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“Well, it’s as simple as that.” Prince
Herrold, of the planet Shalen, sat back as if Jak would be fully
satisfied by the glossed-over explanation.

On the other side of the fancy desk, Jak
Phoenix ran his fingers through the hair on the side of his head.
It was a reflex reaction as he finally became aware of Herrold’s
perfectly coifed blond head of hair. The motion did nothing to
correct Jak’s wrecked mop. “In my experience, nothing’s ever
simple,” he said, briefly considering if it might be his fault and
not circumstance. “We need details.”

“It’s called the Travanon Talisman,” said the
prince, pausing as if the name would either impress Jak or fill him
with wonder. It did neither. “It actually isn’t even all that
valuable.” Jak was sure it was, but had no interest in selling it
out from under the prince. Business was business. “Immaculate
craftsmanship, really. One blue gem in the centre with ten ever so
delicate spires surrounding it.” He animated the design with his
hands.

“So why do you want it?” asked Baxter. Jak
knew his partner was always pretty nervous about any job until the
facts were on the table. Then again, he was usually more nervous
once the facts were laid out.

Prince Herrold hesitated. “I must confess,
I’m something of a relic hunter myself.” Jak didn’t miss the irony
in the fact that he had to pay random pilots to go and get his
collectibles for him.

“So why do you need us to do this?” Jak at
least wanted to make sure he knew what foolishness was bringing
about the mission.

The prince smiled nervously as if he had been
outsmarted. “Aside from your experience, you’re both intelligent
men and I’ve heard you’re actually quite honest as well. So, I’ll
be blunt with you. This planet is in an economic downturn. Half the
people are calling for an end to our monarchal system and the
pressure is on from all sides. Every time we spend a cent, we’re
scrutinized and attacked. Still, this shouldn’t mean I can’t live a
little and indulge in my hobbies from time to time. I’m sure you
two understand.”

“Yeah, I see where you’re coming from.” Jak
didn’t really. The guy was an idiot -- but he was an idiot with
money.

“So you want us to be quiet about it,” said
Baxter.

“Absolutely,” said the prince, relieved to
speak the word.

“You don’t have to worry about us,” said Jak.
“We’ll be in and out with your little knick knack and no one will
have a clue. I’m not interested in getting in the middle of your
problems. It’s really none of my business what you guys do
here.”

“Then it’s clear I’ve chosen the right men,”
said the prince, leaning back with confidence. “It is also very
important that my father never finds out about this. This is
between the three of us and absolutely no one else. The king will
not look kindly on this use of funds and resources, let alone the
fact that this is technically an invasive maneuver against a nearby
planet.”

Jak nodded.

Prince Herrold slid a piece of paper into the
center of his desk. Jak peeled it up, glancing at series of roughly
scribbled numbers. It looked like spatial coordinates followed by
some very specific planetary identification numbers. It didn’t take
Jak long to realize the significance of the location. This was the
catch. If there was one thing Jak knew, it was trouble.

“This is a Zeldok planet,” he said looking up
from the paper, directly into the prince’s veiled eyes.

“Not much escapes you, Jak -- and I like that
about you. It is a Zeldok planet. This is actually one of
their storage hoards – a minor one. I’ve got solid information that
says they’ll be leaving this area vacant for at least another week.
At those coordinates, I’m told you’ll find an underground storage
bunker. There will likely be a stash of other stolen Zeldok items
along with my talisman. It’s up to you whether or not you want to
take anything else.” Jak had no plans of taking any more of the
Zeldok’s haul. He had known only one man who had stolen from the
Zeldoks before. Luckily they hadn’t killed him. They only cut off
his left leg and right arm. Now he pressed buttons with his left
arm in a fueling rig. “However, I’ll make it worth your while to
make haste and stay clear of the other items.”

“What kind of figure are we talking?”

“Two hundred and fifty thousand,” said the
prince, looking directly into Jak’s eyes. Jak tried his best not to
show his cards by hyperventilating on the floor. He hoped Baxter
wasn’t drooling, but was afraid to look over at him.

