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        Cerberus

        by Herbert Grosshans

      

      

      There are not many planets populated by humans at the rim of the Galaxy. Cerberus is one of those planets. It is the fourth of eight planets in the Spinner System.

      

      The Spinner System is located near the edge of Human Space. It is far away from the regular trade routes that are frequented by humans and other races, but it is still close enough for merchant ships and freighters to visit. There is not much beyond the Spinner System, except for a few rogue suns.

      

      Cerberus is home to seven million humans and three million Sartans. For centuries, humans and Sartans lived in peace. There was no need for either race to have an army. That all changed with the appearance of a ruthless invader from the other side of the star-gate. Without an army, the humans and Sartans are defenseless against this brutal alien race.

      

      The Solar Union is sending Major Ethan Wolf of the ISS and Captain Gorini of the Anorian Special Investigation Service to Cerberus to find out what exactly is going on.

      

      They discover that the peaceful existence of humans and Sartans is just an illusion. Freeland is run by gangs and the Sartans are exploited by a powerful company from Hyperion. The Union has no choice but to send in the military to deal with the invaders and the Cartel.
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        Ethan Samuel Wolf, 43, Major with the ISS: Interstellar Secret Service. Born on Rion

        Harry Turnbull, 43, Colonel with SPA (Solar Protection Agency) born on Rion

        Alfred Swann, 43, Master Scout, born on Rion. He is a Major with Scouts Security.

        Captain Wong. He picks up the three men with a shuttle and saves them from the Nulgarians.

        Gorini. Anorian Female. A Captain in the Anorian Special Investigations Service

      

      

      

      Troopers with the Solar Union Space Navy:

      
        
        Brigit Harris, 29, Sergeant, Team Leader.

        Beverly Thompson, 27, Specialist

        Lena Nakamura, 28, Specialist

        Sonia Lopez, 26, Specialist

        Oliver Jones, Sergeant, Team leader

        Arlo Garcia, Specialist

        Cyrus Ahmed, Specialist

        Ezra Hassan, Specialist

        Jasper Bernard, Specialist

        Ronen Lee, Specialist, temporarily promoted to Master Corporal, Team leader

        Asher Whang, Specialist

        Harrison Campbell, Specialist

        Dakarai Abara. Pilot in small Spaceship. He was born on the asteroid Vesta.

        Jonathan Malleway. Captain of Troop Carrier.

        Doc Edward MacCulloch, Ship’s Doctor, born in Old Edinburg, Scotland, Earth.

      

      

      

      Other minor and major characters:

      
        
        Colonel Terrex Stonewall. Head of Scouts Security and Scouts Special Forces

        Admiral Swenson of the Solar Union Space Navy.

        Sergeant Emil Slovinsky of Customs at the Spaceport in Greater York

        Ltd Garcia. He picks up the team at the Customs office in Greater York.

        General Edward Mitchell of the Freeland Army. He is also the Minister of Justice.

        Ambassador Alexander Amsterdam. 8 years on Cerberus. He was born on Hyperion.

        George McMahon. First Ambassador. He and wife got murdered after 7 years.

        Paul Davenport. Second Ambassador. Left after 5 years.

        Taria. Servant. Elderly. Worked for the Embassy 12 years. Born in Greater York. Cerberus.

        Eugene. Driver for Ambassador Amsterdam. He is a Sartan.

        Inspector Gifford. He is a major player and shareholder with Hyperion Cerberus Lirsium Group.

        Malor. Supervisor at the mine. He is a Sartan.

        Adriana Wilson. Wife of Dr. Benjamin Wilson. Amsterdam’s sister. Lives in Windy Lake.

        Dr. Benjamin Wilson. Surgeon in Windy Lake.

        Albert Brownstone. Prime Minister of Freeland.

        Corporal Horinder of the Windy Lake police department. Killed in the attack on the store.

        Francis Dubois. Police Chief of the Windy Lake Police Department.

        Linda Clark. Secretary for the Police Department. Killed by the alien raiders.

        Sergeant Hermann Becker of the Windy Lake Police Department (friends with Scout Ikeda)

        Scout Brian Ikeda (friends with Hermann Becker) He was taught by Captain Swann –Scout-Scout Anders Axelsson

        Scout David Stavros. Red hair, cut military style

        Scout Amos Hadad (mustache) –Master Scout-

        Randor. Driver for Wolf and Swann driving in Tsacona.

        Ramsy. Warrior for a Sartan King

        Emril. Geologist for Hyperion Cerberus Lirsium Group (HCLG)

        Mansfield. Geologist for HCLG

        Berman. Geologist for HCLG

        Captain Ranini. Leader of the Anorian team. She wears a black band around her left arm.

        Soloniak, James. Lawyer for HCLG

        Isaac Sanchez. Soloniak’s secretary.

        Steven Duron. Soldier in the HCLG Private Special Forces.

        Francis Cornwall. Commander in the HCLG Private Special Forces.

        Ltd. Vern Starling. Scout with Scouts Security.

        Baranda. Catman on T’Par exploration vessel.

        Raamur. Male Arani. Prisoner on T’Par exploration vessel.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE UNIVERSE OF OPERATION STARGATE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Acura: 1/2 million colonists. Indigenous people: Sersani. Humanoids.

        Agrar: A rugged planet with large regions of frozen tundra.

        Apollo: Long cold winters. A strip around equator is livable. Healing waters. Near Spider territory. They love to go to Apollo to use the healing waters.

        Apovi: Home planet of the Apovians. (Beyond the Star-portal)

        Arbor: High Tech planet.

