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1.

“Rylia Five?”

The words hung there, unanswered for several seconds before the man being addressed looked up from his holo vid and turned to regard the questioner.

“Excuse me?” the man asked. 

Bright red eyes, beady and small. Bald head, wrinkled brow, teal-blue skin that sparkled in the dim light of the public transport car. Possibly human, but from a lineage that veered off from Earth-pure millennia earlier. Not that Earth was very pure anymore; a slagging orb of toxic waste and a billion poisons was all that planet held.

“Are you speaking to me?” the man asked when the stranger only smiled at the first question.

“Those boots,” the stranger continued. “That’s Hoocahna snake skin. Those snakes only live on Rylia Five. Just wondering if you were from Rylia Five. Not many people are.”

The man with the boots looked the stranger up and down. Average height, average size, above average looks. Sandy blond hair with deep brown eyes and light tan skin. A smile playing at the corners of his mouth. Just another basic human being in a galaxy many thought had been overrun by the species.

“I’m sorry, but I was in the middle of watching a holo. Do you mind?” the man with the boots responded. He looked up and down the transport car. They were the only ones riding that specific car. Every other seat was open and empty. “Perhaps you wouldn’t mind sitting somewhere else? Lots of room.”

“Of course. Lots of room.” The stranger mimicked the man with the boots, looking up and down the transport car. “Except I like to have a chat with folks when I’m riding the transport. Makes the time fly by.”

“So do holo vids,” the man with the boots said, waving his wrist at the stranger. “See? You can watch whatever you want. Quietly. Over there.”

“Over there?” the stranger asked, pointing to one of the many empty seats. “Or how about over there?”

“Wherever you want,” the man with the boots said. “As long as you stop bothering me.”

“Bothering you? Apologies. Didn’t know I was bothering you.”

“You do now. Maybe leave me alone, please?”

“Since you said please.”

The stranger stood up from his seat, studied the transport car for a minute then moved off to one of the empty seats. He wiped it off with his hand and sat down, his eyes locked onto the man with the boots.

After a couple of minutes, the man with the boots glanced up from his holo vid and glared at the stranger.

“Are you going to stare at me the entire ride?” the man with the boots spat. “Do I need to call security?”

“Sorry.”

The stranger grinned then turned to look out the window by his seat at the dark and roiling skies of Egthak, a planet made up of mostly beaches and scrublands, all boxed in by tumultuous oceans. A massive storm system was on the horizon, moving quickly toward the small slice of continent where the truly brave decided to set up civilization.

“Primed,” the stranger said under his breath.

“What was that?” the man with the boots snapped. “I told you to leave me alone. I’m calling security now.”

“If that’s how you feel,” the stranger replied.

“What? You have done nothing but harass me since you stepped into this car,” the man with the boots almost snarled. “All I have done is try to watch my holo until we arrive at the station. Just a little bit of relaxation before a very important meeting.”

The man with the boots waved a hand over his clothes which were of a stylish cut, obviously business formal, but not expensive. If they’d been expensive, the man with the boots would have hired a private roller or hover car, not taken the public transport.

“So stop talking to me,” the man with the boots demanded.

“Interview?” the stranger asked.

The man with the boots gawped. He blinked those bright red eyes over and over then shook his head.

“You’re mental, you know that?” the man with the boots said. “Mental enough that I am calling security.”

He waved his hand across his wrist, banishing the holo, and brought up a glaring red display interface. The holo interface flashed twice then went green.

“There. Security is called,” the man with the boots said.

“Good. That means we have three minutes to talk before they arrive,” the stranger said and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. The stranger was dressed in casual attire—sturdy pants, a basic long-sleeved shirt, nice, comfortable shoes. He plucked at a bit of fuzz on his pants then focused his entire being onto the man with the boots. “Listen carefully.”

“What? What are you on about?” the man with the boots exclaimed. “You had best get up and get—”

“Shut up and listen, Mr. Gor’bun,” the stranger said.

“How do you know—?”

“Roshall Gor’bun,” the stranger said with a sigh. “Recently laid off by Tremmle Corp due to some irregularities in your filing of shift records. Why was that, Mr. Gor’bun?”

“Why was what?” Mr. Gor’bun asked. “How do you know that?”

“Hows are pointless topics,” the stranger said. “The topic at hand is whether you want to stay alive or not. When security gets here, you will tell them that I was behaving strangely—”

“You have been!”