“I think we can do it for that price,” said
Jak, trying to make it seem like they were doing to job at a
bargain rate.

“Excellent.”

“We usually work for fifty percent down.”

The prince made a face to show his
disappointment in something out of his control. It was a great
trick of the best politicians. “Unfortunately, that is a serious
issue for me. Part of the reason I’m giving you such a high sum is
that there is no possible way I can get you the money before the
job is complete. I will give you the entire payment in one lump sum
at a safe spot. The coordinates of the payment location will be
waiting for you in my lake house -- a little place I have, which is
unknown to my father and where I keep some of my nicest pieces.”
Jak opened his mouth to say something but was politely hushed.
“Part of the secrecy relies on a last minute payment. This will
have to be the way.” Jak and Baxter looked at each other and gave a
silent, if hesitant agreement. It clearly sounded shady, but
neither of them could even vaguely remember a payday so golden. Now
that the prince had them, he tossed a small electronic pass card
onto the desk and continued quickly. “A key card: good for one
entry through the cottage’s security system. I hope you can see
that because of you reputation, I’m putting an awful lot of trust
in you both. I hope that at least gives you some comfort.”

A lack of a response was good enough for the
prince. He stood up and offered his hand.

“Gentlemen,” he said. “Can I expect you back
in three days as planned?”

Jak arose and took the prince’s hand. It was
of course a dead fish that Jak crushed as a final reminder that he
wouldn’t welcome any funny business. The prince locked eyes with
him, reading Jak’s unspoken warning but knowing full well that Jak
and Baxter were up for the risk. “See you soon,” said Jak, eyes
still locked and watching for a last blink of deception that didn’t
come.

“Sadly, we won’t meet again, but I’ll make
sure everything is taken care of as promised.”

Jak smiled politely -- well aware that
promises in the galaxy weren’t what they used to be.

 


***

 


The uneventful ride from Shalen to the rocky
dirtball planet known only as 86-001 to the few who would ever care
to visit and something unintelligible by the Zeldoks who frequented
it, made Jak almost feel guilty for accepting the giant sum offered
by the Prince of Shalen. Nothing had fallen off their ship, they
hadn’t been shot at and nothing had spontaneously combusted. A
smooth journey in the Tempest was a success in itself.

“No ships detected nearby,” said Baxter. He
was punching buttons on the tarnished control panel, while his gaze
stayed locked on the faded monitors.

“Then we’re going in,” said Jak. There was no
point in wasting time. They were perfectly on schedule and now was
a better time than ever.

Jak and Baxter worked to bring the ship down
safely onto the crumbled surface. When the typical creaking and
groaning of the Tempest ceased, the two men made their way to the
back of the ship.

“The air is going to be terrible out there,”
said Baxter, “so I wouldn’t stay out too long...if you’re concerned
about long term health risks, that is.”

“First off,” Jak pulled his faded brown
leather gloves on as he spoke, “you know I don’t think long term.
Secondly, you’re coming with me.”

“Wouldn’t it make more sense for me to stay
here and guard the ship?”

“What’s the point? You’d never make it out
there with me dead.”

“Somehow I don’t think that’s accurate,” said
Baxter, whipping open a storage locker. He pulled out a thick
jacket one size too small for his stocky frame. “Alright my
Captain, guide me.”

As the ramp descended, Jak was the first to
exit the ship. The air was breathable but had a strong ammonia-like
odor. Baxter slipped a filtration mask over his mouth and nose but
Jak didn’t bother. He’d had trouble in the past with one of the
masks getting in the way of his vision and today he needed good
visibility in case anything came up. The air wasn’t healthy but it
was probably better for you than some of the things Jak had
ingested in his time. He drew his weathered gun and surveyed the
foggy surroundings.

There was no one in sight, at least as far as
he could see in the dirty haze. Directly in front of them was a
jagged hill of rock protruding out of sight to an unknown point.
Jak and Baxter followed the heavily trodden path over the rocky
surface toward the base of the hill, quickly finding the promised
cave entrance.

“What do you think?” asked Baxter.

