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Earth Year 2014 – Earth Orbital Station

Rajiv sat in the food hall of the orbital station, staring at the blue planet outside the windows. It felt weird to observe his home planet from orbit – to be above all the conflicts that had plagued the planet for so long.

He might still have occasional nightmares about the Kargil War, although he had done much worse during the following years, but life had become very quiet with the loss of all borders and the forced world peace.

After serving in the army of India for fifteen years, he had run out of exciting jobs. Only boring security work had been available until the orbital station was finally complete. It had been inaugurated on his fortieth birthday and he had reached it a month later.

He hoped to find a starship that would take him to places where galactic veterans met, but so far very few had visited the orbital station. He'd been doing security, especially at customs, so far, but he knew it was a temporary job he would quit as soon as he could.

The tables of the food hall around him were half-empty. Most occupants were Humanoids – Terrans or otherwise – but there was also a group of Felines. He found those big cats who walked erect on their hind legs quite funny, but he had seen them fight among themselves and didn't doubt they could be excellent soldiers despite the fur and kitten looks.

There were a few other Terrans seated, station employees like him on their lunch break or between shifts. They had all learned Intergalactic to be able to communicate with the rest of the Star Nations, and Rajiv was even starting to recognize the accents – Feline accents were different from Humanoids, and Reptilians had a distinct hiss in all their conversations.

A woman stepped into the hall from the docking bays, looking around her, wide-eyed. A newcomer. The first traders had barely started coming to Earth, bringing some technology to help with the cleansing of the atmosphere... which Humanoid planet was she from?

The woman was thin, with braided white hair and bright gray eyes. She wore a military uniform of some kind and carried a laser pistol. She stopped to talk with two Terrans, but it soon degenerated into a discussion that made her stomp away.

Rajiv smiled. Terran men still didn't know how to handle alien Humanoids, clearly. At least the two the newcomer had talked to, who looked American or European. Patriarchal societies were still a majority on Earth, but Rajiv had read this wasn't so in the rest of the Star Nations.

He met the woman's eyes and she glared at him, marching on him, determined.

"What's so funny?" she snapped.

"Nothing," he answered. "I apologize on behalf of my fellow Terrans. They clearly don't know their manners. I'm Rajiv Hatwal, and if you tell me where you are from, I'll find the appropriate greeting."

The woman visibly relaxed, even smiled. She wasn't young, but her dimpled smile accentuated the crow's feet next to her bright gray eyes. She sat across from him and offered her hand.

"Marissa Yourner of Ypsilanti," she said as he shook her hand. "Those two found it funny. They said it's a town's name on the planet below."

"It's possible," he replied, checking on his phone. Google worked on the space station that had free Wi-Fi, so he quickly came up with the answer. "Yes, here it is." He read from Wikipedia, "Ypsilanti, commonly shortened to Ypsi, is a city in Washtenaw County in the U.S. state of Michigan, perhaps best known as the home of Eastern Michigan University. So those two are Americans, I guess."

She looked impressed and glanced at the two Americans who were staring their way with smirks.

"And you are from?" she asked, clearly curious.

"India." He opened Google Maps and showed her. "This is India." He moved the map. "And these are the United States. Ypsilanti, the town, should be somewhere here." He zoomed in on Michigan and the Great Lakes.

"Well, thank you!" She beamed. "I guess I should have come directly to you! I'm fascinated by alien civilizations, and this planet is so new to us..."

"Yeah, well, we still have some work to do to make it visitable." Rajiv shrugged, pocketing his phone. "I don't recommend you visit it now, we have carbon dioxide emissions problems."

"So I've heard." She nodded, thoughtful. "But at least from here I can have a closer look and check the local intranet, since you're not yet on the meganet."

Rajiv chuckled. "We call it the World Wide Web," he said. "But until two years ago we weren't aware there were other Humanoids around and a meganet that spanned the galaxy."

She smiled. "I'm going to grab some food, this is a most interesting conversation. What are you drinking?"

"Beer, but it's not my favorite beverage. They don't seem to be able to make good chai on this orbital station."

"Good what?"

"Tea. If you want to try food from my home country, that's the place." He pointed at an Indian fast food joint. "But be warned it's very hot and spicy."

She chuckled. "I like hot and spicy. Be right back."

Soon she was back with her tray.

"So, you just joined... How does it feel to take down borders and meet the intergalactic society?" she asked.

"It's weird," he admitted. "Until two years ago I fought for a country, and now that country no longer exists as an entity and I'm out of work."

