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Chapter One
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Kahna Cluster

Kahna

Kahna Yard

The two men sparred on an outcrop over the yard. One was muscular but wiry, with short hair and a thin beard. With tan skin and brown eyes, Adar Genn traded blocks and blows with his opponent and friend. Marcus Krael was big, muscular, dark, with dark eyes, and large hands. He moved with grace, speed, and power. Bald, he had an intensity to his eyes. At length, they stopped, and Krael laughed, and said, “Enough! I will roast out here! The heat is too much.”

Adar nodded, catching his breath. “Good! I think I sweated out four liters just fighting you!”

They laughed, bowed to each other, and sat next to each other, feet dangling off the edge of the cliff.

"Tell me of your parents." Krael asked.

Adar shrugged and took a drink of water from a jug which he passed it to Krael. "Not much to tell. My dad was tall, but not near as ugly as you.” He grinned. “Dark, a little darker than you, bald like you, and laughed a lot. He almost always smiled. He had a twisted sense of humor, now that I look back on it. He worked for the government, in some menial job somewhere. He loved us all very much. He was big, bigger than you and his arms were so long, they would wrap around all of us, my mom and my sibs." Adar smiled at the warmth of the memory.

Krael nodded. "How many siblings do you have?” He grinned. “And are they all as ugly as you?"

Adar said, "Two. A little sister, and a baby brother. I kind of remember my mother and father talking about having another, but I don't know how that worked out."

"What was your mother like?" Krael asked, cocking an eyebrow at him.

"Tall, light-skinned. Blonde with blue eyes. Her and my father loved each other very much, I remember that. Then one day, while on in the capital city with my parents, we got separated somehow, and I woke up in a cage, in the hold of a Go Dotti tramp freighter, with a bunch of other kids in cages like me. Went to sleep again, and woke up two years later, with Captain Beloth asking me if I was okay, and if I remembered anything. Beloth freed me. Me and Elias." Adar took another drink from his water. "Your turn."

Krael got a wistful look on his face. "We had a farm, a big one. My mother was this big, beautiful woman with long hair in braids, and she had such a warm smile. My father wasn’t as ugly as you, but very tall. He had huge hands and could pick up a hundred kilo motor with one hand. We laughed a lot. So much love, bigger than the farm we had.”

He took a sip from the water jug and passed it back. “It was big... five thousand square kilometers. It was beautiful. The fog from the lake, sometimes, in the morning... it would cling just a meter or two off the ground, certain times of the year... It smelled of dew, and soil.” He smiled and shook his head. “I was the middle child out of seven. My parents... were kind and loving to us all." Krael smiled and nodded at the memory.

His face hardened. "Then soldiers came, and took all of my sisters, and then the police came, and took all my brothers, and made them prisoners or soldiers. Then politicians came, and took everything else, and gave it to businessmen. Then they gave us to businessmen. I went to sleep one day, afraid for what the day would bring, yet thinking it would be more of the same.”

Krael gave a grim laugh. “I woke up on a new farm, on a distant frontier world, Sotolo, now no better than a piece of farm equipment. Except that now we were beaten if the equipment broke. My mother, and father, siblings...” he looked down in sorrow, and shook his head. “All gone.”

He looked up. The mental scars apparent on his face. "Then one day, N' Bitte, the dictator that ruled Sotolo, made the mistake of detaining a Go Dotti liner they had given free passage to, and hid the hostages across the planets in our system. Old Emperor Graysea sent three battle groups. We had heard that slaves, even Go' Dotti slaves, could join the Imperial Forces, and could not be prosecuted for escape while they were in the military. Some said they could even be freed if they showed good service. We had heard that we could become citizens of the Empire and have a decent life. When the Imperial Marines came and searched the farm, all of us slaves rebelled and joined up. The unit searching the farm was made up of former slaves, like us- slaves, just not in name.” He smiled, “They made it clear they weren't leaving without us. When the farm boss resisted, the Major threatened to call in a starstrike. The farm boss gave up quickly after that. He knew the Go' Dotti would shoot first and not care later." Krael laughed. "His face...” He laughed again, a laugh with deep satisfaction. “Was priceless."

"I bet it was."

Krael laughed. "You never told me how you joined the Imperial Marines."

"No." Adar looked at Krael with his best poker face. Krael stared at him, then broke first. Laughing that big booming laugh, he grabbed Adar by the neck, mock- strangling him, and shook him. "Tell me! You must tell me! Hahahahah!"

Adar laughed. "Yes, yes! I’ll tell you! Yes!” Krael let him go, laughing. “Kane and I were on Elthsetaine, when the Murrough ‘occupied’ the place. Our ship, the Far Horizon, and our master, Captain Beloth, died in the first wave. That's how we learned Beloth had never put a timed kill code in our implants. He really did free us."

Adar shrugged, finished his water, and pulled another from the cooler. "I miss Beloth. We got lucky when he won us gambling. He almost killed the guy he won us from because he hated slavery- he had once been one, over a debt. He freed us, but in Imperial space, we had to pretend. He never treated us as slaves, and would pitch in, help out and never once asked us to do something he wouldn’t do himself. He taught us to be fluent in six languages. Taught us how to fly and fight and fuck and live and love. Beloth taught us to think of more than only ourselves, and that family is all that ever really matters. He taught us how to smuggle, steal, gamble, and lie, not just so we could do those things, but so we would know what to do if anyone tried to do it to us." Adar laughed, and continued. "When the Murrough hit the place, we knew where some smuggling boats were hidden, so we were making our way there to steal one. We came across the Imperial embassy staff and security detail. We hid them until things cooled down. Then we learned General Shung was executing all Go' Dotti and property- including slaves. Allegedly, under threat from the Murrough."

"Allegedly." echoed Krael.

"Allegedly." agreed Adar. “There are still long unanswered questions about how the ‘occupation’ played out. So, we managed to steal a boat, and used the Murrough fleet pulling out as cover. We were planning on heading for the Frannis outpost on Milladore, but Shung's police cruisers made us first. The only safe way out was back into Go' Dotti space, and servitude. So, when an Imperial frigate found us off Pompera, we joined up. Better that, than getting sold off again. You know the rest."

Krael nodded. "I do, old fiend." He looked around, and asked, “Why are we having this conversation now, after all these years?”

Adar thought for a moment, and after a long silence, answered, “Because we were too busy killin’ and thrillin’ and staying alive. Now...” Adar looked around at the yard, then back at Krael. “We have enough time to be better friends.”

Krael smiled as he nodded. “I like that.”

Adar nodded. "Me, too.” He slapped his thigh. “Well, Dad, how 'bout we get back to the yard? I lift ship early, and I got a few things to take care of first. You're sure you're going to be fine here, alone with Servolt?"

"Servolt has gone out of his way to prove himself."

"Hence my paranoia.” Adar said skeptically. “After all the trouble we had with him, it's all too easy."

