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Chapter 1
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The planet Moa.

Nick Landry is breathing hard, and it sounds way too loud in his ears. He swallows to try to get rid of the dryness in his mouth. He holds his breath and halts, hearing branches crack faintly, to his left. He adjusts his bearing and moves soundlessly through the mist, in the direction of the noises. He places his feet carefully, to avoid inadvertently snapping any twigs underfoot.

Nick is fit, but after two days of running and stalking, he is feeling it in his 195cm frame. Nick Landry is a bounty hunter, in pursuit of Chris Horton. Chris knows little bushcraft and had been moving in a large circle, in the wilds of the planet Moa. Nick wasn't looking forward to dragging Chris back to his craft on foot, for two whole days, but Chris's ignorance had almost brought them back to their starting point.

Nick estimates it is about three hours' walk, at the most, to his camp. He takes his 9mm Glock G43 from its holster and releases the safety catch. He points the pistol at Chris, who sits slumped against a boulder, completely exhausted. Chris raises his hands in defeat when he sees Nick.

"I give up," says Chris. Panting, he lowers his head between his knees.

"No tricks, mind you," Nick says. "I can keep going for days, so don't even think of running." Nick lowers his backpack to the ground and takes out the set of four magnetic bands, one handed. With his weapon still pointed at the perp, he places a band on each of Chris's ankles, so he would be unable to flee. The energy unit, powering the magnetic bands, is situated in the backpack. The magnetic field in the bands give more resistance, the faster or harder a person tries to move. Nick re-engages the safety on his Glock and replaces the pistol in its holster, on his right hip. He locks the two remaining magnetic bands on Chris's wrists, covering Chris's identity bracelet in the process. Nick sits down next to Chris, against the rock and offers him some water from his canteen. Chris fled without taking anything with him and it was only blind luck and the planet Moa's perpetual mists, that enabled him to elude Nick for so long.

"I reckon you would prefer to have a bit of a rest, before we return to my camp. Your ex-wife would be happy to get the credits you owe her, for outstanding alimony." Nick puts his canteen away.

The bounty on Chris, who tried to skip out on paying alimony for his two children, is small potatoes, but Nick needed any excuse to get away from his parents' estate.

The Landrys normally use an artificial intelligence spaceship, the Sofia, in their bounty hunting business to travel between planets, in pursuit of fugitive criminals.

Nick, at 29 years of age, is the middle Landry sibling. Anandee, almost 20, is the youngest and Daniel at age 33, is the eldest. Daniel and his soon wife-to-be, are part of the reason why Nick is beating about in the bushes. He could not stand seeing the two of them being all lovey-dovey. Nick had stormed out of their parents' house when Daniel asked Bess to marry him, in front of the whole family. The other reason's name is Cate Verhoef.

"Enough loafing. Get up." Nick slings the backpack over his shoulder. His "other reason", making him more irritable than usual. "Move slowly, or you'll trip yourself up."

Chris rises carefully and tests the resistance of the magnetic bands. Nick adjusts the settings, to allow his captive to move more freely, by using his identity bracelet to call up a holographic screen, on which he types in the air. He suspects that the magnetic bands are overkill at this stage, but he had worked too hard, to lose his quarry now, by being careless. Nick strides towards his camp and Chris has no choice but to follow him at a half-run.

––––––––
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It is the year 2053. The Earth is desolate and uninhabitable. Radiation from the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear reactor, destroyed in the Tsunami of March 11, 2011, contaminated the whole ocean with radio-active cesium. In 2020, scientists discovered that the oxygen in the atmosphere had started to diminish markedly. The inhabitants of the earth had to look for alternative accommodation. 

By 2030, almost 80% of sea-life was destroyed by the contaminated water from Fukushima, with millions of tons of stored-up radio-active water being dumped into the ocean, starting in 2023, exacerbating the die-offs in the ocean. Without plankton, manufacturing about 70% of Earth's oxygen, land animals and most of the plant life started going extinct.

