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​​I

Persius Tetra

The night was dark and clear, without a cloud or moon in the sky, but David Cryer had worked too hard to reach this point, and he wouldn’t let these little complications stop him. He crossed the empty access road behind the compound and threw a cut-proof mat over the wall. With the razor-wire and stun-spikes covered, Cryer climbed the wall and dropped behind a tall bush on the far side. He spared half a second to pull the mat along behind him, but when it didn’t move, he shrugged and tossed the side back over.

With nowhere else to go, Cryer examined the yard behind his hiding spot. A long yard surrounded the main house on all sides, every inch of it manicured, while orchards of fruit trees lined the walls and flowerbeds, filled with blooms of every color, bordered inner the edge. In the center of all that flora was a large house, three stories tall, built in an ancient fashion that only architects recognized, and, Cryer knew, equipped with the latest and greatest in technologies. Exterior lights flooded the lawn and, though there were yards between him and his destination, Cryer smiled.

No guards patrolled the grounds but Cryer knew better than to just charge headlong toward the closest door. Instead, he studied the lawn and spotted the pattern of the grass. Almost unseen among the pattern of the mowers blades were lines where of slightly-discolored grass. Underneath those lines were a network of wires and bladders that composed the network of external pressure sensors built into the lawn. Sensitive enough to detect a stray leaf, Cryer reached to his right, grasped the valve of the yard’s sprinkler system and opened it.

Water began to spray over every inch of the lawn but Cryer didn’t wait. As soon as the water hit the lawn, the pressure sensors sent an alarm to the house’s central control computer. The computer, confused by the sudden irrigation of the lawn, checked the sprinkler schedule and found nothing planned. While the computer ran through its programmed list of possible actions, Cryer sprinted across the lawn.

The back door was locked, as was every other door and window, but a hand-scanner was built into its glass. Cryer put his hand against it and waited. Almost instantly, his effort was rewarded. The door noted the entry of ‘Barnabas McGuster’ before it unlocked and Cryer pushed through with a smile. “Two weeks and a fake ID.” Cryer said. “And I’m getting paid for this job.”

Through the door, Cryer found himself inside the house’s expansive kitchen. Surrounded by sanitized work stations, stove-tops, and food storage, the intruder crossed the room, retrieved a fresh purple apple and made his way deeper into the house.

The far door led further inside but, before he opened it, Cryer donned a pair of gloves that adhered seamlessly to the strange hooded suit he wore. He took a bite of his crisp, stolen apple before he opened the door and stepped through. The door led to a hall, wide and long, the walls decorated with antiques and paintings older than civilization on that world.

Cryer made his way down the center of the hall, along the carpet that covered the floor’s pressure sensors. Micro-cameras had been placed above the antiquities but, with the hood drawn, Cryer moved unseen. He followed the hall to the house’s entry, then climbed the stairs that rose to the second floor.

The interior of the house was as opulent as the kitchen had been utilitarian but Cryer ignored the expensive displays and made his way to a door at the end of the third floor’s hall. He turned the handle with a gloved hand and stepped into the large office beyond. The room was broad and tall but Cryer, again, ignored the wealth on display. On the far side, built into the wall behind a screen, four feet tall and nearly twice as wide, was a large desk. Cryer pulled off the hood, confident that there were no cameras in the room and took another bite of his apple as he made his way over to the desk.

The thief took a seat and examined the desk. The desktop itself was sturdy, and had the appearance of ancient pine. A screen, built as part of the desk, rose from the desktop to the appropriate height. Cryer rested his hands on the input pad of the desk, then tapped a point in the top left.

Beside him, a drawer in the desk opened to reveal rows of data storage blocks. He looked through them until he found the serial number he needed, then pulled it out and slid it into the pocket of his suit. He pulled out the others as well, placed a few in his other pocket, and tossed the rest around the room. With the job done, Cryer pushed the drawer closed and walked back to the door.

His hand was on the handle when everything went wrong. Behind him, the large screen on the wall turned on, and half a second later, every other screen in the room followed suit. A man’s face appeared, and smiled at Cryer. “Colonel Cryer, there you are,” the man said. “I think it’s time for us to have a talk.”

Cryer looked at the screen, then pulled the hood over his head. “Nope.” He turned and walked out the door.

In the hall, the paintings changed. Every one of them was replaced by the man’s face, and his smile disappeared. “Colonel Cryer, please, listen to me.” Cryer walked down the center of the hall and ignored the screens. “Is this really how you want to spend your retirement? Robbing people? Do you even know whose house this is? Do you know who you’re stealing from?”