        Arcadia: A transfer station from Star-Liners to smaller spaceships is located near the planet.

        Aregon: A planet near the Crow Empire. Many different indigenous inhabitants. Has a Star-gate.

        Archilles: An ice-planet circling a dying sun in the Horsehead Nebula, 1500 lightyears from the Solar System. Temperatures dip to minus 50F in temperate zone.

        Artemis: A Sanctuary planet for animals. Earth-like in size and seasons. Named after a Greek Goddess. They discover a Stargate there.

        Astralis: Low Tech Planet. They have vehicles that run on alcohol.

        Athora: Populated by giant lizards.

        Aurora: The 4th planet of seven in the Silica System. Earth-type, nearly as large as Earth. Has a Star-gate.

        Belgona: Home of the Lurengi.

        Breem: A planet next to the star system of the planet Swren.

        Bloodvane: Earth-like, populated by kangaroo-like non-humans. They are primitive but they have a social structure.

        Casaar: Alien planet, populated by Casaarians, Humanoid cat-like creatures. Advanced technology.

        Chiron: An Earth-like planet. One of the first planets colonized. Two billion humans. No aliens. No indigenous people. 5th of seven planets circling Solaris.

        Chirion Xll. Advanced technology. 250 million inhabitants.

        Cerberus: Earth-like. At the edge of the Galaxy in the Spinner-system. 4th planet of eight. Has a Star-gate

        Devil’s Nest. Most of the wildlife is avian. There are huge birds.

        Erde. Second planet of Alpha Centauri. Air always smells fresh.

        Easter. (Y25, the closest planet of Barnard’s Star) is always red and not very bright. Rich people go there for their honeymoon. The gravity is less than one gee.

        Epsilon. Jungle. Giant dinosaurs. Closed habitats. Ancient ruins from the Spider race and the Dragons.

        Estrade. Two moons. 30 million people.

        Exarion: Earth-like. Three moons. 20 million people. High Tech.

        Fortune. In the Silica System.

        Fury: (originally Poseido) Plagued by violent storms.

        Glory: Earth-like

        Goldstrike. In the Montello System. Close to Accilla occupied territory. Humans and Accilla colonists live peacefully side by side.

        Grall. At the outer edge of the Crow Empire. It doesn’t belong to any race or regulated territory.

        Helios. Newly discovered and declared safe for colonization

        Hyperion. Hich Tech.

        Icarus. Earth-like.

        Lazaar. Home planet of the Trevorians.

        Lancelot. A planet in the Five-Suns-System.

        Pallas: An asteroid in the asteroid belt in the Solar System. Diameter 400 km.

        Perseus. Earth-type. Middle Ages stage. Humans and Tangari.

        Rainbow: Third planet in the Alpha Centauri System. Seat of the Military Academy.

        Radiant: Many deserts. Impenetrable jungles. High Mountains. Volcanos.

        Rion: Commander Wolf, Colonel Turnbull, and Master Scout Swann were born there.  Home of the Museum of Intergalactic Races.

        Salamander: Planet Four in the Horsehead Nebula System. 270 Lightyears from Sol. Has a Star-gate

        Savanna: Earth-like. 4th planet from its Primary. Blue Diamonds. Has a Star-gate

        Sheffield’s Planet: Home of Starshield Innovations, one of the largest and most influential companies on that planet.

        Snowball. Ragged mountains. Ice storms. Continuous volcanic eruptions.

        Starcross. A jungle planet. Intelligent plants.

        Tellus: Not very suitable for colonization. Has lots of Allegrum. Mined by Starleaf Explorations.

        Tulia: Advanced technology. One billion people. Headquarters of SAPG (Solar Animal Protection Guild) and of the GWA (Game Warden Academy).

        Valhalla: Colonized by so-called Vikings. Their society sank back into savagery, but it flourished.

        Valiant:

        Virgil. Humans and Accilla live there.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DENIZENS OF SPACE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Humans.

        Kraach. The Spiders. Ancient race. None-humanoid. Apparently originated from the red giant Arcturus star system. Oval black, hairy bodies about three ft long. Six long, multi-jointed legs and two short front limbs with long, bony fingers. Their spaceships are black with spidery stabilizers. Their ships are spidery and flowing. And menacing.

        Accilla. Intelligent slugs that mimic other life forms. Shape shifters. Telepaths. They cannot influence others. They suck blood.

        Anorians. Reptilian race. Females are the dominant gender. Tiny, silvery shimmering scales cover their body. Golden Eyes. Empaths. Pointy teeth. Lisping voice. Slit pupils. Forked tongue. Vegetarians. Walk around naked.

        Apovians. Shapeshifters. Original form is a giant snake. Come from the planet Apovi.

        Arani: The counterpart of the Anorians on the other side of the Star-gate. Males are dominant.

        Crows. (Ventairians in the Crow language) Birdlike beings. Ancestry birds. Spaceships have delicate, flowing lines. The Crows call their empire ‘The Ventairian Empire’. It is controlled by twenty Supreme Councilors.

        Dragons. All reptilian races. Ugly, square and bulky spaceships.

        Mollard. A Dragon species. Bare Skulls. Brutish looking. Females no breasts. They have a short crest on their head. They are egg layers. Vertical slit pupils.

        Lurengi: Humanoids. Mammals. Large eyes like Lemurs. Stubby nose. Thin lips. Small ears. Their body and head are covered with fine hair. From the planet Belgona.

        Osirians. (Giant ants) Osirian Empire.

        Sartans: Human-like. They came from the other side of the star-gate. They are living on Cerberus.