A rare, newly discovered mineral, named Mesosideritium, made new propulsion systems possible for space craft. The Planetary Alliance was founded, and they started searching for inhabitable planets. Space explorers then used wormholes to travel between star systems.

The first of 11 inhabitable planets were found by 2022 and the 500 million survivors of the catastrophes on Earth had found new homes by 2035. Nick's parents landed on Moa in 2031 and his father, Dan, had planted coffee bushes, even before they had a house. Their coffee plantation is well established at this point in time, and it is one of the most successful on Moa. Their unique, high-quality coffee is sought after, throughout the whole Planetary Alliance.

––––––––
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Nick loads Horton into his small craft, after breaking up his camp. He flies directly to the city of Vista, to hand the perp over to the peace officers of the Planetary Alliance. Nick takes the magnetic bands off his prisoner, while the lieutenant transfers the bounty credits over to Nick's identity bracelet. After flying for 45 minutes, Nick lands at his sandstone villa on the Landry estate. He hauls his camping gear from his small craft and stows it away, before washing off a weeks' worth of dirt in the shower. He gets dressed and is done just as he hears a knock on the verandah door. It is his mother, Zelda, standing at the glass door, with a plate of food in her hands. He opens the door and invites her in. A pitch-black cat, with a white spot on its chest, follows her in. She places the food on the coffee table.

"Hello, mom." He gives her a kiss and she holds on to him tightly. Her heart aches for him, her quiet, shy middle child. She wishes she could turn back time and go wring Brenda-Lee's neck, before she could mess with both of her boys.

"Hello, my darling. I heard you flying over the big house earlier and thought you might be hungry."

"Thanks, I am. Didn't have time to eat yet. I just arrived from Vista, where I delivered a bounty." He pulls the plate closer and starts eating. The cat head-butts his leg and Nick scritches him between the ears, where the hair always stands up straight, just like a wide mohawk. The cat purrs loudly, like an old-time diesel engine.

"Hey there, Kirby," he says.

"Look how the sun burnt you. You know better than to skip the sun block," Zelda says.

"I forgot to pack some," he says.

Nick, like his mother, has slightly curly, reddish-brown hair and a light skin, prone to freckles.

"Daniel and the others left the day after you, with the Sofia, to go and confirm Bess's identity on Eden."

Bess, also known as Elizabeth Moss, is his brother Daniel's fiancée. Eden is her home planet. Bess's identity was stolen by Naydien Huisamen, who tried to frame her to be sent to the prison planet, Nowhere, in Naydien's stead. The Landrys, needing the bounty credits on Bess, caught Bess on Eden, after which she managed to escape. She hid on the ship Ignatius, to get away. The Landrys then caught the real criminal, Naydien Huisamen, but then lost her to captain Tomas Salvinski and his space pirates. Those same pirates later kidnapped Bess, at Naydien's behest, to get the bounty on her. Daniel got Bess back, in exchange for removing the magnetic bands around Naydien's wrists and ankles. Now all that is left to do is to sort out the problem of Bess's stolen identity.

"That is good," says Nick. He is relieved not to have to work at avoiding the others. He picks Kirby up off the floor and he starts purring again. He can feel the cat vibrating in his hands.

"I'm glad you're back. Now you can help me organise the wedding," says Zelda.

"That's quick. Is she pregnant? When is the wedding?"

"In three weeks, on the lawn, in front of the big house. And don't be nasty, Nick. I did not raise you to be so. They'll be back a week before the wedding and left all the planning in my willing and capable hands."

"I see."

The big house, in which all three Landry children grew up, is built from golden sandstone, with a slate roof. The siblings' three villas are situated half a kilometer from the main house.