“I think this is probably a bad idea, like
everything we do.” Jak paused as he nearly gagged as the air hit
the back of his throat. “But, I don’t hear anyone inside. We can
either take off or go and see what’s down there.”

“I know for a fact you aren’t going to leave
empty handed, so I’ll stay up here and keep watch. I’m not going
down into a creepy cave.”

Jak turned and started off through the jagged
opening. “I’ll be back in a minute.” Jak kicked through the loose
rubble on the crumbling decline, unclipped his light and flicked it
on, throwing an eerie beam of light into the dark cave ahead.

The stench of dampness and mold was hard on
Jak’s throat. His nerves kicked in when the roof of the cave seemed
to be getting lower, but after a few more paces he emerged into a
larger room. The information had been right. There were piles of
stolen goods lined up against the walls and stacked on rough
shelves harshly constructed from old lumber. Jak moved in close and
shone his light around the room, passing everything from clothing,
to guns, to expensive looking things constructed in gold and
silver. Much of the stash was covered in a thick brown dust making
it more difficult to hunt for the talisman, but Jak’s luck soon
changed as his light flashed across a table with clean items,
likely freshly delivered. Right on the edge was the Travanon
talisman. Jak was thankful for the prince’s flamboyant description
of it. He grabbed it by its fine chain of gold loops and fought the
urge to look for a few other easily pocketed goods, instead rushing
back up the sloped tunnel.

Jak flipped off his light as the light from
the cave opening illuminated his path and gave him a destination.
Baxter stood in the center of the bright light with his hands
behind his back and his legs at shoulder width. It was a rather
confident pose for Baxter.

A shadow flickered over the light ahead and
then another, until Jak made out the silhouette of a second
figure.

Jak’s stomach sunk with sickening feeling of
being caught red handed with no way of backing out.

A hoarse voice echoed between the walls of
the narrow cave corridor in a language Jak couldn’t understand but
vaguely recognized.

Jak kept a steady pace back toward the mouth
of the cave with the talisman in one hand and his gun in the other.
All his reflexes told him to turn back but with the only exit
straight ahead there was no point. If he was dead, he figured it
was better to be killed out in the daylight rather than in some
dank cave. When the light evened out he quickly recognized the
crusted face barely peaking out through tattered filthy wrapped
cloth. It seemed the Zeldoks weren’t out on vacation after all. As
Jak neared the Zeldok mercenary he kicked himself for ever
considering that the information they had been given would be
accurate.

The Zeldok pulled his ugly looking weapon out
of its holster. A rusted gun with a long sharp blade just as, if
not more, rusty than the gun. As always, a Zeldok had all of its
cutting and shooting bases covered. Jak didn’t dare shoot him,
while he easily could have, for fear of reprisal against Baxter,
wherever he was.

“Hi there,” said Jak. He had no idea if they
could even understand him, but needed to say something as he
quickly considered his options. Jak kept up his pace and watched
the black eyes of the Zeldok narrow as he came closer.

The only solution that came to Jak’s mind as
he reached the Zeldok mercenary was to hold the talisman up as a
distraction and kick with as much force as he could muster,
delivering his foot harshly up between the Zeldok’s legs. Jak threw
his body into the Zeldok, taking it down to the ground with
him.

Jak was relieved to see Baxter holding his
own with another mercenary near the cave wall. “I got it Bax, let’s
go,” shouted Jak.

“Trying…” was the only word Baxter could spit
through his clenched teeth as he fought off another blow from his
attacker.

“Why don’t you--” The huffing sound and gray
shape in the corner of his eye, derailed his train of thought.

The heavy shape of a Huffleman warth creature
sped up to a gallop and charged his way toward Jak. The Zeldoks
kept these rocky four legged beasts as pets. Others in Jak’s circle
referred to them as Zeldok chargers, since all they really did was
charge at people. It didn’t mean they weren’t effective weapons,
since a two ton crate of bricks charging at you at top speed was a
major inconvenience at best. Coupled with their hooked dagger-like
teeth, they weren’t welcomed by many.

