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Shawn got off the passenger liner and followed the crowd to the exit of Sirius's main spaceport, dropping the stolen phone in a trashcan as he passed. It had served its purpose with its ticket to Sirius, and it was probably already unusable, so he might as well get rid of it.

It had been ten years since he had last landed on Sirius, and everything looked different. The spaceport had been renovated, and he was seeing it with adult eyes, not as the teenager he'd been, following his parents to visit his grandfather.

Now he'd have to find the way on his own, but he was pretty confident he could manage. The city connected to the spaceport would have public means of transportation, and he might be able to hack into a self-driving car to get to where he needed.

Not right outside the spaceport building, though, so he headed for the nearby hotels, carrying his small backpack with all his possessions on one shoulder. Time to find a place to get some rest and tomorrow he'd find his way across the city, which he knew from having spent many summers there during his poor but happy childhood.

Shawn entered the closest hotel-nightclub at the end of the afternoon. The long flight from Earth meant he was going to get some actual sleep, since the ticket he had managed to steal had only given him seats on the passenger liner, and not a comfortable cabin.

He gave his ID card at reception and asked for a room.

"I'm going to rest," he said. "What time does the show start?"

"Dinnertime is in two hours, sir," the fat human replied, bowing.

Terrans always commanded a lot of respect. They were considered rich, even when they showed up in hovels like this one, perhaps for some secret business.

The middle class had disappeared from Earth at the beginning of the 21st century when the galactic empire had fallen and the planet had been invited to join the Star Nations. Now, more than a century later, it was a fact that the Terrans were either very rich and could afford space travel, or they stayed at home, with very few exceptions.

He had stolen the phone from an employee who was following his boss on some business trip because they were both tall, dark-haired and blue-eyed. He'd had to put on a fake mustache to pass the facial recognition system when boarding the passenger liner, but that had been easy, and he had taken it off during the flight.

The room was spartan but clean. It would do for a night. Shawn hoped they wouldn't check, since his account was in the red. Hopefully the fact that he was Terran would make them think he was a revered, wealthy guest and they wouldn't check before he left.

The dining room with a stage was dark and cramped when Shawn entered it. He had a mediocre meal served by robots, and then the show began – a second-rate show with Humanoids from various worlds that fit in terms of appearance.

Shawn took it all in without batting an eyelid. He noticed the star of the show seemed to be a beautiful Humanoid young woman who was also an excellent dancer. He decided to talk her, so after the show he headed towards the dressing rooms.

Someone had preceded him, however. A Terran slightly younger than him was already courting her and she didn't seem to like it at all. She ended up brutally pushing him back, sending him crashing into the wall next to Shawn with a clever combined martial arts move.

"And what are you doing here?" she demanded, scowling at him.

"Nothing, I was just leaving," he replied. "Everything okay, friend?" he asked, leaning over his still dazed compatriot.

He left with the other man's phone in his pocket. He was covered for a few hours, but as soon as he was back in his room, he decided to transfer some money to his account before the owner discovered the theft and blocked the phone.

Shawn was truly disgusted by the fate that had deprived his family of all their possessions. He had been on a tight budget for years and lived by his wits. Pickpocket, hustler, fighter in clandestine matches, he had done it all, and was sick of it all. Sometimes he hated the very universe he lived in!

Hence his escape to Sirius with a stolen one-way ticket. He wanted to reinvent himself and looked forward to it.

The next morning he gave back the room key and headed out, ready to look for a memory that was both pleasant and sad. His grandfather was buried on Sirius, the same grandfather who had hosted him every summer until he was a teenager, telling stories of the Federation and its people, some of whom had already vanished before the twenty-seven-year-old Shawn was born.

After the Feline-Reptilian war that had led to their demise and the departure of the Carians, the Milky Way was now populated mostly by Humanoids, who had colonized some abandoned Feline or Carian planets because they were goldilocks worlds very similar to Earth, and perfect for Humanoid life.

Shawn could boast that his grandfather had almost been one of the founders of the Federation, which had happily reached thirty years of peace and prosperity. The Federal Government had been appointed to keep the peace among the Humanoid planets and it seemed to work just fine.

He was so lost in thought that he no longer even looked where he was going. Instead of heading for the shuttle to the cemetery stop, he had gotten off the main street and ended up in an alley between warehouses when he snapped back to reality at the sudden obstacle in front of him. Another Humanoid.

