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Can one man truly effect change? Can he truly crumple an

empire and transform a people into a more moral representation

of the species they are? No. Of course not. He would not be a man.

He would have to be a god.

Excerpt :

The Memoirs of St. Orion Morgase 

2870 - 2652 P.Y.I.

––––––––
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The Year 1076 SR (Standard Reckoning)

Within a parsec of the Tol’nar Exclusion Zone

The trans-titanium bulkhead tearing out before his eyes in a rending of poly-carbs and sacrifice was not what he was expecting, though in hindsight, it shouldn’t have been a surprise. That he was able to hold onto the command console before him as others around him were blow out into the utter coldness of space to die an agonizing death, did surprise him. Even Hoch Admiralus Haversham was unable to grasp onto anything life-saving and joined those macabre puppets who flew out to their deaths, his strength, of which his was always bragging, not much use to him now.

He never liked the man anyway.

Not much of a loss in the greater scheme of things, really.

The emergency bulkhead force-fields activated and the pressure eased, dropping him to the deck with a thud and an ouch. Fresh air was pumped in to replace that which had been forced out and he breathed deeply a few times, remembering why he hated warships and preferred combat on the surface of a planet where the chances of getting pulled into space and having your blood boil within you was remote to non-existent.

He could hear cries, sparks flying, the groan of the ship itself as it started to fall off to the starboard side, out of control and adrift. Wasn't there supposed to be a combat bridge that could take over if the main battle-bridge were destroyed? He wasn't all that familiar with naval practices, preferring a good plasma-rifle in one hand and a thermite grenade in the other, but he did have the basics down. Or at least he thought he did.

His eyes started to clear now and he looked around to see what was left. There were three others besides him, all junior officers who were either injured or scared to death. Wasn't that just wonderful. 

“What do we do sir?” one of them asked, a far too cute female who looked liked she could be his grand-daughter, the rip across her shirt exposing far more than he wanted to see. Well, maybe not...

“I don't know. I'm space marine, not navy. Don't you have a chain of command here?”

“Yes, but they're all dead, sir.” She looked around at the other two, one of whom one was badly hurt and whimpering.

“You aren't dead.”

“I'm not a line officer, sir. None of us are.”

“What's that have to do with it?”

The other officer who wasn't hurt moved over to the helm and started to study it.

“He seems to know what he's doing.”

“He's the helmsman, sir. That's his job.”

“And he isn't one of these line officers?”

“No. He's enlisted.”

He looked at the back of the man sitting at the helm. Didn't look enlisted. “Well I've never commanded a warship or any ship for that matter, so I'd think you'd know better than me. Don't they teach you that sort of thing at the academy?”

“Not really, sir. I'm a yeoman, I deal with administration details.”

He looked at her a moment. He always hated those types in his command. Useless if you couldn't fire a plasma-rifle and hit something. What were they going to do? Threw a notepad at the enemy? “What about the combat bridge?”

“This is the combat bridge, sir.”

“Oh.”

“Do you mean the secondary command center, sir?” the male at the helm asked as he seemed satisfied with the helm controls.

“I guess. What about that?”

“Whatever ship hit us knew what they were doing. They took out both command centers simultaneously.” She moved over to what he took to be the weapons console, sparks randomly popping from an overhead.

“Figured they'd make these ships so that wasn't possible.”

“Normally it's not, sir, but they did it.” She studied the weapon's console, the looked over at the helmsman. “Is helm responding?”

“Aye ma'am.”

“Take us to course 250 mark 32.”

The helmsman repeated the order and then put in the coordinates.

“I wouldn't do that if I were you.”

“Why? I thought you didn't want to command, didn't know anything about warships?”

“Well yeah, but I do know enough to know that if he goes through with that course correction, we're going to smash into the under-belly of that battle-cruiser above us as well as attract the attention of whomever shot at us in the first place.”

She looked up through the shimmering force-field that was once the upper transparent titanium and saw the looming form of the battle-cruiser directly over them, shielding them from any further attacks.

“Damn it! Belay that order.” She looked over at him with pleading eyes, her petite little nose and face making him think of a sex employee on Harlot's Bastion. Now where did that errant thought come from? “See, I can't do this. I have no idea what I'm doing. Your a Maxim Quirinus of the Space Marines. You have to have some knowledge of what to do.”

He sighed. 

She was right of course. As the senior ranking officer, it was his responsibly to take command and protect the warship from further damage and lose of life. It was one of the principles of the Va, the code of conduct laid down for all officers fighting under the banner of the Tanu'ta Confederation. It was just that he was a planetary fighter not a naval man and thus had no idea what to do up here among the stars. 

“You know,” the helmsman said as he turned to look back at him. “Far Tagit, one of the instructors at indoctrination, always said that tactics were tactics regardless whether in space or planet-side.”

He smirked at the enlisted man. Jerk had a point there.

“So what should we do seeing that I almost got us all killed?” she asked.

He shook his head and sighed again. He wasn't even supposed to be on this damnable ship. He was only here for a war-council on what was going to be the plan for assaulting the planetary system they were headed toward. He should be back on his armed transport with his men getting ready for planet-fall.

“Let the ship drift as it is for the moment, at least until we get closer to that debris field down there.” He pointed toward it with a finger. “How are we with weapons and shields?”

“We have both. They took out several shield generators but the weapons are, for the most part, intact,” she said as she pushed a strand of her uncooperative blonde hair out of her face. 

“Where are the shields the strongest at the moment?”

“Aft.” She sat by the weapons console and studied the display. “They hit us mostly forward. It looks like they pre-planned an attack on the shield generators that would allow them to hit both bridges simultaneously.”

“Smart bastards. Who are these people again?”

“The Mor'la,” the helmsman responded as he allowed the large ship to continue with its aimless drift. “They've been making harassing incursions into the Exclusion Zone and the Tol'nar were becoming rather nervous and vocal about it.”

