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This book was a fun one to write. A straightforward space adventure. Like the ones I loved as a kid. So, it's only right, I suppose, that it should be dedicate to all the science fiction lovers out there. All the people who looked up at the stars at night and thought "I want to go see what's out there". This one's for you.

Also, to God, only through whom I'm able to do anything, let alone write books.
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Duncans’ Diamond

The mansion was built into an asteroid in orbit of a distant star, inconspicuous but for the external lights and space traffic in every direction. The front of the mansion saw little traffic but, on the far side from the sun, shuttles flew in and out of the two service shuttle bays. One shuttle, designed and built by a Republic manufacturer, joined the traffic and landed in the shuttle bay just as another left.

As the shuttle touched down, the pilot, a dougar, turned his seat out of the now-dark navigation dome and crossed his four arms. “Alright, hurry up,” the pilot said, a frown on his ape-like face. “You have a job to do. I’ll be back to pick you up when the party’s over.”

The shuttle’s passengers voiced their unenthusiastic ascent and stepped off the shuttle as soon as the rear hatch touched the ground. The shuttle bay had been carved out of the asteroid and floored with metallic plates. The lights, repair section, and particle field machinery were bolted to the stone walls and ceiling. In the bay, the passengers were met by a member of the mansion’s staff. She compared their identifications against a data-pad in her hands. Once everyone was accounted for, the staff member looked them over. “One for security, one for the kitchen, and we finally have someone to look over that hiccough in environmental controls.” The terran woman huffed. “It’s about time.”

One of the repair technicians, a terran, held out his hands. “We got here as fast as we could,” he said. “There’s so much traffic out there, you should be happy we were able to catch a ride.”

The staff member rolled her eyes. “If you say so. Security, it says you were here last week for training. You know where to go?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the security guard said.

The staffer nodded over her shoulder. “OK, go ahead.” The security guard nodded and walked away. “The rest of you, follow me.” With a wave of her hand, the staffer led the new hires into the mansion.

Though the mansion had been built into an asteroid, the interior was as comfortable and homely as any ordinary house. The hardwood of the floors were clean and smooth. The walls were decorated with paintings. Ornate chandeliers hung from the lofty, vaulted ceilings. Even the air vents, built high into the walls, did nothing to shake the illusion that this mansion was anything other than a regular house on a perfectly normal planet.

The new hires were lead down the hall, past decorations and pieces of art that were each worth a small fortune, and stopped outside of a door. “This is the kitchen,” the staff member said, pointing to a young terran man with long hair. “You’re with the cooking staff, right?”

“Yeah, that’s me,” the young man said.

The staffer nodded. “Good. In you go, just tie back your hair before you start. The head chef’s very strict on hygiene.” The young man nodded and began trying his hair into a rough pony tail. “That’s better. Go on in.” As the young man walked through the door, the staffer turned to the others. “OK, you two, let’s get over to environmental controls.” She turned and headed back the way they’d come. Dutifully, the new hires followed.

Halfway down the hall, the staffer turned at an intersection. The hall was short and the staffer stopped just outside a door at the end. A sign above the door, in fine, decorative letters, indicated that the door lead to environmental control. “Why didn’t you bring us here first?” the terran technician asked. “Seems like a waste of time to double back like that.”

The staff member rolled her eyes. “Temporary staff only needs to know where they’re working. They don’t need to know the entire layout of the house. You didn’t complain when I didn’t show you inside the kitchen.” The second technician, an arkymian, in the species’ traditional, bulky environmental suit, nodded. “Here you are. Go through, take the stairs down to the air circulators. I’ll check in every now and then.”

The technicians agreed and the staff member left them to their work. Once she turned the corner, the technicians opened the door to environmental controls, passed through a small office area, and made their way down the mesh steel stairs beyond. The stairway doubled back on itself several times as they descended. The technicians were two levels down, and entirely alone, before they spoke again.

The arkymian technician shook her head. “Once again, I must voice my objections to this job. Stealing is beneath us, it is not?”

“No, it’s not. If it helps, we’re not really stealing. Technically, we’re reclaiming a historical artifact that was stolen from it’s real owner.” The ‘technician’, Captain David Cryer, stopped outside the door at the bottom of the stairs and faced his companion. “Look, Hed’a, it’s a job, OK? We get the thing, we bring it where it belongs, we get paid. You want to get paid, don’t you?”

“Yes, captain, I do,” Dr. Hed’a Cleis-Fral said, “but is all of this subterfuge really necessary?”

Cryer opened the door and led Hed’a inside. “Yes, it is. It's half the fun!”

Inside the chamber was the air recycling system for the asteroid mansion. Green grass, shrubs, and even a few trees grew in all directions. Over head, sol-lights illuminated the room and encouraged photosynthesis in the plants. Vents near the floor pushed the stale air from the house over the greenery. In the ceiling, fans pulled the recycled air back up toward the occupied floors. In the center of the room was a single control console, its screen dark, a single chair pushed back from it.

Hed’a crossed the room to the console while Cryer laid his tool bag on the floor. The scientist checked the console, then turned back to the captain. “It appears that the device Mr. Ross placed on the controls is still active.”