"Soldier, huh?" She smiled. "You should go to Friport, the Wandering Planet of adventurers and rogues, where most veterans have gone looking for work. There are plenty of wealthy people who need bodyguards, or rich bastards who hire assassins. Mercenary teams meet and join forces in the Friport bars, and their bulletin board is the best for the kind of jobs that need military skills."

"So I've heard," he replied. "Except I don't seem to be able to find anyone headed that way."

She grinned, mouth full, and finished chewing her chicken before drinking.

"You're lucky, young man," she said, slamming down her now empty plastic glass. "I am the owner of the Errant of Slota and I will take you to Friport."

"Thank you," he replied. "How much would it cost me? I don't have that many galactic credits yet."

"Don't worry, honey." She patted his hand across the table. "The Errant of Slota has an elegant hull and a long-range FTL drive. It is armed with ion cannons... and equipped with a single luxury suite."

"And will we be sharing the single luxury suite for the journey?" he asked, amused.

She winked. "What do you think?"

"Fine with me," he said. "When are we leaving?"
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EARTH YEAR 2014 – FRIPORT

Rajiv frowned at the tablet Marissa had gifted him after he had kept her company during the journey from Earth to Friport. All those jobs required teams, and he wasn't part of any team yet. He had arrived two days ago with Marissa, who had showed him around, then had left to go back to her business.

Which meant for now he was more a prostitute than a soldier, who got paid by a lonely woman who had used him for a couple of days. Which wasn't too bad and had proved him he still functioned in bed, although he probably didn't rate highly as boyfriend material.

He put down the tablet and sighed, looking around the Sweet Star Bar and Grill where he'd been coming to have his meals since Marissa had left, since he didn't feel ready to use the lodging's food dispenser yet.

The place was nice, small, somewhat grubby, but decent, not far from his rented room and patrons looked to be all kinds of mercenaries, so in theory, this was his new crew. The healthy crowd was loud and rowdy, with a few shady characters, which was expected on the starship as big as a planet that was home to adventurers and rogues of the galaxy.

The female bartender had glared at him the first time he had set foot in the joint, but after he had drunk the House Special barely noticing the sour smell and odd taste of the lime green with silvery bubbles – and an unidentifiable spice on the rim of the glass – drink, she seemed to have accepted him as one of her regulars.

The bar had no windows and the lights were low at all times, giving it a quaint or romantic – or shady – atmosphere, and most patrons seemed sober at the moment. Then a minor brawl exploded across the room, catching his attention.

One woman against four men. She had a cybernetic arm and she could definitely kick ass, since she defeated all the opponents. She headed for the counter and gave the bartender a couple of chips.

"Sorry for the mess," she grumbled before storming out.

Rajiv immediately followed her outside, undaunted. She stopped and glared at him in the white lights of the street. No sky in the artificial world inside Friport, that looked like the Death Star from the outside and like a space station inside.

It was a starship that could be steered, but mostly wandered across the galaxy with a whole world in its bowels. The locals were pale-skinned for lack of sunlight, but residents came from all over the Star Nations, and usually stuck to different sectors, especially Reptilians.

"Do you want a piece of my mind too?" she snapped.

"No, I want to compliment you for your deed," he answered, raising his hands. "Veteran?"

She was beautiful, with blue eyes and long brown hair, and her cybernetic arm only added to her warrior charm.

"Yeah, Sylvanian fighter pilot," she answered in a challenging tone. "You?"

"Gaian soldier," he replied with a shrug. "Been fighting for fifteen years but now my home planet is peaceful, so I'm looking for other jobs. Can't do much besides killing."

"Tell me about it." She scoffed. "I've taken down so many of those damn Reptilians... lost so many friends to their starcruisers and warships..." She shook her head, staring into space, probably remembering her fighting days.

"I was involved in the war on terrorism on my planet, after a few years in my country's army," he said. "I'm good at infiltrating and extracting people."

"Oh yeah?" She shot him a lopsided smile. "And you're looking for work?"

"Yep. But everybody wants teams, and I don't have a team."

"The only one of your regiment to leave, huh? I can relate." She looked away and pondered. "You said you're a sniper?"

He nodded. "Got any work for me? I don't have any written references, but if you hire me, I won't let you down."

"Are you familiar with the Star Nations weapons?"

"I haven't owned one yet, but I assume they're pretty similar to what we had on Earth."

"We'll see. Come with me."

