, but of course the results were no different.

He removed his hood, despite the chill, and tested out his eyes, which had adjusted somewhat to faint light. He moved until he could see an outline of his features in the mirror, though it was mostly a backlit silhouette, and spent several moments running a hand over his smooth head. At worst it was a little bluer than usual, but no large gashes or bone fragments were jutting out. Rancore smiled. He didn’t see anything in the mirror that looked like it needed immediate attention. That was that. Time for bed.

He knew his brain was just trying to convince him to sleep, but he was easily swayed and didn’t fight it. Rancore stumbled forward and fell on top of the bed, asleep before his head touched the padding.




He woke up with a jolt, impulsively clutching for his party gun. He fumbled to get it into his hands and out from under the covers (how had that gotten there?), but by the time he was able to achieve this, he realized that he had no reason to use it. The room was still as dark and quiet as ever, undisturbed. In fact, it appeared the only reason he was awake was his bladder's burning urge to urinate. He tried to just lie back down and fall back to sleep, but his body wouldn’t let him, at least not before he relieved himself. 

Grumbling, Rancore got out of his bed and placed the party back in one of his side pockets. He tried to think of the layout of the room in the vague terms that he had previously experienced them and managed to blind-grope himself toward the bathroom. He made it, then flicked the light switch a few times before he remembered that it didn't work. He didn't know how he would find a Type II toilet in pitch darkness, but realized that considering the type of hotel this was, the floor would do just as well.

While he took advantage of this freedom, Rancore found his thoughts drifting toward a subject that had nothing to do with him anymore: his eggs. Well, they were his female’s eggs, but he might have contributed to their genetic make-up. Might have. Probably hadn’t. But even if he had, they were behind him now, in a place he could never go back to. What difference did it make whether he had some undelivered children or not? He’d never see any of them, barring some impossible coincidence.

But somehow it did matter. His female—what was her name again? Something with a “J” maybe. Or an “S”. Anyway, that one had always been his favorite, but he’d never actually loved her and even now he wasn’t particularly concerned with what happened to her. It was what she had inside of her: those little potential pieces of him. Even if the worst should happen to him, some part of his existence would live on in them. They would be his immortality. If they were one of the few who survived until the end of the pregnancy.

Now, in this run down hotel on a freezing platform an unfathomable distance from his home, he found himself wishing that he’d fathered many more. He wished he had thousands of little Drets running around his platform, subtly procuring funds from people with too much money in their pockets. Ah, what a legacy that might be…

A loud bang brought him back to reality and as he looked over his shoulder, he saw the door to his room falling inward while a broad strip of light poured in from the lit hallway, shining directly onto his bed. A large figure wielding an equally large gun stepped inside and immediately sprayed the bed with forty or fifty bullets, using an automatic weapon of some sort. Rancore almost yelped with surprise, but suppressed this. He pulled up his pants and reached for his gun. He forgot to turn off his hose, leaving the front of his pants quite wet, but he didn’t give it a second thought. All of his attention was focused on the person who had tried to kill him, the person currently approaching the bed to check the results of the assault.

Rancore did his best to slow and quiet down his ragged breathing as he leveled his party at the spotlighted target just a few meters away. Knowing what would happen and the relative unimportance of his aim, he closed his eyes and pulled the trigger. A moment later he heard a thud and opened his eyes to see the would-be assassin lying on the ground, motionless except for occasional reflexive twitching. Rancore didn’t have a chance to study or be relieved by this outcome, however, because as he looked at the window on the other side of his bed, he noticed a figure standing outside that he’d apparently overlooked in the previous confusion. A figure leaning through what remained of the window. A figure pointing the barrel of a gun in his direction.

This time he did yelp.

An instant later, fire erupted from the end of the muzzle, sending a lethal dose of buckshot in Rancore’s direction. Luckily for him, as he’d yelped, he’d also fallen to the floor and the buckshot went above and beside him, into the walls on either side and mirror behind him. Seeing his attacker lower its aim, Rancore rolled further into the bathroom until he was completely hidden behind the walls. A second shot was fired but Rancore was safely out of the target area and consequently, in the middle of his pool of urine. This knowledge registered in his brain, but he had more important concerns, such as the fact that although he was clearly out of the way, the aggressive figure had fired anyway. Perhaps he had only been seen before because of the previous flash of his gun?