“Good,” Cryer said, scanning the ceiling. above them, one overhead fan wasn’t spinning. Smiling, Cryer reached into the bag and retrieved a strange pistol. “This might be easy, then.” Cryer shouldered his tool bag and aimed his tool at the ceiling. A block fired, flew bast the immobile fan blades, and stuck inside the vent beyond. A thin line hung from it and Cryer smiled at Hed’a. “Give me five minutes.” Before the arkymian could speak again, Cryer pressed a button on the pistol and was pulled into the air.

Cryer passed the fan blades and stopped inside the air vent. With his teeth gritted, he released the pistol and landed on the bars that supported the fan motor. The air vent extended before him, dark and deep. Once inside, Cryer opened the tool bag again and retrieved a mask. From the outside, the mask resembled those worn by ascetic monks, featureless and metallic beside the two lenses. Functionally, it was quite differently. As he put it on his face, Cryer was able to see clearly in the darkness. Inside the mask, telemetry data, a deep scan of the building, and an open comm line displayed in one corner.

“I’m in, Hed’a,” Cryer said through the mask. Cautiously, he stepped off the fan support and made his way down the large air vent.

Hed’a’s face appeared in another corner of the mask’s display. “That is good, captain. It seems as though the mansion’s maintenance staff attempted to repair the system but Mr. Ross hid the sabotage device too well. I am still surprised he as able to get into the mansion like he did.”

Cryer smiled. “We’re just lucky they were planning this party.” He scanned the area around him. “Besides, you built the thing. You’re the only person who can turn it off.”

The arkymian's eyes narrowed at the edges as she smiled behind the mask that covered her lower face. “True.”

Ahead, the air duct turned upward and the captain stopped at the bottom of the tube. “I found the room. Looks like I’m going up.” Cryer reached into his overalls, found the controls to the harness he wore, and pressed the button. With the harness activated, a magnetic field built up around him and gently elevated him into the air. He rose along the duct, passing several junctions, until he found the one he wanted. The harness, under the captain’s control, guided him forward, into the new duct, then stopped well inside. There, Cryer deactivated the magnetic levitator and touched down silently.

The air duct was smaller than the one below but Cryer was able to move along it toward his destination. He walked down the duct, scanning the walls to his right, until he found himself between two much smaller vent lines that ran out from the main trunk. Again, he reached into his bag. This time, he withdrew a small cutting laser. With a smile under his mask, Cryer used the laser to cut through the duct, the insulation beyond, and the wall material on the far side. After a few minutes of careful, boring work, a four-foot circle of material fell into the room beyond the duct and the captain followed it.

Cryer found himself inside a small museum. Display cases and shelves, filled with ancient artifacts, books, and paintings, lined the walls,. In the center of the room were five more cases. Four faced outward and surrounded the fifth. While the objects in the smaller cases were valuable beyond measure, the captain’s target rested in the center. Cryer smiled. “This could be-”

“No, captain,” Hed’a said over the comm line. “We are here for one item. Even if we did rob the place blind, there would be no way to get it all out.”

The captain frowned as he turned back toward the central case. Inside, lit from below, was the largest gem Cryer had ever seen. Cut in a classic fashion, the gem was eight inches around and seemed to glow from within. Cryer crossed the room and examined the gem for a moment, then smiled and opened his bag. He reached inside, rummaged around, and withdrew two tools. One, a wide bowl surrounded by a metal ring, he placed on the ground. As he did, three hover-pads extended from the ring and it lifted into the air beside him. The other tool, Cryer raised toward the glass around the gem. As its fine point touched the glass, it began to cut. The work took seconds but, soon, the case was open. Cryer reached in and clutched the gem, then pulled it out as carefully as he could.

That was when the alarm went off.

Cryer swore and placed the gem on the floating bowl. A particle field sprang to life around its cargo and, with a kick, Cryer sent his target back toward the air duct. He tossed the cutter back into the bag but, before he could move, the door into the room opened. Standing just beyond the door was a security guard. “Hey! Don’t move,” the guard said. He drew a pistol from under his jacket.

The captain’s hands flew into the air. “Uh, just fixing the environmental system?”

“Yeah, right,” the guard said. “You’re coming with me.” The guard crossed the room and grasped Cryer by the shoulder, then pressed the barrel of his pistol into the captain’s ribs. “I should have known you were trouble on the shuttle ride over here.”

“Was that you?” Cryer asked. The guard pushed him out of the museum and into the hall. “Sorry, I’m terrible with faces. I don’t think I caught your name. I’m-”

“Shut up,” the guard said. He took his hand off Cryer’s shoulder and put it to his ear. “Yeah, I responded. Found one of the environmental repair guys in there. Looks like he cut his way in through the air ducts.” The guard paused. “I’m taking him to the shuttle bay. It’s easier to clean up there. Someone find the other technician.”

The two men moved through the halls of the mansion, past rooms and dining halls decorated for a birthday party. As they traveled, other security guards and house staff came to watch the perp walk. They all nodded, smiled, and generally approved of Cryer’s capture. A few guards joined the small procession. The march through the house moved at an even pace but the pistol jammed in the captain’s ribs seemed to slow time.