“Leave me alone,” Cryer said in a whisper. “I’m trying to work.”

The man on the screen rolled his eyes and sighed. “Then talk to me or I’ll call the police.”

Cryer stopped at the top of the stairs. He turned and glowered at the nearest screen. “Fine. What do you want, Woolbridge?”

Nathaniel Woolbridge smiled again. “I need your help. I have a job, and you’re the only person I know who can get it done.”

“I have a job,” Cryer said, and vaguely indicated both the surrounding house and himself. “I’m doing it.”

Woolbridge laughed. “You’re stealing from a crime boss. He only has a house on Persius Tetra so he doesn’t have to pay Republic taxes. Besides, you’re, well, you! Isn’t a life of crime a little beneath you?”

“Not when I’m ‘dead’,” Cryer said. “Don’t forget whose idea it was for me to stay that way.”

"Yes, it was my idea," Woolbridge said. "Because you had just defeated the Collection after a five-year long war and they still set off a bomb to kill you. In the middle of Republic space! If they find you there, they could find you anywhere, and they clearly weren't too discerning about collateral damage. Faking your 'death' was the best way to keep anyone from finding you, especially the remains of a giant artificial intelligence network."

Crossing his arms, Cryer glared at the screen. "What 'remains', Woolbridge? We wiped out the Collection. Went to their home planet and shut them down." He thrust a finger toward the 'painting'. "Which they deserved, by the way. Who names their planet 'the Singularity'? Robots, that's who!"

Woolbridge frowned. "Colonel, focus. You united the disparate factions of the galaxy to assault the Singularity. If anyone can do this job, it's-"

"How did you even find me?" Cryer asked. "In a mob boss's house, no less?"

The man in the painting ground his teeth. "Your alias. 'Barnabas McGuster' is a real person, actually. He's wanted for murder on three Republic planets and a station near the edge of Teikoku space. Then, somehow, he appeared on an unaffiliated world in the middle of Conflict space. I'm the head of Republic intelligence, colonel, it caught my attention."

Cryer frowned. "I should have known. I try to pick a ridiculous name and it turns out to be real. The galaxy is too strange."

“Look, Colonel Cryer, if this is how you want to spend the rest of your life, go ahead, fine,” Woolbridge said, “but we both know you’ve been in hiding long enough. And, yes, I’m the one who sent you into hiding, but this isn’t what I meant. Why? Why steal for a living?”

Cryer groaned as quietly as he could. “Because I’ll get paid for it!”

Like a pendulum on its return swing, Woolbridge’s smile came back. “Good news! This job pays better! And it comes with benefits. Say yes, and I’ll have a team there to pull you out in five minutes.”

It was Cryer’s turn to roll his eyes. With a sigh, Cryer pulled the hood off his head and stepped back. As he did, a camera spotted him, a pressure plate felt his weight, and alarms went off all over the house. The house’s control computer, taking a break from dealing with the sprinkler confusion, called the local police. “And the cops will be here in two.” Cryer smiled at Woolbridge. “I think I’ll take my chance.”

Woolbridge sighed. “Well done, colonel, but this conversation isn’t over.” The screen went blank, then displayed artwork again. Cryer’s smile hadn’t faded by the time the police found him.

​​II

Persius Tetra Orbital Police Station 4

Cryer had come to enjoy jail. He’d only been in lock-up for a few days, but the routine was nice. In the morning, he woke up, ate breakfast in his cell, spent the day in his cell, then ate lunch in his cell, was taken to the exercise yard for an hour, took a shower, ate dinner in his cell, and occupied himself in between. He read a lot, caught up on sleep, and had one or two conversations with police or lawyers. There had been a few assault attempts, of all kinds, but he’d dealt with them in whatever manner seemed most appropriate. All in all, Cryer saw jail as a short vacation at an all-inclusive, though completely-indoors, resort run by a belligerent housekeeping staff and filled with violent psychopaths. His room was small, an eight-foot cube, and the food wasn’t great, but, overall, Cryer gave the Persius Tetra orbital jail three stars out of five.

On his fourth morning on the station, Cryer woke up with the automatic lights. With a smile, he changed his clothes and used the restroom corner before he sat back on his bunk and opened his book. He began to read, but hadn’t reached the end of the paragraph before a guard came to his cell and knocked on the metal wall outside the cell’s particle barrier. “Inmate, get up. They want you in interrogation.

Cryer put down his book. “Well, since you asked so nicely.”