“—and you will leave with one of them while the other questions me. Go willingly with the security officer, answer questions truthfully then wait with the person until the transport stops. Once we reach the station, wait until I exit this car then you exit. If I look directly at you, get back on the car. If I don’t look directly at you then wait for the transport to leave and walk over to me. I’ll get you away from the station and to safety.”

“You’re mad,” Mr. Gor’bun said. “I’m not doing any of that.”

“Less than a minute,” the stranger said. “I was told to say that Herra Mor’ta says hello, if you don’t want to listen to what I have to say.”

Mr. Gor’bun’s teal skin managed to almost turn white at the mention of the name Herra Mor’ta.

“That’s a name you know,” the stranger said. “A name you shouldn’t know unless you were doing much more than misfiling shift records. You accessed data in the Tremmle Corp mainframe that you were not supposed to access. We know all about that. What we don’t know is whether that little breach was an accident or deliberate.”

Mr. Gor’bun began to open his mouth, but shut it with a snap when the stranger pointed a finger at him.

“Not my place to ask or to hear,” the stranger said. “My place is to get you away from the station safely and into the hands of those that will make sure your knowledge doesn’t get you killed.”

Mr. Gor’bun was silent for a couple seconds then said, “Killed...?”

The stranger didn’t have time to answer as two security officers burst through the connecting airlock of the transport car. They glanced at Mr. Gor’bun, but dismissed him right away before stomping down the aisle towards the stranger.

One of the security officers was a short, squat fellow with sheer white bristles sticking out of every millimeter of skin not covered by his uniform; a conglomeration of many different, and somehow compatible, galactic races. The stranger furrowed his brow as the officer locked onto him and approached, hand on a small pistol still holstered to his hip.

The stranger barely gave the oncoming officer a glance. The second security officer was the one to pay attention to. A full-blooded Gwreq—stone-skinned, four-armed, humanoid, and over seven feet tall—the officer stopped in front of Mr. Gor’bun, blocking the stranger’s view of the teal-skinned man. If the Gwreq officer was bought then all it would take was one hard, quick backhand and Mr. Gor’bun’s neck would be turned to jelly.

“You,” the bristle-haired officer said as he stopped just out of the stranger’s reach. “Up. Let’s go. No more bugging hard-working passengers.”

“Does something about me say I’m not hard-working too?” the stranger asked. He looked around the officer at Mr. Gor’bun, but the man was completely blocked by the Gwreq standing guard. 

“Eyes on me, slagger,” the bristle-haired officer ordered. “That gentleman is not your concern. How about you get up now and come with me before I have to get drastic?”

“Wouldn’t want you to get drastic,” the stranger said and slowly stood up. “Where are we going?”

“Gonna take you up front so I can do a full scan,” the bristle-haired officer replied. “Match you against the database.”

The stranger nodded. “Good idea. You’ll see I’m clean.”

“That so? We’ll see,” the bristle-haired officer replied. “Get walking, slagger. And eyes forward. No need to try to intimidate the gentleman as you go by.”

The stranger did as he was told, barely able to squeeze past the bulk of the Gwreq officer as he walked down the aisle towards the airlock. The Gwreq reached out and grabbed his arm, stared him down, then sneered and let go, turning back to address Mr. Gor’bun. The stranger was pleased to hear a normal, boring round of stock questions come from the Gwreq’s mouth as he and the bristle-haired officer reached the airlock.

2.

“That’s odd...” the bristle-haired officer said as he stared at the holo display and the data readout that scrolled by, fading out as it reached the surface of the small desk in the transport’s security kiosk. “What did you say your name was again?”

“Sno. Denman Sno,” the stranger replied. “You have it right there. Next to my picture and my stats.”

“Yes, well...” The bristle-haired guard stopped the data scroll and grabbed at the pic that was displayed prominently in the file. He stared at the pic then stared at the stranger then back at the pic. He humphed and continued the scroll before he became frustrated and banished the holo altogether. “Not even a smudge on your record.”

“I play by the rules and keep my nose clean,” Sno said. 

“A little too clean,” the bristle-haired officer said. “Maybe get out more. Find a mate, go to a club, stop harassing transport passengers.”

“Like I said, I was only having a chat with the man. Don’t know why he took offense,” Sno said.

“My colleague will find out,” the bristle-haired officer said dismissively. “But other than being annoying, you’ve done nothing that I can hold you for.”

“Good thing,” Sno said. “We’ve reached the station and I have a cab waiting.”

“A what?” the bristle-haired officer asked.

“Taxi,” Sno said, but the officer’s puzzled features didn’t change. “A roller for hire?”