The procession reached the hall toward the shuttle bay when they were met by another security guard, this one in a more expensive suit than the rest. “Is this the guy?” he asked.

The guard with the gun in Cryer’s ribs nodded. “Yes, sir. I’m taking him to the shuttle bay. Someone’s rounding up the other technician right now.”

The head of security smiled. “Good to hear.” With his smile still in place, the head of security drew back and punched Cryer in the stomach. The air rushed from the captain’s lungs while the head of security straightened his suit. “Deal with them, then we’ll track down the diamond. But don’t let this get in the way of the party. The family want this evening to go down without a hitch and this is already too dramatic.”

“Yes, sir,” the guard said. He pulled Cryer upright and urged him toward the shuttle bay. The head of security let them go, then sent most of the other guards back to work. One was allowed to continue, reinforcing the first. Cryer, with no other options, went ahead of them.

At the end of the hall, the guards opened the door to the shuttle bay. They shoved Cryer through, then followed. A few steps in, the guards froze, then raised their pistols, aiming at Hed'a. The arkymian stood just in front of the bay's particle fields, large, panicked eyes scanning the blackness beyond. As the door closed behind the guards, she turned. Inside her containment suit, her blue cheeks went pale and her large eyes widened even farther at the sight of the pistols. The first guard held Cryer while the second took hold of Hed’a. Under control, both captives were pushed toward the particle field.

Cryer’s hands came up as the second guard backed away. “Wait, what is this?” he asked. “You’re just going to execute us? You’re not going to call the cops, or the local tin star?”

The security guard laughed. “No,” he said. He aimed his pistol at Cryer. “We’re going to kill you, then we’ll track down the gem. Let’s get this-”

The lights overhead went out and were replaced by a dark red emergency light. An alarm began to ring from overhead, quiet but insistent. The siren echoed through the bay and Cryer’s hands went to his ears. “What now?” the first security guard asked. 

The second guard grimaced. “Fire alarm!”

“Go check it out!” The first guard pointed toward the door and the second guard charged out of the shuttle bay. Alone with the captives, the first guard raised his pistol and grinned. “Before we do this, do you want to tell me where the gem is?”

Cryer scoffed. “I have no idea.”

“Oh, I have it, captain,” Hed’a said. “It is inside my containment suit.”

Both Cryer and the security guard groaned. “Hed’a,” they both said. Cryer waved a hand at the shuttle bay around them. “Come on! They could be listening!”

The guard shook his head as he put away his pistol. “I turned off the listening devices in here,” Bennett Ross said. “But he’s right, Hed’a, operational security.”

The argument was cut short as someone stumbled through the door from the house proper. They whirled to see the young man from the kitchen barrel into the bay. His hair disheveled and white shirt was singed. he leaned against the doorway and stared at the assembled crew. “Hey, I started a fire to distract security. Did we get it?”

“Yes, Anthony, we got it,” Cryer said. “Ross, signal the shuttle. Let’s get out of here.”

Ross retrieved a different comm device from inside his jacket. “Hey, yeah, we’re ready to go. We’re in the shuttle bay.” He listened for a second, then put the device away and turned toward Anthony. “You set a fire?”

Anthony Marconi shrugged as he crossed the shuttle bay. “Yeah. Don’t worry, I made it look like an accident. It’s in the kitchen, right beneath a flame hood. It’s probably already out.”

“I was able to repair the environmental systems,” Hed’a said. Behind her, a shuttle rose from below the bay and its rear hatch backed in through the particle field. “The alarm went off but the atmosphere should be fine.”

The hatch of the shuttle lowered. Inside, the dougar pilot stared back over his shoulder. “We ready to go, captain? Is the party over?”

Cryer nodded with a grin. “Sure,” he said, “let’s get out of here.”
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Nightingale

The shuttle left the asteroid mansion behind as it rushed further into the rock field and away from any possible pursuit. As it did, a ship came into view, its brownish-gray upper hull difficult to see against the nearby asteroids. Once in view, the ship began to move and, as it flew closer, it’s shape became clearer. Long and sleek, it’s body was smooth and swept from its pointed prow back to its cargo holds and sub-leap engines. Resembling a diving bird, wings partially folded back, Nightingale earned her name.

“Nightingale, the job’s done, we are coming in,” Jadon Brix, the shuttle’s pilot, said. Around him, the navigation dome displayed sensor data, telemetry, and the space that surrounded the shuttle.

A young girl’s laugh came back over the comm. “I see you, come on in.” Inside her containment suit, Hed’a smiled at her sister Millie’s laugh. “I don’t see anything following you but you should get inside. It’s just me, Dr Ivich, and Helen in here.”

Jadon nodded. “On our way.” With two hands on the controls, he tapped a button with a third and the shuttle bay doors on Nightingale opened. The shuttle reached the larger ship, ducked below its extended upper decks, and coasted along its pale under body toward the bay. Behind the shuttle's navigation dome, unseen by the rest of his crew, a smile crept across Cryer's face as he watched his ship. At the end, the shuttle turned and drifted into the bay, backwards, then touched down smoothly. With the shuttle docked, the bay doors closed and the shuttle’s back hatch lowered.