        Sleer: Humanoids. Their ancestors were otter-like. They are slender and tall. Males are savage. The females have bald heads with a row of bristles at the top, running across the center of their head and down the neck. Their skin is purple. They have whiskers, like cats.

        Sleevers: Bald scaly head. Formed like a dome, it sprouts a small feathery fin at the top. The ridged forehead covers two yellow, round eyes above a prominent snout. Bulging muscles on thick bare arms.

        Snaar (small ears. Flat nose. Slit pupils.) Their Enforcers cover their faces with terrible masks to intimidate others.

        Tangari. Humanoid people with wings. Young females are comely with humps (they hide their wings). Immature Tangari have humps. No wings. Purple eyes, no iris. They are linguists.

        Trevorians Human-like with pointy ears. Home planet is Lazaar beyond the Star-gate)

        T’Par. Spiders from beyond the Star-gate

        Arani. The counterpart of the Anorians on the other side of the Star-gate. Males are dominant.
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        Solar Union: Earth, Mars, the moon, Ganymede, Titan. Planetary systems with non-human populations.

        Human Federation. Only planets with human populations belong to the Federation.

        Military High Command

        Union Troopers

        SPA: Solar Protection Agency

        SIS: Solar Intelligence Service

        ISS: Interstellar Secret Service (a secret branch of the SUSF)

        SUSF: Solar Union Special Forces.

        SUSN: Solar Union Space Navy

        SUSS: Solar Union Secret Service

        PIA: Planetary Intelligence Service (Secret Service of the Belter’s Consortium).

        SI: Scouts Investigation

        SS: Scouts Security

        SSP: Scouts Special Forces

        SAPG: Solar Animal Protection Guild

        GWIS: Game Warden Intelligence Service (Secret Service of SAPG)

        SAI: Solar Animal Investigations (An investigative branch of SAPG)

      

        

      
        The Belters live in artificial habitats on large asteroids. They also live in the tunnels of asteroids. They extract resources from asteroids.  They are called Belt Miners.

      

        

      
        High Senate: Members of the Solar Union, the Belters, the colonies of Bernard’s Star and Alpha Centauri. Also a few non-Human races: Anorians, Spiders (Kraach), Accilla. Sleer.

      

        

      
        Other minor information:

        Tsakona: Name of the Sartan country

        Freeland: Name of the Human country

        Greater York. Capital of Freeland.

        Windy Lake. Name of town where Amsterdam’s sister Adriana lives. About 100 miles east of Greater York. The location of an attack by the raiders from the other side of the portal.

        Stoneland. Country on another continent.

        Freeland has what they call an army with about 2,000 soldiers, but they don’t know how to fight. They have parades with juggling, dancing, baton swirling. In other words, they are entertainers. Guns and Sabers are only for show.

        The Sartans are ruled by a Priesthood. They have warriors to serve only the Priesthood. They collect taxes for the Priesthood.

        They have small kingdoms. The lesser kings are controlled by the Priesthood. The kings have their own warriors.
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      There was nothing but frozen tundra as far as the eye could see. Ethan Wolf, Alfred Swann, and Harry Turnbull sat on their steeds studying the unforgiving land around them. Dressed in thick furs, their heads covered with furry hats, they were unaffected by the icy wind blowing from the east. The animals they rode were native to Agrar and didn’t mind the nasty weather. They stomped their splayed feet impatiently and roared, as if telling their riders to either keep going or get off.

      “We might as well camp here,” Swann suggested. “We have these large rocks for cover to give us some measure of protection from the wind. No matter how far we travel today, we won’t find a better place. What do you think, Ethan?”

      Wolf didn’t reply right away, trying to decide if he should agree. He didn’t see much point in carrying on, either. “Alright, Alfred,” he said. “You’re the Scout. This is as good a place as any.”

      “Good. I’m glad you agree. I’m not sure about this, but it looks like a storm is coming,” Swann said.

      “In that case, I’d say we dig in. These storms can get quite violent.”

      “You’ve experienced one?” asked Turnbull.

      Wolf turned to Turnbull. “No, I haven’t. Not here on Agrar, but a few years back, I was on an assignment on Tellus, a planet much like this one. Lots of open prairie and savannahs. And deserts. Those sandstorms were murder if you were caught in one without a place to hide. If it wouldn’t have been for the native guides we hired, my team and I may have perished when we got surprised by one of those storms.”

      “I’m familiar with Tellus,” Swann said. “I spent a year there on the Scouts Outpost. The original exploration team that mapped the planet gave it a low grade. Not an ideal planet for colonization.”

      Wolf chuckled. “Except for the rich deposits of Allegrum. The low grade you Scouts gave Tellus didn’t stop Starleaf Explorations from establishing several mines in the mountains. They brought in hundreds of miners by offering them outrageous wages if they settled there. In fact, they spared no expense building whole towns with rows of residential units for the families of the miners.”

      He jumped to the ground, holding onto the reins of his steed. The Org shook itself, clearly happy to be rid of the weight on its broad back. “Easy.” Wolf patted the massive animal’s muscular neck. “Give me a chance to take off the saddle.”

      Swann and Turnbull followed his example. They piled the three saddles onto the ground and tied the reins of the animals together. They didn’t have to worry about them running away. The Org were quite docile, despite giving the impression of being aggressive because of their immense size.

      Wolf removed his facemask and took off his mittens, rubbing his hands together. “Damn cold,” he cursed. “Whose idea was it anyway to take a trek across this wonderful landscape?”

      “Yours.” Turnbull also opened his facemask and smirked. “You always come up with these terrific ideas.”