"Maybe he really did get the message, Adar. Have you ever thought of that?"

"Yeah- and I don't buy it."

"Adar, I promised him the chance to prove himself, and he's done so. Every time. I'm not worried about him, but if he does anything stupid, he had better worry about me." Krael looked him in the eyes. "I will be fine." He stood up, and looked around, and smiled approvingly. He looked down at Adar, still sitting on the ground, and offered a hand up. "Come. Let's go be heroes."

Those words echoed in Adar's head as he stared out at the sunset, standing on the hills above the junk yard. He opened a beer and poured it on Krael's grave. The empty went in the cooler, then he opened and drank one for himself. He put that empty away, and wrapped in his own thoughts, got in the van, and flew it down to the yard's office building.

***
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A few days later, as always, the dogs were the early warning to the coming storm. When they went into hiding, something was up. The place usually had a slight breeze to it in the open. About the same time the dogs hid, the air would become still, and within a day or two, the sandstorms would come. Severe storms hit once or twice a year, though minor ones might turn up every few months or so through the long summer. Maybe once or twice a year, during the winter, there would be heavy rainstorms, but that was all.

So, when the whole pack turned up at the office building, Adar knew it would be bad, and let them in. Adar had Boltz halt all projects and come in as well.

The storm was indeed a big one. Rainless, it lasted for eight days, flinging rocks, sand and other items with lethal speed and force. Lightning and thunder were almost constant. Adar and the pack hunkered down, well stocked and protected. He had built an area attached to the back of the building for the dogs to do their business. It protected them from the flying sand and debris, yet kept the mess and smell outside. He had a well- ventilated area upstairs to avoid the other dog scents. For the next several days, there was little to do but wait.

Nine days later, the stillness seemed loud on its own. Adar released the dogs, launched some drones, and flew his combat sled over the yard, assessing the damage. At the far south edge, he saw patches of metal showing up through what he had thought to be an empty lot. Something buried there had become partially exposed.

He met Boltz at the main hanger. "Boltz, we've got the parts, tools, and weather. Let's start building drones. I want to get started on mapping this solar system, the cluster, and this side of Brierton's Wall as soon as we can. After we get some of those done, I want to see what the storm uncovered at the south end of the yard."

"As with much of the yard, nothing there is in inventory.” Boltz replied. “For some time, Krael acquired more hulls than he could process."

"Yeah... I've been thinking about that." Adar studied a map of the yard on his dataplate and grew quiet.

After a lengthy silence, the salvage bot asked "Care to elaborate?"

Adar grinned. "No. I'm not done thinking about it." He laughed as he put the dataplate down on the bench. "Let's get to work."

***
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A few days later, Adar said "Boltz, today's the big day."

The bot floated over to Adar, and gestured at the door to the hanger, and Adar went through. Twelve bots of various size and shape stood in formation in the hanger.

Over the next several days, they built drones to survey the cluster and Brierton's Wall, the area of rock, dust, radiation, exotic matter and weirdness that effectively walled off a portion of the galaxy that Kahna Cluster lay in. Though none of the drones looked the same or performed the same, they had everything Adar and Boltz could reasonably pack on the starframe, such as weapons, shields, hyperdrive, drones with hyper- drive equipped with mini- drones, sensors, sample bins, and whatever else was available to squeeze in.

Adar slapped a hand on Boltz’ back. "Boltz, I could kiss your shiny metal ass! We fucking did it! Fucking excellent! Time to test these things out."

"How so?"

"By having them do a comprehensive recon of the local solar system first, then if they prove themselves, deploy them all over the cluster. After that, this side of the Wall. Krael liked to hide things. There's a good chance he had something fun and scary hidden away on some rock or ice- ball floating nearby. Get me preliminary results as soon as they come in. Then we start on a series of comm drone starframes. Build whatever you can, and I'll help with the rest when I get back."

"We need only three to give us an unobstructed view into SUN space civilian channels. Why six?"

Adar assumed made a thoughtful expression and held up a finger. "Make it seven. A spare in case one gets destroyed. I also want what will eventually be a separate backup network- a quiet network, known only to you, me, and the Mutt. Call it a 'just in case' kind of thing."

"Understood."

"Good. Let's get these bad dudes in the air."

A few hours later, after tests and diagnostics, they watched the recon drones lift, and accelerate out of the hanger, and into space.

Adar nodded in appreciation. "Fuck yeah! Now,” He clapped his hands together, and cocked an eyebrow as he smiled. “I want to know what the fuck is buried in my backyard."

***
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Adar flipped the sled upright, brought it to a halt, and when it released him, he stepped off. Once he had feet on the ground, he walked around the partially buried shipping container.

It had been under two full meters of sand, yet the storm had exposed it in a few days. Adar had a shovel and some other item clipped to the sled’s exo- frame. He began digging around the doors. Once the dogs caught up to him, they pitched in and dug too. Bubba, Echo, Jack and Blitzen dug near Adar, helping to move the sand. Tika, Bull, Sandy, Goldie, and Corky began digging around the yard. The digging wasn’t useful in any way, but they were into the spirit of the thing. Adar laughed. “Now if only I could get you dogs to dig over here!”

There was a shriek, cut off by a savage growl. Mom came trotting around the corner with a freshly killed sand worm in her mouth. She lay down and ate it, ignoring everyone else. Adar chuckled. “Lunch time for mom.”

After a couple of hours, he opened one of the doors and peeked inside. There were weapons crates inside. Using his implants, Adar sent to Boltz Bring Berta and the pallet truck. I found another one of Krael’s treasure chests, and it looks like there’s a lot of fun shit in there.

On the way. Boltz replied.

Adar shined a light toward the back, and using the night vision system in his implants, looked around the inside. One big crate caught his eye. He climbed over the top of some crates and shined the light on the big crate’s shipping label. He whistled, and climbed back out. Laughing to himself, he said quietly “Krael ol’ buddy, where the fuck did you get that?”

The next day’s sunrise saw the Mutt hovering only a few meters over the sand, as Adar detonated the grenade on the ground with a command from his implants. The shock wave from the blast ran through the ground, and as part of it reflected up and off the old boat's shields, it slapped the ground milliseconds after the initial blast. Using the double shock wave, he mapped the area below ground in full detail.

Adar didn't feel the blast through the shields. He saw the data coming in on his implants, and the 3D image of several hulls buried in the sand. He did this in a grid pattern of the entire southern end of the yard.

Adar pointed at the hologram displayed on the Mutt’s large forward window. “Well, looky there. Three Prospector class hulls, a couple of Surveyors, and a pair of Recreation class yachts. See over to the east, there? There's three, maybe four Modular class boats. A starworthy CTH would be a big help around here. A lot cheaper to fuel than you." Adar looked up. “No offense, baby.”

“None taken.” The Mutt responded. "Positioning for the final blast. It will take some digging to excavate those hulls."