“Jadon, head up to the bridge,” Cryer said. “Get us out of here before someone comes looking for us.”

The shuttle’s pilot station turned on its arm, left the now dark navigation dome and deposited Jadon in the shuttle’s compartment. The dougar unbuckled and rose to his feet, two of his four arms crossed. “You got it, captain.”

“You still have the gem, Hed’a?” Cryer asked.

Hed’a nodded, unzipped her bulky containment suit, and stepped out of it. She stood, in a much slimmer environment suit, an orb strapped to her waist, and smiled at the captain. “Yes, captain, I do,” she said. “I told you I would find a use for my old containment suit.”

Cryer ignored Ross’ laugh as he led his crew out of the shuttle. “Yeah, it’s great for stealing stuff. Give me the gem.” Hed’a handed the orb to the captain and he examined it through the transparent top. “There it is. This thing was way too easy to steal. What kind of idiot keeps something like this on his private asteroid?”

“The kind who doesn’t think anyone would steal from him,” Ross said. “And now you’ve stolen from him twice. At least you didn’t get arrested this time.”

The shuttle bay was large and tall, with two shuttles parked side by side, six suits of powered, mechanized armor in their bays along the side, and a crane built into the ceiling. The crew left the bay through the double doors that led into the ship and, in the passageway outside, called the elevators down. While they waited, Cryer scoffed at his quartermaster. “I only got arrested to get away from Woolbridge and it didn’t even work.”

The elevator doors opened and the five crew members stepped inside. “I am sorry, did I hear correctly?” Hed’a asked. “Anthony did you say you started a fire on that asteroid? Should we not render assistance?”

All eyes turned to the young man. Anthony pushed his long hair back and squirmed. “No, it should be fine. The fire was on the stove, under those burn hood things.” He paused. “It had an automatic fire extinguisher system!”

Ross gritted his teeth. “It’s a space station, Anthony, not a diner on some backwoods planet. That fire could consume all the oxygen on the asteroid. Just because it has a ‘flame hood’ doesn’t mean it’ll put out a fire.”

“Ours does,” Anthony said. “Their hoods looked like the ones in our mess hall.”

The old soldier shook his head. “Who told you that would just put out a fire?”

Anthony gaped. “Helen did! She said those hoods were designed to handle stuff like that. I figured it would cause enough trouble for me to get away. That’s why I was there, wasn’t it? In case Ross couldn’t get Hed’a and the captain out. I was supposed to cause trouble.”

Ross stared at the young man but Cryer started laughing. “Yes, it was, Anthony. Not bad. See, Ross, always have a back up plan for your back up plan.” The elevator came to a stop and, as the doors opened, Ross just grimaced at his captain. Cryer ignored the old soldier and smiled at the woman in the passage. “Hi, hon, we’re home.”

The woman turned her head to toss her auburn hair back over her shoulder. “Did you get it?” Dr. Helen Cryer asked. The captain stepped out of the elevator and handed his wife the sphere. She stared, wide eyed, at the gem inside. “Oh, dear me.” She looked at Cryer. “And I didn’t get you anything.”

“No,” Cryer said. He took the sphere from his wife. “We’re being paid a lot of money to bring this back to Panocho. This goes to them, I’ll buy you something sparkly once the jobs’ done.”

Helen frowned. “Fine, keep your infinitely valuable gem. And Anthony’s right, those hoods will put out a fire pretty quickly. But the fire suppressant makes a mess." She smiled. "Perfect for a band of thieves to escape a space station.”

Cryer led his crew up the ship’s upper passageway and through the foremost door. The bridge had been remodeled recently and the scent of paint still lingered in the air. The captain’s station sat on the upper mezzanine, against the aft wall, with the chart table in front of it and a transparent railing beyond. More work stations waited on the deck below, along with the cradle through which Millie controlled Nightingale’s more demanding functions. Stairs descended from the top mezzanine down to the lower level and a door entered the bridge from both decks.

As Cryer took his station and Helen sat at the chart table, Jadon left them and descended the stairs to the bridge’s lower level. He climbed into the pilot’s station and was extended into the navigation dome, which sprang to life as he entered. “OK, Millie, I have control,” Jadon said. “Heading out now, captain. Once we’re free of these asteroids, we should be able to leap.”

Cryer smiled. “Thanks, Jadon.” As Nightingale shifted her course, a giant, ursine form climbed the stairs and crossed its fur-covered arms. “How are we, Yur? You bored yet?”

Dr. Yur Ivich’s laugh echoed throughout the bridge and a smile grew on his ursine face. “No, captain, I am not. I have been keeping Millie company while she's in the cradle. She is looking forward to seeing her sister again, though.” The marmoran smiled to Hed’a, who moved down the stairs.

A smiling blue face, Millie’s cartoon representative, appeared on a screen at the command station. “We’re ready to leap, captain. Course set for Panocho. It shouldn’t be a long leap, maybe three or four days.”