The guard glared as Cryer stood and walked to the charged particle barrier that closed one end of his cell. The guard called for the barrier to be opened, and a second later, Cryer stepped into the hallway. The guard let the inmate go first as he directed Cryer out of the cell block and toward the center of the station. As they passed other cells, they earned glares and obscene gestures from the other inmates.

Cryer was led to an interrogation room and secured to a chair. He sat there for a while, alone with his thoughts and several clandestine video recorders. Half an hour passed before the door opened again and two guards walked into the room, both more muscular than any guards Cryer had seen at the facility. One removed his bindings while the other scanned the room. “Come with us, sir,” The first guard said.

Cryer looked up at the guard like he had two heads. “Uh, yeah, sure.”

The new guards escorted Cryer out of the room and back toward the cells. They reached the entrance to the cell block but walked past the gate and toward the stairs up to the exercise yard. The trio passed a guard in a tower who watched the stairway but the two guards paid him no mind. Instead, they entered the now-empty workout yard and moved over to the edge of the vast chamber.

The shorter of the two new guards stayed with Cryer, near the wall, while the taller one reached behind a bench and pulled out a bag. “What kind of interrogation is this?” Cryer asked. “No questions, no denying my requests for a lawyer, you haven’t even started with the beating. And taking me to the widest, most visible part of the station? Not a great plan. Hey, what are you doing?”

The guards ignored him. While he spoke, the taller one opened the bag and pulled out three belts. He handed two to the shorter guard, then put on the last belt. The shorter guard put on his own belt, then wrapped the last one around Cryer’s waist. When the belts were on, the two guards nodded to each other, then the shorter one looked at his watch, took two steps away from the wall, and pulled Cryer along with him.

Just as Cryer realized what was about to happen, the outer wall of the station exploded behind them. Debris was launched into the station, but the inward force of the explosion was quickly reversed by the outward pull of decompression. Cryer was pulled out of the station before he could move, followed by the two strange guards, who didn’t react at all.

The trio floated into the void of space, further and further from the safety, warmth, and atmosphere of the station. They were pulled out in a spout of air, but as the station’s emergency systems activated, a charged particle field was raised over the hole and the air supply was cut off. Instantly, the sweat on Cryer’s skin froze and, though he closed his eyes and held his breath, ice formed over his eyelids and his lungs, ears, and even his veins threatened to burst.

Just as the pain from inside his body became unbearable, the belt around his waist activated. A small field came to life around him, and compressed air tanks filled the space with breathable atmosphere. The air was cold, but warmer than the emptiness of the void, and the sweat on Cryer’s skin melted instantly. He floated, unable to move, and drenched in sweat, thankful that the station had been on Persius Tetra’s night side when the ‘guards’ had staged their escape.

As the exposure belts activated, their attraction systems began to work, and the two guards quickly drew together. The pair was then drawn to Cryer and soon all three men floated, back to back. Their exposure belts combined to make one larger particle bubble and they floated, breathed slowly, and tried to conserve energy. The guards stayed silent, but Cryer let out a sigh. “This is the worst jail break ever.”

Nightingale, Leaving the Persius System

It was a few minutes before the rescue crafts left the station’s shuttle bay and accelerated toward Cryer’s little bubble. Cryer watched as the rescue craft approached but was surprised as they seemed to move farther away. He looked at the craft, and the station behind them, confused.

That was when he felt the fresh air. Attached to the two ‘guards’ as he was, it was impossible to turn, but a stream of fresh, warm air flowed into the particle field bubble from behind him. The new air current spun the trio and Cryer’s frustration turned to awe as he caught sight of a new ship. Smooth and curved, the ship swept back from its pointed nose to it’s aft sections, wider and broader than the long neck-like section in front. Shaped almost like a diving bird, the gray ship was dazzlingly bright against the black of space. Cryer stared at it as he and the two guards were drawn toward an open shuttle bay, it’s doors folded back against it’s outer bulkheads. A second later their bubble contacted another charged particle field and created an opening as the two fields merged. Once through, the trio’s belts released, and they were dropped onto the floor of an unexpected shuttle bay, in between two shuttle.

The guards landed on their feet, but Cryer fell to the floor. He turned and glared at the ‘guards’. “Those shuttles were built by a Republic ship manufacturer,” he said. “I see the Republic still doesn’t understand what ‘subtle’ means.”

“It worked, didn’t it?” a voice asked and Woolbridge stepped from behind one of the shuttles. “How else were we supposed to get you onto the ship? You didn’t respond too kindly to my invitation, colonel.”