"I already sent out the invitations and the caterers are booked. We need to source some chairs for the lawn and a marquee tent, with more chairs and tables for the reception. Oh, and the flowers. Fortunately, it is late spring, and we can use coffee blossoms. I am sure we would still be able to find enough blooms to pick, on the highest peaks. Daniel would like that and Bess too, of course."

His mom is like a steam roller when she gets up to speed. Nick regrets not returning into the wilderness to resume camping, after delivering Chris. Now he is roped into helping with the wedding, while knowing that he would never tie the knot himself. Brenda-Lee's treachery saw to that. One broken heart per lifetime was enough for him, thank you very much. He is too clever to fall for this love business ever again. 

––––––––
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One week before the wedding, the spaceship Sofia returns to the estate, with her crew. She is safely parked in her hangar. Sofia is an artificial intelligence entity, or AI, who controls the ship, which is named after her.

Nick makes himself scarce. Most of the wedding stuff is organised and he decides to flee the mayhem for a few days. A camping trip at the seaside is in order. He'll return a day before the wedding. He stows his surfboards and camping gear in his small craft and lands half an hour later, at the closest beach. The inland areas of Moa are mountainous, but the coastal regions, with its blindingly white sands and huge waves, are a surfer's paradise. The waves apparently compare favorably to those of the Hawaiian Islands, which used to be on Earth. Hawaii is almost totally submerged by radio-active water at this point. 

Nick scans his bracelet at the camping grounds, to pay for his stand and sets to putting up his orange two-man tent. There are enough eateries near the beach, so there is no need to cook for himself. He pulls on his wetsuit and strolls the short distance to the beach, surfboard in hand. The days are fleet and too soon, he has to return home. He reluctantly breaks camp and stows his gear in his small, triangular craft. There are few roads on Moa and most people use the small 5-seater crafts to get around. Half an hour later he arrives at his villa and has just put everything away, when Daniel comes knocking.

"Glad to see you are back," says Daniel. He places a garment bag, emblazoned with the logo of a men's outfitter, on the coffee table.

"I suppose I couldn't miss my only brother's wedding."

"I got you a shirt and a tie. If I recall, you still have that new tuxedo?" asks Daniel.

"Thanks. Yes, I still have it." Nick outgrew all his clothes in his early twenties and towers above the rest of his family.

"Mom said you helped her with the wedding. Thank you," Daniel says.

"Glad I could help," Nick answers.

"I have something to tell you, about the wedding tomorrow." Daniel proceeds to inform him about the special arrangements and Nick's eyebrows lift a notch or two.

––––––––
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The ship Maximus, the planet Moa.

Captain Tomas Salvinski's AI ship, the Maximus, lands at Moa spaceport and his space pirate crew scatters onto the planet. They don't get a lot of shore leave and they have to make the most of every moment off the ship. 

Two other people stay behind, together with the captain, on the Maximus: Naydien Huisamen, most wanted criminal in the whole of the Planetary Alliance, aka Julia Simpson and a young man, named Brent Turner. Their plan is to kidnap Bess once again, during the wedding tomorrow. Naydien/Julia wants revenge on the Landrys, for ruining her plans, to flee the long arm of the law. Daniel is first on her hit-list. She shall snatch the love of his life away from him. They will wait until the ceremony is over and the congratulations begin. Brent shall use a pistol to force Bess away and onto the landing craft, the Mini-Max, but Naydien has something else in mind. She plans to shoot the little bitch right there, to die in front of her new groom. She can hardly wait to see Daniel's face when his bride crumples to the ground and expires in his arms.

The three conspirators use the Mini-Max to fly to Vista, the nearest city to the Landry estate, to buy some clothes suited for a wedding, so they can blend in with the 500 invited guests.

Naydien finds a black evening gown and a matching pill-box hat with a mesh veil, to obscure her face, because she and Bess look as if they could have been sisters. Naydien searched long and hard, to find someone with a close resemblance to her, to frame, so she could escape justice, without looking over her shoulder all the time. Naydien put a bounty on Bess, as well as linked her to all her aliases. Naydien led most of the bounty hunters in the Alliance by their noses for six months, before choosing the Landrys as her patsies, to execute the final part of her plan. She leaked Bess's name to them only, so they arrested her on Eden, but then all her carefully laid plans went awry. 