“Never heard of them. Doesn't matter.” He walked over to where the female was seated and looked over her shoulder at the displays. He could smell the fear coming off of her like a perfume. Fear was something he was used to smelling, his thirty years fighting planet-side giving him more than enough scared shit-less lower-ranking painals to yell at to know fear when he smelled it. “When we get to that debris field, hold us up until I get a feel for how this battle is going.”

“From what I can see on the tactical, not very well for our side,” she said as she looked up at him and he smiled back at her. It was amazing what a smile could do to calm the nerves of a shaky officer in a tense situation.

She gave a half-smile back. 

She probably thought he was coming on to her. He'd heard that there had been a wave of sexual harassment claims against senior male officers within the fleets and now everyone was afraid to even look at a female officer much less talk to one. Made for a difficult work environment. With his combat troopers, he made no distinction between the females and the males and if they didn't want to be around the trash-talking and sexual innuendos that flourished like gran'ta grass on a pile of shit, then they shouldn't have signed up in the first place. Most of the combat troops he commanded over the years were all sleeping with each other anyway. Made for a tighter and more cohesive elan that way. You'd fight much harder to protect a lover than just a friend or comrade.

A face appeared on one of the few view-screens still functioning.

He knew that face.

It was Hoch Admiralus something or other from Fleet HQ. Guy was a dick and a half.

What the hell did he want?

“Maxim Quirinus Mordiar Morduk, glad to see that you survived. Are any of the command staff around?”

“No sir, I'm it, with the exception of two other officers who are helping me.”

“I'm not an officer, sir,” the helmsman whispered.

“You are now,” Mordiar said out of the side of his mouth.

“That's unfortunate, Maxim Quirinus,” the hoch admiralus said as he looked at a notepad given him from someone off-screen. “Your ship is the only one left with any real fire-power. What's you status?”

He indicated for the female officer to answer. She updated him on the full fighting ability of the ship they were on.

“Mordiar, I have an assignment for you that has the utmost importance and priority attached to it.”

Of course you do. What else would you do with all your free-time sitting in your cushy office playing war-games with people's lives. “What do you need?”

“That's the spirit.” A large graphic appeared in the middle of the combat-bridge. “There is a convoy of four transports coming your way. It's the whole reason that the Mor'la had such a large escort force here. The transports are carrying tri-uranium phitophosphate hexithermite. They are going to use it on our forces on the planetary surface of Ominor III.”

“Isn't that where my space marines are headed?”

“Exactly. If that cargo reaches Ominor III, they'll annihilate your combat forces.”

That was an understatement. 

He had had the unfortunate experience of seeing that stuff used first-hand and it was the nastiest shit he'd ever seen. Melt you face off if it came in contact with you as a gas and could blow half the planet apart if they decided to detonate it and leave the place for morbid.

“You can't let those transports through, Maxim Quirinus.” The graphic changed to show the relative positions of the transports, the enemy combat ships, and what he assumed was the left-overs from the fleet this ship had been in. It didn't give him a good feeling. “You have at your disposal seven smaller fra'la, that's all that's still viable from the fifteenth fleet, plus of course the ship you're on. The Mor'la have three larger cr'han and a scattering of smaller escorts. You need to disable or destroy those cr'han and destroy those transports.”

“Oh, Is that all?” That was more than enough. This looked like one of those suicide missions he used to be assigned as a young painal. “Aren't there any ranking officers left on the other ships of ours, sir?”

“No. The Mor'la were very effective in their initial attack. They targeted the bridges of every vessel and killed off all of the senior staff. You're it, Mordiar. Can we count on you?”

Stupid question. What was going to say? No. That wasn't a word in the vocabulary of the Admiralus Naval Staff.

“Of course sir. I'll get it done.”

He smiled at Mordiar, one of those smiles that hits you right in the stomach because you know that it's deceptive and insincere. “I knew we could count on you. See you on the other side, Maxim Quirinus Morduk.”

The image flashed out.

The female looked at him aghast. “We can't do this. We're completely out-numbered and out-classed. Those cr'han will shred our fr'la like opening a can of tuna.”

“You heard the man. It isn't ours to question why....”

She sat down at the weapons console and looked completely disconsolate. 

“Chin up, painal. This is the reason you joined the navy, isn't it? Combat and all that?”

“Not really sir. Like I said, I'm a yeoman. I joined for the adventure of going to new places.”

He looked over at her and frowned, then shook his head at the youth of today. “Well, you're about to go to a new place if this doesn't succeed.”

“That doesn't help any, thank you.”

He walked over to the helmsman, who seemed a bit more enthused about his fate in life. “Can I get a tactical of where our ships are and I need to be able to talk to them.”

“Aye sir.”

A tactical came up and then seven faces appeared in a line, all looking young and scared. He felt like he was working in a day-care center. He studied the tactical a moment, then started to speak. “We need to have those escorts push the transports toward this debris field here. That's where I'll be.” He looked at the helmsman. “What's this ship called?”

“The Ukar, sir.” 

He nodded his head. In the language of the Far'sen that word meant sacrifice. Maybe they should check the language data-bases first before they named these things. “The Ukar will be waiting in the debris field, quiet and looking quite dead. You seven are going to have to cajole those cr'han to go where we want them to go.”

“We can't take those monsters on,” one of the seven stated with wide eyes. “They'll shred us.”

“That's 'they'll shred us sir,'” Mordiar responded with a growing feeling of dread. “Now listen, all of you. We need to do this. The odds are against us and most of us will perish in the attempt, but this is what we do so buck up and be the officers you were trained to be at the academy.”

One of the seven, a blonde youth who was still sporting his pimples, raised a hand.

“You don't have to raise hands here.” What was this? Was he actually dead, killed when the bridge was hit and this was to be his version of the after-life?

“Sorry sir, but I'm a cook, sir. I was trained to make food for several hundred people, that's it.”

No, this wasn't the after-life. This was punishment for all the killing he had done in his lifetime. “It doesn't matter. I'm going to tell you what you need to do and you just do it. It's that simple.”

“Why are we listening to you?” the one who had sported the attitude chimed in. “You're just a space-marine.... Sir.”

Just a space-marine?

Little shit.