      “I am questioning my sanity for allowing myself to always be talked into coming with you on these vacations,” Swann said. Taking off his facemask, he sniffed the air.

      “It isn’t supposed to be a vacation. It is an adventure,” Wolf informed them.

      “You don’t get enough of those on your assignments?” Turnbull queried.

      “That is different.” Wolf smiled. “I can’t choose the places they send me, but I can damn well choose how I spend my free time.”

      “Next time we’ll go on a real vacation,” Swann said.

      “What do you suggest?” Wolf was curious what Swann came up with.

      “We should go to Easter. The sky is always red and not very bright. The gravity is less than one G. Rich people go there for their honeymoon.”

      “Are you planning to get married?”

      Swann laughed. “I hope that was not meant to be a serious question. You know that Scouts don’t get married—unless they retire.”

      “Well, neither does a Union Trooper.” Wolf grinned and looked at Turnbull. “How about you, Harry?”

      Turnbull grunted. “I wouldn’t get married again. Once was enough. For your information, we didn’t go to Easter on our honeymoon. That planet was a little bit too rich for us.”

      “I guess that settles that,” Wolf stated with a chuckle. “Easter won’t be happening.” He studied the moon that appeared on the western horizon. “That moon is the biggest I’ve seen from the surface of all the planets I’ve been on. Perhaps that large moon is the reason for the violent storms they are having on this planet.”

      “It definitely will have something to do with that,” Swann agreed.

      They took shelter behind one of the large boulders nearby and broke out their rations. After eating, they got their sleeping bags and crawled into them.

      The storm hit during the night. It was as Wolf had predicted. The howling wind came first and then came the ice pellets. Their sleeping bags were flexible but not soft. Their tough material protected them from the pounding of the pellets, but it could not protect them from the roaring sound of the fierce storm.

      Wolf made sure his sleeping bag was closed tight. He was warm and dry inside his protective cocoon. As were Swann and Turnbull.

      By morning, the storm was less severe than it had been at the onset. The wind had lost much of its velocity, and the ice pellets had changed to sleet, but it was still uncomfortable.

      They decided not to wait out the storm and broke camp. The Org didn`t seem to be inconvenienced, and Wolf and his companions were dressed for the nasty weather. They had known from the start this was not going to be a comfortable trek. The severe weather was expected, and so was the terrain. It was all part of the adventure.

      At least that`s what they told each other.

      Wolf`s face was completely covered. To protect his eyes, he wore goggles. He was not exactly uncomfortable, but he had to admit that moving around dressed in thick furs, wearing heavy boots, and large mittens was inconvenient. However, sitting on the back of a strong animal, they did not have to exert their bodies. Had they been forced to walk, it would have made this a strenuous, possibly deadly, activity.

      As they rode across the dreary landscape, Wolf recalled other journeys he and his friends had taken over the years. He was forty-three years old and in top physical shape. Would he still be able to do this in ten years? How about Swann and Turnbull? Both were his age, and both were in decent shape. Would they want to join him still? If not, he would miss that.

      “Company is coming. Ten o’clock.” Swann, who had been in the lead, slowed down his Org. His voice sounded muffled behind his face covering.

      Wolf looked in the indicated direction. Visibility was low because of the storm. He saw shadows coming toward them. As they came closer, they turned out to be a large group of riders on Org.

      Nulgarians.

      Most of the various indigenous races populating Agrar were peaceful. The Nulgarians on the other hand, were not. They were a nomadic race, traveling across the vast tundra following the herds of wild Org and shaggy One-horns on their migrations. When the herds settled down for a few months so did the Nulgarians. They did not welcome visitors with open arms, instead they attacked anyone coming too close to their tribe.

      Their warriors were fierce and nasty and skilled with their diverse types of weapons, especially with the staff slings that they used to hurtle stones for long distances.

      Wolf removed his laser rifle from its scabbard and melted a wide stretch of the frozen ground in front of the riders before they were close enough to use their slings. The riders brought their steeds to a halt and lined up in a wide half circle, watching the three intruders in their territory.

      “What do you suggest we do?” Turnbull brought his Org to Wolf’s side. “We could try to outrun them.”

      “Won’t work. They know this part of the tundra, we don’t. They could herd us into a trap.” Wolf pushed up his goggles and looked around. “I must admit, we don’t have many options. We could make a stand and burn them all, which clearly is not an option.”

      “It may be the only option we have,” Swann said. “They won’t negotiate.”

      “What do they want from us?” Turnbull asked.

      Swann’s laugh sounded ugly. “They want our Org, our clothing, and our weapons. Imagine what they could do with three lasers.”

      “They must know they’ll never get close to us,” Turnbull stated.

      “Don’t underestimate them. Time is on their side. They know we’re trapped and only need to wait us out.”

      “Before that happens, we could kill them all, like Ethan mentioned.”

      “They know that won’t happen, because we are not as ruthless as they are,” Swann said.

      “Sometimes it isn’t a good thing if your enemies know too much about you. In primitive societies, warriors would pride themselves on being known as mean, fearless, and ruthless. Their enemies needed to shake with fear just at the mention of their name.”

      “Well, Harry, I don’t believe the Nulgarians are shaking in their boots,” Swann insisted. “Three years ago, they attacked and killed a team of six engineers and two Scouts from the Outpost. Ever since then, we always have at least three troopers accompany any of the scientific teams entering their territory.”

      “They are trying to completely surround us,” Wolf observed. “They may even have the manpower to accomplish that.”

      “Does it really matter?” Turnbull asked. “Either way, we’re fucked.”