The Landrys caught Naydien by pure chance, after Bess escaped and only later realised that they had indeed apprehended the real criminal. Naydien had an appointment with captain Tomas Salvinski, to sell her smart virus, making out the core of her criminal empire, to him. When Naydien didn't show up for their meeting, he went looking for her and managed to steal her back from the Landrys. She still had on her magnetic bands, and they tried in vain, to remove them. She had no access to her identity bracelet, so she was cut off from all her credits, as well as the virus. Captain Salvinski, with the help of Brent Turner, hatched a plan to kidnap Bess from the ship, Ignatius, to claim the bounty credits on her, at the planet, Nowhere. They were unable to claim the credits, because only bounty hunters, in possession of a contract, may exchange criminals for credits on Nowhere. They gave Bess, who was unconscious, having lost the will to live at that stage, to the Landrys, in exchange for removing the magnetic bands from Naydien/Julia. 

Later, the criminals found out about the wedding announcement for Daniel and Bess. Naydien saw a golden opportunity for revenge.

––––––––
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The Landry estate.

Captain Salvinski lands his craft, the Mini-Max in the designated parking area on the estate. The plan is for him to wait in the Mini-Max, so that they will be able to make a quick get-away when Brent and Naydien return with Bess. The captain had grown weary of Naydien. Since he is now the proud new owner of the intelligent virus she had created, safely stored on his identity bracelet, he is no longer in need of her. He opens the outside hatch of the Mini-Max and lowers the gangway. 

Naydien hooks her arm through Brent's, who is also dressed in all black. Brent's long, dark-blonde hair is tied at the back of his neck, with a thin piece of leather cord, the pretty little thing. Such a pity Brent is much too young for her. She might have swapped him for Salvinski. The captain watches as the two conspirators walk away. They are soon out of sight, behind the thick vegetation. They stroll towards the chairs, arranged on the lawn in front of the main house. 

Captain Salvinski waits just long enough, to ensure they have joined the other guests, to activate the cloaking device of the Mini-Max. The craft is now invisible, and he takes off. Two hours later, he reaches the spaceport and parks the Mini-Max in the cargo hold of his ship, the Maximus. Minutes later they take off and head into space. They have to lie low for a while. He is much relieved to be rid of Julia/Naydien and regrets having lost Brent. Brent has the potential to be a very successful space pirate and would have been an ideal protégé.

Brent ensures that they choose seats towards the back, where it is still mostly empty. He steers Naydien in front of him, so that she sits in the second chair and that he is seated directly next to the aisle, so that he can get out swiftly, if need be. The chairs in front and behind them are filled gradually. 

Daniel Landry, together with his brother Nick, as best man, take their places. Daniel looks calm. Cool as a cucumber and confident, but Nick fidgets nervously with his tie and can hardly stand still. Brent hopes that Nick won't ruin their plan.

The wedding march plays and a beaming bride, on the arm of her friend, Cate Verhoef, descends the stairs of the main house. Anandee Landry is also a bridesmaid, and she follows them down the steps. Brent can't take his eyes off her and his heartbeat accelerates, as he follows Anandee's progress. He came across a photo of her, a while ago, before meeting her briefly on the Sofia, when he and Salvinski stole Naydien from the Landrys. She had taken his breath away, even on that first photo he saw. He tries not to stare at her too hard and wishes he could do more than just look at her. 

The preacher finishes the sermon and starts with the prayer. Brent keeps his eyes open, to look at Anandee. She feels his gaze on her and turns around, to look right at him. He winks at her, naughtily and she turns back, sharply, before the preacher reaches "Amen".