“I'll make it real easy for you to understand. If you don't shut your mouth and do as I tell you, I'll come over there myself to your little ship, rip open your mouth and shit down your throat, how's that for a reason?”

The youth swallowed hard, then nodded his head.

“Ok. Now we're getting somewhere.”

“Sir, those transports are coming into range and they aren't going to pass by the debris field,” the female on his bridge said with more confidence in her voice.

“That's why we have to make them come here. You three...”

There was mass confusion with the seven officers on their respective ships because it appeared that Mordiar was pointing at each one of them.

“For the love of all that's carnal, can you put names on all the faces, please?” he asked the helmsman.

The male worked a few key-strokes and names appeared below all the faces. 

“Ok, that's better. The Kraces, the Raven, and the Priapos need to move below those three cr'han to the other side and then make your presence known to them with as much fire-power as you can spare. You need to get them to start moving toward the debris field. The Insa and the Galo need to attack from the rear...”

“The stern, sir,” the helmsman corrected.

“What?”

“We call the rear the stern, sir.”

“What difference does it make?”

“They're navy people, sir. They might not quite get it if you say rear.”

“Seriously? Ok, you two need to attack the stern of that convoy as hard as you can. The last two ships need to hold back until the convoy starts moving toward the debris field and then you two need to engage the cr'han from the top down.”

“Why can't we just attack the transports?” a new voice asked.

“Because we don't have enough fire-power to penetrated the shields of those transports and the cr'han will tear us apart if we concentrate only on the transports,” another female officer clarified. Well at least there was someone with their wits about them.

“Now for the next part. Does anyone have any idea where the vulnerable spots are on those cr'han?”

No one said anything, all looking at him like he was supposed to have the answers. He started to speak when one of the female officers, the one aboard the Raven, spoke up. “I read a recent article in the Naval Proceedings about a flaw in the shield generators on this particular class. Right behind the main sensor array, two shield generators overlap and if enough fire-power is directed right at the over-lap, the computer shunts extra power to both generators thus weakening the leeward generator right next to the main sensor array.”

“So if we act quickly enough, we can exploit the weakened area,” one of the male officers finished for her.

“Yes, I think that's what they were trying to get across. I didn't get to finish the article.”

“Good,” Mordiar said as he looked at the female. “Painal....?”

“Kathrina Gadot, sir.”

“Painal Gadot will be in charge of her squadron. Give them the coordinates where you want to concentrate your attack and follow her lead. Clear?”

They all nodded.

“So does everyone understand what their job is?”

They all answered in the affirmative.

“Then good luck and I'll see you all on the other side”

The seven faces flashed out.

“You know that you just send them to their deaths, right sir?” the female officer on the bridge asked.

He looked at the tactical but didn't bat an eye. “Those little ships are cannon-fodder anyway. They knew that when they were assigned.”

“Doesn't make it right.”

He now looked at her and gave a tight smile. “It's the way of combat. People die. It's just the way it is.”

“Aye sir. I guess as an administrative type I never really saw that side of it all.”

He looked at her a moment longer, then put a hand on the helmsman shoulder. “Can this thing fly backwards?”

The helmsman looked up at him. “Sure, just not very fast? Why?”

“Because the aft shields are still functional and I don't really want a repeat of the combat-bridge getting ripped open. Can you turn us around and make it look like we're just drifting?”

“Can do, sir.”

Mordiar watched both the tactical and out through the ripped-open side of the combat-bridge as the three large cr'han started to come within visual range. The three fr'la of the first wave under the command of Painal Gadot moved in under the behemoths, positioned themselves properly and then to the astonishment of Mordiar and the other two with him, managed to surprise one of the cr'han with their successful attack. A pillar of flame erupted out of the middle of the ship right by the main sensor array and then a few explosions followed as the smaller fr'la laid all they had into the hull section where the now weakened and then defunct shield generator was. The cr'han seemed to shudder a moment, then it started to drift away from the other two ships.

This caused the transports to move out of its way and toward the debris field, as Mordiar had predicted. Then the two fr'la forming the second wave came in and started to engage a second cr'han from the rear, causing the cr'han in the van to start to pull up and change course to help its wounded comrade. This was the signal for the third wave to attack and they hit the same cr'han as the second wave and soon it too was smoking. 

That was, unfortunately, as far as the cr'han were about to allow these little gnats to bother them. Within a few minutes all three of the first wave fr'la were burning hulks. Two of them drifted aimlessly away from the action but the third, which the female officer with Mordiar pointed out was the Raven, made a suicide dive into the wounded section of the first cr'han attacked. The resultant explosion caused the large ship to careen toward the debris field, which resulted in the transports also forced to move closer to Mordiar's ship.

“This thing has plasma cannon and missiles, yes?” he asked as he watched the ballet of the warships as they attempted to rid themselves of the annoying fr'la.

“Yes sir, the Ukar has both plasma cannon and torpedoes,” the female responded.

“Can we attack with both simultaneously?”

She looked at him and shrugged. “I don't really know, sir.”

“It can,” a dry and parched voice with a deep basso intoned from behind the female. They both looked and there crawling on his hands and knees, bluish blood leaking out behind him, was the other officer who had survived the attack on the combat-bridge.

“You're a Deno'dita, aren't you?” Mordiar asked of the rather determined officer. “I've had the pleasure of fighting beside several of your kind in the past. You're good warriors. Can you do what I need with the weapons?”

He pulled himself up by the seat the female sat in by the weapons console and it was then that they both saw that half his face was missing, as well as an arm, ragged and shredded flesh hanging from the shoulder over a bloody stump of bone. “I can, sir. Just help me get into the seat.”

The female stood and moved away, then promptly vomited onto the deck at the sight of the Deno'dita's wounds.

“What do you want to do?” he asked.

“When I give the word, I need you to let loose with everything you have on the plasma-cannon at the nearest cr'han and then fire every missile at those three transports, all at the same time.”

“Torpedoes, sir,” the helmsman corrected. 

“Right. Can that be done?”

“Yes. It's not a problem.”

“Will the missi.... torpedoes penetrate the shields of those transports?”

