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“One more shot, bartender,” ordered Captain Nagy, with a tone that conveyed urgency.

“You know you need to walk once you leave, right?” replied the bartender with a smile as he brought the bottle of distilled vodka over.

“I pay you to pour, not to talk,” said Captain Nagy, and he pointed at the shot glass. The bartender complied and filled the shot glass to the brim.

“Happy?”

“Very,” replied Captain Nagy, and he slid the credits over, enough to pay for the shot and the tip.

“And now I’m happy too,” said the bartender with a laugh as he took the credits and went back to cleaning the glasses in preparation for the rush hour shift in a few hours.

The Shiny Moon bar was a miserable little joint, frequented by star traders and veterans with light pockets. The drinks were cheap, the bar stools had holes in the cushions, and the music player whipped up a potent combination of beats mixed with static, the result of corrupted file data that was never fixed or replaced. All in all, a perfect area for a depressed sailor on a mothball salary.

It was not always like this. William Nagy used to be a proud full-time sailor in the Republic of Earth’s navy. The main pillar of a heavily corrupt yet still functional republic, the military of Earth could always rely on the greed of representatives and senators. No one ever defunds the military; the pork barrel always has some meat and grease set aside for the brave sons and daughters of the republic, or so people say.

The problem that sailors like William Nagy have run into is quite simple: politicians like to propose bills and projects that revolutionize the republic. Draft a good enough bill and see it implemented across the republic, and you may find yourself in the president’s chair. Because of this, you have young and bright-eyed representatives whipping up bills left and right. Even the cranky senators cannot help it; their assistants spend more time theory crafting bills than assisting their bosses in their day-to-day tasks. A mighty republic indeed.

Then came a man by the name of Jonathan Varis. This particular senator thought that he had stumbled on such a gem. It was known as the “Great Reserve,” and Jonathan Varis was sure that it was his ticket to the presidency. All the benefits of a standing army and navy, at only a quarter of the price! The plan was simple enough. The soldiers are mothballed on different planets all across the republic; they, in turn, stimulate the local economy by burning through their meager reserve salaries. The sailors are to do the same, only they must remain within an hour’s distance of their mothballed vessel, which is moored planetside, guarded by mothballed soldiers who spend more time gambling than patrolling the fence.

Jonathan Varis was right after all; this bill revolutionized society. It helped to lessen the budget deficit, and it gave him the coalition of voters, the perfect blend of deficit hawks and domestic program advocates, to win the presidency. President Varis now governs a republic that is heavily armed, a necessity in modern times, but also a republic that is hesitant in shooting first—the perfect combination for a civilization that wants to negotiate trade deals with other human civilizations across the cosmos.

Captain Nagy heard the shriek of hinges that should have been replaced years ago. An individual had just entered the bar; the sound of the shoe heel was distinct. This particular individual was wearing high heels. Captain Nagy, in an instant, knew exactly who it was.

She walked over to the bar and took a seat next to him. Her dress was the perfect combination of arousal and restraint, perfected down to the last stitch. She, after all, had years of practice in knowing what wins the client over and what does not.

“I think this is the first time that I’ve seen you here this early,” said Captain Nagy with some surprise.

“Slow day,” replied the woman with a tone of frustration.

“You never have a slow day,” said Captain Nagy in all honesty.

“Tell that to my wallet!”

The bartender walked over to the woman with a smile that concealed a frown. He clearly was not happy at all to see her.

The bartender then asked, “What kind of virgin are we having today?”

“Two virgin Shirley Temples, no ice."

The bartender went over to his bottle collection and fetched the bottle of grenadine. He placed the bottle on the bar counter and fetched two glasses. Pouring a decent portion of grenadine into each glass, he then retrieved the ginger ale from the refrigerator, opened the bottle, and poured its contents into the two glasses until they were almost full. He finally grabbed a spoon, stirred the two liquids together, and slid the finished cocktails over to the woman.

“Just one love; the other is for William,” replied the woman, who started to drink her Shirley Temple.

“One virgin Shirley Temple,” teased the bartender as he slid the glass over to Captain Nagy.

“I don’t want it,” he said.