Cryer climbed to his feet and took in his surroundings. Though the ship’s inertial fields held, he could feel it turn and accelerate. From the sensation he judged that the ship was moderately large, probably a cruiser or transport. “That’s because I don’t want to be on your ship,” Cryer said. “And stop calling my ‘colonel’. I’m a civilian.”

Woolbridge laughed. “You’re a wanted felon.” He smoothed down his suit coat and tie “I was just hoping that calling you ‘colonel’ would have brought you back to your senses. Of course, if you had any sense, you wouldn’t have disappeared for seven years.”

Cryer shrugged. “I stopped a galaxy-wide war, someone tried to assassinate me, then you told me to disappear. What do you want? You didn’t kidnap me out of jail just to prove a point.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll explain upstairs,” Woolbridge said. “Let’s get you comfortable, David. I think it’s time you met the crew.” Without another word, Woolbridge turned and left the shuttle bay. Cryer rolled his eyes, then followed.

The hall outside the shuttle bay was short and ended in a set of double doors that led into a cargo hold. The cargo hold doors were flanked on either side by elevator doors, and beside each of those, a staircase that lead to the higher decks. Woolbridge pressed a button on one wall and an elevator door slid open. Cryer followed him into the elevator car, and the doors slid closed behind them. The elevator began to rise, and as it did, the transparent wall on one side revealed a large cargo hold beyond. Racks of shelves stretched down the length of the hold, with crates, in no discernible order, stacked throughout.

“Whose ship is this?” Cryer asked. Woolbridge stayed silent.

The cargo hold disappeared and, a moment later, the elevator came to a stop. Woolbridge left the elevator as the doors opened and Cryer followed into the ship’s passageway. The walls were paneled, as they had been below, off-white in color, and perfectly clean. Bars of light, set every few feet, shone from the upper corners. There were doors off the passageway, three aft of the elevator and several fore, none except for the elevators, directly across from each other.

Woolbridge led Cryer toward the bow of the ship. “That’s the bridge,” he said, and pointed to the door at the foremost end of the passage. He then indicated the closed door beside it. “And these are your quarters.”

“What do you mean ‘my quarters’?” Cryer asked. “Whose ship is this? Why am I here?”

“You’re here, David, because I need you,” Woolbridge said. “After the war with the Collection, they made me director of Republic Intelligence. And I was fine letting you wander off to wherever you went, but something’s come up, and I need your help with it.”

Cryer scoffed. “You caught me in the middle of a job, then blew up a jail to bust me out, and now you expect me to help you?”

“Yes, I do,” Woolbridge said. “You’re the best person for this. You planned the invasion of the Collection home world and united the Republic, the Marmoran Alliance, and the Hoshi no Teikoku to do it. If you can do all that, then I think you can rescue a little girl before anyone gets to her.”

A moment passed in silence, but it wasn’t long. “Who’s the girl?”

Woolbridge pointed to Cryer’s quarters. “Get clean, get some fresh clothes, and meet me on the bridge,” he said. “And for goodness sake, get a haircut.”

Cryer shook his head. “No.”

“What?” Woolbridge asked.

“I said ‘no,’” Cryer said. “I’m not doing anything. If I wanted to be bossed around by Republic brass, I would have stayed in Republic space.”

Woolbridge glowered at Cryer and strained his neck under his tie. “Col-” he said, then stopped and closed his eyes. “David, I need your help. Just come to the bridge, then, and let me explain. I promise, I’ll answer all your questions.”

Cryer squinted as he examined the face of the director of Republic Intelligence, then shrugged. “Alright, I’ll hear you out. Lead the way.”

“Thank you,” Woolbridge said. He nodded, turned, and stepped onto the bridge.

The bridge was large and open, with a pilot’s station front and center, suspended on a mechanical arm into a long, screen-lined dome, the space outside the ship displayed inside. Along the outer bulkheads were multiple control stations, each one with different purposes and designs. In the center of the room, on a raised platform, was a single seat with controls and screens.

The strangest part of the bridge, though, was against the aft bulkhead. Surrounded by more work stations, was a cradle. It was large enough for an average adult humanoid and tilted at a thirty degree angle. A clear, curved lid was lowered over the top, and the bottom was cushioned.

Woolbridge grinned. “Let me introduce your crew,” he said, and Cryer noticed that there were people on the bridge. “First is your pilot, Elizabeth Morrow.”