“Easily, sir. Their shields are for energy weapons, not kinetic. Their deflector shields will pose little problem.” 

Mordiar looked at him and realized that if they didn't do this soon, the officer was likely to die on him before he was able to launch the attack. He didn't even know how the officer was talking seeing that half his teeth were completely exposed due to the lack of half his face. “You're a good soldier, son.” He was going to pat him on the shoulder but thought better of it. He'd probably knock the pure soul off the chair.

The wounded cr'han moved to the back of the convoy and the other two continued to pound the smaller fr'la into burning remnants of their former selves. The female had been right. It was a suicide mission.

The ships got closer.

The helm had positioned the Ukar in the attitude that Mordiar wanted, hanging nose down inside the debris field, most of her electronic emissions muted, looking for all intents and purposes dead in the water.  

Now the waiting game began.

“Steady. Can you transfer all the power to the shields on the aft section of the ship?”

“Already done, sir.”

Mordiar put his hand on the helmsman's shoulder. “Steady.”

The first cr'han passed them by at a distance of only 3000 meters, ignoring them as the last of the fr'la engaged them and all their attention was focused there. The second cr'han cruised by, firing away at the last of the fr'la and turning it into a burning hulk that then crashed into the cr'han's aft-section and carved a large hole in her.

The third, wounded cr'han came by, trailing smoked and fire.

“Are we in range for the torpedoes?”

“Yes sir.”

“Now.”

The plasma-cannon opened up, aiming at one spot on the cr'han's shields and over-whelmed them within a few moments, burning a hole into the ship and out the other side. Fires erupted and squirming bodies flew out as the ship tilted to the left and down and smashed through the debris fields.

The torpedoes fired simultaneously and headed true and straight toward the transports.

“Move us out of the debris field and to the other side of that wounded cr'han, keeping our aft toward them.”

“Aye sir.”

The Ukar moved slowly but surely into position just as the torpedoes impacted into the transports. There were a series of smaller explosions, then larger explosions and each of the transports split in half.

“That tri-uranium is going to make this sector of space into a supernova when it ignites.”

They watched and waited and then they saw it, or them as the case was. Squirming, burning figures floating out of the inferno that was the destroyed transports, then larger objects also squirming.

“Can we magnify that,” Mordiar said as that feeling in the pit of his stomach told him that something wasn't right. 

One of the view-screens expanded and they all gasped with the exception of Mordiar, who cursed under his breath.

“Those are colonists!” the female officer nearly screamed as she put hands to mouth, then vomited again. 

“Those are civilians,” the helmsman stated as it was apparent that the larger objects on fire were livestock. He looked back at Mordiar. “Those transports weren't filled with explosions. They were colony ships. Why would they want us to destroy them?”

The weapons on the Ukar stopped firing but no one noticed.

The two other cr'han moved off and then jumped into hyper-space, leaving their wounded comrade behind.

“Move us out of here,” Mordiar commanded as he watched the unfolding scene before him with a macabre fascination. “This wasn't a military operation. This was murder.”

“The Deno'dita's dead, sir,” the female officer announced in-between gagging and coughing.

“He's the lucky one,” Mordiar said as he had the view-screen turned off and sat heavily in the command chair. He shook his head, then rubbed his eyes. He had seen more than his fair share of death and destruction during his lifetime but this.... This was more than even he could comprehend. He had never considered himself a murderer despite all the people he had personally killed but now he knew he was. Destroying those colonists transports was murder regardless what the reason and he would have to live with it for the rest of his damned life.
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The Tol'nar Exclusion Zone Massacre

was a stain on the reputation of the

Tanu'ta Confederation. That the 

Maxim Quirinus Mordiar Murdok was

never found and tried for his crime 

was an even bigger stain.

Excerpt from:

A Concise History of the Confederation

Rector Abbé Glogau

1086 SR

––––––––
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Planet of Candeli

District XXII

Past the Outer Frontier

The year 1096 SR

––––––––
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The town was small.

It had been in existence for some thirty years but it had grown little after the mines had closed. There was a bank of course and two saloons, over which each had a hotel. There was a smithy, stable, and general store and there was a stagecoach stop where the telegraph office was located. There was a brothel, which had some renown in the territory for its fine liquors and even finer ladies, and it sat between one of the saloons and the bank, as if seeking assistance from one and customers from the other. Madam Clara ran a clean house and had a firm hand over the girls so employed. She wasn't all that old herself, most placing her age in the early thirties if even that old and she was a fine figure of a woman who occasionally entertained special clients herself.

There was even a laundry service and bathhouse. They had taken over the building wherein the assayers had held shop during the hey-day of the mines. The mill sat down by the fast river that cut through the rocks with a soothing roar that could be heard for kilometers. The water-wheel ground the corn and wheat for the local farmers who now dotted the valley like a patch-work quilt. The bakery and the butcher sat on the street that lead down to the mill and thence over the one bridge in the area that crossed the river. Miss Maggie baked the most delicious breads and pastries and several of the local farmer-boys spend far too much time in her shop flirting with the blonde beauty.

Other than that, there wasn't much to the town.

There was a marshal here who had his office and the local lock-up at the end of the street, heading out toward the now defunct mines that dotted the hillside above the town like mole holes. 

The street was still dirt which turned to mud during the rainy season. There had been talk of doing something with the street for years but nothing had ever come of it until the railroad came in six months ago and built a station here on the way toward the much larger cities to the west, wherein it was said that people from the stars sometimes descended and traded with the merchants. 

But that was just a rumor that most people around here took little stock in.

One of those who knew it to be true was Mordiar.

He lived a good sixty kilometers from the town, at the base of the oft snow-clad jagged peaks they called the Widow-Makers. His spread was in a long and verdant valley nestled between two towering granite cliffs. A river ran through, fast and raging near the back of the valley where it tumbled down out of the mountains as if chased, slow and meandering as it worked its way lazily through the valley in the grass meadows where the cattle and sheep grazed and then fast and furious again where the valley narrowed and fell into a deep ravine, a narrow and treacherous footpath the only way in.