      “We are the ones with superior weapons,” Wolf reminded them. “If we have to kill most of them, we will.”

      “That may be considered cold-blooded murder,” Swann argued. “It will be difficult to justify that in court. It was our choice to invade their territory. We knew the risks.”

      “I believe the decision has been taken out of our hands,” Turnbull announced.

      Wolf turned to see a large cigar-shaped object descending behind them and land. An opening appeared in its side, and four troopers dressed in battle gear, carrying laser rifles in their hands, jumped onto the frozen surface. They advanced toward the nearest natives and melted a sizable portion of the surface in front of them, causing the group to retreat.

      Another trooper left the shuttle and walked toward Wolf and his friends. When he was close, he saluted and said, “Major Wolf?”

      Wolf returned the salute and removed his mask. “Who wants to know?”

      “I am Captain Song. I have orders to take you to the SUF Jupiter.”

      “When?”

      “Immediately, Major.”

      “You mean now?”

      “Those are my orders, sir.”

      “What can be so important to justify cutting short my deserved vacation?” Wolf glared at Captain Song.

      “I can’t say, Major.”

      “Damn!” Wolf cursed. “Alright.” He dismounted and turned to Swann and Turnbull. “You heard. This is the end of our adventure. Seems we have no choice but to abandon our equipment and leave it for the Nulgarians.”

      “Just as I was beginning to enjoy myself,” Turnbull complained.

      “Sorry, sir,” Captain Song said. “My orders are to bring back only Major Wolf. I wasn’t informed of any civilians being present.”

      Turnbull pulled off his facemask. “Now listen, Captain Song. Obviously, you don’t know who I am. I am not a civilian. I am Colonel Turnbull of the SPA, and I will be damned if I’m going to be left behind to become a victim of the most vicious group roaming this frozen nightmare. Forget about your orders. These are your new orders: You will let me and Master Scout Swann board the shuttle, and then you will take us to the Scouts Outpost. Is that clear?”

      Captain Song stood like a rigid statue. He had listened to Turnbull’s outburst without flinching a muscle.

      “Is that clear, Captain Song?” Turnbull barked.

      “Crystal, Colonel Turnbull.” Song saluted. “Please, follow me to the shuttle, Colonel. I will deliver you and Master Scout Swann safely to the Scouts Outpost.”
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      Even sitting in the chair behind his massive desk, Admiral Swenson was still an imposing figure. However, Wolf was not intimidated, despite the Admiral’s blustering tirade. Swenson finished with, “…what do you have to say about that, Major?”

      “Not very much, sir. Harry Turnbull and I have been close friends since we were children. I’m sure you know that he is a colonel with the Solar Protection Agency. As far as Master Scout Swann goes, the story is the same. All three of us were born on Rion, and we’ve been friends since we started school.”

      “He is a Scout, a civilian!” the Admiral thundered, pulling his bushy eyebrows together, lending him the appearance of an angry bull about to charge. “The military and the Scouts do not fraternize. How many years have you three been going on these excursions?”

      “About fifteen or so. I’m not sure about the exact number. I haven’t been keeping score.”

      The Admiral leaned forward in his chair and glared at Wolf; his eyes were almost hidden by his bushy eyebrows. “I did some digging. Master Scout Alfred Swann has the rank of Major with Scouts Security. Were you aware of that?”

      “I must admit, I wasn’t.” Wolf was surprised to hear that about Swann. He thought he knew everything about both of his friends. As it turned out, he didn’t. What else did Alfred keep from him?

      “I try not to shudder when I think of all the military secrets you may have shared with Swann.”

      “We never talk about our work. It is an unspoken rule between us, but even if we would have, what difference would it have made? We are on the same side. The Scouts are not the enemy.”

      “How do you know, Major Wolf? Do you know what Scouts Security represents?”

      Wolf shrugged. “I have no idea. Never heard of them until now.”

      “Scouts Security is a branch of Scouts Investigation. The head of Scouts Security is a Colonel Stonewall, a legend among the Scouts. He answers only to the High Senate, which makes him the most powerful man in this part of the Galaxy. When the Senate sends him to a trouble spot, his word is law. Even the military cannot interfere. They say he is incorruptible and cannot be bought.”

      “That is a good thing, isn’t it?”

      “Don’t be so naïve, Major. Everyone has their price, even Stonewall. It is politics, that’s all.” Swenson’s anger seemed to abate. “Your friend is a high-ranking member of Scouts Security. Anything you may have told him, even the smallest bit of information, in all likelihood reached the desk of Colonel Stonewall. Someday it could be used against you.”

      Wolf couldn’t help but smirk. “I think now you’re reaching, Admiral.” He refrained from saying ‘you’re paranoid’.

      “I can assure you that I am not reaching. Scouts Security under Colonel Stonewall have created their own Special Forces. They are not regular Scouts. They are a military branch of the Scouts Organization. Rumors are that they go through a much more intensive and rigorous training program than our troopers. Your friend Alfred Swann is a dangerous man and cannot be trusted.”

      Wolf found it difficult to absorb everything Admiral Swenson had said. He hadn’t lied when he stated that he and his friends never talked about their jobs, even though they did keep up with their careers. Or so he thought. Why didn’t Alfred tell him about the advancement in his career? If what Swenson told him was true, Swann wasn’t even a real Scout anymore. He was far beyond that.

      He became aware that Swenson was still talking and tried to recall his last words.

      “Have you heard anything I said, Major Wolf?”

      “I heard every word you said, sir. I’m just trying to come to grips with that information. One small tidbit I just remembered. I don’t believe it is particularly important. I have heard the name Stonewall before.”