“Thanks, Millie,” Cryer said. “You should be able to come out soon.” He turned toward the navigation dome. “Ready, Jadon?”

The dougar pilot nodded and a grin crossed his prognathic face. “Whenever you are, captain.”

“Alright,” Cryer said. “let’s go get paid.”

Nightingale, in leap space toward Panocho

Cryer’s night watch was, as usual, uneventful and he finished his coffee just as Millie walked onto the bridge. The girl entered from the upper deck and waved at the captain before she headed down the stairs to her cradle. “Good morning, captain. How are you?”

“We’re leaping to a paycheck, Millie,” the captain said, “I’m great. By the way, that was good flying while we were leaving the asteroid. Nice and smooth.”

Millie smiled and her pale blue cheeks took on a faint red hue. “Thank you, captain. I can fly Nightingale from the cradle but the pilot’s station has more finesse. I’m glad Jadon is back.” She paused. “Um, do you know when Ms.” She paused again, and blushed harder. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Morrow is coming back?”

“Mrs. Morrow, or Tommy?” Cryer asked.

The girl smiled. “Tommy!”

Cryer laughed. “I’m not sure. Liz, Tommy, and James needed some time to figure out that whole ‘family’ thing. I guess they’ll call when they’re ready.”

“OK,” Millie said and started down the stairs to the bridge’s lower level. “Thank you, captain!”

As Millie descended the stairs, the door to the bridge opened again and Hed’a stepped through. “Good morning, captain,” Hed’a said. “How was your watch?”

The captain chuckled. “Better now that you’re here. That means my watch shift is done.”

“Has Millie not come to the bridge yet?” Hed’a asked.

“She’s here,” Cryer said, and pointed down. “She’s just below.”

Millie’s voice came over the comm into the command station. “Captain, I’m an avatar and I control the entire ship. You can leave when I’m here.”

Cryer kept his eyes on Hed’a but spoke into the comm unit and addressed both of the Cleis-Fral sisters. “Yes, you’re have an avatar body but you’re still an eight-year old arkymian girl at heart. You can control my ship but I’d prefer if you did it with some adult supervision.”

Hed’a crossed her arms, a gesture made easier by her new, slimmer containment suit. “Captain, when we went to the asteroid, her ‘adult supervision’ was Yur. He lets her get away with anything.”

“He’s still an adult,” Cryer said. He stood and retrieved his coffee cup. “Let me know if anything comes up. I’m going to get some breakfast.”

The two arkymians agreed as the captain left the bridge. In the main passageway, Nightingale was quiet. Cryer enjoyed it as he walked half the length of the ship. The passage was wide and clean, with pale gray walls, darker floors, and lights in the corners of the ceiling. Doors line the passage but the captain ignored them, including the one to his own quarters, and made his way to the galley. The doors to the galley were just fore of the stairs and elevator to lower decks. As Cryer passed through them, he was assailed by laughter from within.

Inside the mess hall, Yur, seated at a table, laughed at something Helen had said from behind the serving counter. She smiled at the marmoran’s ursine bellows but took a moment to wave at her husband as he entered her space of the ship. Cryer patted his medic’s giant shoulder as he passed and placed his coffee cup in a sink in the kitchen. “What’s so funny?”

Helen kiss the captain, then indicated the kitchen. “Yur and I were talking about medical terminology,” She said. “I suggested making a mystery buffet, covering everything before anyone saw it, and label everything with suspicious medical terms. We started riffing, one thing led to another, you know how it is.”

Yur’s laughter began to subside. “These are the conversations that doctors have, captain. It is not my fault our ship’s cook is also a neurosurgeon.”

“And a psychologist,” Helen said. “That’s why we have bar now.”

Cryer nodded. “Yeah, sounds like a blast.”

Helen crossed her arms. “Hey, we have to find our entertainment where we can. Cooks and medics don’t go on exciting missions like Ross and Anthony. We just wait for someone to bleed or get hungry.”

“Well, I am hungry,” Cryer said. “Sorry, Yur.”

The marmoran medic nodded while Helen rolled her eyes. “I appreciate that, captain,” Yur said. “I'm just happy we accomplished the mission without injury, either to our crew or to anyone in the asteroid mansion. I trust this job will pay well.”

The captain nodded and retrieved a plate from a pile near the galley’s serving counter. “Oh, yeah. I guess the gem was some kind of sacred relic on Panocho, thousands of standard years ago, but it went missing when some conquering army or another came through. You know how it is.” Yur nodded. “Well, they found out where it was and, instead of sending an army to get it back and risking a war, they offered us the job.”

“Why didn’t they just petition the Republic for it?” Helen asked.

Cryer smirked. “Panocho’s unaffiliated. Some of the locals want to join the Republic because they’re pretty close but the king doesn’t want to. He and his people don’t think they need the Republic.”

Helen and Yur shared a look. “That sounds unstable,” Helen said. “Giving them this gem won’t cause trouble, will it?”