"Yeah. I'll have to get the excavator running. That's a fucking lot of sand and gravel."

“I could scoop it up with the shields.” The old boat suggested.

“Would it be worth the fuel?”

“No.”

“So much for that.” Adar shrugged. “I guess I better get started.”

***
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It took a couple of days to get the old excavator running, even with parts he had picked up on his last trip off world. It took a couple more to modify Burta. Adar used the excavator as a crane to add sides and a flap style tailgate on the rear of the old truck, converting her into a dump truck.

Working eight hours a day, Adar excavated and drove the dump truck. He’d spend another four hours each night building drones. It took twelve days before Adar got suiting up to enter the first craft. At the end of that night, Adar put his feet up on the deck railing, and leaned back in his chair, as he took a deep swig of his beer.

Boltz levitated up the side of the building, over the balcony rail, and settled to the deck. "The last comm drone is complete, and barring final programming and testing, they are ready for launch."

Adar grinned. "The day just keeps getting better, my metal friend. All the Prospector hulls look sound at first glance. I'm thinking two could be flyable, with parts sourced elsewhere in the yard. The problem is, there’s some stuff I just can’t get here. I’m going to have to get it off world. One of the Surveyors could be flyable, but I gotta have a better look. One of the Recreations might be flyable, but I need to get it on a cradle, and lift it up. And, oh, yeah, small detail- we gotta build a cradle. One of the Modulars can be made to fly; I think there're enough parts between the three of them. The Modulars are modular for real- shit swaps easy on them, not just the connexes they carry. That’s one thing I’ll give Ziddarrest, their hall mark is how easily shit interchanges.”

Boltz agreed. “It has compressed the timeline on certain projects.”

“We'll sell off one each of the Prospectors and Surveyors and net a tidy little profit. One of those Prospectors is an SC model. I want to look at that one ASAP. Same hull as the Mutt, just extended ten meters long by two high, for more hold space, and can hold two full length connexes, side by side, with extra hold space, or three, without. The numbers on it say it was one of the last ones built. That means it's only about twenty years old. The hull's stronger and has upgrades built in. Sadly, it’s another boat that needs a few things we don't have here. Add those to the list for when we lift."

He took a sip of his beer and continued. "Which will be soon. I'm getting low on fuel, food, weed, and more importantly, beer." He took another drink. He closed his eyes to slits, as he thought, and stroked his short beard. "Yeah... the Prospectors and Recreations are still very popular on the north and central frontier. I should be able to make a few bones off those."

Boltz asked, "Is there something wrong with the Mutt?"

"Yeah. She’s beat. The hull needs a nano-treatment I just can't afford. The old girl took a beating long before I found her. It's starting to show on the hull's stress points. I'm not so sure I'd want to take her into combat. If we didn't live in the frontier, I wouldn't care right away. But we both know out here combat comes to us."

"True."

"Now, what's the story on the mining drones?" Adar asked.

"They have found several valuable deposits.” Boltz replied. “Of course, the resources closest to the surface are the easier to get."

"Show me."

Boltz projected a hologram. It showed the location of several deposits around the planet. On a side panel, it listed the latest updates about the yard, projects, and finances. In this case, natural resources and recycled items.

Adar studied it. “A little over twenty kilos of gold, fifty of silver, fifty kilos of uranium, and six hundred kilos of Feremite. Twenty kilos of Tolonite. Nice. Useless to humans and several other races, but used to make medicines for many others. That twenty kilos alone is worth over a million SUNs- if I can find a buyer. Should be quite the cut for you.”

Adar looked over the hologram. Then there was the list of recycled stuff. That would generate less money, but most of it was easier to sell. Then Boltz got to the biggest find of all: there were deposits of Kiar crystals, or K crystals. These were metal crystals that once refined into rods or cones, powered much of the galaxy.

The Mutt used two cone- shaped crystals a meter long, and one about half a meter long in normal flight and operations. One large one for each generator, and the smaller one for the APU. Both generators and APU used a carousel type device to switch out the fuel crystals. The large ones weighed about a thousand kilos, the ones for the APU weighed about five hundred. Coming in all sizes and grades, everything from munitions to drones to ships, even planet power grids used them.

Adar asked, "So, if you found a surface deposit of crystals, how come we're not mining it?"

"We don't have the equipment.” Boltz answered. “The crystals are fragile until processed and must be processed as they are harvested. The equipment for this is expensive, and very precise. We can do the final processing at the fuel plant on this world."

"Well, shit. How expensive?"

"My last known estimates totaled to twenty-seven million SUNs."

"OW!" Adar got a pained look on his face. “I just felt a sharp pain in my money card! I know it takes up to two years to process them.” He was quiet for a moment. "So, just what kind of money would we be looking at, in the first batch?"

"Using the last known spot price on the Galactic Commodities Exchange for raw crystals, I project with the right equipment, about forty million SUNs. Over a decade, I project a total return of around forty billion SUNs and I project the deposits will last around twenty to thirty years. Mining Kier deposits becomes a tricky proposition when they are in the ground.”

“Right,” Adar said, “If I have it right, they’re brittle, so you can’t just rip them out of the ground. It’s best to disturb the ground as little as possible. I heard you can’t just use gravs, fields, or nanophages; each one has a different charge until their refined, or something like that. Then there’s something about restoring the ground?”

“Correct.” Boltz confirmed. “If the root of the crystal is left undisturbed and the mining site is environmentally restored, the crystals will regrow over a decade or more.”

"Well, shit.” Adar slapped a thigh. “That’s a puzzle we’ll have to solve later when we get the money for the gear." He sighed. "I'll have to give that one some thought. Shit.”

After a moment’s thought he said, “The metals should be easy to sell. The rest is gonna take time." Adar thought again, drumming his fingers on his beer bottle. "Get the most valuable recycled stuff loaded up when ready. I want to take a little time to crawl around the unburied ships and get a more complete list of what I'm going to need to find before I lift again. We’ll start in the morning."

***
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It was late afternoon the next day when they secured the last of the load. The Mutt contacted Adar on his implants. Message from Captain Kane. He's inbound, ETA thirty- two hours.

So much for the idea of lifting in an hour. Send him to the pad next to yours.

Will do.

***
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Adar sat on one of the Mutt's gravity pods, in the shade. Though it was the height of summer, it was between heat waves, and cooler than normal- relatively. An expensive gold colored yacht flew in from the west, then yawed around and slowed as the gravity pods extended. The brand- new ship aligned with the north- south orientation of the Mutt and settled down to pad's surface.

After a few moments, the ramp extended, and the airlock door opened. Adar stood and walked to the bottom of the ramp. Kane came out of the lock, looked down at Adar, and opened his arms wide. A little taller than Adar, the slender white man walked down the ramp, black hair offsetting blue eyes. Clean shaven, he grinned as he embrace Adar. "My brother! So good to see you! How do you like my new boat?” He gestured expansively at the ship parked behind him. “I present you the Gallant! Come get the penny tour!"