The pilot’s station turned on its arm and deposited its occupant in the center of the bridge. A woman in her mid-thirties extricated herself from the seat’s straps and approached Cryer. “Welcome back, sir,” she said and held out her hand.

Cryer shook it. “Nice to meet you, Eliz...” he drifted off, then blinked. “Wait, Chief Morrow?”

“Yes, sir,” Liz said.

Cryer sighed, and thought for a moment. “I’m sorry about James.”

Liz shook her head. “We let our guard down. No one expected a bomb at a banquet. If I’d been sitting with him, we would both be dead.”

“This,” Woolbridge said. “Is the ship’s engineer, Dr. Hed’a Cleis-Fral.”

Hed’a stood from behind the strange cradle and approached Cryer. As with all arkymians, Hed’a wore a large, insulated environmental protection suit that hid the wearer’s physical features. A large, transparent face shield allowed the wearer to see out, but the mixture of gases inside the suit didn’t allow anyone to see in.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, captain.” Hed’a’s voice came through the suit’s speakers in an androgynous mid-note. “Nightingale and I are at your disposal.”

Cryer shook the doctor’s hand. “’Nightingale’? Who’s that?”

Before anyone could answer, the door to the bridge opened and a blur rushed in. It settled in front of Liz in the form of a young boy, around seven years old, with unkempt hair and a face that smiled because it didn’t know any better. “Mom, who’s he?” the child asked.

“I’m David,” Cryer said. He waved, but the boy hid behind Liz’s leg.

Liz grimaced. “Sorry, this is my son, Tommy.”

“Hi, Tommy,” Cryer said. “I’m David. I knew your dad.”

Tommy peeked around his mom’s leg and grinned. “Cool!”

Woolbridge sighed. “OK, colonel, you have questions, I should answer them. First, Nightingale is the name of this ship. It’s an experimental ship, but I think you’ll like her.”

Cryer’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, ‘experimental’?”

“The ship is alive,” Hed’a said. “In an attempt to increase ship-wide efficiency, an engineering team tried to develop a biological entity that could support life within while traversing space. While development of the biological components was successful, and integrating the life support, propulsion, and combat systems was also completed without incident, the ship still requires a substantially larger crew than intended because we were unable to develop a proper neurological interface that would allow a single mind to control all of the ship’s systems at once. We could find no living-”

Cryer held up a hand.“So, it’s basically a giant living thing without a brain.” Hed’a nodded. “OK, so, what, you’re using a failed experiment as your personal ship, admiral?”

Woolbridge shook his head. “No, we sold it.”

“To who?”

“You,” Woolbridge said. Cryer began to argue, but the admiral interrupted. “Relax. We charged it to your last bank account. You hadn’t done anything with your pension in seven years!” He chuckled. “And it only cost half of what you had in there.”

Cryer closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “You stole my retirement money to buy me a ship, then kidnapped me so I could rescue some little girl. Did Republic Intelligence run out of things to do?”

“No, we just ran out of people to do them,” Woolbridge said. “The girl was being brought from Jangal Three to Mere Arie but a mishap with a leap gate caused the ship she was on to crash in the Hasbert system.”

“And the Hasbert system is in Conflict space,” Cryer said. “Are Hasbert, Jangal, and Mere Arie even on the same course?”

Woolbridge shook his head. “No, they’re not, which is a mystery for us, not you.”

“If you say so,” Cryer said with a shrug. “So, if a Republic ship enters the system, the marmorans and the Teikoku are going to wonder why, and neither of them are known for being nice neighbors. Who is this girl?”

“I’ll send the intel once you’ve agreed to take the job,” Woolbridge said. “Here’s my proposal. You get the girl, bring her to Mere Arie, Republic Intelligence pays you, and you get to keep the ship.” He held out his hand.

“I’ll need to assemble a crew,” Cryer said. “I can’t do this with just a pilot, an engineer, and a five-year old boy.”

“Seven,” Liz said.

“Seven-year old boy.”

Woolbridge pointed over his shoulder to the two ‘guards’. “Agents Kim and Deigun will go with you. They should be able to handle any trouble you come across.

Cryer leaned past Woolbridge and examined the two men. They still wore the uniform of Persius Tetra law enforcement and stood in the traditional ‘at rest’ position of trained soldiers; hands folded behind their backs, feet shoulder-width apart, heads held high. Their jaws were set and displayed their discipline and determination to accomplish whatever mission they were given. Cryer laughed “No they’re not.”

Again, Woolbridge blinked and looked confused. “What’s the problem now?”