Jak only had time to shout Baxter’s name and
shift his weight over on to his left foot, tossing the talisman
into the air as he did. The little beast’s rocky head connected
with Jak’s shin at about the same time Baxter pushed himself away
from his opponent. Baxter hopped and snagged the talisman’s chain
out of mid air. Jak took a spinning tumble into the dirt.

Jak heard the unwelcome huff and growl of the
charger coming around for another pass.

The other Zeldok had caught up to Baxter,
throwing him up against the side of the Tempest. The furious
mercenary held Baxter by his throat, up against the hull of the
Tempest, shouting some gravely gibberish into his face. Baxter’s
eyes bulged as the blade of a knife was pressed against his
neck.

Jak circled around ran as fast as he could,
bringing the warth creature in tow. With the toothy monster nearly
on his heels, he dropped and slid into the feet of the Zeldok.
Before the distracted mercenary could even fall, the trailing beast
ploughed into him, taking them both flying over Jak in a ball of
beast, weapons and dust. Jak didn’t look back. He peeled Baxter off
the hull of the ship, and flew up the ramp, throwing Baxter aboard
and punching the rusty button to raise the ramp. It only took a
moment for them to get the ship back into the air, leaving the
angered Zeldoks injured and unable to pursue.

“You okay?”

Baxter wiped a smear of dirt from his face
and pulled off his breathing mask. “I may have soiled myself,” he
said between gasps, “but other than that, I’m fine.”

Jak wasn’t sure if he was kidding or not.

“Go grab a drink. Got plenty of time to kill
before we reach Shalen.”

Baxter observed his shaking hands and agreed
wholeheartedly.

 


***

 


“Are you sure we’re in the right place?”

“This is the location he gave us,” answered
Baxter.

As soon as Jak saw the wooden lake house from
the air he was intrigued. The view of the crystal clear lake water
against the rocky shores was one of those sights that calmed your
nerves the instant you took it in.

They brought the ship to a gentle stop.

“You don’t really see enough old wooden
cottages these days,” said Jak. Baxter saw the look of wonder on
his face as they walked up the rock path from their ship’s resting
place, just a few steps from the edge of the lake. With Jak’s odd
affection for out-dated items, Baxter sometimes worried that he
would try to use wooden boards to fix the Tempest without telling
him.

An electronic panel on the right side of the
door provided a stark contrast against the rustic exterior.

“Looks like it’s a little more durable than
it seems.” Jak pulled the security card from his chest pocket and
slipped it through the door lock. A light turned from red to green
and a click sounded. Jak turned the old fashioned wrought-iron
handle and opened the heavy door.

“Wow, fancy,” said Baxter.

“It’s alright, I guess,” said Jak, secretly
admiring the open concept layout with a lake view. It was
expensive, but still minimalist in a way. Heavy wood decorative
moldings lined the walls, punctuated by the odd ornament, all
carved or set in various precious stones. Jak didn’t miss the two
security cameras mounted up in amongst the exposed wooden rafters.
His view moved to the front corner of the room. “What’s that by the
fireplace?”

They both walked over to the bulky box on the
floor to satisfy their curiosity.

“It’s a thermal jet relaxation tub,” answered
Baxter.

“What, like a bath?” asked Jak, slowly
putting the potential uses together in his mind.

“They say they’re good for the back…and great
for stress relief.”

“Yeah,” said Jak, “I’m sure that’s what old
Herrold uses it for. Ten bucks says he’s a bachelor or he’s got a
mistress.”

“I guess.” Baxter was still mentally
reviewing the therapeutic uses as Jak darted off to a tall circular
table in the center of the main room where a folded hand written
note stood propped up in the center. Jak swept it up and read the
words.

 


Thank you for your services. Payment is
at:

43.07995370754557

-79.0764570236206

 


“Pretty straight forward,” said Baxter,
peeking around from behind Jak.

Jak didn’t say anything, but just brought the
talisman out of his pocket and laid it safely upon the varnished
table.

“Cameras are on us, Bax. We’d better get out
of here.”