The Gallant was a true ship- a hundred- meter luxury yacht, as fast as she was luxurious, complete with two boats, a shuttle van, a pair of cars, and a bike. When they were done, they toured the Mutt, a low budget vessel built with scrap from the yard she sat parked in.

After touring her, Kane sat down on the ramp with Adar, and opened the ale in his hands. "How the fuck is it I like your boat more than mine?" he asked, with a laugh.

"Unlike yours, my old dog has teeth. Four Micron missile launchers, two turrets with small arms, guns, energy weapons, and gravity beams for fun. You know... we can mount some of that shit on your boat. Tomorrow, if you want. I got some gear left over. It's yours for the asking, brother."

Kane laughed. "My boat's brand new, and you'd cut holes in her already! Gods damn!"

They both laughed, then took a drink. Kane went on. "I'll have you know the Gallant is well armed, too, my brother. Not a fucking gun boat, like yours, but she can hold her own."

Adar laughed. "Just looking out for ya, brother."

A few of the dogs playfully ran past them, up the ramp, around the hold, then back down the ramp and out into the yard. Adar looked at Elias, grinned, and said jokingly, "And the kids love it."

"Dogs. Fucking dogs.” Kane said with astonishment. “I haven't seen dogs since I was a little kid."

"These are native to the place."

Kane looked at Adar in disbelief. Adar held up his hands. "I know, I know. But DNA and quantum resonance scans verified it."

Kane shook his head, and Bubba, Tika, Kisha, Mojo, and Echo ran up and mobbed Kane, sniffing him. He leaned back as they licked him, and ran away, yipping and nipping at each other, playing in the sun. Adar laughed. "And they like you, too."

"I guess so."

“Trust me, if they didn’t, they’d let you know.” Adar said with a laugh. "Speaking of dogs- thank you for calling out the dogs to look for me, when I was stranded here."

"It was Jade that called me. I just... called out the dogs." Kane took a drink from his beer.

"Again- Thank you! Want a shot of booze, before we go looking around at your new home?"

"My new home?"

"Yeah. Like I told you before: Krael wanted all of us to have a home here, something that would be ours, our very own home. I was gonna restrict it to just veterans and dependents, but Jade, Fernando, and Stann ganged up on me, and I saw the light of reason- though we are keeping the place kind of a secret for a while. So, I'm going by merit- but we get first crack at all the good stuff."

"Like what?"

Adar held up a flask and grinned. "Like this Silesker, right here." He popped the cap, filled it, and handed it to Elias. He took the shot, and Adar continued.

"Fernando and Stann laid claim to a coastal valley west of here, a perfect place to have a ranch and a vineyard. Jade laid claim to a beach area east of here, a bunch of large islands, and a mountain lake area, far to the south. Ever since Lexara, she likes snow- sometimes.” Knowing Jade the way they did, they both laughed. “She picked out a place kind of like it, far to the north. Modoc picked out a place in a coastal desert on the southern continent."

"Really... What's the locals got to say about all that?"

"The locals are all wildlife.” Adar answered. “There are those fun characters that like to drop by from time to time, that are cloaked really fucking well, but they're not from here either. I found files on them by Krael. I had a few conversations with one."

"You mentioned you talked to one."

"They’re not all that friendly, and most of them go by the ‘Left alone, leave alone’ agreement we have, after one of them got stupid. They found out the Mutt can sniff ‘em out and touch them anywhere. Didn’t kill ‘em- but they got the point. They’re a little more respectful now. Then there're a few other things that keep me from opening for business here. I've still got to get the fine survey going on this place, but that takes time. Then there're critters you wouldn't believe. But so far, nothing that passes for owners." Adar shrugged. “I’m building more survey drones, but for now, it’s just me, the dogs, the bots, and the creepy neighbors. Oh, and the lethal weather.”

Kane raised an eyebrow. "You said the storms were scary shit."

"They are! But enough! We have something we have to do. Business first." Adar cocked his head meaningfully at Elias.

Elias nodded. "Business first."

The van touched down on the hill overlooking the yard, and the two men got out. Kane nodded at the grave marker, and Adar nodded likewise. No words were needed. Adar opened four beers and handed two to Kane. Adar took up two and walked to the grave, Elias following. They poured a beer each over the grave, and Elias shed some tears, as he said, "I miss him."

"Me too. He was our father- he and Beloth. He called us his War Children."

"They were. We are." Elias nodded and wiped away a tear. "Remember? He always used to say 'Come, let's go be heroes.'"

"Yup." Adar laughed at the memory, and all the combat, crazy situations, and fun they experienced after hearing those words. He gestured at the yard, and the star cluster they occupied. "He loved this place. And he gave it to us, to finally have a home of our own."

"He gave it to you."

Adar shook his head. "No, Elias. He gave it to us. You and I. Jade, Modoc, Ferdy, Stann, Tonasaw- all of us who served with him, and survived. When he found this place, he was sick of war. Sick of death, destruction, of never being able to have anything more than a weapon and dreams of something better. He came out here prospecting and bought this place from a crazy old guy who had been here way too long. Standing here, he envisioned it as a home for all of us, the galaxy's rejects. He wanted you to have a home here. He once told me we make things better by making them better. I do my best to resist my base urges and follow his example." Adar sighed and took out a joint which he lit and passed to Elias who took it.

Adar exhaled. "You pick out what you want, and if I already claimed it, or you get greedy, we'll talk, but other than that, it's his gift to you, us."

Kane took a hit and passed it back then exhaled. "Okay. A home. A real fucking home."

Adar cocked an eyebrow and smiled. "Your real fucking home."

That night, they ate, drank, smoked, and talked, on the deck of the Executive Building's CEO penthouse. Kane looked around from the balcony. "Adar, I gotta hand it to you, this place is what you said it was, and more."

"It is."

"So, answer me this: Why the fuck did he name the cluster, the star, and the planet all Kahna? The crazy fucker wasn't lacking for imagination."

Adar laughed. "I asked him about that, once. He said in his culture, when you made it big, you honored your parents three times. Kahna was his mother."

"Oh." Kane nodded. "Ok. I'm good with that." He raised his beer. "To Mom and Kahna."

"To Mom and Kahna."

After another drink Kane looked around. "So, what do you want to do with this place? I mean, do you have a plan?"

Adar nodded. "I do. I want to put some kind of station at each end of the cluster, with one closest to the wonderful Stellar United Fucking Nations, at the far north end of Brierton's Wall. Park it so it juuuust peeks into SUN space and can be seen from there."

"A fucking shining beacon in the dark." Kane said sarcastically.

Adar grinned. "I was thinking more of a billboard for a new casino, resort, and shipyards- oh, and keeping the riff-raff out there, but hey, whatever works for ya.”