“Kip driver. Got it,” the bristle-haired officer said and nodded with understanding. “Taxi? That one of those city-planet names?”

“I guess so,” Sno said. “Am I free to go, officer?”

“Yeah. Go. Get along with you.” The bristle-haired officer opened the kiosk and pointed. “Out of my sight. And stop being weird!”

Sno smiled, nodded, left.

“Only plan on seeing the beaches,” Sno said as he hurried off towards the closest exit.

“Not gonna see much in this storm!” the bristle-haired officer called after Sno.

Sno gave an over-the-shoulder wave and stepped off the transport car and onto the station platform. The air was thick and warm and charged with electricity. Sno felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up, and he moved quickly to one of many columns staggered along the platform that held up the long, wide roof.

It was at that moment that Sno wished he’d come armed. But no way to sneak a pistol worth a damn onto a public transport. Scanners would have found the weapon instantly even with the shielding tech that all his pistols contained. Egthak had a very strict no-weapons policy and had developed tech to back-up that policy. It should have made the planet safer, but as the hairs on the back of Sno’s neck continued to stand up, he knew the safety was an illusion.

Weapons were plentiful if one knew where to look or who to comm.

Sno studied the platform. Not a single person around. That should have been a good thing, but it wasn’t. There was no reason for the platform to be deserted. Not at that time of day and that time of week. There should have been at least a dozen other passengers milling about, either headed towards or coming from the expanse of beaches that were only a short roller ride away.

The oncoming storm could have been a reason for the lack of others, but Sno knew better. He fixed his eyes onto Mr. Gor’bun as the man finally exited the transport. Mr. Gor’bun completely ignored Sno and walked briskly towards the station’s small building. Sno cursed under his breath, glanced around, still saw no one then moved to follow.

Sno made it a meter before Mr. Gor’bun reached the station building’s doors. The doors slid open with an automatic hiss and Mr. Gor’bun was inside. Then the world turned bright white and Sno was lifted off his feet and sent flying against the side of the transport that had just started moving again.

Pain radiated out from Sno’s back as his shirt, then his skin, was nearly scraped free of his body by the moving transport. Twisting hard and fast as the vehicle’s momentum sent him spinning and ricocheting back at the station platform, Sno managed to tuck a shoulder and roll a few meters, to avoid getting his skull bashed in by the platform’s brutally hard surface.

What he didn’t avoid was the burning debris that represented the remains of the station building. Piles of scorched refuse sat there and Sno found himself smack in the middle of a circle of flames and thick, acrid smoke. His shirt in tatters, he ripped it off his body and tore a long strip to wrap around his nose and mouth as the smoke assaulted his lungs.

Sno squinted through the pungent clouds and tried to find some semblance of life, but all he saw were the battered and burnt bodies of the few travelers, or workers, that had been waiting inside the station. Mr. Gor’bun’s corpse was nowhere to be seen. Sno was not surprised. There were more than a couple of piles of burning matter that could or could not have been living beings before the explosion.

Tapping at his wrist, Sno activated his comm and waited for the chime in his ear to tell him the connection was active and secure.

“Agent Prime requesting extraction,” he stated when the chime finally came. 

There had been a significant delay. Sno wondered if the incoming storm was messing with the connection. It shouldn’t, considering his comm was next-gen quantum tech, but then every planet was different and had its issues.

“Repeat, Agent Prime requesting extraction,” Sno stated once more. The sound of emergency alert sirens grew in the distance and Sno swore. “Shit. Hey! Anyone on the damn comm?”

Still no response.

The wind had picked up considerably, chilling the sweat on his torso, giving him a shiver despite the heat radiating off the wreckage that surrounded him. Sno studied the piles, found a route out, and made his move, leaping across two smoldering piles of debris before getting clear of most of the mess.

The emergency alert sirens grew louder. 

Without a thought, Sno stripped a corpse of its jacket and shirt, put them both on, and limp-sprinted to the end of the station platform, heading for a copse of scraggly trees that stood swaying in the wind. Other than a pile of boulders a few meters away, the trees were about all the cover there was for as far as Sno could see. It struck him that the station was a strange place for Mr. Gor’bun to disembark, but the desolation of the area did provide excellent range of views for whoever was coming for Mr. Gor’bun. Visibility was completely unobstructed in all directions other than the copse of trees.

Sno wondered if the station’s destruction was meant for him as much as for Mr. Gor’bun. A solid pair of binocs would pick Sno out easily. His face wasn’t exactly supposed to be known wide, but Sno had made plenty of enemies across the galaxy over the years as an agent for the Fleet Intelligence Service’s Special Service Division or FIS-SSD. 