“You’ve had enough vodka; I like my clients to be sober enough to get hard, at the very least."

“I don’t recall purchasing your services, Nicole."

“Then purchase them!"

“What if I just want to sit here and drink my shots, a routine that I was enjoying before you arrived and interrupted it?”

Nicole reached into her purse and pulled out a tightly folded piece of clothing, as well as a pair of handcuffs. She then placed the two items in front of Captain Nagy.

“Is that a Solar Empire officer uniform, female standard dress?”

“Indeed, it is, freshly dry cleaned too."

“She’s good,” said the bartender with a smile.

Captain Nagy picked up the handcuffs and toyed with them for a moment before placing them back on the bar. He picked up the Shirley Temple that Nicole had purchased for him and drank it all. The vodka had made him quite thirsty, and in only a few moments, his thirst was quenched, and his belly was full and did not want any more liquid. Nicole knew him like a master violinist knows his violin.

“You cleaned the upstairs room?” asked Captain Nagy, looking at the bartender.

“Of course, how long?”

Captain Nagy looked at a smiling Nicole for a moment before replying, “One hour.”

“300 credits,” replied the bartender, and Captain Nagy counted the chips he had taken from his pocket before sliding them over to the bartender.

“And how much for the rest of that bottle?”

“I’ll give it to you for 100 credits,” replied the bartender. Captain Nagy slid over a 100-credit chip as the bartender screwed the cap on the bottle and handed it to him.

“And before you say anything, it’s for when I get home. Put this on,” ordered Captain Nagy, tossing the folded Imperial uniform over to Nicole and handing her the handcuffs as he got up from the barstool, vodka bottle in hand. Nicole paid the bartender for the two drinks as she got up.

“Enjoy yourselves,” said the bartender as the two individuals walked over to the corner of the bar and headed up the spiral staircase leading to the lounges and private rooms. Out of sight, the bartender returned to cleaning the glasses in preparation for the rush hour shift that was to come.

Nicole proceeded to put her arm around Captain Nagy’s waist as they walked to the rented room. He was wearing his standard reserve uniform, standard naval protocol for enlisted sailors who were not aboard an active ship. Thanks to his reserve status, Captain Nagy was more or less sentenced to wear his reserve dress permanently. He did not mind in the slightest, of course; he had worn a uniform after all for the great majority of his life.

Walking over to the rented room, Nicole drew open the curtains and walked inside. Captain Nagy followed right at her heels as he turned and closed the curtains behind him. There was no door; the room was, after all, designed to facilitate the quick doing of one’s business before returning to the bar scene. In pursuit of such a goal, the bed was covered in plastic, which was easily removed and washed between uses. Not the most comfortable of experiences, but neither is inebriated sex, which was the main purpose of said bed.

Nicole wasted no time removing her clothes at lightning speed. She put on the Solar Empire Officer uniform quickly, leaving her naked from the waist down. Laying her purse down, she fumbled through it until she found what she was looking for. It was a small cylindrical device; she turned it on, inserted a tip that she took out from her purse, and walked over to Captain Nagy.

She pulled back his left sleeve and pressed the tip against his forearm, which pierced the skin and drew some blood. The device beeped for a few seconds before letting out a chirp, and a test result then displayed on the screen at the end.

“Not a single venereal disease; I’m impressed,” said Nicole.

“Must be all the vodka; nothing can survive in this body,” replied Captain Nagy with a smile, shaking the vodka bottle that was still in his hand.

“Give me that,” said an annoyed Nicole, who grabbed the bottle and placed it on the floor. “Alright, what do you want today?”

“The usual,” replied Captain Nagy as he lay down on the bed.

*
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The bartender continued to clean and polish the glasses in preparation for the flood of workers that would soon descend upon his establishment. To his surprise, he was interrupted by the shrieking sound of his front door hinges. In stepped a man; he was a naval officer, fully dressed in active-duty uniform, and his stripes betrayed him as a Commodore.

“A pleasure, sir. How can I help you?” asked the bartender, surprised to see a senior naval officer in his establishment.

“Captain William Nagy,” was his reply.

“You're wondering where you can find him?”

“Yes.”