The two men walked out of the nicest place
they had visited in years and shut the door behind them. Jak tried
the handle, just out of reflex, but it stayed in place, and the
light on the card lock remained red. Within a minute they were off
in the Tempest, en route toward the supplied coordinates.

 


***

 


It didn’t take long for them to shoot around
to the other side of the planet, especially with their heightened
anticipation of money. One of the planet’s largest ocean bodies
streaked by underneath them as they moved closer to their
destination. Jak was having trouble calming his nerves and tried to
dream of what he was going to waste his exorbitant amount of money
on.

“Jak, I think something’s wrong.”

Of course there was. Jak snapped out of his
worried trance and said, “I was just waiting for you to say that.
What is it?”

“That,” said Baxter, pointing toward the
monochrome readout displaying the coordinates, clicking down in a
blur as they neared their target.

“What?”

“We’re going to be there in less than a
minute and I don’t see our money. Just a lot of water.”

“I don’t suppose there’ll be some little tiny
island with a crate of money on it.” Jak tossed off the comment
while he looked through his pockets for the coordinates. “We’ve
definitely typed the numbers in right.”

Jak grabbed on to the controls and pulled
back on the creaky accelerator, slowing the ship and the scrolling
numbers on the gauge. The numbers crept to zero as they reached the
exact given coordinates. Their ship hovered above the calm sea
while Jak started to boil.

“What do you think?”

“I think we’ve been screwed,” said Jak.
“Throw in the course back to the prince’s office. He’s not getting
away this easy.”

 


***

 


They pounded on the door leading into the
prince’s chambers less than a half hour later. Instead of the
prince greeting them personally like the last time they had
visited, two guards with long rifles answered instead.

“We’re here to see the prince.”

“Appointment?”

“We don’t have an appointment. Tell him Jak
Phoenix is back.”

“Sorry, but the prince is not in. You’ll have
to make an appointment and he’s booked solid until sometime late
next week.”

Jak was burning up inside. “Look, I know he’s
here or you wouldn’t be here guarding him. Just let us in and we
won’t cause a disturbance. I just want my money.”

“Sorry…” said the guard in a patronizing
tone, pronouncing his overall mass over Jak, “but who are
you planning on disturbing?”

Jak’s patience was absolutely depleted. He
wasn’t an overly passionate person and surprised even himself when
he said, “You, for starters,” and smacked his fist into the guards
face. He had only a moment of satisfaction watching the man reel
back before the second guard smacked his rifle across the back of
Jak’s legs.

Before his knees hit the ground, the guard
pulled the rifle tightly around his neck.

Baxter jumped in out of obligation as the
first guard regained his composure. His attack was little more than
an attempted body check, deflected awkwardly off to the side at the
last second by the guard. Baxter lost his balance and tumbled
loudly into a table in the vestibule sending a large crystal vase
with a gallon of water and a bundle of yellow flowers shattering
across the floor.

“Just bring those fools in.”

The tinkling of the bits of crystal across
the hard floor seemed silenced by the suddenly commanding voice of
the prince.

Jak and Baxter were all but thrown into the
room, where the prince sat at his desk calmly.

Jak spoke first. “Where is our money?”

“I’m truly sorry, you’ll have to refresh my
memory.”

Jak eyeballed the guard who had obviously
been given the signal to stay close by. “It’s a simple question,”
said Jak. “Where is our money?”

“I must apologize for the confusion.” The
prince’s voice cracked. “It seems there has been new legislation
that I was simply not aware of last time we spoke. The king has
made it his new initiative to consolidate our business practices to
properly registered on-world vendors.”

“So all the sudden we aren’t legit enough to
do business with you?”

“That’s the long and short of it I’m
afraid.”

“This is garbage.”

“Unfortunately, my hands are tied. I’m sure
you understand I can’t go against my king’s direct request.”

“You should have thought about that before
you sent us out there to get beaten up by the Zeldoks and their
pets. We did our part and we want the cash you promised.”

“I can put in a request for some additional
funding in the next fiscal year, but as I said my hands are tied at
this time. I don’t know what I can do for you gentlemen.”