The valley had but this one entrance and that was why Mordiar had picked it those many years ago. After what he considered the murder of all those civilians, he had been hailed as a hero, the propaganda arm of the Confederation making certain that the story was told correctly. That was until Mordiar let it be known that he wasn't about to go along with their version of events. 

It only took one night for the entire narrative to change.

When he had threatened to go public with what he knew, his life as he had known it was over.

The two surviving combat-bridge officers from the Ukar had tragic accidents the next day and three new officers came forward, people he had never seen before in his life and they had told all they knew of the massacre in the Tol'nar Exclusion Zone, had they had been on the combat-bridge of the Ukar that day and how the Maxim Quirinus Mordiar Murdok had defied orders and destroyed those transports even though he knew full well that they were packed with nothing but colonists and livestock.

He had become a war-criminal over-night.

His life as he knew it was over.

With the Confederation police on their way to arrest him, a loyal group of the space marines with whom he had fought for well over twenty years came to his rescue. They procured him a large shuttle, well stocked with provisions, equipment, and credits they had donated from their own pockets. They even placed on-board the shuttle Mordiar's combat-mech who had served by his side for the last ten years through thick and thin. They bribed or threatened a few planetary patrols and off he was to find a new life as far away from the Confederation as he could.

After stopping at a few black-market planets and space-stations to buy himself a shield-generator, a holo-matrix, and a few out-dated yet still functional plasma-cannon and anti-air missile launchers with the credits so generously donated, he had found this planet on the far edges of the Outer Frontier where Confederation law rarely reached. It was a level three civilization, a few decades into their industrial age and unaware of anything passed their own atmosphere. It was a planet that was of little to no interest to any of the civilized species in the multi-verse who competed with each other for supremacy against the Confederation and it was a great place to hide and start over again.

With Bob, the name he had given to his combat-mech, helping him to run the place, he had found an uneasy form of peace, though his nightmares still haunted him some nights and his anger at what the Confederation had done to him after all he had given them for forty years still simmered just below the surface.

He and Bob raised cattle and sheep.

Bob had found a large vein of gold deep in the mountain that butted up against the valley into which he had homesteaded and with his rather powerful plasma-cannon and a drill attachment procured at the last black-market station he had visited, Bob had managed to pull out over a thousand kilos of pure gold. Broken into small pieces, Mordiar used it as his currency, the locals in the nearby town more than happy to take it in exchange for any goods he might need.

He visited the town on a fairly regular basis, perhaps every six to seven weeks to buy bread and meats, seeds if he needed and sometimes sundry other items that caught his fancy. He would go to Madam Clara's to get a nice steak and potato dinner and enjoy some human interaction and every once in a while entertain himself with Clara's companionship. 

He was one of her special customers.

For someone who had shaved his head for all the time he had been in the space-marines, growing it back out had taken sometime to get used to. He had also grown a full beard and was surprised when both of them came out nearly snow-white. He didn't think he was that old. It wasn't like he needed a disguise. Although traders did occasionally come to planets like this to trade for items no longer available in the more advanced civilizations, they would show up in the large cities and also disguise themselves so as not to raise any alarms that extra-terrestrials existed and thus start a panic. 

His eyes were still that pale blue that made people he met give a double take at their intensity. He had been told that his nose was small for his face. Clara said it was cute, as were his ears. He never thought much about that before and sometimes caught himself looking in the mirror to try to see this cuteness she spoke of. He never did see it. He had two scars across his face. One ran along his chin in a jagged line where a Mattayer scimitar had nearly taken his head off. The other ran from slightly above his left eye down at an angle until it ran into the corner of his mouth. That one had been from a Kroor claw during the rather difficult suppression of that species when he was still just a young painal in the ranks. Both had been before the improved personal defense shields had come out, which now made it nearly impossible for any type of kinetic weapon or projectile to penetrate.

He still worn that defensive shield on his belt.

It wasn't even a conscious consideration to have it constantly on his person, like wearing underwear. One never knew when it might came in handy, like the other day when chopping wood for the winter and a large splinter had sheared off the log and come flying back at him simply to bounce off the shield and fall harmlessly to the ground. Bob had lectured him on the dangers of chopping wood and that Mordiar should let him do that sort of work since it was nearly impossible to penetrate his titanium armor.

Bob lectured him a lot as of late.

It was great that they had given the combat-mechs artificial intelligence. It came in very handy in the midst of combat when Bob could make his own decisions as to how to protect Mordiar as well as attack the enemy. 

Out here it was more of a trying pain.

Not that he didn't like Bob.

Bob came in very handy as a shepherd and cattle-wrangler, fence-mender and farmer, and it was nice to have someone to talk to out here besides the cows and the sheep. They rarely, however, talked back. The sheep and cows that was. He did have two dogs. They showed up one day out of nowhere and he had named them Thunder and Lightning due to the large storm that had crossed over the valley the night before. Bob wasn't too thrilled with the new additions and had made several rather snide remarks concerning what he considered a dirty species. Then he had realized that they could be taught to help with the cattle and the sheep and that changed his entire out-look and now the three of them were best friends, rarely seen apart from one another.

Mordiar was tall for his kind, standing a little over six foot and still had a muscular build what with all the work that was required around here on a constant basis. Clara had commented more than once on his physique and he was proud of it, especially since he was as old as he was. He had been here for just on twenty years and that made him a little over sixty-five, though within the Confederation sixty wasn't even considered middle age. But he was a space-marine and his kind rarely lived much over seventy, either falling in combat or succumbing to wounds gained over the years. 

As a matter of fact, the only space-marines he knew of who were over seventy were the ones who sat far away from combat and told everyone else how to die. He never liked any of them. He was the type of Maxim Quirinus who lead from the front, who shared the combat with his troops as well as their wounds and defeats. Not that he had ever been defeated. He had been, if he were honest with himself, a legend in his own time, his name battered around by the youth and the recruiters as a model of what a space-marine was supposed to be. He had won every medal that they offered, most twice and was in line to become the next Hoch Maxim Quirinus of the Space Marines. 

But that had been before he had been set-up.