“He’s upstairs but occupied at the moment.”

“Doing what?”

“Let’s just say that he is emptying his ballast tanks,” replied the bartender with a joke that had worked on many sailors before.

“I see,” said the Commodore, who did not even attempt to modify the resting frown on his face.

“Could I offer you a drink while you wait?”

“That will not be necessary,” replied the Commodore, who walked away from the bar and went straight to the spiral staircase at the corner.

“Help yourself to the entire place, you bastard,” cursed the bartender to himself as the Commodore walked up the staircase.

He did not need to spend much time deciphering where the person he was searching for was. The squeaking bed was loud enough that one could start to hear it from the middle of the staircase. The Commodore walked over to the room in question, pulled aside the curtains, and he could see Nicole riding hard and fast, like a cowboy fleeing a posse at full gallop.

“I see that the enemy has captured you, Captain,” said the Commodore out loud, which startled Nicole. She shrieked briefly and jumped off her client, crossing her legs and throwing down her arms to cover herself as she backed into a corner.

“What the hell are you doing?” hissed Captain Nagy as his session ended.

“I see discipline and respect for rank have faded ever since you were mothballed.”

“If you wanted to keep my discipline and respect for rank intact, then maybe you should’ve kept me on the active-duty payroll.”

“Perhaps. Either way, such things are irrelevant now. Admiral Hackett wants to speak with you.”

“When?” asked Captain Nagy, who got up from the bed and started to get dressed.

“Immediately. You are to report with me at once.”

“I need to pay first,” said the Captain plainly.

“Use this to finish your business here; once you are done, meet me outside the bar,” replied the Commodore, who pulled out a credit chip and handed it to him before stepping outside.

“Well, it looks like your dry spell today won’t be that bad after all,” said Captain Nagy with a smile as he handed Nicole the credit chip.

“10,000 credits! Are they mad?” said Nicole with an enormous smile as she took the chip and slipped it at once into her purse.

“Not mad; the navy is just terrible with money. They mothball millions of sailors for years in the name of efficiency, then they overpay for everything else. Either way, that chip buys you for the rest of the day, does it not?”

“I suppose it does,” replied Nicole with a smile.

“In that case, bring this vodka bottle to my apartment and wait there until I return. I’m sure you know the address?” said Captain Nagy, who handed her the bottle and his apartment key.

“Of course. I’ve been there so many times that I sometimes dream inside that apartment.”

“That’s the spirit! Wait for me there,” said Captain Nagy, and he walked out once he finished getting dressed.

Captain Nagy made his way down the staircase and waved goodbye to the bartender as he left the bar. He was quite dizzy, a result of the several shots that he had enjoyed previously, but he could still more or less walk without falling over.

“An absolute travesty; your current state is an insult to the navy,” hissed the Commodore, who was waiting for him.

“I’m mothballed. Until you give me my commission back, I’m not even in the navy for all intents and purposes,” retorted the Captain.

“Follow me, Captain,” ordered the Commodore, and the pair started to walk down the street.

The Commodore pulled out his personal computer and called for his aircraft. It was waiting overhead; the pilot wasted no time in descending and then landing right in the middle of the street.

“I believe that breaks a few traffic laws,” said Captain Nagy with a grin.

“Get in,” ordered the Commodore, and Captain Nagy wasted no time in doing so. He could see Nicole leave the bar just as the aircraft began to take off; they exchanged waves as the aircraft ascended and then sped off.

“Lovely girl. She makes for a terrible Imperial officer; on the other hand, the Solar Empire is much less pleasant in their interrogations,” added the Commodore, whose face betrayed a smile.

“That is more or less the idea in having her wear it.”
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The Commodore and the Captain did not speak for the rest of the trip. It did not take long to arrive at their destination; after all, the Admiralty for the 89th reserve fleet, which was the fleet that Captain Nagy’s ship was assigned to, was within an hour or so of Captain Nagy’s apartment by public transportation. By air, the trip took less than ten minutes, and the journey from The Shiny Moon bar to the Admiralty building felt like a blink of time.