They laughed. Adar went on. “We park an old beater ship out there, away from here and open her up for business. It's frontier space, so we can do whatever we want. We use it to fund our efforts here. Put another station at the opposite end of the cluster, then survey the shit out of everything in between. Set up Union franchises to keep the competitors at bay."

"You found resources?" Kane asked.

Adar nodded. "Yeah. Krael and I droned the shit out of this area, and I’m still finding new deposits, and more of his hidden shit."

"Sweet! You got the ability to mine the deposits?"

"That's the problem, right there. I'm trying to squeeze the money together for that." Adar pointed at the Mutt. "I have a hold full of recyclables and precious metals down there, worth a few million, once I get it to market."

"Damn! You sure you can get that price?"

"It's already sold." answered Adar. "I just have to get it to the buyers, on four different frontier worlds. Why do you ask?"

"You were gone a long time, Adar. Two and a half years, then several more months hunting down Servolt. Then picking up jobs since, and now you've been here about six, eight, ten weeks, right? Cut off from the galaxy? The galactic economy is still crashed. This recession just won’t let go. It's the worst one in two hundred years. Prices have gone crazy on everything." He spread his hands. “The only reason the economists aren’t calling it a depression, is they don’t want to start a panic.”

"The impact is just hitting the frontier.” Adar observed. “Things have always been harder to find here in the first place, so nothing's changed- yet. But it soon will. I had planned on lifting a couple days ago until I got your message."

"Sorry, brother. I didn't know." Kane held up his hands. “I didn’t mean to keep you.”

Adar gave a dismissive gesture. "No sweat, brother. I'll lift in the morning. You're welcome to stay here, if you like."

Kane nodded. "Thanks. Is this where you stayed when you were stuck here?"

"No. I stayed in the office building. I couldn't get power here until this trip back. You're welcome to stay here. If you need anything, hit up Boltz." Adar gestured at where Boltz was working in a hangar.

Kane laughed. "So, you lived in the office? You took that expression to a whole new level, little brother."

They both laughed. Kane looked out at the sunset on the mountains to the north of the yard. "I can see why he loved it here. It's beautiful and quiet."

"The place grew on me, while I was trapped here." Adar laughed. "While I was here, I couldn't wait to get away. Once I got away, I couldn't wait to come back."

"So you either fell in love with it, or you became co- dependent."

They laughed, and Adar replied, "A little of both, I think." He gestured outward. "Krael wanted to put up a few little towns and make use of the lands. Not strip and rip, mind you, but something nice. A place where we could all have a new life. I kind of want the same, something Krael would have been proud of, something... that lives with the place, not just in it. Something we can be proud of. Get the camp up and running again and use what we have at hand. Give forms a chance, they couldn’t get elsewhere. Hells, it's been my second chance."

Kane sighed. "Money and power."

"What?"

"You need money and power. You need the money and power to develop the place. Then you'll need the money and power to keep away the dick-drips that are gonna try to take it from you, you know." Kane pointed at him.

"I know. I had two-and-a-half years to think that over.” Adar acknowledged.

"You have connections with the Merc's Union."

"Yup. Got a couple of brass figures that want to invest already. I gave our old buddy General Meldar her own tracts. She was hooked the moment she put eyes on them. Woe betide whoever fucks with it.”

"Smart, my brother! Smart! She put up anything?"

Adar smiled. "She’s putting up a million of her own when she finishes her current ops. She’s gonna help me set up a few things. I was thinking about a little get-together for a bunch of us but hadn’t put any real thought to it yet."

"Nice. I like it. Count me in We’ll set a date later. You know... You’re right about the franchise idea. It would keep out a lot of the criminal element- you know, perps like us!” They both laughed, and Kane went on. “You know the moment the pirates find this place, they’ll come looking."

Adar nodded. "Money and power. Well put, Elias. But until it all comes together, I'm still smuggling, stealing, wheeling and dealing. About half of what's in the Mutt's hold is illegal in SUN space."

Kane nodded. "I have to go back to SUN, so let me see what I can drum up for us when I get there. I have an investment opportunity in the BVC I’m looking at. It’ll take a while. I have a couple other stops to make, and I'm still on vacation."

"Okay, I'm good with that. So- you're in?" Adar asked.

"Fuck yeah, I'm in. This is history!" Kane gestured.

"Hey, I wouldn't go that far. I'm just trying to have a home."

"Well, you better be ready to become the point man. The cluster's in your name, right?"

"Right." Adar agreed.

"Then, it's all yours, good or bad, Adar. You're the king, like it or not, buddy! I'm good with being the power behind the throne. The crown's on your head, not mine, making you the first target. Not exactly the King Maker tactic Krael taught us, but, yeah, I'm in."

“Good! Tour your realm in the morning, yer fuckin’ lordship! I gotta get ready to lift ship and get out of here.”

“Safe travels, brother.”

“You too, brother.”

The morning light saw the Mutt lift from the surface and jump for orbit.
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Chapter Two
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Frontier Space

The Mutt

The Mutt was lining up for another jump point when a message came in.

Adar, it’s a message from a Mr. Gray.

Adar smiled. My old buddy, Mr. Gray. He pays well.

The star system of Medayga was run with a corporate model. This meant a System CEO, and a board of directors. The board members were elected not by the investors, but by other board members. As the highest placed Director, Mr. Gray was someone who occasionally needed discreet services, often supplied by people like Adar.

After the appropriate vetting, he opened the message. Mr. Gray needed a private meet with Adar. He was offering a large sum for whatever it was he wanted, so it had to be hazardous. Adar smiled. He could use a little adrenaline rush along with a lot of money. Selling the recycled materials sitting in the hold could wait- Mr. Gray paid big, and quickly.

Change of plan, Mutt- let’s go to Medayga.

***
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SUN Space

Medayga Prime

Capital City

The Mutt

Two days and several jump points later, the Mutt landed on Medayga Prime. Adar went to one of Gray's casinos, and it was there a woman in a dark business suit came up to him. "Captain Genn?"

"Yes. What can I do for you?"

"I am Mia. Mr. Gray is expecting you."

"Please. Lead the way."

Adar followed Mia to an elevator. Dark-haired and on the slender side, she had brown eyes that seemed to pull you in. Though she was close to petite in height, she had long legs.

He followed Mia to the VIP tube station. They boarded a car, and it whisked them to a VIP station where they disembarked and took another elevator. This eventually led to a landing platform where a limo waited. The door opened, they entered and seated themselves. The limo lifted smoothly into the evening sky. Once in traffic, the limo moved up into the VIP lanes and smoothly accelerated.

They flew to an older part of the city, far to the west. Using the ground lanes, they flew a half meter above the ground, into a warehouse district. Old and run down, the warehouses cast long shadows that only seemed to highlight the decay.