"Give me your phone," the man hissed through silver lips.

Shawn was glad he hadn't dumped the stolen phone yet, and handed it to the robber, recognizing from the dark cloak an inhabitant of Honiris, whose population was notoriously susceptible and resented Terran supremacy, especially on Sirius.

The goldilocks planet had been discovered by a mixed group of Terrans and Honirisian women during the Earth-Honiris conflict, and had soon become a haven for many and had taken the name Eden.

Earth had taken it over and renamed it Sirius – after the closest star system with a name – after the war, but there was still a small Honirisian community, though the inhabitants were mostly of Terran origin. Ten years after the birth of the Federation, Sirius had gained its independence from Earth after a bloody revolution, and had become the Planet of Peace where everyone was welcome. Many adventurers now sought refuge there, since Friport, their former meeting place, was now abandoned.

The inhabitants of Honiris, particularly the Black race, continued to distinguish themselves from other Humanoids. A Honirisian could not be confused with an Ypsilantian or a Wegan. The other planets, except Pandora, all had populations similar to the Terrans, in appearance if not in customs.

Honiris was different. Monotheistic, intelligent, serious, with a strong sense of property and affection, and with a proverbial modesty, the Black Honirisians had been the dominant race on their planet until they met the Terrans. The other race, the Blonds, were physically similar to the Nordic Terrans, and the newcomers had helped the Blonds gain equal rights with the Blacks. An affront that the Blacks had not yet forgotten.

"Are you local?" Shawn asked as the man fumbled with the phone.

Black hair flecked with silver, dark eyes, the tall, thin Honirisian stared at Shawn defiantly. He was young and his silver lips had a hard crease. His pale skin was shaded silver and his dark clothing showed only his face and hands.

"This phone is blocked!" the Honirisian snapped, glaring at him.

"Yep." Shawn smiled. "And it's not mine either."

"You gotta be kidding me!" The Honirisian threw the phone against the wall. "Give me your phone!"

"Come and get it," he replied, ignoring the blade now pointed at his throat.

The other man huffed and dropped his armed hand.

"Damn, you're not a tourist are you?" he asked.

"Neither are you," Shawn replied. "Are you local or not?"

"I am now," the other muttered. "Stuck on this planet for the time being."

"That makes two of us." Shawn smiled. "Shawn Abbot, and you?"

"Silvery Black of Honiris."

"I had guessed that much. Your people are very recognizable. So you joined the local Honirisian community?"

"Not everyone on Honiris is rich." The young man shrugged. "I managed to get off-planet, and now I'm stuck here."

"Are you a fallen nobleman?" Shawn insisted, knowing that it was rude to ask to a Honirisian personal questions, but he was too curious to hold back. He had never spoken to one of those strange Humanoids before.

"No." The Honirisian smiled. "I'm an adventurer. All adventurers in the universe wear their hair long, and so do I. Who cares if on my planet it is a symbol of nobility?"

"Sounds good. I might let my hair grow long too, now."

"Where are you from?"

"Earth," Shawn replied with a mischievous smile.

"And why did you abandon your lands and your possessions? For the pleasure of adventure?"

"If you really want to know, I have no possessions of any kind. Not all Terrans are rich and I came here on a stolen ticket."

Silvery Black burst out laughing, and it was rare for one of his race to do so in the presence of strangers.

"Well, I see that we have a lot in common!" he said. "The universe is very hard on us..."

"Yeah... We could get together and make war on it," Shawn suggested absentmindedly.

"On who?" Silvery Black lost the thread.

"The universe!" Shawn insisted, getting excited. "Don't you think we could do it? We got here from another planet, and survive on our wits, but if we find a couple more guys like us, all the riches of the universe will fall at our feet. You know that adventurers working together are practically invincible!"

"You must be a little crazy, but I like your idea. You're probably a lot more reckless than you seem. All right, I'm in. But each of us will have to bring another person to help us and add other skills to ours."

"Okay. Let's exchange contact information, and we can meet again tomorrow with another person."

On his way to the cemetery, Shawn pondered his new project. Who to contact? He had half an idea, but...
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Shawn stared at his grandfather's tomb and sighed. Darix Brackley might not be happy to watch his grandson become a real adventurer, but Shawn felt he had no choice. He had managed to get away from the street gangs and his life on Earth, and wanted to become something else.