The aircraft descended and landed, and the two men stepped off. The pilot reclined the seat back and rested, wasting no time taking a break as the Commodore and the Captain left the landing pad and entered the building. Inside was a small room, with two sentry soldiers standing next to a metallic door. The Commodore walked up to the retina scanner, and Captain Nagy did the same. It cleared both men, and the doors opened.

The building inside was richly decorated and exquisite in its cleanliness. A naval secretary smiled and got up to greet them as they walked the hallway that connected the metallic security door with the lobby. The secretary met the two men right as they entered the lobby, which was covered with polished marble and many different flags.

“A pleasure. How can I help you two?” asked the secretary, her voice the perfect combination of kindness and quickness.

“We are here to see Admiral Hackett,” replied the Commodore.

“I’ll let the Admiral know that you have arrived. Please take a seat while you wait,” said the secretary, who pointed to a row of chairs in the right corner of the room. The two men took a seat as the secretary returned to her desk and phoned the Admiral's office, letting him know that his expected guests had arrived.

The Captain and the Commodore waited for several minutes until the secretary’s phone rang. She picked it up with great speed, and after a brief conversation, she hung up.

She got up before saying, “The Admiral will see you now. With me, please.” She waited until the two men got up and walked over to her before proceeding to escort them to Admiral Hackett’s office.

The hallways of the Admiralty building continued with lavish decorations. Flag after flag was prominently displayed; some of the flags represented distinct ships that had earned high praise and rewards, while others denoted different campaigns in which the 89th participated before the entire fleet was demoted to reserve status. Even though the fleet was currently mothballed all across the Sol system, with the majority of the cruisers slowly rotting on Earth proper, it was one of the most decorated fleets in the entire Republican Navy. An impressive feat for the mother civilization that still clings to the ideals of a republic.

The three individuals continued to walk the hallway until they at long last reached the Admiral's office. The secretary opened the door and held it open for the Captain and the Commodore, closing it behind them as they entered. The Admiral's office was spacious and very well decorated with flags, medals, and other naval memorabilia that one accumulates after decades of service. Such was the office of Admiral Hackett, leader of the 89th reserve fleet, once upon a time one of the greatest strategic minds in the entire Republican Navy.

“A pleasure and honor, sir,” said Captain Nagy, who walked up to the seated Admiral and saluted at attention.

“A pleasure as well, Captain. Please take a seat, the both of you,” ordered Admiral Hackett, and both the Commodore and the Captain took a seat in the two chairs in front of the Admiral's desk.

“You look out of place in that dress."

“I agree completely. I would rather wear active-duty dress; then again, our glorious republic had other plans for me, sir.”

“Indeed, one of the most decorated fleets in our navy, mothballed and left to rot across our home system. Anyway, I am here to try and rectify such an error, starting with you."

“You’re reinstating my commission?”

“Indeed, your cruiser is coming out of mothball.”

Captain Nagy already had a strong feeling that he was going to be reinstated—sending the Commodore to hunt him down, overpaying severely to ensure that he finished his business quickly with Nicole, all were obvious signs. The Republican Navy does not lift a finger after all without a purpose. And doing all of that meant that he was needed for something. Yet what that something was, he did not know.

“Sir, if I may ask a blunt question.”

“You may, and if I get offended, I’ll blame the alcohol that courses through your veins,” replied Admiral Hackett with a smile, who clearly saw the less-than-perfect gait of Captain Nagy as he walked into his office.

“I appreciate that, sir. You sent this Commodore here on a personal mission, direct from your hand; did you not?”

“I did,” replied Admiral Hackett, who was intrigued by this line of questioning.

“Why didn’t you have some official messengers track me down? Using a Commodore to hunt down an old Captain whose best service years are behind him does not seem like the best use of fleet resources.”

“No, but circumstance demands it,” replied Admiral Hackett, who got up and walked over to his liquor cabinet.

“Circumstance?”

“Are you a bourbon man by any chance, William?” asked Admiral Hackett, who broke two simultaneous regulations: addressing a subordinate by their first name and offering alcohol to a subordinate.

“I am now, sir,” replied Captain Nagy, who never refused a drink.

“I’ll have to carry him out at this rate, sir,” added the Commodore with a jest.