“Where is my damn backup?” he muttered as he made his way to the trees and found some cover from both the increasing winds of the storm and any possible eyes tracking him. They’d know where he was, but he wouldn’t be an easy target any longer. The smoke back on the platform had probably been all that stood between him and a plasma blast between the eyes if someone had obtained a rifle and was gunning for him.

Sno swiped across his wrist and brought up a holo of his comm system. Aural implant was in the green. Transmitter and receiver in the green with all planet-wide spectrums fully open. Main channels and sub-channels were accessible. No trace of jamming. The comm itself wasn’t the issue.

The far-off sirens went silent. Sno frowned as he looked towards the destruction. No vehicles. No rollers or hover cars; no emergency swift ships. No sign of emergency personnel anywhere. The vehicles never made it to the explosion site.

That got Sno moving. Either the emergency vehicles had been called back, which meant someone in power on Egthak had made a request. Or the vehicles had been stopped and possibly destroyed just like the station. Sno hadn’t heard any explosions, but a molecular disruptor would do the trick with barely a sound. Emergency vehicles weren’t shielded against violent tech like that.

Sno stood at the edge of the trees for a moment then sprinted as fast as he could to the stand of boulders a few meters off. He’d made it halfway before the trees behind him were engulfed in flames. No sound of a weapon discharge or incoming projectile. They simply caught fire, sending flames arching far, far into the sky. 

Sno dove for the boulders. He rolled and came up with his back against the stone. His ears were on overdrive, listening for the approach of enemies. Nothing. No crunch of wheels or hum of a grav engine. No footfalls of boots running his way. Nothing except the crack and pop of the trees burning.

There were times in Sno’s career where he sometimes, and only sometimes, wished the SSD didn’t have a ‘no AI agents in the field’ policy. He had old friends that swore by their AI counterparts. Whether simply assistants or ship pilots, everyone said having one made all the difference. But the SSD couldn’t take the risk of an AI going rogue. Didn’t matter if the AI was mainframe-based or a physical android, the SSD didn’t trust them and refused to allow agents to use them in the field.

Sno knew of a couple exceptions, but those were extreme cases where the director in charge had put in a special request. That knowledge didn’t help him much at that moment. What would have helped was an AI to call who could bring his ship to his current location and get him all the Hells out of the situation he found himself in.

Which was what? 

A destroyed transport station, a dead asset, and a copse of trees spontaneously combusting? What kind of situation was that?

Waiting, listening, calculating, Sno stayed put, his back firmly against the boulders. Without new intel, he wasn’t going anywhere.

Thirty minutes. An hour. Two hours. Sno waited. There was a protocol in place. No contact after four hours and the local FIS liaison would be forced to take action. Unfortunately for Sno, that meant another few hours of bureaucratic back and forth before a decision was made to send out local friendlies to find him. 

Unlike the SSD, the FIS never deviated from protocol. That made Sno’s job extremely difficult at times, and damn near impossible at others, but in the end, asses were covered and the Fleet Intelligence Service could survive another round of Galactic Fleet Council reviews which meant the SSD survived another round of reviews. To Sno’s superiors, surviving those reviews was more important than Sno’s actual survival out in the field. Or that was how it felt most times.

So, Sno waited. It was all he could do.

3.

The swift ship was a two-seater. It came in low and fast, a blip on the horizon then a blob then a fully formed vehicle shooting straight at where Sno still sat, back secure against a couple tons of stone. Shaped like a large needle with four stubby wings spaced evenly around the aft end, the swift ship lived up to its name in all ways.

Sno watched the ship come in fast then do two low, quick circles of the area before landing a quarter click from the boulders. Sno didn’t move. The swift ship had no markings, nothing to indicate it was from any specific agency. It could have been his rescue or it could have been part of the same entity that had blown up the station and killed Mr. Gor’bun.

So, Sno waited. Some more.

The cockpit of the ship opened up top and two lines of liquid metal alloy deployed from just under the seal, quickly forming into a multi-runged ladder for the pilot to climb down. Sno did not recognize the pilot, but that didn’t mean anything. The Egthak liaison never gave Sno a list of trusted local contacts and Sno never asked for one. Safer that way.

“Hail there, friend!” the pilot shouted as she stepped onto the ground and swiveled her head in Sno’s direction.

No binocs, so she must have had ocular implants in place or there would have been no way she could have seen Sno up against those boulders.

Sno did not respond. He waited quietly and watched as the woman approached his position.