“Have you looked at them?” Cryer asked. “They’re standing at parade rest! Persius Tetra police don’t stand at parade rest, and the definitely don’t call inmates ‘sir’!”

“Yes, because they’re two of the Republic military’s best special operations soldiers,” Woolbridge said. “Their team toppled the sentient trafficking rings on Koaluni.”

Cryer groaned. “And everyone knows that was a Republic operation. Big and flashy, just like everything the Republic does. I’m going into Conflict space. I need to stay under the radar, and these two look like the only thing they know about the word ‘clandestine’ is that it falls between ‘casualty’ and ‘concussion’ in the dictionary.”

“And who would you replace them with?” Woolbridge asked. Cryer smiled, and the director shook his head. “No, no, no, forget every single person on whatever list you have in your head. Half of them are off the field, and the other half are psychopaths, warlords, or kings! I’m not letting you take any of them into Conflict space.”

“Then I guess I’ll see myself out,” Cryer said with a shrug. He checked the response belt that was still around his waist. “These things have a few charges, right? Persius Tetra police have a ship in pursuit. Right?” He turned and glanced at Liz.

The pilot checked a screen on her control seat. “Yes, they do. They’re an hour back and falling behind.”

Cryer started toward the door. “They’re close enough to pick me up,” he said. “Thanks for the offer, admiral, but I’ll pass.”

Woolbridge glared at the former Republic soldier. “Wait.”

“Nah, I don’t want to,” Cryer said. He opened the door off the bridge. “The job sounds like it probably pays pretty well, but I’m not doing it with a crew I can’t trust,” he pointed to the two Republic agents. “and I’m definitely not doing it with a gun to my head.”

“If I let you chose your crew, you’ll take the mission?” Woolbridge asked.

Cryer stopped, turned, and thought for a moment. “Liz, Hed’a, you want a job?”

The arkymian scientist nodded and gave Cryer two very enthusiastic thumbs up. Liz shrugged. “As long as we’re not flying into a war zone. But I have to keep Tommy here.”

“Alright,” Cryer said. “Just make sure he knows to stay in his room when things get hairy.” Liz nodded. Behind her, Tommy smiled. Cryer turned back to Woolbridge, a sly smile on his face. “I’ll take the job.”

Woolbridge nodded, then walked over to Cryer and held out his hand. “Deal. Assemble whoever you want. Just get the girl.”

Cryer shook the admiral’s hand. “Deal. Send us the intel and we’ll take care of it.”

The admiral stepped past him and through the door, the two agents in tow. In the hall, he stopped and turned back. “Sorry, assemble whoever you want except you-know-who. She’d probably kill you anyway.”

Cryer frowned. “You’re probably right. Now get off my ship.”

​​III

Senpad Seven

The walk from the docking port to the bar had been painful. From the moment he stepped off the shipway, Cryer’s senses were assaulted by neon lights, horrible music that blared from every door, the scents of alcohol, sweat, and vomit mixed in the air, and bodies that bumped into his from all directions. By the time Cryer found the place he needed, he missed his new ship.

The bar was off the main concourse of the space station, away from the lights, music, and gilded debauchery of the many casinos, clubs, and shops. The lighting was dark, the music was another note in the murmur of conversation, and the furniture was used but clean. As the doors shut behind him he smiled and made his way to the bar.

Cryer took a seat and ordered a beer. There were several tables around the room, and a few booths, as many occupied as not, but only one caught his attention. Three men sat at a booth in a dark corner, and though they all had drinks, the outer two paid more attention to the bar. The one in the middle stared at a mirror behind the bar that reflected the front door. With a nod Cryer downed half of his beer, stood, and made his way to the booth.

He was five feet from the booth when the man in the middle spoke. “Move along. This isn’t your table.”

“I know.” Cryer said. “I was actually hoping we could talk for a second.”

The man still hadn’t looked down, but he closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. “Give me a reason not to have Ken here take you out back and beat you.” He indicated the large man on his right.

Cryer examined ‘Ken’. “Well,” he said. “It’s kind of a private-“

“Go ahead, Ken,” The man said.

Ken stood, walked to Cryer, and put a large hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go, smart guy.”

“If that’s how you want it,” Cryer said. “Operation Paper Wing was only named that because no one wanted to call it ‘Operation Poop Throwing Circus Monkeys’ like you suggested. I thought it was funny, but the Teikoku shogun objected.”

“Alright, let’s go,” Ken said, and pushed Cryer toward the back of the bar.