      “Where did you hear about him?”

      “Major Falcon mentioned him briefly when we had a drink together a few weeks ago. He just came back from a mission on Aurora, where he was for nearly a year. He said he served with somebody by the name of Stonewall. I assumed it was some high-ranking officer in the Navy.”

      “Are you talking about Major Jeremy Falcon? He is also a member of the ISS, correct?”

      “He is.”

      “I don’t know him personally, but I hear he is a good man. Related to Commander Kennedy. He is one of the men that went through the enhancement program. Did he tell you anything about his mission?”

      Wolf shook his head. “No. You know it is against regulations to exchange information about our missions with others, for security reasons.”

      Swenson nodded. “I know. I’m happy to hear that you adhere to that rule.”

      Wolf didn’t tell Swenson that Falcon told him about a portal that opened the door to the other side of the Galaxy he and his partner discovered on Aurora. Wolf, of course, had never even heard of portals or star-gates as some called them. According to Falcon, there were plenty of stories and rumors about an ancient race that built and used these portals to travel between star-systems. Apparently, in addition to the one on Aurora, there was one such portal on Salamander, one on Savanna, and another one on Aregon. When Wolf asked why nobody ever heard of them, Falcon said that the governments kept the information about them hush-hush and shared it only with certain people. He didn’t know the reason.

      He didn’t tell Swenson anything about that. Neither did he mention that Falcon indicated that Stonewall was a Scout and a high-ranking member in the Scouts Organisation. He never mentioned anything about Scouts Security, though.

      “Permission to change the subject, sir.”

      The Admiral made a face and gestured with one hand. “Permission granted. Go ahead.”

      “Is there a reason for me to be here, aside from getting a tongue-lashing?”

      Swenson sighed as if he were about to make a difficult decision. “There is. It involves a planet in the Spinner System. The Spinner System is located in the Rim, near the edge of Human Space. It is far away from the regular trade routes that are frequented by us and other races, but it is still close enough for merchant ships and freighters to visit. There is not much beyond the Spinner System, except for a few rogue suns.

      “The planet in question is called Cerberus, the fourth of eight. The number of colonists is estimated to be close to ten million; seven million Earth humans and about three million Sartans, human-like aliens that arrived on Cerberus about two thousand years ago. Nobody knows where they came from. Apparently, neither do the Sartans. Their society is much like that of the ancient Egyptians thousands of years ago on Earth.”

      “I don’t know anything about the Egyptians, but I guess the Sartans are primitive?”

      The Admiral moved his head from side to side. “Compared to our standards, yes. We don’t have any details about their civilization. They do live in cities; they have some form of government, and, according to the information I have, they are quite peaceful.”

      “I suppose that is a good thing to know,” Wolf admitted. “I’m just wondering why they didn’t evolve in the two thousand years they’ve been on Cerberus. That is a long time to stay stagnant.”

      “I can’t answer that question. If you know a little about the history of us humans, you may know that the original inhabitants of the North American continent on Earth lived there for thousands of years in primitive conditions without making much progress.”

      “Earth history is not taught in the schools on Rion, unless you are a student of interstellar history,” Wolf confessed. “How about the humans on Cerberus?”

      “They haven’t abandoned technology. I also need to mention that the Sleer have established a few large colonies around the lakes and swamps. We don’t know how many Sleer have made Cerberus their home.”

      “So, what is the problem with those colonists? Are they at war with each other?”

      “On the contrary. They all get along fine. In fact, the humans are actively trading with the Sleer and the Sartans.”

      “Sounds like a peaceful place, which can’t be said about many other colony planets. Are they having trouble with the Indigenous populations?” Wolf began to wonder what could be wrong with such an ideal planet.

      “Nothing like that. The problem is much greater and much more dangerous. A new group of people have appeared on the planet. From where? Nobody knows. They look like Anorians. This group has modern vehicles and advanced weapons. There are reports of Sartan towns being raided and having their temples cleaned out of all their treasures. A human village was also attacked, and the local government building was destroyed. These people are cruel and ruthless. The curious thing is that instead of females committing these attacks, these are males.”

      “Male Anorians? That is curious. Have there been any casualties?”

      “Sadly, yes,” the Admiral confirmed. “One of the Sartan kings was killed when the invaders attacked his castle, and the priests in one of the temples were brutally slain when they tried to stop the invaders from stealing their treasures.”

      “Kings?” Wolf frowned. “They have kings?”

      “They do. According to what we know. Don’t ask me for more information on that.”

      “The Sartans must have weapons, even if they are primitive. Don’t they have any soldiers or warriors?” Wolf wondered.

      “There is nothing about that in the reports we have.” Swenson lifted his hands in a defensive gesture. “Everything we have is pretty sketchy, but it is clear the people on Cerberus are in trouble and need help. The human colonists are scared.”

      “Surely, the colonists must have an army. How about peacekeepers or police? Can’t they do anything about these invaders?” Wolf wondered.

      “The colonists do have local police to keep law and order, but no other peacekeepers. Apparently, they do have an army. How large and effective that army is, is the question.”

      “What about the Anorians? Don’t they have an explanation? Wouldn’t they wonder who these people are? What planet the invaders come from?”

      “They wonder and they deny any connection with the invaders.”

      “What are we going to do about the whole thing? It seems to me it wouldn’t hurt to send a battle cruiser with a couple of platoons or a company of troopers to Cerberus,” Wolf suggested. “It shouldn’t take too long to clean up the place.”