He wanted to find a team of people to work with, and none of his Terran friends were bold enough to steal a ticket and head for another planet.

He left the cemetery and headed back to town. He considered taking the train to his grandfather's house, where Darix Brackley had retired, but he knew his aunt had sold the cottage in the countryside after her father's death because she didn't want to live alone in the middle of nowhere.

She had moved to Vilas Lok to live with her brother, Shawn's rich uncle, and Shawn refused to beg for help from that part of the family – his mother's. After his grandfather's death, none of them had bothered helping his family back on Earth.

He wandered in the slums of the city, looking for cheaper accommodation, and saw quite a few abandoned houses. He decided to squat in one of them, so he wouldn't have to pay for another hotel room. He did have some money now, but he needed it to get off-planet if things didn't work out.

He sent the coordinates to Silvery Black and told him to show up with his partner the next morning. The slums were similar all over the galaxy, and he was used to squatting in abandoned places when he couldn't find a way to get a roof over his head.

In the evening Shawn went back to the hotel near the spaceport only for the show, and knocked on the dressing room of the dancer he had noticed the night before.

"Come in." She sounded bored. Not a good start.

"Hello," he greeted, closing the door and leaning against it, as if he didn't feel sure of what he was doing.

She sat at the vanity in her stage costume and turned to look at him.

"No flowers?" she asked, pretending shock.

"Considering how you treated my compatriot last night, and considering that I'm not here for the same reason, I thought it best to come empty-handed," he replied.

"Weird," she said. "Aren't you a Terran? And don't Terrans all want the same thing from a woman?" She sounded puzzled and skeptical at the same time.

"I couldn't even pay you." He shrugged, feeling a little ashamed.

"So what are you doing here?" she asked, glaring at him.

"Can I come closer or will you hit me?"

She beckoned him to come closer, more and more curious.

"I came to make a proposal," he continued, slowly stepping forward. "No, calm down, it's not that kind of proposal. Fancy being part of a gang that's about to declare war on the universe?"

"Are you nuts?" she asked, staring at him suspiciously. Shawn sighed.

"No," he replied patiently. "A friend of mine and I are trying to start a gang to bring some justice back to this shitty universe. I mean, both he and I are not very rich and there are many others like us, while there are people who really have too much, and so we thought we'd lighten these guys up a bit to fill a few pockets, including ours."

"And you don't think just the two of you can do it, which seems reasonable," she commented. "Where is your friend from?"

"Honiris."

"Weird choice for a Terran... well, maybe then he is less crazy than you. Good luck." She turned back to the mirror and resumed combing her flowing brown hair.

"Hey, what does that mean, that you won't follow us?" he protested.

"Listen, handsome, do you have any idea how many wealthy bastards have asked me to come and decorate their palaces?" she retorted, turning to scowl at him.

"So why are you still here doing a shitty job in a shitty place?" Shawn asked with a smile. "Don't tell me your dream is dancing in front of drunk strangers!"

"Of course not!" she snapped.

"I was present last night when you kindly kicked out that rich compatriot of mine," he continued. "Why didn't you follow him instead?"

"Because he disgusts me," she muttered, looking away and lowering her blue eyes. "He and all the men like him suck, and so does their money. Okay, I'll follow you." She looked back at him with a determined expression. "But not for the money. To screw those rich people. I'm tired of working here and seeing them every night. When should I be ready?"

The next morning he took her to the abandoned house. She was now wearing casual clothes, rather than the stage costumes that he had seen on her, which made her look even prettier. Her name was Tara, which meant Star on her planet, Ypsilanti.

Silvery Black was there when he returned with the young woman. The Honirisian looked amused as they shook hands.

"Who did you bring?" Silvery Black asked.

"Meet Tara, from Ypsilanti," Shawn replied, nodding towards the charming girl whose curves were not hidden by her t-shirt and tight-fitting pants.

"A woman?" Silvery Black was stunned for a moment. "I didn't think..."

"Patriarchal planets suck," Tara snapped. "We rule on Ypsilanti, get over it!"