Humanoid and bipedal, the woman could have been human, but it was hard for Sno to tell. She was dressed in a pilot’s uniform complete with headgear that obstructed any decent study of her specific anatomy and race. He could see that her skin was a bright orange, but that meant nothing. Most humans had bright-colored skin, along with a dozen other bipedal races.

And those were the races Sno knew of; the galaxy was a vast place and new civilizations were discovered yearly, added to the list of Galactic Fleet allies, or Skrang Alliance allies, or coalition of independent planets that swore allegiance to neither the GF nor the Skrang, blaming both for the War that nearly destroyed half the galaxy so many years earlier.

Despite his inability to accurately identify the woman’s race, Sno had no regrets regarding his lack of ocular implants. Too many planets, systems, stations, and cities flagged anyone with more than a simple aural implant for comms and holo display implant for connecting to the grid. Once flagged, that person was tracked relentlessly, depending on the security measures in place for said planet, system, station, or city. In Sno’s line of work, he couldn’t afford to be constantly monitored. That kind of non-stop surveillance ruined an agent’s career quickly. 

And Sno liked his job.

The pilot slowed when Sno still didn’t respond to her cheery hails. She didn’t stop completely, but her eager gait became hesitant, wary.

“Denman Sno, yes?” she said when she was only a few meters away. “I sure hope so because I raced against that storm to get here, and we only have about twenty minutes before it turns the atmosphere into an unnavigable mess.”

“Pass phrase,” Sno said, still seated on the ground.

“Excuse me?” the woman asked. At that, she did stop. “Pass phrase?”

Sno cocked his head, but said nothing else.

“Uh... No one gave me a pass phrase,” the woman said. Steely gray eyes blazed with danger. The woman’s hand went to her hip, but there was no holster or weapon there. The hand fell away empty and her fingers began tapping the side of her thigh. “If I’m supposed to have a pass phrase, then you are shit out of luck, friend. All I have is a swift ship idling back there with an empty seat inside that has your name on it. If your name is Denman Sno.”

“Sorry. Wrong guy,” Sno said. “Maybe check at the station ahead.”

“Station ahead...? Are you daft? This is the only station that is no longer a station on the entire line,” the woman snapped. “I was sent to pick up Denman Sno at the station that is no longer there. That pile of smoking rubble fits the description.” She pointed a finger at Sno. “And you fit the description of Denman Sno. Either you want a ride back to Egthak City or you don’t. Better tell me now because I need to get back to my ship and take off ASAP before that shit storm comes down on us.”

“Who sent you?” Sno asked.

“Don’t know the gentleman’s name,” the woman replied immediately. “Only name I got was Denman Sno. But he was a Dornopheous. You know, those putty people? All one big blob constantly moving unless you scare them then they turn into a puddle of fear at your feet. You ever been around a Dornopheous before?”

“I have,” Sno said and stood up slowly, wiping grit and sand off his ass as he stretched his legs and watched the woman carefully. “Dornopheous give you a name?”

Alarm bells were going off in Sno’s head. His local FIS liaison was not Dornopheous. The man had been a halfer, part human and part Spilfleck, a lizard race with neck frills that extended whenever they became excited or frightened. The only Dornopheous Sno knew was...

“Don’t answer that,” Sno said before the woman could reply to his question. “You already said you only have one name. I think I know who sent you.”

“Great on you, friend,” the woman said, bowing and twisting at the waist so she could sweep an arm back towards her ship. “Would you care to grace me with your presence in my ship so we can leave before we’re torn apart by fifty kilometer-wide cyclones?”

Sno glanced past the woman, past her ship, and saw what was coming straight for them. She was right, the storm had worsened and they were dangerously close to being overtaken by it.

“Yes. Thank you,” Sno said and started jogging towards the ship.

The woman joined him, matching his pace as they both hurried to the swift ship and climbed inside. The cockpit closed and sealed and the ship lifted off before either Sno or the woman had finished strapping in. 

“AI?” Sno asked as the ship turned, banked, and shot across the sky towards Egthak City.

“What?” the woman asked. “Oh, no, not AI. Simple identification protocol I created. I activated it when I left the ship so it would be ready to take off as soon as I was back aboard. Like I said, friend, we’re cutting it close.”

Sno nodded. He was seated behind the pilot in a simple jump seat. No safety frills or extra padding. A place for his ass and a place for his back; cross-strap harness to keep him in place if the flying got dicey. As he studied the swift ship, he realized he was safe. Contractors and illicit operators liked bells and whistles. They liked spending money on equipment that made their jobs easier and lives more comfortable. Sno hadn’t met a single contractor or operator that wasn’t that way.