“Well you can start by giving back the
talisman.”

“I’m afraid that isn’t going to happen
either.”

“Well you better figure out what to do or
there’s gonna be trouble around here.”

The prince finally decided to drop the act
and be straight forward with Jak, putting his arms down on the desk
to show a sudden sense of confidence. “What are you going to do
Jak? I’ve got your ship outside, which is mine if I want it and all
I have to do is snap my fingers and that guard right there will
shoot both of you in the back of the head. My offer, not that I
even need to give one, is your lives and your ship back. Nothing
more, nothing less. I honestly don’t care whether you accept or
not.” The prince picked up a chart from his desk. “I have quite a
workload ahead of me today, so we’re done here.”

Jak didn’t see any alternative to leaving
quietly. He hated the feeling of being utterly helpless, but the
bottom line was that the prince was right. There was nothing he or
Baxter could do. This was the risk in their profession. Under the
table work led to under the table dealings. Jak stood up and Baxter
followed suit. Jak gave the prince the best ‘I will get you if it’s
the last thing I do’ looks but it was in vain since he refused to
look up from his pretend work.

The two defeated men walked embarrassingly
past the guard and into their waiting ship. Two guards at the
entrance parted and allowed them to board. Jak hammered the
throttle forward, nearly snapping it.

It took the calm blackness of space to give
Baxter the bravery to confront Jak in his rare cloud of anger.
“Wow, that was an amazing waste of time,” said Baxter. “All that
work for nothing.”

Jak only raised his eyebrows in response,
while he sat in his torn leather chair, observing the stars. His
anger had burnt off, leaving the ashes of depression behind.

Then something hit him and his mind started
to race. “Not nothing,” he said. He was quickly coming out of his
daze and Baxter could see his gears working.

“What are you talking about? Are you
alright?”

“I’m okay actually. Ten seconds ago I was
ready to jump off a cliff, but right now…now I’m good. I’ve got the
answer.

“The answer to what exactly?”

“The answer to how we’re gonna get our
money…or at least a bit of it.”

“How?”

Jak reached into his breast pocket and
flicked the security pass card from the prince’s lake house onto
the control panel where it bounced its way over toward Baxter.

“What good is that going to be?”

“This is how we’re going to get in.”

“You heard him tell you it was only good for
one entry. It’s dead now. He wouldn’t have given it to us if we
could activate it again.”

“Harry neglected to realize we have one of
the best computer masterminds in the galaxy with us.”

“Yeah, I’m flattered and all, but one of the
main system stacks are down and the micro-interfaces are
faulty.”

“Systems are at working parameters.” The
computer interjected in its typically obtrusive fashion. Baxter
rolled his eyes and deactivated the audio before the computer could
interrupt with any more flawed data.

“Does it at least make you feel good that I
have so much confidence in you?”

“This isn’t going to work…” said Baxter
firmly, even though Jak could see him already thinking of ideas to
make it work. “I’ll be back in a bit.” Baxter popped up, taking the
pass card with him into the back of the ship.

It was a great time for Jak to put his feet
up on the console and take a break. It had been a rough few days.
He had been far too trusting with the prince and it was
disappointing. Jak didn’t want to be full of distrust, but it was
getting more and more difficult. The let downs were getting more
serious too, especially when he was doing anything he could to
avoid working a regular job.

The sound of crashing from the back of the
ship broke him out of his dwelling thoughts. The sound of an
electrical arc made him picture Baxter going through a montage of
failed attempts and tests, determined to get something put together
to solve their dilemma.

After a little time passed, Baxter yelled
Jak’s name. The montage must have ended.

Jak dragged himself out of his chair and
headed to the back of the ship where Baxter had organized what
looked like a pile of garbage strewn across a table. Jak had been
expecting to see Baxter holding the card with a smile on his
face.

“This is the best I could do with the crap we
have,” said Baxter, still breathing heavy from his rushed
efforts.

“What the hell have you built?”