      Admiral Swenson shook his head. “If it only were so easy. I can’t justify the expense of sending in a cruiser and that many troopers. We aren’t planning to start a war, you know. I’ve decided to send in a small team to find out what exactly is happening there. Once we know more, we can make an intelligent decision. A couple of people should be sufficient to do the job.”

      Wolf didn’t think he heard right. “Did you say a couple of people? Like two people, sir? There are ten million lives at stake.”

      “Only seven million are true Earth-humans.”

      “Sir, you said the other three million are also human. Don’t they count?”

      “I’m sorry. That’s all I can spare right now. I’ve been in contact with my Anorian counterpart, and she is willing to help.”

      Wolf tried to absorb the information. “How many teams are they sending?”

      “Not a team. They’ll send one agent.”

      “One. How generous. How about the Sleer?”

      “They haven’t committed yet.”

      “This is getting better and better.” Wolf couldn’t keep himself from making a sarcastic remark. “Who are we sending?”

      His suspicion was confirmed when he heard the Admiral say, “You, Major Wolf. However, you are the only human. Your teammate will be Anorian.”

      “Wonderful. Now I’m really excited. I hope it isn’t a female.”

      Swenson pulled his bushy eyebrows together. It made him look like an angry cat. “I must admit when it was suggested you be one of the investigators, I had my reservations. I read your file, and everything looked good at first, but when I dug a little deeper, I found things about you that didn’t impress me at all. For one thing, you don’t get along with your partners. You are reckless and defy orders. You have a habit of ignoring rules. Should I go on, Major?”

      Wolf lifted his shoulders. “I can’t stop you, sir.”

      Swenson glared at him, anger clearly clouding his face. “Remarks like this make me wonder if I shouldn’t override the recommendation to send you and demote you to a desk job for a while to teach you respect for your superiors.”

      Wolf stayed silent, not wanting to antagonize the Admiral more, but then he said, “You still haven’t answered my question, sir.”

      “Unbelievable.” Shaking his head, Swenson said, “Of course it will be a female Anorian. You know as well as I do that the Anorian males are the weaker sex in their society.”

      The information didn’t make Wolf happy. “I hope she doesn’t run around naked as is their custom.”

      “I have no control over the way she dresses, Major.” Admiral Swenson actually smirked, clearly enjoying himself. “I hear the Anorian females have perfectly formed bodies. That shouldn’t bother you, or will it?”

      Wolf pulled himself erect. “A naked female has never bothered me, sir. Neither will this one.”

      “Good. That’ll be all. You will get your marching orders and all the information you need shortly.” Swenson saluted. “Dismissed.”
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        * * *

      

      Her name was Gorini. She was tall and slim. The tiny scales on her skin shimmered silvery when she moved. Her golden reptilian eyes studied him with curiosity. She had the habit of flicking her forked tongue across her sharp, pointy teeth. According to the information he received, she held the rank of Captain.

      He breathed a deep sigh of relief when they were introduced to each other, and he saw that she was wearing a uniform. Not exactly what he had hoped for, but better than anticipated.

      It was green and formfitting like a second skin, exposing every tiny detail of her trim body. Fortunately, the uniform did have plenty of pockets. It helped to confirm the fact that she was not nude but actually wore clothing. Without those pockets, she might as well have been naked.

      “Why do I get the impression that you don’t like me, Major?” She spoke with a slight lisp, but her Inglis was flawless.

      Listening to her soft voice and looking at her sensuous body, he couldn’t help but think that she would not be out of place in a house of pleasure in any port city. It was difficult for him to think of her as a capable agent.

      “Why would you think that? We don’t even know each other,” he said.

      Her laugh teased him. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but since we’ll be working together, we shouldn’t keep secrets. Anorians are not telepaths, unlike the Accilla. We can’t read the thoughts of other entities, but I am an empath, which means I am able to read emotions and feelings. Your stance, the tone of your voice, the words you say, your facial expressions, and the way you move your hands all tell a story. Right now, I can read you as easily as an open file. Just because I’m a female doesn’t make me any less capable. If you know anything about my species, you will know that in my society, we females are the dominant gender. Accept that.”

      “I already have.”

      “No, you haven’t. I may not be of your species, but I have studied humans. Human males are different from Anorian males. Our males don’t think about us females the way you human men do about yours. Don’t look at me with the eyes of a typical human male calculating how long it will take me to spread my legs for you. It won’t happen. Just think of me as your partner and nothing else.” She chuckled. “You can count yourself lucky that I am wearing a uniform. I’m sure you know about our habit of not covering our bodies with clothing.”

      “I know all about that. Perhaps it would be better if you were naked. It wouldn’t leave me wondering what you look like without clothes,” he rumbled.

      “That can be arranged once we are alone in our cabin.” She tilted her head. “You didn’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “That we’ll be sharing living quarters on the ship.”

      He stared at her. “Another thing I wasn’t aware of. Please, don’t tell me we will be sleeping in one bed.”

      Any other time he would have enjoyed her silvery laugh, now it just irritated him. Still laughing, she said, “We can do that, too, if it will make you happy.” She became serious. “Don’t worry, we will have separate beds.”

      “I am not worried. Just so you know, I was not trying to figure out how long it would take you to spread your legs for me. I wondered if I could get used to an alien female partner. I prefer to work with males. Preferably a human one. Less problems.”
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        * * *

      

      The Golden Comet used to be a luxury cruiser. Now it was nothing more than an old rundown vessel, missing all those amenities. It had jump capabilities, but it didn’t have the range larger ships had. It took close to three weeks, and a dozen jumps to get to Cerberus instead of the one week it would have taken in a troop transporter. Even a freighter would have been faster.