The preacher commences the wedding formulary and the couple make their vows to one another. Daniel may kiss his bride and they walk back down the aisle, as the music starts to play. Flower petals, used as confetti, rain down on them. Anandee, Cate and Nick follow close behind them. The couple is about a meter away from Brent and Naydien. 

Brent feels Naydien's elbow poking him in the side, when she abruptly pulls a silenced pistol from her handbag. He has a split-second to react and throws himself between Naydien and Bess, before a barely audible shot hits him in the left side of his rib cage. Junior Agent Brent Turner is down and is not breathing. Agent Dechanel, Brent's boss and agent in charge of Bess's case, who took a seat right behind Brent and Naydien, dives over and tackles Naydien to the ground, wrenching the weapon from her hand, before she can shoot off another round. 

Anandee kneels next to Brent and starts mouth-to-mouth breathing. The other agents, who took positions in front and behind, calmly encircled the commotion, standing shoulder to shoulder, to shield the view from the other guests. They motion Bess and Daniel to continue walking, as if nothing is amiss. The agents reassure the few guests who got a glimpse of the action, that everything is under control.

Brent regains consciousness and keeps his eyes closed. Anandee feels his carotid artery for a pulse, and he takes this opportunity to pull her closer, putting his hand behind her neck and kissing her for the second time ever. She kisses him back, before hitting him on the shoulder, when he lets her go.

"You lout! I thought you were dying!" She gives him another blow to the shoulder for good measure.

He sits up, pulls a face and puts a hand over his sore ribs. Brent gives her a crooked smile and lifts his black shirt, so she can see the ultra-thin bullet proof vest underneath. 

Agent Dechanel already put cuffs on Naydien and surrounded by the group of Alliance agents, they take her away with the minimum of fuss. Agent Dechanel motions to Brent to follow them. Brent obeys without question. 

One of their fellow agents, stationed in the parking area, informed Dechanel earlier of Salvinski's departure, so Brent is now stranded. 

Anandee holds her hand out and pulls Brent to a standing position. He keeps his other arm over his ribs. He glances down into the grass and picks up the misshapen round that hit him, as well as the empty shell casing and places them in his pocket. 

"Evidence" He looks Anandee in the eyes. No one else exists at that moment. The guests move around them towards the marquee tent, where the reception is to be held.

"Wish I could stay for the party, but there goes my ride." He walks a few paces in reverse, before turning around and jogging to catch up with the other agents. He and Dechanel make sure that Naydien Huisamen sees hide nor hair of him.

Anandee fell behind Nick and Cate and hurries to catch up with them. A lot of guests are still on their way to the tent. The photographer is ready to take the formal pictures of the wedded couple and their entourage. Anandee's cheeks are pinker than usual, and she has trouble standing still in one place. She had firmly decided that Brent is "the one" for her and she would go to the ends of the universe to find him again, not knowing that the universe is conspiring to keep them apart for more than two years. Anandee, together with Junior Agent Brent Turner, organised today's operation, to catch Naydien Huisamen during the wedding, under the supervision of Agent Dechanel. 

Anandee convinced Bess and Daniel to allow them to use their wedding day as a lure, to reel Naydien in, since Naydien already planned to wreck the wedding, by kidnapping Bess. 

Brent was stationed under cover, on the Maximus. Naydien and Salvinski included Brent in their plans, so he was able to give the intel to Anandee and Agent Dechanel. Brent's cover is still intact, since Salvinski left early and Naydien thinks she killed him. He is going to do his utmost to find Salvinski and make him pay.

During the photography session, Nick avoids looking at Cate. It is difficult to miss her, with the bright sunlight burnishing her long, curly blonde hair. The photography comes to an end, at long last. They take their places at the bridal table, and he gulps down the sparkling wine, set before him. He managed to dodge Cate the whole time she was on the estate. She is unaware of the fact that he had lost his heart to her, during the time they tried to take Bess to Nowhere. 