“I don’t know, I’m not an expert on the sociopolitical tensions of a planet I’ve never been to,” Cryer said. “I hadn’t even heard of the place until we got the job offer.” He scooped some scrambled eggs onto his plate and met Helen’s eyes. “The job came from the king’s people. They sent a fifty-page document of the gem's history, the planet, stuff like that. I skimmed it. The contact, though, said that, if the king gets the gem back, it’ll help his position with the people. Maybe everyone will calm down.”

Yur nodded. “It sounds like they need the gem quickly, then.”

“That’s why they hired the fastest ship in the galaxy,” Cryer said. “And it’s one of the reasons Liz and James are still on vacation.”

Helen laughed. “There’s no way she would have let you take this job. Speaking of the Morrows, when are we picking them up? Jadon’s good but he’s gruff. At least Liz was easy to get along with.”

Cryer scoffed. “Tell that to Ross.” He loaded his plate with more food, then took a seat at a nearby table. “Besides, Liz is my XO. With Jadon and the new lower deck, we can expand the crew. We need someone to handle them when I’m doing something stupid, like breaking into an asteroid mansion to steal a priceless gem the size of Yur's fist.”

“I do not know about that,” Yur said, holding up his clenched hand. “My fist is large.”

The cook moved around the counter and sat beside her husband. “So is the gem, Yur. You should see it.” Helen turned to the captain and put a hand on his. “Look, I don’t want to make a bad situation worse but, if you say we’re OK, then that’s good enough for me. I trust you.”

The captain nearly choked on his bacon. After some sputtering, he cleared his throat, then laughed. “I don’t know about that! Our first job was to find a lost girl and we ended up destroying a ‘species’ of megalomaniacal AIs. But this job is solid. We give the king his gem, we get paid and he stops some political enemies from grumbling. It'll be fine.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​III


[image: ]




Nightingale, in leap space toward Panocho

Ross stood at a workbench in the armory and pulled a laser rifle apart. He inspected the internal mechanisms, cleaned the lenses, and scrubbed the leads that connected to the power supply. When he was done he reassembled the rifle and performed a functionality test before he replaced it on the rack and took another one down. The old soldier had just begun to disassemble the second rifle when the door opened and Anthony entered.

“Hey, Ross, what are you doing in here?” Anthony asked. “Need a hand?”

“Yes, Anthony, I need a hand,” Ross said. “Especially considering I told you to do the maintenance on the laser weapons before we went to the asteroid. Remember?”

Anthony vacillated for a moment. “Um, yeah, and I did. I went through every one on that rack.” He pointed to a rack on his left. “Every pistol and rifle.”

The older man pointed to a rack beside the one Anthony had indicated. “Yeah, but not that one.”

Again, Anthony looked confused. “No, those are plasma weapons. See? They don’t look anything like the other ones.”

“Different manufacturers,” Ross said and pointed to the first rack. “Both Republic, but different companies. Grab a seat and lets get this done.”

The young man took a weapon from the rack. "Sorry," he said, then sat at a workbench beside Ross. Anthony disassembled his rifle and began the same procedure his mentor went through. While he was halfway through his first weapon, Ross began his third. It took the pair a few hours. By the time both men were done, Anthony’s pace and effectiveness had increased and Ross’ grumblings had decreased.

With the weapons cleaned and the armory locked, Ross stood in the passageway with Anthony. “Not bad, kid but you need to pay more attention. The racks are labeled. I don’t see how you could have missed it.”

Anthony shrugged. “I don’t know. I was just excited about the last job. It’s so boring being stuck on Nightingale in between jobs. There’s nothing to do beside work. Even with the remodel on the bridge and the lower deck, when I’m done with everything, I just go back to my room and sit there.”

Ross chuckled. “Yeah, it’s rough being surrounded by officers and senior enlisted. Why don’t you take a vacation? We’ll drop you off somewhere you can meet people your age.”

“What good would that do?” Anthony asked. “The only people I’ve ever really known are you, my mom, wherever she is, and the rest of the crew."

"What about Senpad Seven?" Ross asked. "You had friends there, didn't you?"

Anthony shook his head. "No, not really. Mom taught me everything I know, then I went to work with you and her. After she left, I was just with you." he groaned. "Besides, anyone left who knew me probably got in trouble when we left." He looked at Ross, sadness and pride mingled in his expression. "You're the only person I've known more than a standard year. And I'm twenty-five."

The young man flinched from Ross's laugh. "OK, then we need to drop you off on a college planet in the middle of Republic space and let you meet people your age. They'll drive you crazy in ten minutes."

"Why would I want to leave?" Anthony asked. "I like it here, I just don’t feel right spending my free time with my bosses, you know?” He shrugged. “Maybe I should have a drink with Jadon.”

“Sure, I’ll have a drink with you, kid,” A voice said from behind them. The two turned to see Jadon, a smile on his ape-like face. “This is the first ship I’ve flown that has its own bar. And the bartender’s easy on the eyes, for a terran.”

Anthony chuckled while Ross scoffed. “Careful, that bartender’s the captain’s wife, too. But she does a good job in the galley. And she’s out back-up medic.” He led the two toward the galley and stepped inside. “She’s kind of overqualified for this ship.”