“I’m sure he’ll sober up by the time he leaves my office. Say, Captain, how’s the liver?” asked Admiral Hackett, who walked over with two glasses of bourbon on the rocks, handing one of them to Captain Nagy.

“More or less half-dead by this point. Cheers, sir,” replied Captain Nagy, and he lifted his glass. The Admiral reciprocated; the two glasses clinked.

The Admiral walked back to his chair and sat down. Smelling and tasting the bourbon before taking a sip, he eyed the subordinate in front of him as he drank the bourbon like a kid drinks fruit juice. He could not help it; he smiled and let out a laugh.

“Well, your ship’s doctor will have to give you a physical before I can clear you for departure, once you’re briefed, of course,” said Admiral Hackett. Captain Nagy stopped drinking as the topic of his old ship came up.

“How’s the old girl?”

“In the same condition as the rest of my fleet: abyssal compared to the days when she roamed the stars.”

“Any retrofits or improvements since the initial mothball?”

“Not a single one. Every year she got a cleaning and a checkup, but not much else. Assuming the cleaning crews did not doctor their schedules, of course. For all I know, the ship hasn’t been touched in over a decade,” replied the Admiral, who did not like the words that came out of his mouth.

“Damn the politicians; damn them all."

“Well, I hope the bourbon went down well at the very least.”

“It did; I thank you for it,” replied Captain Nagy, who finished up the last drops of bourbon and set the empty glass with ice down on the Admiral’s desk.

“Now to the business at hand: you need to be briefed. Commodore, mind fetching the dossier?” ordered Admiral Hackett, and the Commodore got up and briskly walked out of the office in pursuit of his orders.

“Give him a moment to get the papers. In the meantime, how has the last decade of reserve status treated you?”

“Abysmally, sir.”

“Free time proved to be too great of a foe to best?”

“It wasn’t the fact that I had nothing to do; the problem, sir, was the depression of morale. I saw the same faces, attached to men who used to be officers and soldiers. They gave away years and years, riding the void of space on metallic boxes, only to be treated as an expenditure that should be cut as much as possible. The President does not have the same 89th that his predecessors had; I can say that right now with absolute certainty.”

“No, he does not; not by a long shot,” said Admiral Hackett. The Commodore arrived just as the Admiral finished his words.

“Perfect. Please read up, Captain, and do not hesitate to ask questions,” ordered the Admiral as the Commodore handed Captain Nagy the dossier folder.

Captain Nagy read the folder for a good fifteen minutes, and he read it several times. From an observer’s viewpoint, one could assume that the more he read it, the more he struggled to understand. Finally, he could not take it anymore.

“No, it doesn’t exist,” said Captain Nagy with full certainty in his voice.

“You certain of that?” replied Admiral Hackett, who reclined in his chair.

“Sir, the Terraforming Installation is a myth, a rumor, a tale that the idiot ensigns tell themselves to pass the time. You’re ordering me to find it; how can I find something for you that does not exist?”

The Admiral pulled out a drawer and took out a full-service marine battle rifle. He looked at the Commodore and said, “Sierra protocol, I’ll knock three times on the door to disengage.” The Admiral handed the rifle to the Commodore, who immediately got up.

“Yes, sir,” he replied, and walked outside of the office, closing the door shut behind him. He stood directly in front of the door, in the same sentry stance that Captain Nagy saw the two sentries in before entering the Admiralty building.

“Sierra protocol?” asked Captain Nagy, who tried to contain his laughter.

“When you spend ten years without a single thing to do, you create fun little protocols. It’s the best Do-Not-Disturb sign in the galaxy,” replied the Admiral with a laugh; Captain Nagy joined in.

“I suppose it is,” added Captain Nagy in between chuckles.

“Alright, William, back to the business at hand. Just a second,” said the Admiral as he got up and walked towards one of the paintings on the wall.

He slid it over, revealing a safe, and typed in a code that unlocked it. There were many stacks of papers and folders, no doubt containing priceless and highly classified secrets. He pulled out the folder that was on top of the pile and walked over to a seated Captain Nagy, handing him the folder.