That was before he was branded a war-criminal, a fact that would continue to haunt him in his dreams even after twenty years.

His trips to town were made on his ground-scooter. He would stop a ways outside of town at a small shack that belonged to a man even older than he was. The old-coot was a combat veteran from a large war this civilization had had many, many years ago and they would sometimes sit and swap war stories as the sun set, chewing on home-made jerky and reminiscing on their misspent youth. The old-coot, whose name was Samuel, kept a wagon here and let Mordiar use two of his horses to drive into town so as not to raise any difficult questions about his ground scooter. Mordiar gave him bags of gold and that made Samuel happy as he had become a prospector after the war and had found little to no gold during his life-time, thus the small shack and little else.

Samuel knew that Mordiar wasn't from around here, the ground-scooter giving him away if nothing else, but could care less. He was good company and a combat veteran the same as him and that was enough. Samuel was, in fact, the only one who knew where the valley was Mordiar lived in, that there was a hologram at the head of the valley that made it look as if a large water-fall was there rather than an entrance into a valley. Mordiar had been proud of that little deception, the holo-matrix bought from a black-market on Joker's Seduction one of his better purchases.

Mordiar would buy his stuff, mostly things he really didn't need but he liked spending his gold here and helping these people out, eat his steak and have a nice time with Clara and then go back to Samuel's, transfer his stuff to his ground-scooter and head back home. Bob was more than capable of watching things if Mordiar decided to spend the night in town. They knew him as Stuart here. Just Stuart, nothing else and they seemed to be fine with that seeing that he liked to throw gold around.

Miss Maggie had been flirting with him as of late but he was certain that she wanted more than just some fun in the sack, like Madam Clara, and thus he tried to show little interest in her. This of course only made the woman more determined to saddle him and that was not what he needed. He didn't need a female hanging around telling him what to do and how to act and then the next thing you'd know there would be kids and then what?

And then a year ago she had come into town.

Her name was Cheyenne.

She had stepped off the stagecoach one afternoon, dusty and tired and looking rather bedraggled as Mordiar had walked by and he had almost stumbled and fallen she was so stunningly beautiful. He had seen plenty of females in his life-time, even some of the exotic and very erotic females of Halcyon Prime, who were known throughout the multi-verse as the most exquisite females alive. But Cheyenne had taken him completely by surprise and he had tried to comprehend the attraction she held for him seeing that she was, when she stepped off that stagecoach and walked into Madam Clara's place, only fifteen years of age.

He tried to get her off his mind during that day but it was nearly impossible. No, it was impossible. He couldn't concentrate on anything anyone said or on anything he wanted to accomplish that day and when he went to Madam Clara's that evening for his steak dinner, he almost didn't go because he didn't want to see her again. He didn't know what he would do if he laid eyes on her and found that very disturbing. He had never found under-age girls of interest, never having really seen many in his life. It wasn't like it was illegal here on this planet and many a culture married their females off at the age of fourteen but he wasn't one of those people and his obsession with her made him very uneasy.

But he couldn't shake it.

Even with the dirt and grime from the long journey aboard the stage, she had been beautiful, her long blonde, curled hair, bright blue eyes, and long legs like a balm to his soul. She was tall but not large, well proportioned as far as Mordiar was concerned with small breasts and ass and he realized that he was being a pervert for even thinking about her in that way.

When she came down the stairway that night as he ate, cleaned up and dressed up with her cleavage hanging out as was the style out here in Madam Clara's place, he nearly choked. It was a fact that Madam Clara didn't fail to notice and so she had offered him as her first for she was apparently untouched.

That did it for Mordiar.

He realized that he could very well be her great-grand-father and resolved then and there that the frightened girl who was garnering the attention of every man in the place would not ever be a working girl. He took Madam Clara aside, handed her a large bag of gold – he always keep some in his backpack for emergencies – and told her that Cheyenne was not to be one of her girls. He would pay every month for her room and board and that she could tend bar or clean up around the place but by no means was she to be offered to any male for any price.

Clara had looked at him in a way she had never done before and he was about to reach into his pack for another bag of gold when she did something he didn't expect. She reached up and put her hand on his cheek and looked in his eyes with a burning that was palatable. She told him that the gold was more than enough and that she would follow his wishes and that it was one of the most romantic gestures she had ever seen a male make. Then a tear had appeared in a corner of her eye and she had moved quickly to take Cheyenne out of circulation.

After that, when Mordiar had come by Madam Clara's for his steak and potatoes, Cheyenne would sit with him. He hadn't wanted her to know that he had been her benefactor else she think she owe him something but Clara had apparently told Cheyenne that when Mordiar came in to eat once a month, she was to sit with him and keep him company.

It was a good arrangement.

And Mordiar starting coming into town a little more frequently.

He learned that she had left an abusive father in one of the larger cities, stolen his watch and some cash and that had been enough to get her here, where she fully expected to become a prostitute until she was able to save enough money to leave and start anew somewhere further west. She wasn't ashamed of the life she had chosen and knew several older girls back home who had become prostitutes and so was prepared for what was to be expected of her. She was very surprised and a little relieved that Madam Clara had told her that she wasn't to be one of her working girls and not only would she provide her room and board but would pay her to help keep the place clean and to help with the cooking.

That made Mordiar happy.

Clara had kept him out of it.

And Cheyenne's company was enlightening.

She was an extremely interesting young lady with some ideas far beyond the technical advancement of the civilization from which she was born. She spoke to him of space travel and that one day in the future they would be able to travel to the stars in starships powered by the sun. She talked about other species who lived among the stars and how they would be all different, how one day there would be colonies in space like there were towns out on the frontier and the starship would be like the railroad.

He would smile and nod and ask her questions about it all and she would write notes in a little book she had because one day she was going to be a writer.

Clara told him a few months later than she would talk and talk to the other girls about Mordiar after he left and then would mop around for the next few weeks and then get all excited when she knew the day was coming when he would be back. Cheyenne apparently, or so Clara told him with a snicker and a knowing wink, saw Mordiar as the father she never had and truly enjoyed their talks together which many times lasted until everyone had left the place and all were asleep. On those nights he would have to stay at one of the hotels until the next morning. Clara always offered him a room at her place, usually hers, but he didn't think it would look all that proper if he stayed at her place anymore seeing that everyone seemed to knew his feelings toward Cheyenne.