“Hold on,” The man said. At long last he looked at Cryer. “There were only three people in the room when I said that, and two of them are dead.”

Cryer smiled. “One, actually. But you can thank General Clars-Hort for that.”

“Colonel Cryer?” the man asked.

“Well,” Cryer said, smile still in place. “I’m not a colonel anymore. But I have a job offer, Sergeant Major Ross.”

Bennett Ross scoffed. “I got out four years ago.” He waved at Ken. “You can let him go, Ken. Go outside and wait for the huorim. Tell them they’ll have to wait”

“Got it, boss,” Ken said. He released Cryer, then headed to the door.

Cryer took a seat. “So, you have muscle now.” He pointed to the young man beside Ross. “Who’s he? Apprentice muscle? Waiting for puberty to give him something to work with?”

Ross grinned. “This is Anthony. He’s with me.”

“OK,” Cryer said. “Here’s the job. Admiral Woolbridge pulled me off Persius Tetra, gave me a ship, and asked me to go rescue a little girl from a planet in Conflict space. And I want your help.”

Ross laughed. “I don’t know which part of that story is the most ridiculous! What do you want me for?”

“If I’m putting together a crew, I figured you could help,” Cryer said. “Besides, I never took you for the ‘crime boss’ type.”

With a last swig, Ross drained his glass. “That’s what happens when you sign on with a security firm and they fire you without a way home. I took a job where I could, worked my way up, and now here I am.” He scowled. “And you want me to leave it to do a job for Republic Intelligence?”

“What, you want to spend the rest of your life here?” Cryer asked, He spread his hands to indicate the bar.

Before Ross could answer, the door from the street flew open and Ken followed. The older muscle landed at the bar, dead. The trail of blood led from the holes in Ken’s chest to three large, bulky amphibians that lumbered through the door. “Where’s Ross?” The lead huorim asked in a heavily-jowled accent.

Cryer, Ross, and Anthony stared at them. “I’ve reconsidered your offer. I’m in,” Ross said.

“Good,” Cryer said. Ross drew his pistol, and fired. Two struck the huorim in the chest, who only laughed. “Time to go!”

Ross nodded. “Follow me!” He climbed over the table and ran through the door to the back of the bar, Anthony and Cryer close behind. The back room was quiet but cramped and, as they made their way through the maze of crates, boxes, and kegs, Cryer pulled obstacles down behind them. He turned a corner and tipped over a case of wine as he went, only to find Ross and Anthony stopped at the back door.

Ross looked at Cryer, dejected. “It’s locked.”

“You can’t hide from us, Ross!” The huorim leader’s voice echoed through the bar’s storage area, followed by sounds of shattered glass and metal.

Cryer’s eyes widened as he indicated the doorknob. “Shoot it!” Ross nodded then shot the door handle. With a kick the door flew open and they rushed out, into an alley littered with refuse. Cryer looked around, found a dumpster on wheels, and pushed it in front of the door. Ross helped while Anthony kept an eye on the alley’s entrance.

Once the door was blocked, they made their way toward the street. “I need to lose this gun,” Ross said.

Cryer looked at him. “Are you sure? Because I feel like you need to keep it.”

“Weapons are banned on Senpad Seven, and if the huorim are attacking in the day, I’m not on security’s good side.” Ross said. “If they find me with this, they’ll lock us all up and hand us over to the huorim.” Behind them, the dumpster was thrown against the far wall and exploded on impact. Cryer stared pointedly at Ross as the first huorim stepped outside.

“Then hide it!” Cryer walked into the street. Pedestrian traffic surrounded him, and by the time Ross and Anthony caught up they were lost in the crowd. The people were so thick that three terrans were unnoticeable but, as Cryer glanced over his shoulder, he saw that the three huorim stood out very clearly. “They’re following us.”

“Of course they are,” Ross said. “Where’s your ship?”

“Docking bridge four. Do you need anything from your place?”

Ross scoffed. “No. I sold anything of value a long time ago.” Cryer nodded.

The main concourse was busy, but as they neared the docks, the crowd thinned. Cryer swore under his breath. “The gate to the docking bridges is coming up, and there’s a bit of open ground to cover. When I say go, we run, got it?”

“Got it,” Ross said. Anthony nodded.

Cryer stared at the young man. “Why are you still here?”

The young man gawked at Cryer. “I’m with Ross.” He pointed to Ross.

“We need to work on your communication skills, Tony,” Cryer said.

“It’s Anthony,” Anthony said, and brushed aside his long hair. “Anthony Marconi.”