Julissa Xylona of Sylvania – the Y-chomosome-toxic planet where men died in four days, not the American town of the same name – had been in the Sylvanian fleet during the war with the Reptilians that had ended with the death of the Sire Emperor.

She had since joined a team of mercenaries that moved around with the Arrow of Meni, a patrol starship with a battle-scarred hull and an obsolete FTL drive which interfered with the communications system.

It was equipped with point-defense lasers and armed with missile launchers, all things he should learn to use if he wanted to be part of the team. They were ready to head for Vilas Lok to help Saki Sako who had been abducted during a show on the Pleasure Planet.

Rajiv wasn't familiar with galactic entertainment celebrities, so he searched the meganet for information about Saki Sako when he went back to his lodgings to pack. Apparently the young woman, who looked East Asian to him, but was probably from Xi-kong, had become an overnight sensation after the death of the Emperor.

She reminded him of Japanese pop stars with her Lolita ways in the music videos, and the voice as well as the fact that she sang in her mother tongue instead of Intergalactic added to the impression of Japanese pop.

Then he met Justim Pezal, the pilot of the Arrow of Meni. Justim had black hair and blue eyes. He wore a military uniform and carried a tablet computer. Justim disliked having people behind him, so he invited Rajiv to sit next to him in the cockpit.

As they waited for the rest of the crew to show up, Justim checked Julissa was out of earshot and leaned towards Rajiv.

"We're going to save her ex-girlfriend," he whispered. "But Saki's manager is paying us, so officially we're just a bunch of mercenaries. I'm telling you because you're new, but don't ever mention it to Julissa!"

Rajiv signaled his mouth was zipped closed, which made Justim chuckle.

"I like that sign!" he said. "Where did you say you come from?"
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EARTH YEAR 2017 – SERENAIDE

After two years in the crew of the Arrow of Meni Rajiv felt at home like with his previous regiments and teams. He had learned everything there was to learn about alien or more advanced tech.

He now carried a cyberlinked sniper rifle and a military laser gun instead of Terran weapons. He often wore thermoptic camouflage or kevlar body armor on missions. And he had managed to find that camaraderie he had so missed when Terran armies had been disbanded.

He still had some PTSD left from his days on Earth. Being a mercenary in the Star Nations was a piece of cake comparing to some campaigns he had done on his home planet.

Then Julissa, who was their commander and the eldest of the group, gathered them on the main deck of their starship. She was serious and stared at them one by one.

"A hacker known as Alloy Doctor needs a crew to extract her sister from an infamous hacker collective," she said. "It's very well paid, but." She sighed and pondered for a moment. "In addition, we will have to allow our memories to be wiped after the job. So I'm asking you if you're willing, or if you want me to decline and let Alloy Doctor find someone else for the job."

"I don't think I'll miss the bad memories," Rajiv muttered. "How far back will the wipe-out go?"

"I have no idea," Julissa replied. "But I wouldn't mind if they took a couple of people out of my mind forever."

"Except I doubt they would allow us to pick and choose," Justim commented. "Let's assume they'll only wipe the memory of the job, shall we?"

"How do you think they'll do it?" Kim asked, narrowing her eyes. "Do they have a machine or will they use a telepath of some kind?"

"Whatever they'll use, they obviously want us to forget everything about it," Dash added, frowning. "I don't trust them. They should really give me a lot of money to allow them to tamper with my mind. And I do mean a lot."

D'ash'im and K'him'gha Y'erem, the dark-skinned forty-year-old Ulba'wissian twins whom he had renamed Dash and Kim, were identical twins of different genders, with the same big brown eyes and frizzy hair in cornrows.

Their jumpsuits and body armors hid their actual body shape, so Rajiv had learned to distinguish them by their battle maimings. Dash, the guy, had a military cybernetic arm and carried twin machine pistols. Kim, the girl, had battered cybernetic legs and carried a military coilgun.

"Well, it is a lot," Julissa said, thoughtful. "And I do mean a lot."

Everybody gaped at the quote. Even split among all of them, it was quite a lot. A couple even started considering retirement. Rajiv shrugged.

"Fine with me," he said.

Most of the others agreed, so they took the job. Kath took care of finding the hacker collective, since she was the software expert of the team. Kathalyn Jonand was tall, with messy brown hair and bright blue eyes. She occasionally shared the bed with either Yana or Julissa.

Yana researched Alloy Doctor's sister, so they'd know who to look for. Yana Ramart was tall and overweight, with black hair and narrow gray eyes and a tribal tattoo on her face. She had never hidden her attraction for Rajiv, but
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