      The pilot was an old Union trooper the navy should have retired years ago. He was also the cook and steward. One thing Wolf had to admit, the meals he prepared and served were better than anything they would have had on a military ship.

      His name was Dakarai Abara. Even though his rank was Captain, he insisted on not being called ‘Captain’ Abara. Just Abara was good enough. He was tall and thin, and his wrinkled skin was the color of coal. Aside from being a charming storyteller, he was also a skilled interrogator.

      At first, Wolf assumed it was just his way of having a conversation, but it didn’t take him long to realize that there was more to Abara’s questions. He began to wonder why the pilot was interested in a detailed account of Wolf’s last assignment or other aspects of his life.

      It was on the third day after the first jump when Abara joined them at the table, as he usually did. Wolf waited until everyone was comfortable when he confronted him. “Who are you working for, Abara?”

      The pilot gave him an astonished look. “What kind of question is that, Major Wolf? You know I’m working for the SUSF.”

      “I don’t know that. Are you sure you’re not working for someone in the secret spy department?”

      “What if I am?” Abara sounded defiant.

      “Then I would say from now on my lips are sealed. Don’t ask me any questions because you won’t get any more information out of me.” Wolf glanced at Gorini. “Or from her.” He turned to look at her when she laughed. “I don’t see any humor in this. Do you have any idea what he was doing?”

      Before she could answer, Abara asked, “What was I doing? I’m curious to find that out.”

      “You know damn well what you were doing, grilling me ever since we boarded your ship. I finally caught on.”

      Abara sat silent for a moment, staring at his plate. When he looked up, he said, “You must forgive an old man’s habits. You see, I’m a Belter. I was born on Vesta, one of the asteroids between Mars and Jupiter. In my younger years I used to work for the PIA. The Planetary Intelligence Service of the Belter’s Consortium. I was an interrogator, trying to squeeze as much information out of a prisoner as I could. You do that long enough it becomes second nature. The job came easy to me because I’m curious to begin with. Years later, I was recruited by the SUSF to do essentially the same job.” He sighed. “I finally decided to become a pilot, but as much as I try to change, I am still an interrogator.”

      “And a good one from what I can see,” Wolf admitted. “You almost fooled me.”

      “I wasn’t trying to. My interest in your career is genuine. You see, I live a pretty boring life these days, piloting this ancient derelict, jumping between star systems, and transporting teams like yours to wherever they are sent, among other boring jobs the navy gives me.”

      “Shouldn’t you be retired by now?” Wolf made a gesture of apology. “I don’t mean anything by that. I’m just wondering why you still do it. You could be enjoying your retirement on one of the more peaceful planets like Glory, lying on the beach, breathing fresh air, surrounded by pretty girls instead of spending your time in a tin-can and inhaling artificial air and cooking for guys like me.”

      “You are right. I could do that. It sounds wonderful and exciting.” Abara sighed. “Even those pretty girls sound tempting but take a good look at me. What pretty girl would want a used-up old man like me? I should have done that twenty years ago. To be honest, lying on a beach and do nothing all day long doesn’t appeal to me. This is what I’m good at and what I enjoy. I still feel useful, and I get to meet interesting people like you two.”

      “I never thought of myself as interesting,” Wolf said.

      “But you are. When I listen to the stories and adventures of people like you, I can transport my mind to the places you and the others have been and let my imagination go wild.” Abara chuckled. “So, if I sound like an interrogator, it isn’t because I have an ulterior motive or a sinister plan to use the information against you.” He looked at Gorini. “Or against you.”

      She smiled. “I know that. I am not as paranoid as Major Wolf.”

      “I’d like to put on record that I am not paranoid, but that I am a cautious man, never blindly trusting a stranger I meet. It is part of my training. Like interrogating people has become second nature to you, Abara, being suspicious of everything and everyone has become part of me.”

      “Sometimes you have to trust people,” Gorini said.

      “Easy for you,” Wolf pointed out. “I am not an empath. I may be able to read people by their gestures and expressions, but never the way you can.”

      She gave him a little smile. “I shouldn’t give away all of my secrets, but my gift isn’t foolproof. I’ve been misled when I was certain I read all of the signs correctly.”

      It was his turn to smile. “As you did with me.”

      “Perhaps I did or perhaps I didn’t. It doesn’t really matter.” She turned to the pilot. “Captain Abara. You mentioned that you were born on an asteroid called Vesta. I’m curious to find out more about that. I never met anyone who was born on an asteroid. How large is it?”

      “Vesta’s diameter is about 330 miles which makes it one of the largest objects in the asteroid belt. It is really nothing more than a dead piece of rock with no atmosphere. People live in giant domes, artificial habitats, as they do on the other large asteroid in the Belt. My parents were miners. It is a hell-of-a-way to make a living. I didn’t see a future in following my father’s footsteps. That’s how I ended up as a pilot.” He grinned. “Now, instead of living in the tunnels of Vesta breathing artificial air I live in this tin-can, as the Major called it, still breathing artificial air.”

      “Some improvement,” Wolf remarked with a little smirk. “Do you ever spend time on the surface of a planet?”

      “I do. Not often, but it happens. In fact, I am supposed to stay on Cerberus until further notice. I hope they’ll have a bit of nightlife near the spaceport.”

      “It looks like the same people that planned our mission also had a hand in yours,” Wolf commented with a grin. “My hope is that somebody laid out some kind of strategy for us on how to proceed after we get to Cerberus.”

      They had no reason to complain about the cabin. It was roomy with two large beds and its own private lavatory. No tub, but a shower that worked. By all likelihood it had been the bedroom
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