As stealthily as he could, Rancore crawled on his belly until he was at the bathroom’s entrance. He took a deep breath and slowly peered around the edge. He saw his attacker was still outside and doing the same from the window, but standing and backlit by a blue glow, as opposed to the absolute darkness in which Rancore was enveloped. Rancore felt incredibly confident the guy couldn’t see a thing. After all, he was betting his life on it.

Rancore began crawling toward the side of his bed, doing his best to stay quiet and out of the light streaming in from the hallway. He couldn’t hear himself moving or see his hand in front of his face, so he hoped the person trying to kill him couldn’t either. Rancore got to the edge of the bed and raised up on his knees so that his eyes were just above the top, his heart still beating madly in his chest. Rancore’s attacker poked its head around the window frame again, this time going so far as to take a step into the room. Then the hunter pointed its gun directly at the bed, and Rancore was sure that it was all over. But the hunter turned its weapon back toward the bathroom and swung its other leg over the window frame so that it was completely in the room. Rancore felt like praising… someone, but he kept it to himself and aimed his party once again. An awful thought crossed his mind as he realized that this might not be the last one in the group. But he quickly settled himself down with the reasoning that if there were more than two, the other one would have shown itself by now and besides, Rancore didn’t really have another choice at this point.

Almost as if the hunter knew what was about to happen, at the last moment it turned back to face Rancore and received the party’s discharge full on at point-blank range. The space boy died but Rancore didn’t wait to see the result. He stood up and went to the door, then hastily looked in both directions to see if there was anyone else hunting him. Surprisingly, no other occupants had even opened their doors. Rancore needed no further hint. He kept his gun in his hand and fled from his room as if the devil Himself was on his heels. 



Rudell Platform orbiting Coka Monika Planet
0559 GFST
11-12-07 GFSD
He’d made it.

Sitting in the transport ship of the orbital platform less than a minute away from departure, Rancore Dret had finally made it. He hadn’t slept since that ill-fated night, but all his suffering would be history, shortly. A story to remember and tell to his new terrestrial friends when he got too drunk. They wouldn’t believe him, of course. In fact, he didn’t believe him. But it was a very good story, made even better by the happy ending that accompanied it.

Well, a bittersweet ending. He was going to reach the planet and be safe, but his quality of life would be greatly lacking compared with what it had been. It was better than the alternative, sure, but physical work had never fit him very well. He’d be willing to give it a try, but even a planet on the Outer Rim had cities and people in them with money trying to jump out of their pockets and in to his hands. If being a farmer or whatever didn’t work out for him, there was no reason to just waste all those years of experience he’d earned in his previous occupation. Of course then he’d have too much money, and he’d have to find whatever the local equivalent of the spacetrack was, solving half of the issue of what he’d do to enjoy his money. He’d never been in to that whole cross-species thing, but he had needs, and he doubted any of female members of his race would be there to greet him. He’d just have to make due with the closest thing species could find, he supposed.

“You there.”

Rancore heard the voice, even and metallic, in his ear. At first, he thought it was just an automated message, but then he realized that that couldn’t be right. It had said “you there”, after all, hadn’t it? Automated messages wouldn’t say something like that.

A second later, he heard strange sound and with it, he felt heat on the back of his neck. As he turned around, he saw a bright light and behind it, the barrel of large cannon. Behind the cannon, there was in turn an even larger man in a red and gold powered exoskeleton.

“You there,” the man in the exoskeleton repeated, pitilessly, “Come with me.”

The man was between Rancore and the only exit. Even if his party hadn’t been confiscated for the trip, the man had hardware far too heavy for him to overcome. His electrical net would be useless and it seemed like the man was intent on taking him alive.

Therefore, Rancore trembled as he stood up, but did as he was told. After all, he had no other choice.



=See You Next Mission=




When your stomach growls, it’s your eyes that get hungry. But you can’t use them to eat so be sure you don’t bite off more than you can chew. Thief! Thief! You got caught looking, and that’s a sin. Covet with your eyes, and it’s a matter between you and your God. Covet with your hands, and you get them chopped off. But once you get a taste, your stomach just growls louder. There’s not much else you can do but grab.

Next Episode: Red-handed