The limo slowed, turned, and eased into a warehouse. The doors rolled down shut behind them, as they came to a stop, and settled silently to the floor.

Exiting the limo, Adar followed Mia. She led him to an office, and opening the door, gestured for Adar to enter. Inside, he found Stanton Gray sitting on a desk. "Captain Genn! Drink?"

"Hells, yeah! Congratulations on becoming Board Leader. Tomorrow the whole damn system?"

Gray laughed; he could afford to. He was now the second most powerful life form in that stellar nation. "No comment. It's good to see you, though! I'm glad you came so promptly."

"Good to see you too. What's with all the subterfuge getting here?"

"I have business concerns that keep me here, for the present." Mr. Gray was tall, a full ten centimeters over Adar with light skin, piercing blue eyes, and graying hair at the temples that streaked straight back on the side of his head. "Sadly, I couldn't meet you at the casino myself." They drank, and he poured another round.

"So, what's got you needing me today?"

"I need something picked up off Sicila, then taken across the SUN border, out to Calius."

"Calius? As in 'Southern Pirate Headquarters' Calius?"

"The very one. I believe you know my courier, Sekki."

Adar laughed. "I know Sekki."

"He's completing a deal for me. He'll board your ship at the edge of Medaygan space. He’ll provide the mission details. You'll be paid upon your return here. Then, if you're interested, I have another job for you. One suited to your talents. I will pay you very well for its completion."

"Can you tell me what it is?"

Gray smiled. "Upon your return."

"How soon do you need me to leave?"

Gray poured another drink for each of them. “When we’re done here.” They downed their drinks, and he continued. “Sekki is on a ship waiting nearby, in international space. Mia will give you the grids when you reach the STZ."

“I’ll need time to restock and refuel. I’m low on everything.”

Gray poured them another drink. Adar had tossed back a couple with him before, but this was the first time he’d ever had three. He mentally filed that fact away as Gray spoke. “I understand. Time is of the essence on this, so don’t take too long. This is very important to me. Get this handled and back here within a few days, and I’ll double the bonus.” Gray raised his glass.

Adar toasted. "I'll drink to that!"

***
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Mia dropped Adar off at the STZ, by the private craft gate. A half an hour later, he was dickering with a supply vendor when she came back. Her limo settled to the ground, she got out, and walked up to the bottom of the stern ramp. This time, she had on travel wear, not a business suit. She carried a sports bag slung over her shoulder, and one in her hand. She watched and listened as Genn and the vendor spoke.

"Duren, I'm not paying those prices."

The vendor looked at Adar with her big, sad, Alderian eyes, a wretched, wounded expression on her face. Her upper lip got a quiver to it.

"And stop doing that! You know it doesn't work on me!"

Her face expressed surprise, then resignation. "Well, shit, Adar, it was worth a try!"

"I know! It was a good show, by the way. If I didn't know you, it would have worked. I love the little quiver to the lip you added in. Nice touch!" They both laughed, and Adar went on. "But seriously, I'm not paying that."

"Oh, all right." She held out a data card. Adar held out his, and the cards exchanged credits and receipts. Duren turned to the work detail standing near the delivery truck. "Load him up!" The crew got to work. Duren and Adar hugged. "How's the foot?"

"Still hurts from where that idiot parked a pallet on it." Duren grumbled.

"Quit screwing around. Go use one of my bio beds." Adar nodded at the med bay.

"You sure?"

"Yeah. Jump up on one. The Mutt's frontier registry, so I can just gift it to you without the taxes here."

She squinted up at him. "Waaaaaait... What's in it for you?"

"Your good will, and a favor later?" Adar said with a sly grin.

She thought it over and smiled. "Fine. You got it. You don't have to tell me twice!"

She limped away as Adar pointed at a door. "The door on the right is Med Bay. Just open one of the units along the forward bulkhead, then tell it what you need."

"Adar.... for what it’s worth, I hope you find who you're looking for."

"Thanks, Duren. I hope you do too."

Duren limped off to the Med Bay. Mia addressed Adar.  "Captain Genn." She put her bags on the ground at the bottom of the ramp. "Permission to come aboard."

"Granted. Please, come aboard. What's with the bags?"

"I am to escort Sekki."

Adar cocked his head. "Gray didn't mention you'd be coming along for the ride."

"You're right. I'm coming along on my own, to make sure this works. Mr. Gray speaks highly of you."

Adar nodded. "Fair enough. Take the door on the left, enter the passageway, take the second door on the right. Inside, you'll see a series of bunks on either side. Go past the first section to the far back. That section has a privacy door, and a head/shower combo. That's yours. Sekki will have to use the first section, and the head in the passageway. You'll have to go through his section, but I guarantee he'll get over it."

From her expression, Mia had expected some sort of resistance from Adar. His accommodation of her without batting an eye was a surprise. "Thank you."

"You're welcome.” Adar gestured at the passageway door. “The doors on the left are to the galley and the head, respectively. Door at the end is to the flight deck. Second door on the right is the berthing compartment. There’re two sections, with four bunks, so you get your choice in the far back section. There should be ample space for your bags. We lift ship in about an hour."

"Good. What you... gave... that Alderian... was very expensive."

"It was. But... she works for your father- uh, Mr. Gray- and nothing moves through this trade zone without her knowledge. She collects the landing and lifting fees, and no one gets their ship repaired, refueled, restocked, and rearmed without her say- so, per your, uh... boss. I call it an investment. She tries to make things better for the forms around her. A wise man once told me we make things better, by making them better."

"How did you know Gray’s my father?"

“You have his bearing.”

Mia nodded as she turned away. "Besides,” he added. “After she told your boss about your presence here, she put in a good entry for the both of us.”

Mia was suspicious. "Are you doing this to curry favor with my father and I?"

"Yes, and yes." Adar replied. He smiled and gestured to the passageway door.

Duren's treatment on her foot was complete, and the ship loaded in forty minutes. The Mutt was airborne soon after.

***
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SUN Capital World Unity

Bay City

Management Complex

Sanitation Projects Sub- Director Gulia’s office

Anyone outside trying to bug or infiltrate the Sub- Director Gulia’s office would have seen and heard a boring conversation about the specifications to a sanitation system on some far-off frontier world, as part of an outreach program. It was boring, mind numbing, and factually correct, as intended. The actual conversation behind the hologram was not so boring or pleasant.

"We did what we were told!" shouted the Sub- Director. "We warned you Servolt would not be controllable. We warned you we needed a pirate captain who could make them all work together, not kill each other. We also warned you that the contractor frigate would be caught or destroyed. Even then, we did everything we were told!"

The tall reptilian bat-like Laetherian glared at them. He hissed and pointing a claw in their direction. "That's why the leaders let you live- for now. They want to know more about this soft skin." He spat the derogative out, like it was horrid and vile, and touched his shirt sleeve. A hologram of Adar Genn appeared. He gestured a scaly hand at it. "This is the soft skin that killed Servolt, and set us back years, if not decades. Find out all you can about him, then report back immediately. You are not to harm or approach him unless told to. Understood?"