Ypsilanti was a matriarchal planet, one of two out of the two dozen Humanoid planets of the Federation. Power and lineage were transmitted through the female line, and the Ypsilantians were considered cheerful and friendly Amazons by all the other populations.

Adventurous, strong and sweet at the same time, courageous, sometimes romantic, impulsive and emotional, they managed to make their way in the Galaxy Police even against the tough officers from Wega. Or calm, thoughtful and intelligent, they occupied important positions in the Federation Government.

Their men generally adored them and were happy to remain in the background. If in love, they were ready to die for their women. But they were unable to win against their women, either by forcing them to reciprocate them, or by convincing them not to stalk them.

Tara was not only an excellent dancer, but had a profound knowledge of martial arts, putting her on par with a Vilas Lok gladiator or a Wegan officer. However, she had all the sweetness and cheerfulness typical of her people, seemingly so carefree, yet able to maintain their primary position within the Federation.

"We hadn't ruled it out either," Shawn retorted, trying to explain his point of view. "I've seen her in action, Silver, and she's pretty good..."

"All right, Terran," the Honirisian said, apparently amused again. "But watch your mouth, I haven't allowed you to shorten my name yet."

It was an honor that the Honirisians rarely granted to foreigners, and even on their planet they carefully vetted strangers before allowing it.

"Sorry," Shawn grumbled.

"I see that you've known each other for a long time," Tara commented, sarcastic. She seemed to know the ways of Honiris as well. "Terran and Honirisian, that's a weird combo!"

Silvery Black smiled, then turned to a dark corner. From the shadows emerged another young man with a cadaverous face and light-purple lips, green eyes and shoulder-length black hair. He was also wrapped in a dark cloak, but he wasn't from Honiris.

"Meet Zomby, from Pandora," Silvery Black said.

"You live up to your name," Shawn said, bowing to hide his smile. The young man, who barely reached his shoulders, looked indeed like a zombie of the old Terran tradition.

"I don't know what you mean," the Pandorian replied.

"Forget it, Zomby, Terrans are funny, but you don't always understand what they say," Silvery Black said. Then he turned back to Shawn who didn't know whether to be angry or not. "Do you know the peculiarities of the Pandorians? You should, it's a former colony of Earth."

Shawn nodded. Pandora was a very poor planet, whose only "wealth" was oil, which was no longer needed in the Federation. It was mostly desert, or at least rather gray, and the terrible climate was reflected on the inhabitants.

The Pandorians were sad, quiet Humanoids who didn't like entertainment and useless words. Humble, modest and with few pretensions, they lived almost exclusively on their planet because they were quite antisocial, lazy and poor.

They fed on electricity which they were able to discharge against their enemies with variable power which increased over the years. Coolness and self-control helped them hide their feelings, and their faces were mostly expressionless.

They had powers of prescience and were predisposed to telepathy, which sometimes put them a step above other Humanoids in the Federation, despite their obvious diversity, or perhaps because of it. With the Blacks of Honiris, they were the most exotic, but it was rarer to see them outside their natural habitat.

"Zomby is also a computer wizard," Silvery Black continued. "A hacker, if you prefer. Useful, don't you think?"

"Very much," Tara agreed. "And what skills do you have?" And since the Honirisian smiled without replying, she added, "I would like to point out that I'll join you only if you keep me on the same level as you, otherwise good-bye and thank you."

"I have some kind of built-in radar that allows me to sense other life forms in the immediate vicinity," the Honirisian said.

"And he tried to rob me, which was a waste of his time," Shawn added.

"I guess we all come from the streets and live by our wits," Silvery Black confirmed with a shrug.

"We are strong, aren't we?" Shawn asked, excited.

"But not invincible," Zomby said. He didn't look as if he knew how to smile. His people were notorious sphinxes, hard to read, since they didn't show their emotions.

"Not completely vulnerable either," Tara replied. "I think we can do it."

"We just have to find a name," Silvery Black mused. "What do you think of The Sirius Gang? We could keep our base here, on neutral ground, since we all come from different planets..."

"Okay for the base and the place where it is located, but the name doesn't work," Shawn said.

"Any better idea?" Tara asked.

"The Four of Sirius! No..."

"Do you want to let everyone know how many we are?" Zomby asked.

"Why not? They'll never catch us anyway!" Shawn shrugged. "Let me think... Got it! Morning Star is a name for the
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