Jadon grunted as he crossed the dining hall to the serving counter. The galley was empty, other than the three of them, but fruits, vegetables, and assorted protein snacks were laid out on the serving counter. There were several drink dispensers as well, with clean cups and plates available at the left-most edge of the counters. Jadon retrieved an apple and crossed his lower two arms. “Let me guess, though, her quarters are on the upper deck. Looks like it’s just you and me down there, kid.”

“I’m down there, too,” Ross said, pouring himself a cup of coffee. “You know how it is, top deck is for officers, the lower decks are for us enlisted. Second deck’s newer, though. The captain remodeled the ship a little while ago. Took Hed’a a month just to get the bridge in order. At least you don’t have to wonder what someone did in your quarters before you moved in.”

Jadon took a seat at a table and Anthony sat across from him. “Yeah, it has that nice new-starship smell. At least I’m right next to the bridge. I just have to move around that weird bed thing, and the little girl in it. She’s creepy. What’s going on with her?”

“That’s Millie.” Anthony said. “She controls the ship.”

The pilot gave the young man a confused look but Ross sighed. “OK, did the captain tell you about Nightingale when he hired you? How she’s alive?” Jadon nodded. “Well, she doesn’t have a brain. So Hed’a tried to put her sister in there but she got stuck. Later, we put an empty avatar in to get the leap drive to work. Hed’a’s sister got into the avatar body and now an eight-year old girl controls a spaceship with her mind. It’s complicated.”

“If the girl controls the ship, what do you need a pilot for?” Jadon asked.

Anthony shrugged. “Millie can’t do everything. She’s not a supercomputer.”

“She’s an avatar,” Jadon said. “She has a computer for a brain, doesn’t she? She should be able to do everything.” He snorted, then swore. “This ship shouldn’t even need a crew with an avatar in control.”

Ross leaned against a counter. “Avatars aren’t that powerful. Maybe ten of them together but that’s just a crew. Plus, Millie isn’t an avatar. She’s an eight-year old arkymian girl inside of an avatar body. Nightingale makes up for a lot but not everything.”

The dougar thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Whatever you say, boss man. As long as I’m getting paid. Speaking of which, how much are we getting paid on this job?”

The question caught Anthony’s attention and both he and Jadon stared at the ship’s quartermaster, who shrugged. “I don’t know, that’s the captain’s job, but I’m sure it’ll be worthwhile.”

Newpare

The restaurant had been mostly empty when they’d entered but, by the time the Morrow family had finished dinner, more patrons had begun to flow in. They paid the bill and left, hand-in-hand-in-hand, then made their way up the snow-dappled streets toward their hotel. The sky was bright with the city lights reflected off the low clouds and the family smiled and laughed as they moved through that winter paradise.

Near their hotel, a fligaxi couple, walking hand in hand, spotted the Morrows and smiled. Tommy waved with the frantic energy of an eight-year old terran boy and his mother, Liz, smiled back. As James nodded to them, though, the couple’s expressions changed. Their mustelid faces twisted into sneers and the male led the female across the street. There they stayed until the Morrows had passed but even Tommy’s smile disappeared soon after.

Still hand in hand, the family continued to their hotel. They greeted the receptionist then climbed the stairs to their room. Inside, coats were hung and boots removed in silence. Only then, once the world consisted only of James, Liz, and Tommy, did the boy look at his father. “Dad?" he asked. "Why didn’t those people like you?”

Liz and James shared a concerned look. Though Liz put a hand on her husband's arm, he just sighed. “Well, Tommy, they’re fligaxi,” he said, “and they have very, very good noses. They can smell really well. Maybe they smelled something on me that they didn't like.”

The young boy glanced between his parents, then met his dad's eyes with the earnestness of youth. "Was it because you're an avatar?"

"Tommy," Liz said, "why don't you-"

James took Liz's hand and squeezed. "I don't know. Maybe."

Tommy tilted his head. “So what? You’re still my dad.”

“That’s right, he is,” Liz said.

James nodded, forcing a smile. “I am. But some people don’t like avatars. A long time ago, avatars caused a lot of trouble. People are still angry about it. But, it's OK, they don't have to be nice to us, we can still be nice to them, right?”

“Right,” Tommy said. “I still love you, dad.”

“Love you, too, big guy,” Jame said. He tilted his head toward the bathroom. “It’s getting near bed time. You go take a bath, OK?”

With a cheer of agreement, Tommy raced off toward the bathroom. Liz put a hand on James’s shoulder. “Are you OK?”

The man shrugged. “Nothing I can do about it. If people hate me, they hate me.” He chuckled. “And fligaxi are usually so nice.”

Liz smiled. “Forget about them. Let the world hate you for something you can’t control. You’re still Tommy’s dad and my husband. That’s all that matters.”

For a moment, James's smile soften, spreading to his eyes, but it soon began to falter. “Yeah." The smile disappeared. "But how long before that starts hurting you guys?"

"James..."

"What if that couple complains to the hotel and they kick us all out?" James asked. "I don’t want you or Tommy out on the street because of me.”

“Then we’ll deal with it,” Liz said. She turned to face him, taking both of his hands. “You crawled through hell to get back to us and I’m not letting you go without a fight!” Her eyes bore into his. “You’re my husband, got it? Just because some people don’t like you, that doesn’t mean I don’t still love you. You got that?”