Baxter guided him along the contraption. “On
one end we have a battery from your Z8 gun. It’s the only thing I
could find with the right voltage output. It carries the power
through these cables to this number pad.” Baxter tapped a heavy
duty metallic box with push button numbers on it that looked like
it had been ripped from a vault door. He saw Jak’s eyes glazing
over and sped up his presentation. “That’s wired into a control
circuit which is interfaced into the key card.”

“So what do we do with it?”

“Slide the card into the slot, type some
numbers and the control circuit basically tells it that the numbers
are right.”

“Perfect, let’s go.”

“You know it is slightly possible that this
won’t work. What do you have planned then?”

“Bax, you know I never plan anything until
we’re already in trouble. Let’s move.”

 


***

 


It wasn’t long before the intentionally
old-looking wood cabin was in the cockpit window again. A minute
later they were both working at carrying the jumble of wires and
switches down the cargo ramp and toward the door they had just
locked themselves out of earlier in the day. The fresh smell of the
lake air gave them the extra calmness they needed to be able to
attempt a break-in against a member of the royal family of an
entire planet.

Jak carefully slid the card into the slot and
left it, praying a terrifying alarm wouldn’t send his heart through
his chest. Instead, only the sound of the lapping waves ensued.

“Try it,” said Jak. “Remember there are
cameras in there so we’ll only have a couple of minutes to get
everything we can.”

Baxter cranked a switch and one of the chunks
of electronic gadgetry began to hum. He pressed five numbers on the
control pad and flicked a switch. He looked at Jak as if to ask if
it worked.

“Light’s still red. Try it again.”

He tried another series of numbers and the
result was the same.

“Hold this for a second,” said Baxter. Jak
tried his best to hold on to the daisy chain of junk while Baxter
pulled a tool from his pants pocket. Both of them struggled to hold
the rig steady to keep it from falling apart, while Baxter turned
the control module over and started tinkering.

A harmless transport ship passed high
overhead and the drawn out noise almost broke Jak’s nerve. Another
minute passed before the red light flickered and turned to a steady
green.

The door clicked. Jak turned the handle and
pushed in.

No amount of mental preparation was able to
keep Jak’s heart from nearly bursting as the alarm blasted into
their ears from all sides.

“Come on,” yelled Jak. Baxter followed Jak
into the lake house, with his arms still full of the pass card
contraption.

Jak looked around the cabin. It was untouched
since they’d been there last, since the prince would have been
unable to leave unnoticed in the middle of the day. The sound of
the alarm bounced back and forth across the walls but didn’t really
do much else to hurt their attempts. Jak knew they’d be spotted on
camera the moment they walked in the door anyway, so it made little
difference. He took Baxter over to the empty thermal jet relaxation
pool.

Jak bent down and dragged the tub forward. It
moved slightly and gave Jak the solution he needed. “Throw that in
here,” he said. Baxter complied and dumped the pile of parts into
the tub. “This is perfect. Fill it.”

The two men stormed through the cottage,
gathering all the expensive looking trinkets, aged bottles of fine
wine, and unknown gold plated manual kitchen appliances they could
handle, taking turns dumping them into the thermal tub. The
Travanon Talisman, the reason for their current situation, was one
of the last things to be thrown in as Jak and Baxter both pushed
the tub from behind, horribly gouging the varnished hardwood floor
along the way.

It wasn’t until they reached the doorway that
Jak realized the tub was at least twice the width of the door. He
swore as he pulled out his gun, firing three short blasts into the
bottom of the door frame. The wood smoldered and peeled back,
revealing the thick metallic structure beneath the wood. He didn’t
have the weaponry with him to carve through something that
heavy.

Jak said nothing, grabbed an arm load of
merchandise and darted toward the ship. He pitched the load up the
ramp and turned to see Baxter on his way with an arm full himself.
Back and forth they ran, sweat pouring from their faces as they
emptied the tub and filled their ship with the prince’s prized
possessions.

“That’s it,” said Baxter. They were able to
hear each other a little better back by the ship.

“Not yet,” said Jak. He hustled back to the
doorway and bent down to pick up one side of the thermal pool.