Cate's father owns the Ignatius. On their way to Nowhere, the Landrys rescued the crew of the Ignatius, when their oxygen generator was damaged by a meteor strike. The crew of the Ignatius had to enter into stasis pods, before all the oxygen ran out. They were in stasis for two weeks, before the strong tractor beam of the Ignatius, captured the Sofia. The Landrys repaired the oxygen unit, as well as their damaged long range antennae, which prevented them from calling for assistance. The stasis units had to be monitored, while the crew of the Ignatius was brought out of stasis, during the week long process. Nick saw Cate through the window of her stasis unit and against his will, he fell hopelessly in love with her. He is fighting hard against his feelings for Cate, because Brenda-Lee cured him of any romantic ideas. He is loath to expose his heart to being broken, ever again. Not too long now, before Cate's shore leave is up and she has to return to the Ignatius. Unfortunately, Anandee twigged to his feelings for Cate, and he would have to think up more creative ways to avoid Anandee's attempts at matchmaking.
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Chapter 2
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A few months after the wedding.

––––––––
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The planet, Diamond. Headquarters of the Planetary Alliance.

Special Agent Dechanel ensured that the bounty credits, due to the Landrys, for the apprehension of Naydien Huisamen, got transferred to them. It is the least he could do, since he used their wedding day, to launch a sting operation. It almost turned into a tragedy. 

Junior Agent Brent Turner is now a full Agent, and he tries his best to track the Maximus. He has more than a few bones to pick with captain Salvinski and he will find a way to catch up to him. Brent fails in his attempts to get to Darwin space station. He wanted to wait there, in the hopes that Salvinski would dock there eventually. 

There are no direct routes to Darwin and the station uses advanced cloaking technology, obscuring it effectively. The coordinates to its location. are only known to a select few and others, such as leviathan class cargo ships and narwhal class entertainment vessels, are first blinded by signal jammers and then escorted in by the tugs, to keep the station's position a secret.

Gerry Du Buis, Naydien Huisamen's former aide, now works for the big boss on Darwin, Mr. Papa Leone. Gerry was left behind on Darwin, by mistake, on the Maximus's previous visit.

Special Agent Dechanel had been impressed with the role Anandee played in the whole Naydien Huisamen saga and recruited her to the agency, in secret. She is currently in her first year of the two year course, to become an agent and she already shines. Her family thinks she is only studying robotics on Diamond.

––––––––
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The ship Ignatius.

Cate is back on her father's vessel, the Ignatius. They search space for asteroids, to sell to the mines. The most sought-after metal is Rhodium, used in the manufacture of the outside panels of spaceships. Cate keeps in touch with the Sofia and her two best friends, Anandee and Bess Landry, via the Ignatius. She can hardly wait for her next furlough, to see them again. She has a standing invitation to visit the Landry estate, on Moa. The crew of the Ignatius have already gathered more than half of their projected number of asteroids for the season and she hopes that they will continue in that trend, so that she could go back to Moa, as soon as possible.

The planet Nowhere.

Naydien Huisamen is reduced to a number on Nowhere. As prisoner number 7632, she has to sift 5 grams of Mesosideritium from the sands of Nowhere, to earn her daily ration of water. She tries to think of a way to escape. She has a ton of unfinished business with the Landry clan. A burning hatred towards them stokes her motivation to get off planet.

––––––––
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The ship Sofia.

Bess and Daniel take an extended honeymoon. They travel with Sofia and plan to visit each of the planets in the Alliance, at least once, with two obvious exceptions. The bounty credits were so ample, that the three Landry siblings could pay off all the outstanding debt on the Sofia. The left-over credits were split evenly between Daniel, Nick and Anandee. It is adequate, so they need not work for at least a year.

––––––––
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The planet Moa.

Nick plans to use his year off, to take part in all the surfing competitions on Moa. He hopes that it will distract him from a certain blonde haired young lady, with her hypnotising green and gold eyes, currently residing on the Ignatius. 