“Well, ‘Anthony Marconi’,” Cryer said, “it’s time to go.”

Without warning, Cryer and Ross ducked to their left, ran out of the crowd, and charged toward the gate to the docking bridges. Anthony rushed to catch up and, from behind them came the roars of the lead huorim. “There they are,” He said and a slug of charged plasma struck the wall just behind Anthony’s head.

They entered the docking area at docking bridge one and the hall to bridge four was clear, empty, and with the exception of a few rows of seats, completely devoid of cover. The sounds of angry huorim and weapons’ discharge grew closer and, by the time Cryer, Ross, and Anthony reached docking bridge two, they were under fire. They ducked behind a row of seats and began a hobbled rush forward.

“This is impossible without weapons, Ross,” Cryer said. “Where’s this security you were so afraid of?”

Ross ducked his head. “The huorim are paid up with them!”

“So they won’t come running if we shoot back?” Cryer asked. “Then shoot back!”

Ross pulled his pistol, popped up, and fired three rounds toward the huorim. One of the large amphibians was hit in the shoulder, and he slumped against a wall. His compatriots stopped long enough for Cryer to lead Ross and Anthony to the next docking bridge.

The huorim recovered quickly. They ran after the three terrans and, with their longer strides, shrank the gap. Ross fired a few more shots but nothing hit and it did little to deter the huorim’s charge. “Go,” Cryer said and the three of them sprinted to docking bridge four. Cryer clicked the comm device on the lapel of his jacket. “Liz, what do we have that can stop a huorim?”

Over the comm, Liz sounded busy. “Um, I think the ship’s defenses have some anti-personnel weapons near the docking hatch, sir.”

“Good! We need three of them,” Cryer said. “I’m coming in with two friendlies and three very not friendlies close behind! Get the hatch open!”

Liz didn’t miss a beat. “Roger, captain!”

“How are you guys at moving under fire?” Cryer asked Ross and Anthony.

Ross shrugged as he ran. “I’m good, but Anthony could use some practice.”

“Anthony?” Cryer asked.

Anthony ran, and struggled to gather his breath. “Yeah?”

“Learn by doing.”

They turned the corner onto docking bridge four, with the huorim on their tails. Fifty feet ahead was the unlined side of Nightingale’s hull but, as they approached, a hatch appeared as though by magic, followed by two weapon barrels that extended from the hull.

The huorim turned the corner and the ship’s weapons began to fire. The three terrans abandoned caution for speed, and ran while the lasers swept across the docking bridge. As it did, it singed the walls and burned into the flesh of the huorim. A few plasma slugs struck the side of the ship, without effect.

Once inside, Ross and Anthony slammed into the wall opposite the boarding hatch and slumped to the floor. Cryer stayed on his feet and closed the hatch. “Liz,” he said, “We’re aboard. Get us out of here!”

“Moving, captain.” Liz’s voice said over the intercom.

Cryer nodded. “Thank you.” He paused. “Wait, why were there only two antipersonnel lasers? I said I needed three.”

The intercom sighed. “There are only two lasers near the door, sir.”

“That figures,” Cryer said, then turned to Ross. “This is my ship, Nightingale.”

Ross examined the clean, well-lit passageway. “Not bad.” He said, and tried to catch his breath. “I take it you need a crew.”

A smile spread across Cryer’s lips. “That I do.” He turned to Anthony. “What do you say, Anthony. Want a job? You’ll be doing all the work no one else really wants, but on the plus side you’ll get paid, have a bed, and you won’t live on a corrupt space station.”

“Sure,” Anthony said in between panting breaths. “I’m in.”

Cryer’s smile grew. “Then welcome aboard.”

Parasnathi

The stone walls of the monastery were clean and smooth, and, as Cryer watched the robed monks pass, bodies of all different sizes, species, and sexes rubbed against the stone and kept them that way. Many of the monks wore masks like the one Cryer had donned for this visit but those near the front of the lines did not. The masks dampened his senses, just as it did for the monks, and Cryer hated it. At last, the hall cleared and a small, elderly ascetic monk led Cryer further on.

At the end of the hall was a simple wooden door, eight feet tall and four across. Candles burned in alcoves along the corridor, but with the mask on Cryer could barely see his own nose, let along the monk opening the door. As he did, light flooded the hallway and Cryer was dazzled by the brightness. Without a word, the elderly monk indicated the open door, bowed, and left. Cryer took a moment to clear his eyes, then stepped inside and closed the door behind him.
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