Gulia and Assistant Sub- Director Baran said “Understood.” in unison.

The Laetherian glared at them, then stopped the holo. He turned and stalked out of the office. "That went well." Baran said sarcastically.

Gulia glared at him with all four hazel- colored eyes. "Oh, shut up! You heard him; start looking for this human trash."

Baran blinked and looked back in surprise.

Gulia asked menacingly, "Shouldn't you be doing something?"

Baran silently turned and left.

***
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Frontier Space

Classified Location

Task Force Black

USS Enforcer

"Let's see it." Admiral Fernando Ramos gestured at the tabletop, and a hologram rose from its surface. Looking at it, he walked slowly around the table. At just over one and a half meters tall and in his late sixties, he spoke quietly, but was always heard. He had a runner’s build, and still liked to climb in the fighting ring when he could. He was known to have a wicked jab, and still had quickest kick on the ship. He was just starting to show a little paunch but cut an imposing figure in uniform. Dark eyes gazed through combat glasses that looked like antique-style spectacles as the hologram expanded and showed a mass of files floating in the air. Commander B'Rill waved an orange hand at the hologram, and a file opened. He spoke in the airy voice common to Nulian people.

"The kill code placed in the President's implants was traced to a series of networks in the Capital City, in the Districta Columba, and we may have found a thread back to Unity. It goes dormant when she's not in said network. Our attempts to make use of this with our simulated files have not gone well. In fact, Admiral... none of our attempts to hack the simulations of this program have gone well at all."

Fernando nodded. This was not good news, and the briefing was only beginning. "Is it Muur Hah Dee or Okreth tech?"

"Neither sir. It's very sophisticated, but the origin seems to come from within SUN space, and vicinity. Its originator configured it to look like it came from Ziddarrest, but he has been cooperating with us. He not only proved it wasn't his, but gave us some possible leads on it."

"Cooperation from the galaxy's richest form helps.” Ramos said dryly. “How confident are you it's not his?"

"Very, sir.” B’Rill confirmed. “It wasn't easy to get as far as we did. They went to a great deal of work to make this look like him, and they clearly expected that false identity to hold. Once we cracked it, it all fell apart too quickly for us to recover anything."

"Of a simulation." Ramos pointed out.

"One based on everything we could figure out about the program buried in the President's implants. A damn good simulation-but a simulation, nonetheless, sir."

Ramos turned that over in his mind. "Yet it goes dormant when she's cut off from the network that runs it."

"Yes, sir. We've also figured out how it re- synchs when she returns. It's suspected that it updates then, and resets the clock, so to speak."

"So... what's keeping us from simply taking her out of SUN space for a while, and wiping it, or just pulling her implants?"

"We tried that sim, sir." answered Commander Deros. The human woman gestured at the hologram floating above the table. "Somehow, the damn thing always knows where she is. On our first attempt, we physically took the simulation out of the galaxy. We tried out past the halo. It knew and armed the kill code. We got a little closer and tried again, reforming the simulation. Doubtless someone knows we’re testing it. We could keep it stable, but every attempt to wipe the code or even physically remove the President's implants resulted in the code being armed. Any attempt to hack it got us the same results, as did attempts to spoof it. It may go dormant, but it always knows where she is. There are areas we could try, but we have yet to have the chance."

"There's more." added B'Rill. "It seems to send out some sort of hyper signal when that happens. We don't know what it says, and it's omnidirectional, so we haven't been able to trace where it leads."

Ramos thought about that for several seconds. “So, whoever is running this knows we’re working on it... So- there’s our puzzle, how do we get around the implants?” He shook his head. "This is contradictory in so many ways. Yet it’s too fucked up to be fiction. So... If it activates, whoever placed it will know. Can we use a simulation to send a fake response code, and flush out whoever this is?"

"We were able to sim the fact that it would send out a message. We were not able to sim the frequencies or code, sir."

"Did Ziddarrest have any ideas about its removal?"

"He did, sir, and he said you wouldn't like it." said Deros. "he said it can be done with help from the Seers. It seems they have some sort of technique that can safely deactivate her implants and remove them before they could respond. He agreed to pay for it, should we choose that option."

Ramos leaned back in his seat and gave a quiet, grim laugh. "Yeah... of course he did. He gets owed big favors, not to mention the political points for helping us. He was right- I don’t like it. Our next riddle- is there any other way?"

"None that we currently know of sir. One may present itself with further research."

"Time is a factor. But then, so is security, and the President's life." Ramos thought for a moment. "I hate risk of being on the wrong side of the clock on this one, but at the moment, I got nothing else. It seems there's more risk in moving prematurely, or aggressively, than there is in keeping things the way they are." He leaned forward and put his arms on the table. "We all agree?"

There were nods and sounds of agreement around the table. "Fine. Next item."

The Nulian nodded. "It gets worse from here, sir."

"I'm sure it does. Proceed."

"Without a central figure, the Southern Pirates have turned on each other, and descended into a free for all for control, consisting of carnage, war, and corruption. With the threat from the pirates temporarily abated, the frontier nations along the southern border have adopted expansionist plans, snapping up territories with minimal resistance. The ones who are resisting, aren’t fooling around; the Union is making a killing, literally and figuratively. Their business is at an all- time high, along with a cut from the resources they’re protecting. The Joint Services Commission has requested a meeting over it, but with the President currently unreliable, they have requested you to speak for the United Space. They’re not so worried about the Union, as they are the pirates. Pressure from the Union, combined with the recession and the drop in freight traffic has made many of them desperate. Desperate pirates wreak a lot of havoc."

Ramos gave another grim laugh. "Oh, yeah. It just got worse. Curtailing their activity in the frontier means they won’t get bold and stupid enough to fuck with us near home. Let me guess- ATCOM wants us to look into it.”

“They do, sir.” Deros replied. “The Commission does too.”

Ramos put a palm on his forehead. “Of course, they do. When we finish here, get the VP on the line. He’ll get a good laugh at this, then he’ll have me shot. I can’t blame him, either. Please,” Ramos waved a hand. “Continue."

"Manaman Ahm Mek' Ahm has indicated he will send his daughter, Annam Ahm Mek' Ahm. She has requested Captain Genn's presence."

"Of course, she has. And we have lost track of him again, haven't we?"

"We lost track of him when he destroyed the drones watching the Kahna Cluster."

"Again? How many this time?"

"Um... all of them, sir."

Ramos shook his head, and gave a grim, wry smile. "Right. Next time, go with cloaked ZPL drones."

B'Rill said, "I'm guessing here, but I'm thinking his knowledge of our operations has enabled him to plot out where they were. Shall we put some more out, but farther away?"