But the swift ship he was in was so stripped down that Sno wondered if it even had basic tech interfaces. He leaned slightly forward and was amused at the sight of the woman piloting the ship with a very retro-looking flight stick. Nothing indicated that she was jacked into the controls with implants or physical enhancements. Throttle and flight stick, that was about all Sno could see other than some simple holo navigation displays.

“Got a question, friend?” the woman asked.

“Name?” Sno replied.

“I have one,” the woman responded.

She didn’t give him her name and Sno didn’t press. He never confirmed with her that he was actually Denman Sno, so fair play with her being coy too. 

“I’m going to drop you off on the outskirts of the city,” the woman said. “I was told to bring you in to a specific landing zone, but the way you’re acting, I think you might prefer an indirect delivery. You’ll be about a two-kilometer walk from the landing zone, so it’s not much of a hike, but it gives you a chance to observe the location before heading in.”

“That’s nice of you,” Sno said. “Where’d you learn that bit of trade craft? Not here on Egthak. Nothing happens on Egthak.”

“That’s not true or I wouldn’t have been sent to fetch you, friend,” the woman replied with a snicker. “Plenty happens on Egthak, just like any other planet. And what makes you think I’m using some type of trade craft? Common sense says that you’re in some sort of trouble and I’d rather not get too close to whatever climax or conclusion your trouble leads to.”

Sno liked the woman. She wasn’t from Egthak, the automatic motion of going for a holstered pistol told him she was used to having a weapon on her at all times. So not from Egthak. But she was a professional. Sno just couldn’t figure out at what.

“Deliveries,” the woman said without Sno asking a question. “I’m a courier. Plain and simple. I get goods delivered fast, friend. That’s my job. Wasn’t expecting to pick up a quick gig like this while here on Egthak, but you never turn down a job when one is placed before you. Especially when it pays in chits, not credits. Cash in hand always gets my attention.”

“Good to know,” Sno said. “I don’t have any chits on me, so I hope you’ve already been paid.”

“Handsomely and upfront,” the woman said. She cleared her throat. “I’m going to ask a question that I want you to answer.”

“That a threat?”

“Not specifically, no. But I would like to know if you destroyed that station back there. And if you did, will you riding in my ship end up with me catching blow-back from that destruction?”

“I didn’t and it won’t,” Sno replied. He felt comfortable answering those questions. “Care to tell me your name now that I’ve been a huge help?”

Sno could only see the back of the woman’s head, but he caught a tightening along the skin of her jaw and assumed she’d grinned.

“Maybe sometime,” the woman responded. “Not today. You’re too much of a wild card for me to be giving you my name. We meet again and we’ll see then. Okay, friend?”

“Okay, friend,” Sno replied.

Ahead on the horizon were signs they were approaching Egthak city. Small dwellings that were scattered about quickly became densely packed until they were wall to wall and gave way to taller and taller buildings. The storm had kicked up so much dust that Sno could only make out the outlines of the modest skyscrapers that constituted the center of Egthak City.

“Gonna put down in about two minutes,” the woman said. “Right over there by that strip of shops. Once on the ground, you’ll want to head northwest until you reach a primary school. Landing zone was supposed to be the sports field. Another reason I’m not going there. I’m not about to tear up some kids’ sports field because a Dornopheous paid me a bunch of chits.”

She laughed.

“Oh, and reach behind you. Should be a shirt back there that fits. I always keep extras lying around. That one you have on, well...stinks like death and smoke. Change it.”

Sno was really liking the woman. He reached behind him and pulled out a shirt that looked like it would fit. It neither looked nor smelled completely clean, but it was better than being dropped off in Egthak City with the nasty shirt he had on.

4.

The swift ship took off and was gone before Sno made it past the first shop in the strip of buildings. A part of Sno was hoping he’d see the pilot again. She had guts and didn’t seem like the type that got caught up in intergalactic intrigue on a regular basis. Sno could use someone like that in his life.

The shops to Sno’s left were closing up as the storm bore down on Egthak City. Sno glanced over his shoulder to see a wall of dust fueled by massive storm clouds heading straight for him. It would still take a good hour or so before the storm hit, but that didn’t put Sno at ease. 

Once the storm slammed into Egthak City, Sno’s chances of finding answers to the day’s insanity would be close to impossible. An attack like that was carefully orchestrated which meant there would be an escape plan in place for the perpetrators. That escape plan would already be rolling along, and Sno needed to hurry if he was going to catch even a hint at who was behind it all.