“Come on, Jak!” yelled Baxter. “Just leave
this thing.”

“No way, help me and grab a side.”

The extra adrenaline from knowing the
prince’s security guards were probably very close gave them the
strength they needed to quickly upright the thermal pool. They were
able to angle it through the door, before each taking a side.

As they shuffled back across the path, Jak
spotted a growing dot in the sky. This would be the security ship –
probably the only one. Jak had banked on the fact that the prince
was keeping the lake house a secret from his dad. Since he wasn’t
supposed to have it anyway, he couldn’t risk sending out a fleet of
destroyers and be caught trying to save his precious
collection.

“Here they come,” said Jak, “Might want to
speed up.”

Baxter was out of breath and said nothing,
trying to squeeze one last bit of energy into more quickly moving
the obnoxiously heavy and large item.

They dragged it onto the cargo ramp and the
scraping noise was audible over the alarm while they forced it up
into the ship.

The ship was growing larger. Jak guessed
they’d be landing in under a minute.

They reached the top of the ramp with the
heavy tub dropped it amongst the scattered junk. Jak was about to
bolt to the front of the ship but paused as the gold chain of the
talisman caught his eye, draped across the floor.

“Bax, get the ship ready. I’ll be right
back.”

“What do you mean, they’ll be here in like
two seconds!”

“Trust me, there’s one more thing I have to
do.”

Jak didn’t give Baxter the opportunity for a
response, grabbing the chain of the talisman and racing back down
the ramp, then back through the door of the violated lake
house.

Three steps in he stopped and dropped the
talisman onto the floor, in a place where no one could miss it upon
entrance. He scanned the few items left on the nearby shelves for
something with a bit of mass.

“Jak, let’s go!”

He scooped up a leftover atrocious green
stone statuette of what looked like an ugly fish head and swung it
down onto the talisman -- the item so valuable to the prince that
he’d gone through the risk of a double cross. The dainty talisman
splintered into several pieces. A second blow took off a piece of
the fish head statue and left the talisman almost
indistinguishable. Knowing he’d overstayed his welcome, Jak threw
the rest of the statue into a mirror on the wall and ran back
through the door into the ship, smirking at the crashing sounds of
breaking glass amongst the alarm squeal behind him.

“Leave the ship on the ground,” shouted Jak
as he entered the cockpit.

Jak knew the security team would not gain
anything by blowing the Tempest to pieces. They wanted to try and
salvage the prince’s goods first. If the ship was in the air, that
would be a different story.

“What the hell was that back there?” asked
Baxter.

“Just wanted to make sure he’ll never forget
us.”

Baxter didn’t want the details.

Through the side windows, Jak watched the
security ship come to rest between them and the cabin.

Jak grabbed the throttle and the steering
controls and brought the ship off the ground quickly. Instead of a
quick getaway, Jak did the opposite, reversing at an angle and
slamming his ship into the prince’s security vessel. He forced the
throttle, sending the other ship skidding backward into the side of
the lake house. It ploughed through the thick wood coated wall,
throwing broken boards everywhere. Jak didn’t give up until
structural damage caused the roof to sag.

Escape was a simple matter at this point. Jak
launched the ship forward and into the air.

“Did you have fun?” asked Baxter. He saw the
smile on Jak’s face.

“You got it, bud.”

“I’m glad.” He wasn’t. “Now I get to fix half
the ship since you like to use it as a battering ram.”

“She’ll hold. She always does. Either way,
we’ve got a nice haul to look through back there.”

“I just hope we can find somewhere to sell
that stuff off.”

“Don’t worry, Bax. Worse comes to worse,
we’ve still got the hot tub.”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “You don’t think that
seems a little unsafe on a space ship?”

“No, I can’t see any problems. Besides, think
of how much the ladies are gonna enjoy it. That’s what’s really
important here.”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking
about.”

“You’ll see, Bax. Chicks love water.”

As they sailed past the boundaries of Shalen
and into the darkness of space, Jak realized that for all their
troubles in the last few days, life was decent.
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