Ramos laughed. "No. On second thought, don't bother. He works for us; give him his privacy. That gives us deniability. We may need it later. We'll watch him only if we really need to. Give him room to work."

"You trust him, sir?"

Ramos nodded curtly. "With my life. He'll come through for us, but it may be through his own time and means."

"Then, how do we contact him, sir?"

"We don't. About that deniability I mentioned... We tell Mek Ahm the truth. We don't know where the fuck he is. Then we sit back and let her do the heavy lifting. If she really wants him, she'll find him, and we’ll find out where he is by watching her."

"If I may, sir, what's their connection?"

"You don't want to know, Commander. Hells, I know, and I don't want to know." Ramos gestured at the table. Exasperated, he said, "Get on with it. Next."

"Speaking of Genn, there's been chatter from Unity about him. Someone dirtside there is looking for him. We haven't pinned down the source, but the search is both informational and physical. To what end, we can't say, because we don't know."

"So, status quo. Monitor the chatter. See what comes up. Update me as soon as you have something. We’re talking about Genn here.” He sighed. “Something will turn up."

"Of course, sir."

"Now... What other pleasantries do we have today?"

***
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SUN Space

Medaygan Border

The Mutt

The Mutt caught up to the freighter. She rolled over to orient with the freighter’s external pad, then landed and used the gravs to ‘stick’ to the pad. An airlock tube extended and locked up to the old boat's starboard airlock door. Once they locked in, Sekki came on board, walked around the inside of the lock from the ‘overhead’ to orient with the Mutt’s deck, and entered the hold.

Sekki and Adar embraced. "Union Brother! Good to see you!"

"You too, Adar!" Sekki was a Trellarian, reptilian, but bird-like, but to the point of almost looking human, much like a Messerian.

"Stow your gear and let's get moving."

The Mutt undocked, lifted off the pad, and moved away from the freighter. One hundred meters away from the freighter, the boat rolled, pitched, and yawed as it aligned, then pulled for the nearby jump point. The entire event had taken less than five minutes.

Adar led Sekki to his quarters. "Sekki, Mia. Mia, Sekki. The first section of bunks is yours. The far back section with the private head is hers."

"Good." The reptiloid nodded. "Plenty of room."

"Pick a bunk, and you can use the rest for stowage."

"That will do. Thank you."

Adar explained the ship’s layout.

Sekki took it in. "Good. I'll get my things stowed. What's our ETA to Sicila?"

Adar replied, "We're having to take an indirect route, so call it a day. We'll be vectoring in from the north frontier, so we'll draw less attention."

"Good move. That's what I would do."

"Cool. We'll be folding space for the first waypoint in about twenty minutes."

***
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That evening, Adar’s implants woke him. The Mutt showed him the camera and scan views down the passageway. As he watched, Mia entered the passageway, went forward to his door, and stopped. He watched as she reached a hand out, seemed to mentally debate with herself, and finally turned away, going to the berthing compartment herself. He smiled, gave a chuckle, and went back to sleep.

Mia went back to her compartment, closing the door behind her. She thought about Adar, and at length, took off her travel suit, and sat on the bed. She took her hand, and reached down low into her panties, gasping at contact, and amazed at how wet she was. So long... it’s been so long since I got laid.
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Chapter Three
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Rogue Planet

241k LY beyond Home Galaxy

Several million years had gone by since a small stray black hole in intergalactic space arced around the edge of the Home Galaxy. Its own gravity and inertia pulled it around to where it slightly entered the galaxy’s edge, picking up speed, and leaving again at an even faster clip, causing more destruction on its way out. Wreaking havoc, it careened off into intergalactic space, to menace some other unfortunate galaxy in the Home Cluster in the far-off future.

Its minimal passage still had horrific consequences. Solar systems disrupted, some roasted by the gamma ray flares from the black hole created by its meal of worlds and stars, novae erupting; planets cast in all directions, some careening into the galaxy, and disaster. Others, a few, got cast out of the galaxy- and into a different form of disaster. When this happened, some found themselves flung outward at enormous rates of speed, into the loneliness of intergalactic space.

Sadly, for the inhabitants, this world was one of those.

***
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Rogue Planet

MUS Fair Light

The cloaked Union frigate Fair Light came out of hyperspace near the edge of the planet's gravity well, just far enough away to keep the ship out of the very edge of it. This kept the ship from getting ripped apart. Still, it was close enough to speed up without overtaxing the generators, allowing it to catch the gravity well, and let it hold the ship to use the least amount of fuel. This far from the halo of the galaxy, every supply was of great concern.

Even so, the ship had to accelerate hard, then decelerate easy, as it entered planet's gravity well. Once captured, the rest was relatively easy. The ship made orbit and deployed drones and satellites.

Jade Vix looked at the displays, green eyes watching the images come in from the bots spread out over the high and synchronous orbits. The tall red head walked around the ops table, her slender form lit by the hologram. "Kabo! See that temple-like structure on that large mountain top on the southern continent?"

The Arakelian captain nodded his head. At almost two meters tall, he was short and stocky for an Arakelian. He had light skin, black hair, and gold eyes. Like many from his world, he had only one name. He pointed at the hologram. "I see it. The one on what used to be a peninsula?"

Vix nodded. "Yeah. I think the ocean disappeared with the atmosphere, and the locals."

"It's dark as a tomb down on that world."

"Quiet as one, too- because it is one. Time to send drones down and see. No one sets foot on that rock until we have a better idea of what we're dealing with. There’re too many times in history where forms rushed exploration and died for it. Tell the crew to start setting up holo- sims to train with. Watch for the usual traps and surprises. And of course, the unusual ones." 

She turned and winked at Kabo. "I'm going down to the hanger deck to train. When I get back, we have unfinished business."

She turned and sauntered toward the hanger deck. Kabo watched her leave, shaking his head. On the way to the hangar deck, she had her implants load up the first images and details of the structure they were looking at.

***
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Sicila Space

48 Light Hours from Sicila

The Mutt

The Mutt dropped out of hyperspace. The old boat kept station as the police patrol vessel dropped out and moved in on them. "Frontier vessel. Heave to and prepare to be boarded."

"This is the Mutt. Heaving to."

The ship hove to, and the police vessel matched up to the port airlock. Adar opened the lock. A cop in a combat suit toting an assault hyper rifle came in, followed by another that stayed on guard near the airlock.

"Sicilia State Police! This is a vessel safety check!" said the first cop. "All life forms are to put appendages on the deck and far bulkhead!"

Adar, Sekki, and Mia put their respective hands on the far bulkhead. The first cop nodded to the second one who nodded and touched a control on his battle armor. A hologram appeared around them.

The first cop lifted his visor and went to Sekki. "Lor Sekki? Captain Pliss. Mr. Gray sends his regards. We only have nine minutes, sir."

He turned to Adar. "Captain Genn? Is that you?"
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