He broke into a jog and hurried past the strip of shops, turning at the corner of the next street and heading northwest as the pilot had said to do. Sno knew he was taking a risk trusting the swift ship pilot, but every instinct in him said she was on the level.

Sno continued jogging, passing another row of shops then a couple of apartment buildings, until he came to a street sign that pointed to the primary school. He took that turn and slowed then stopped as he scanned the area for threats.

“Hello?” Sno called into his comm. “Someone confirm you hear me.”

Still no answer. Sno doubted it was a tech issue. The instincts that told him to trust the swift ship pilot told him that his backup was dead. Or captured. But dead was more likely. Even captured, they would have found a way to get some type of message to him even if it was only a series of panicked clicks.

Sno spotted the sports field and walked slowly towards it, all senses on high alert for the next attack. It would be coming, he knew that for sure, but the when and where were impossible to predict. If he was a betting man, which he was, he would say an open sports field made one convenient spot for an ambush. All it would take was a nicely placed sniper to cap off Sno’s day.

As Sno passed the posted entrance to the sports field, he caught sight of a Dornopheous standing close to a row of practice equipment on the opposite side of the field. Sno had no idea what kind of sport the equipment was used for, since he hadn’t studied Egthak’s sporting culture before setting foot on the planet, but it looked like the sport certainly was full contact by the way the equipment mimicked the size and shape of many of the galaxy’s races.

The Dornopheous turned and gave Sno a cautious wave.

“Trel’ali,” Sno muttered. He took a deep breath and moved across the open sports field, his neck hair standing straight up once again.

“Sno,” Trel’ali said when Sno reached him. “Been a while. Nice shirt.”

“Thanks,” Sno said.

Trel’ali, like all Dornopheous, was a semi-solid pile of putty that stood erect, his eyes level with Sno’s. He waved a half-formed hand at Sno and motioned for them to get out of the open and over to a covered stand of seats.

“Not happy to see you, Trel’ali,” Sno said, following the Dornopheous to cover. Sno fought back a sigh of relief when they stepped into the shadows and moved behind a short plasticrete wall. “What happened today?”

“That’s a question a lot of beings are asking themselves right now, Sno,” Trel’ali said once they were semi-secure behind the wall. 

An ambitious sniper could use concentrated plasma, or a highly volatile laser stream, to hit them behind the wall, but those would be even harder weapons to import. A basic plasma rifle blast would be stopped by the plasticrete long enough for them to seek better cover. The looks on both men’s faces said they were keenly aware of that.

“My backup?” Sno asked.

“Dead,” Trel’ali confirmed.

“I guessed as much,” Sno said and sighed. “How’d you get involved?”

“I was in the area,” Trel’ali said in a tone that said he wasn’t going to answer any detailed questions on the subject.

“Lucky me,” Sno said.

“Extremely. What happened to the swift ship? Pilot was supposed to land here in the field.”

“The pilot thought that was a stupid idea. And she didn’t want to ruin the field.”

“Huh. Not my instructions, but you made it here all the same.”

“And why am I here and not at the docking ports? I shouldn’t be on this planet anymore.”

“You’ll be leaving as soon as the storm passes.”

They both turned to face the direction of the incoming storm. The wind had picked up and it pulled and pushed at flaps of Trel’ali’s putty body.

“I don’t know Egthak all that well,” Sno said. “This a bad storm?”

“Bad enough,” Trel’ali replied. He formed an arm and held it out. A holo appeared showing the corpses of Sno’s backup team. They’d been brutally hacked to death. “I’m calling this a local issue. I think they got word of your operation somehow and decided to blow that transport station as a message to the Egthak authorities. The state of the bodies is consistent with other local murders claimed by an upstart terrorist cell.”

“Upstart terrorist cell?” Sno scoffed. “These aren’t preschoolers here. There’s no upstart to it when they end up killing three FIS operatives.”

“Of course. My apologies for the flippant term,” Trel’ali replied, his putty head bowing to physically emphasize his verbal apology. “But, I do believe these killings and the attack on the station are local, not galactic. Bad coincidence.”

“How’d you get involved? Gerber contact you directly? I’d think it’d have to be Gerber and not Crush. Considering.”

“Yes. Considering...”

Sno waited, but Trel’ali didn’t elaborate. He left their troubled history untouched between them for a minute before he said, “You going to tell me what’s next or do I have to guess?”

“Here,” Trel’ali said, all business. He stretched his arm towards Sno and a new holo appeared. “Safe house. One hundred percent clean. Go there and hunker down. When the storm is almost past then make your way to the docking ports. Port Eleven will have your ship waiting and ready.”