The style was unmistakable; this was a Solar Empire dossier. The contents were clearly translated from their language, but the information was still just as shocking.

“Where did we get this?” asked Captain Nagy with astonishment.

“The idiots over at Clandestine Intelligence; for once in their miserable lives, they actually did something useful.”

“And we can verify its accuracy?”

“With a high degree of certainty, yes.”

Captain Nagy continued to skim through the dossier, reading each piece of information it contained over and over. Dozens of perfectly terraformed worlds located in very remote areas of the galaxy. Organic-based lifeforms with DNA that matches that of Earth-origin species. Orbits are perfectly in the middle of each star’s Goldilocks zone; gravity on each world was more or less 1g. The Solar Empire believes, Admiral Hackett believes, but Captain Nagy still needs convincing.

“You want me to take the ship out ‘clandestinely,’ don’t you, sir?”

“Even a decade of drinking did not dull your intelligence. Yes, this mission is not an official one. I am going to be frank with you, Captain: I am bored out of my mind, and the politicians will not lift a finger to take my fleet out of mothball. You are going to be my bait, the thing that wakes up those fat-cat politicians and makes them pounce on my suggestions. Your ship is a rust bucket, using decades-old gear and tech, perfect for slipping under the radar and avoiding suspicion from every single spy stationed on the frontier worlds. I want you to hunt down these leads, confirm the existence of the Terraforming Installation, and then immediately relay said confirmation to me."

“Once the Republic discovers the existence of the Terraforming Installation, they’ll have no choice but to bring out the entire reserve wing of the navy and army from mothball. The entire galaxy will scramble to war in order to capture it. Indeed, whoever obtains such a valuable asset as the Terraforming Installation controls the fate of every single human civilization in the universe. The power to make any solar system a habitable one; the implications are just unfathomable,” said Captain Nagy, his mind racing with the potential implications of such technology existing in the universe.

“I don’t want you back until you find that Terraforming Installation. I’m giving you full control over your crew and a complete pardon from any regulations that you may break as you assemble said crew. Fill up your cruiser with the scum of the frontier if you so choose. All I care about is confirmation from you regarding the Terraforming Installation once you find it,” ordered Admiral Hackett. Captain Nagy got up and placed the dossier on the Admiral’s desk as he leaned in.

“Have the dossier sent to the safe in my captain’s quarters, assuming they did not take it out in the past decade. One last thing, sir: what is the scuttle protocol for this mission?”

“Any risk of capture or failure during the mission, self-destruct with all hands aboard.”

“Understood, sir. Mind if I borrow the Commodore’s aircraft to help me in hunting down my old crew and recruiting new individuals?”

“Of course, the aircraft is yours. I’ll make sure to get this dossier into your safe. Give me 24 hours at the minimum to get your ship out of mothball; your engineers will have to get her up to 100% on their own as you depart Sol, but you’ll be FTL-capable at the bare minimum,” replied Admiral Hackett, who picked up the dossier on his desk as he got up from his chair.

The Admiral and the Captain walked over to the door of the Admiral’s office. The Admiral knocked three times on the door, disengaging the ‘Sierra protocol’ that had been activated a few moments previously. The Commodore turned around and opened the door, holding it open for the Admiral and Captain as they stepped outside the office.

“Good luck, officer,” said Admiral Hackett, extending his arm and shaking Captain Nagy’s hand with a firm grasp.

“Thank you, sir,” replied Captain Nagy. The three men separated; Captain Nagy turned left and walked back to the lobby, while the Admiral and Commodore turned right and continued to walk deeper into the Admiralty building.

The captain returned to the lobby after a brief walk and was greeted by the secretary as he left the Admiralty building. With the metal door sealing shut behind him, he stepped outside and walked to the aircraft, where the pilot inside was still enjoying his break from flying. The captain walked right up to the window and tapped it a few times with his knuckles to snap the pilot to attention. He then entered the aircraft through one of the rear doors.

“You’ve been assigned to me, pilot; I have several errands to run for the Admiral,” ordered Captain Nagy.

“One second, sir, while I confirm with the Commodore,” replied the pilot, who for a few moments contacted the Commodore and requested authorization for the command transfer.
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