Wasn't sure how that had happened.

He realized one day as he helped Bob fix a fence, that he was happy. He hadn't realized before that he wasn't happy because he didn't think he had ever been happy, at least not like this. And he hadn't even slept with Cheyenne. In fact, he realized also that the urge to want to sleep with her had abated almost completely and that he just enjoyed being with her once a month.

Then the railroad came to town.

And with it came Shamus MacFerson and his five sons.

Within a week, Shamus owned half the town. He bought both saloons and their respective hotels, the mill with the water-wheel, and the bank. He also bought the marshal. He tried to buy Madam Clara's but she told him no to his face and only managed to avoid being roughed up by the five sons when her girls all came to her rescue and the boys backed away. All the other places that he couldn't buy he extorted protection money from, hoping that they would be unable to pay eventually and then he could have those places also.

When asked who they were paying to be protected from, Shamus told them that they were being paid to protect themselves from him and to prove his point, burned down the laundry, killing the older couple who ran it in the process. That made his point and they all started to pay on a weekly basis. 

Mordiar wasn't there when Shamus came to town and only found out about it all when he visited next. It infuriated him to no end but Bob had told him a few days earlier that the activity of the off-world traders was starting to increase on this planet and with the railroad now in town and people staying here over-night – Shamus made sure that the train stopped here for the evening so that the passengers would have to stay in his hotels and eat and drink in his saloons – word of any stranger using advanced weapons would make it to the traders sooner or later and since he assumed that he still had a price on his head, the wrong people would come looking and find him.

Thus he didn't want to get directly involved.

But he had other ways to foil Shamus' plans.

When he did come to town, he would give each of those people paying Shamus his protection money a bag of gold so that they didn't have to take it out of their own money. Most didn't want to accept it seeing that Shamus wasn't demanding it from Mordiar, but he insisted and they eventually all took it. This of course made Shamus rather angry. He didn't quite get how these people were always able to pay him every week. 

So he raised the price.

Clara had bought a shotgun and hired a older, former gun-hand to protect her place when Shamus demanded that she pay him for the privilege to run her whore-house and Mordiar had happily given Clara the extra money every month. This had meant that Bob had to go back to the mountain to extract more gold from its bowels but he didn't mind when told why he was doing it.

After a few months of everyone paying the protection money and still appearing to be happy and thriving with all the new business coming into town with the rail passengers, Shamus started to ask around in a not-so-nice way where everyone was getting the gold from. Mordiar figured last month that Shamus had come to the conclusion that Mordiar was indeed the cause of the new found wealth. He believed this because whereas before when he had come into town the boys had left him alone, seeing him as merely a old, crazy man, they now started to harass him. He didn't react to it like they wanted and since he wasn't in town all that long, they grew tired of it and went to find someone else to harass.

Then a week ago Mrs. Taylor had gone to the butcher first thing in the morning as she always did to get her bacon for her husband Jake. She found that the butcher had been cut up into small pieces and laid out on the counter with price tags on each part. She had vomited and then screamed, or screamed and then vomit. The stories had it both ways. The town had approached the marshal to do something and he declared it a tragic accident, laughed at the prices and went back to one of the saloons to continue his drinking and gambling.

Mordiar was late coming into town on his regular day due to some cattle getting trapped in a ravine near the river and he and Bob had to spend more time than usual to extricate them and so when he arrived with his two horses and wagon, it was close to sun-down and so went straight to Clara's for his dinner and his conversation with Cheyenne.

That was when he learned of the butcher's fate and the veiled threat that hung over the entire town like a deadly mist. He sat now at his regular table and stared at the steak sitting on his plate as if it wasn't what he had ordered.

“Is something wrong?” Cheyenne asked in that sweet, beautiful voice she had that rattled his heart and eased his mind.

“Well, usually,” he started as he stabbed the steak with his fork and lifted it up to look at it, “the steaks here are really, really good. Best meat in the territory. But this....?”

“Now that Shamus owes the butcher,” Clara said in her deeper voice than Cheyenne's, walking over and kissing Mordiar on the cheek, “we get the worst cuts of meat and all the good stuff gets shipped on the train to the west where he can get better prices.”

“Huh.” He put the steak back down and tried to cut it with his knife. He frowned, wondering if he needed a plasma-rifle to work on this. “I don't think this is edible.” He looked up at Clara and smiled.

She smiled back and Cheyenne laughed at the exaggerated attempt by Mordiar to cut his steak.

“What's wrong old man, too weak to cut your steak?” Magnus, Shamus' oldest boy, stated as he sat in the unoccupied chair with the chair-back facing the table, a smile on his face as he looked over at Cheyenne. It made her cringe.

Mordiar could feel the presence of the other boys behind him.

Great. 

This was not what he wanted.

Making a scene here would spread back to the west and then people would start asking questions he didn't want asked.

“Why don't you go back to the rock you crawled out from and leave us good folk alone?” Clara demanded with that confidence she had that Mordiar always liked about her. She wasn't afraid of much.

Magnus looked at her and his smile decreased ever so slightly. “Why don't you go up and fetch me one of your whores so that I can pound her real good for an hour or so.”

“From what I'm told it doesn't take more than a few seconds,” Clara countered as she put hands to hips and stared right back at her.

Mordiar couldn't help but snicker a little.

That was funny.

Magnus looked over at him, hand to gun. “What's so funny old man? You won't think it's so funny when I put a bullet in you head, will you?”

“He's not even heeled, Magnus,” Donal stated with a grin. “He's not even worth it.”

“Yeah,” Magnus said as he reached over, grabbed the steak off of Mordiar plate and torn a chuck off and started to chew it. “Why aren't you carrying old man? Afraid of guns?”

Mordiar looked over at the boy now as he masticated the leathery piece of meat but didn't say anything, noticing that both Rory and Liam had moved over behind Cheyenne and it was making her nervous. 