“I didn’t land my ship at Port Eleven,” Sno said.

“I had it moved and scanned,” Trel’ali said. “It’s being watched closely, so no need to scan it again when you get there. Take off and do not look back at Egthak. I will handle the terrorist cell and make sure your colleagues are avenged.”

“Avenged? This personal for you, Trel’ali?”

“It always is, Sno,” Trel’ali replied as he waved his arm at Sno. “Take the holo and coordinates. Get to the safe house. Hunker down then—”

“Get to the docking ports,” Sno interrupted. He waved his wrist through the holo and the image was transferred with a soft bleep. “Anything else I need to know?”

“If there was, I would tell you,” Trel’ali said with a quick nod. He turned and walked off without another word.

Sno watched him go, the Dornopheous disappearing into one of the sports field’s entrance tunnels. Sno counted to sixty, scanned the area with his eyes then left the sports field through a different entrance tunnel.

Once away from the primary school, Sno brought up the holo, memorized the coordinates of the safe house and the map to get there then deleted the holo permanently. If he was killed and his wrist implant was hacked, no one would know about the safe house. That was for Trel’ali’s benefit. No need to burn a good hiding place.

It took Sno a good hour to walk the streets of Egthak City before he reached the safe house. He’d taken a convoluted, circuitous route to ensure that he wasn’t being tailed. By the time he slid in through the house’s back door, the storm had hit the city full on and the sky had become nearly pitch black with dark clouds.

Sno didn’t bother turning on any lights in the house. He did a quick scan of the place then found a chair in the front room and sat down. He sat there stock still and listened to the storm grow and growl around the house. Soon it was louder than a battalion of heavy rollers.

Sno stood, picked up his chair, and moved it to a corner of the room that gave him a view of every entrance. Hearing was gone, even with enhanced listening through his implant. The storm was too loud. So he sat back down and watched and waited. If anyone came for him, he may not hear them, but he’d see them.

The storm raged on.

5.

The storm didn’t let up for most of the evening and far into the night. By the time it began to slack enough that Sno thought he could handle walking through it towards the docking ports, it was the early hours of the next morning.

Sno had been awake for thirty-four hours straight. He was exhausted, but that exhaustion was only background noise. His real mission was dead and his new mission was to make sure he didn’t end up the same way. Mortal survival tended to trump exhaustion. Sno’s field training and years of experience kicked in. Time to go.

Finding a towel in a dusty closet, Sno made another covering for his mouth and nose, wrapped and tied the towel around his head, and left the safe house, eyes checking every direction at once to find the attack. No attack came. Sno moved quickly away from the safe house, his shoulders up to his ears and head down to minimize the discomfort of the blowing dust that swirled hard around him.

Street lights glowed dimly as their halogens fought against the end of the storm. The light gave the street, and the next, and the next, an eerie feel. The world was a dim orange-pink haze of half-obscured solid objects and shadows that stretched on for eternity. 

Sno kept walking, once again taking as indirect a route as he could without getting completely lost himself. Even with the cover of the storm haze, Sno would have spotted a tail if someone had been following him. He brought up a scan holo from his wrist and checked for snooping tech that may have been tracking him, but the display was clear. No drones or follow bots anywhere around.

The wind slowly began to ease up as Sno grew closer to the docking ports. Lights were coming on in the buildings around him and a few faces appeared at windows as storm shutters irised open. Sno picked up his pace so he could reach Port Eleven without being hassled by any curious locals. Egthak wasn’t exactly a bustling tourist destination, but it did a good business amongst galactic travelers. Even still, a man out walking the dark streets while an active storm was still blowing about would eventually raise a few eyebrows.

The docking ports were only a couple blocks away, but Sno stopped dead in his tracks as he watched a very large shadow appear under the street light at the corner ahead of him. The shadow had to be over ten feet tall and almost as wide. There were very few races in the galaxy that had those proportions while still looking as solid as that shadow did.

Chassfornian.

“Damn,” Sno muttered as he quickly looked for an escape route.

Dealing with a Chassfornian would not be a good thing. They were massive creatures. Built like giant mastiffs, but bipedal. Once used as shock troops in the War, none of the other races would deal with them anymore due to their intense need to kill anything they came in contact with, even supposed allies. They were usually with a handler to keep them in check since their default personality was pure, homicidal rage. Sno did not see a handler around.

A lone Chassfornian, off leash and waiting for him. Certainly not a good thing.
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