James's eyes narrowed. “Hold on, there were a lot of negatives, there.” Liz glared at him. “I’m still parsing through it.”

While Liz fought back a smile, Tommy’s voice burst from the bathroom. “Dad! I need help!”

With another concerned look, Liz and James raced to the bathroom. There, Liz stopped at the door while James went inside and the Morrow family patriarch laughed at the scene.

In the bathroom, Tommy stood, still in his clothes, while the bath overflowed. The water flooded the tiles as it flowed to the drain in the floor. The boy looked up at his dad, a scared look in his eyes. “I’m sorry, dad. I didn’t know how to turn it off and it’s really hot and it got full really quickly-”

While Tommy continued, James crossed to the bathtub. There, he grasped the temperature knobs and turned the one marked for ‘hot’ until it closed. He then closed the ‘cold’ tap and waited while the water drained. Smiling, he looked up at Tommy. “It’s OK, buddy. It’s just water.”

“James,” Liz said from the door, “your arm.”

“Huh?” James asked. The moment he looked at Liz, he felt a pain in his arm and his grimace grew as the pain did. After a second, he looked at his forearm and stared at the reddened skin. “Huh.” He laughed. “Well, that hurts.”

Tommy’s voice shook as he stared at his father. “Are you OK, dad?”

For a moment, James continued to stare at his arm until, with a laugh, he met Tommy’s eyes. “Yeah, buddy, I’m alright.” He smiled. “I’m really glad you didn’t get in that water. How about I help you take care of it?”

With nod, Tommy agreed and James turned the water back on. Now cold, he warmed it slowly, then plugged the bath’s drain and let it fill. All the while, Tommy observed his father’s instructions. From the door, Liz watched them both. When the water was finally full enough, James left the bathroom and met Liz in the main room. “Well,” she said, “I guess that proves you’re still you.”

James’s eyebrows arched. “What do you mean?”

Liz’ joy lit her face. “You jumped into action and only noticed you got hurt later. You were famous for that in the fleet.”

“Yeah, and it earned me no small amount of trouble, if I remember right,” James said.

“I remember,” Liz said. She grasped his shirt, then pulled him closer. Their lips met happily and stayed there. For a moment, the couple stood connected until, with a slight shuffle, James tried to move closer and his arm caught between them. He hissed as his skin touched Liz’s shirt and he pulled back. Liz grimaced. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

James chuckled as he winced. “My fault. That’s what I get for moving in for the finish.”

Liz giggled. “Maybe we wait until Tommy’s in bed.” She pointed to his arm. “And that burn’s taken care of.”

“Right,” James said. “I think the first aid kit’s in the bathroom. I’ll wait until Tommy’s done with his bath. I’ll go out onto the balcony and let it cool down out there.”

With a grimace, Liz stepped aside as James headed to the door that led onto the balcony. Outside, the cold embraced James once again. White clouds of breath drifted away as he stood there but he remained still, only his arm feeling the chill in the air. He stayed there for a few minutes, then glanced back inside through the windowed door. After an appropriate time, the door from the bathroom opened and Tommy walked out, wrapped in a towel. Liz met him and ushered him toward his own bedroom. A smile tugged at James’s lips. Unable to resist, he went back inside, his injured arm forgotten, and rushed into the bedroom behind Liz. “OK, girls out, the boy needs privacy,” he said. Tommy and Liz laughed.
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Nightingale, in leap space

The lights in the shuttle bay were low, and the space quiet, except for one power armor bay on the port side. There, Anthony stood in front the bay, a suit of mechanized, powered armor open in front of him. Pads and sensors lined the interior of the suit, its blue armored plates folded back and out. While the young man stared at the screen, the door from the passage opened and the captain walked in. For a moment, Cryer stood still, wiping swear from his brow as he watched the young man. At last, he grinned “Are you still working on these?”

Anthony whirled, then chuckled when he saw Cryer. “Yeah, captain. Sorry, you surprised me.” Cryer arched an eyebrow and the young man shook his head. “Never mind. Yeah, I’m still working on them.”

“Any problems?” Cryer asked.

“No,” Anthony said. “So far, everything’s fine. The other ones are reset, I did function checks on them, all of that. I’m just configuring this one for myself.”

Cryer stepped closer to the armor. “This one’s yours, then? I don’t remember agreeing to that.”

The younger man wrapped a knuckle against an armor plate. “What else were you going to do with them?”

“Sell them,” Cryer said. “Just because we haven’t found a buyer yet doesn’t mean we won’t.”

Anthony gave the captain a sideways stare. “Really? You were going to sell these? Why? They’re power armor! And we have six suits! Three mongoose and three raider suits!” He paused. “Imagine if we have a phalanx-class!”

The door from the passageway opened again and Hed’a entered just as the captain waved his hands in warning. “Oh, no! We are not getting a phalanx! It’s bad enough having three raider-class suits around. And what are you going to do with a Teikoku mongoose suit? You know they usually use those for scouts, right?”
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