“I hear this is your girl, old man,” Liam stated as he put a hand on her shoulder and she flinched. “You like em young, huh? Is she a good one in bed? Is she real tight?”

“I bet she is,” Hugh, the youngest of the five at maybe thirteen, said with an annoying bark of a laugh. “What with that tight little body and all.”

“Ah, I bet the old man can't even get it up to pound her,” Rory said as he ran a hand down Cheyenne's arm. She jerked to get away from him and he grabbed her wrist tightly. “Let's find out, shall we?”

“Yeah,” Magnus said as his eyes never left Mordiar's, the two of them staring at each other across the table. “Let's pound her right here on the table in front of her grand-father and see if he still wants to give bags of gold to all these poor people.”

So there it was. They knew.

“Yeah, that's right old man,” Magnus continued as Cheyenne fought off the two boys. “The butcher told us all about it as we cut him up into little pieces. He sure did scream.”

“Leave her be,” Mordiar finally said and it stopped all the activity in the entire room, not because of the words but because Mordiar had actually spoken. Mordiar wasn't the most talkative of people, those in the town had noticed, and were very surprised when he talked as much as he did with Cheyenne. Not that there was all that much talking. She usually did most of the talking between the two of them.

Magnus stood up off the chair and pointed at Mordiar with a big grin on his face. “Looky there, the old man speaks.” He leaned in and Mordiar could smell the whiskey on his breath. “And what if we don't leave her be, old man?”

His reaction was quick, cat-like even. He hadn't risen to be one of the highest ranks in the space-marines for his good looks. He had Magnus' wrist in his hand before the boy even knew what was happening and twisted. There was a sickening crack and Magnus screamed. Mordiar let him go and the boy grabbed his now broken wrist with his other hand as he looked at Mordiar with hatred in his eyes.

“You stupid old man, you broke my fucking wrist!”

The other boys stepped back a moment, leaving Cheyenne alone and allowing her to get to Clara who held her tightly.

Mordiar stood.

Magnus went for his gun but Mordiar was far faster and the gun was pulled out and thrown across the floor to a metallic rattle before it skidded to a halt. “Let's see how brave you are now without your gun, boy.”

Magnus grabbed his broken wrist again, looked at Mordiar with tears in his eyes, then looked at his brothers. “Well? What are you waiting for? Kill the fucker!”

“Pa told us not to kill people like that,” Liam said as he backed away from Mordiar, his height now obvious, towering over the shorter boys like a giant. “It'll bring outside marshals in and he don't want that.”

“I'm going to tell my pa what you did and then you'll be sorry,” Magnus said as he spit on the floor at Mordiar's feet and stormed out, Rory grabbing the errand gun off the floor as they all followed.

Mordiar waited a few moments before sitting, watching the entrance in the unlikely event that Magnus grew a pair of balls, then sat back down and smirked as he looked up at Clara. “Sorry bout that but I wasn't about to let them treat Cheyenne like that.”

Cheyenne let go of Clara and gave Mordiar a big hug that made his heart pound. “Thank you, Mordiar.”

“You don't need to thank me, Cheyenne. I'd do it for any of the girls in here.”

“I know, but they could have killed you.” She let go, kissed him on the cheek which flushed him completely, then sat back down. “You can't take those chances.”

He looked up at Clara, then down at his empty plate. She tilted her head down a little, smiled at him and left to get him another steak. “They aren't the type to do that in here, with all these people. They aren't nearly that brave. People like them do their dirty work in the shadows and even then they need the advantage else they're cowards.”

“But still. I don't want you getting hurt for me.”

He smiled at her and she smiled back, that dimple-killing eyes sparkling smile that actually made him weak in the knees. 

“You're very sweet, Stuart.”

“Yes, and demanding,” Clara said as she put a new plate down with a much nicer looking piece of steak, cooked just enough to stop it from mooing at him. 

He looked at the meat, then at her as he pointed at it. “Why didn't I get this nice steak the first time around?”

“Because I have a few of the good ones still left that I saved to give to my guard over there but seeing that he didn't lift a finger to help you or Cheyenne, then you get it.”

“I see.” He started to eat, Cheyenne beginning to talk to him about her ideas on how these starships would have these weapons that shot out like light and he listened to her, fascinated that she was so in tune to the real world beyond this planet.

Clara sat next to him after a while and plopped a bottle of her famous whiskey on the table, along with three glasses. 

“What are we celebrating?” Mordiar asked as he finished up his steak and cleaned his mouth with his napkin, “and do think that she should be drinking that stuff?”

“We are celebrating the fact,” Clara said as she poured the whiskey into all three glasses, “that you are finally going to stay the night here. And yes, I think she needs a good, stiff drink to calm her nerves. Perhaps you haven't noticed seeing that you've fallen into her eyes, but her leg has been twitching every since those MacFerson boys laid hands on her.”

He frowned at Clara and her innuendo. He hadn't fallen into Cheyenne's eyes. Dipped his toes in a little, but he hadn't fallen yet. At least, he didn't think he had. “We've talked about this, Clara. I can't stay here. It wouldn't be....”

“Hush.” She put a finger to his lips and he found it rather erotic. “I'm not going to take no for an answer. Those boys are going to waylay you on your way to the hotel, you know that. You're right about them. They're cowards and so they'll go after you in the dark, from the shadows where the cowards live.” She tilted her head back and swallowed the whiskey in one shot, then slammed the glass on the table and looked at him, brooking no opposition in her beautiful eyes.

“I can handle myself, Clara.”

“Oh please, Stuart, stay here. You can stay in my room,” Cheyenne pleaded with him as she also took the whiskey in one shot.

“That I won't do, Cheyenne. But I will stay the night here. I'll sleep down here so that if they do try something stupid I'll be able to intercept them.”

“You'll do no such thing,” Clara stated as she downed another shot. “You are going to stay in my room in a nice, warm bed and I'll not hear another peep of protest out of you on the subject.”

Mordiar hadn't even started on his first glass of whiskey and
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