He is better at surfing than Daniel and he thinks that he might have a chance to end up in the top ten surfers in the senior category. There are eight competitions scheduled for the summer. He is ranked at number 23 at the moment, based on points. The four autumn competitions conclude the first part of the tournament. The Moan seas are too rough in winter, so the competition only resumes in the spring.

––––––––
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The ship Ignatius.

"Darn trousers! I'm sure they shrank." Cate struggles to get her spacesuit on. The bottom half is refusing to go up over her hips. She had gained weight, again. Cate forces back tears of frustration and hides her distress, as Sarah Becker joins her. Sarah and her husband, Eric, are part of the eight crew members on the Ignatius.

"Wait, let me help you," says Sarah. She grips the trousers at the back and together, they manage to force them over her hips. It is not easy to get into a spacesuit in weightlessness. When Ignatius engages his tractor beam, to hold onto an asteroid, gravity switches off.

"Thanks. I'll have to buy a new suit. There go half my season's credits," Cate says.

"Don't we have an old suit you can use?" Sarah asks.

"No, I'm too short. The larger suits have longer legs. I'll have to get one specially made."

"That sucks." Sarah feels sorry for the 26-year old Cate. Her father gambled everything they had, when he bought the Ignatius, after his wife, Cate's mother, died 10 years ago. He hastily sold all their belongings, including the house and invested it all in the Ignatius. Sarah knows that captain Peter Verhoef would work year round, if his crew didn't need the time off to rest and recuperate. Working in space takes a toll on people, in more ways than one.

"This rock is the biggest one we ever found, so I hope it has the correct metals in it, so we can take our well-deserved time off," says Sarah.

"Yup. I am looking forward to my next visit to Moa. I can hardly believe it has been six months since my last trip there, when Bess and Daniel got married."

"How is Bess doing now?" Sarah asks. Bess had previously worked on the Ignatius for three months. She was a favorite amongst the crew, until captain Salvinski stole her away from them, at the Curie space station. On the Maximus, Bess almost lost her life and Cate helped nurse her back to health, when she came out of hospital. They became even better friends during that time.

"Bess is doing well. She and Daniel are exploring the whole of the Alliance."

"Good to hear. Oh, how I miss her cooking. Bess performed magic with those dishes," says Sarah.

Kate nods, while she struggles into the top half of her space suit. She clips the Plexi glass dome to the top of the suit. She tests the seal and is satisfied when all the indicators light up in green.

Eric Becker and Phillip Neethling, the latter, a part of the crew again, join the two ladies as they proceed to the cargo hold, where the big drill is stored. The four of them each take a position at the corners and unhook the clips and straps, securing the drill to the floor. The outer hatch is opened, and they push the equipment out into space. Using their suit jets, they are propelled forward, while steering their unwieldy load towards the asteroid. They decrease speed when they near the rock. The drill is prohibitively expensive, and they want to avoid crashing into the asteroid and damaging their most important piece of equipment. Eric takes the drill bit from its locker, to position and fasten it. The four workers have to use all of their muscle power to hold the drill to the asteroid, until it has bitten in. The drill takes a core sample, to be analysed for its composition. It is unprofitable to take low-value asteroids to the mines. After two hours, the first core is ready to be stored in a separate lock-box. Four hours later, they have all three of their samples and return to the Ignatius with them. The second team of four, ready themselves for their six hour shift, to collect the last three samples.

Cate needs Sarah's assistance again, to get out of the trousers of her spacesuit. She blushes in embarrassment. Cate only stays on the Ignatius, because she has nowhere else to go. Drilling and prospecting are not what she wants to do for the rest of her life. She is more interested in mechanical things and working with her hands. She is in charge of repairs and maintenance of their ship. Cate could never get enough credits together, to go off and study. Their first test sample shows promise, and Cate hopes the rest are even better. She is a bit tired of having to face the same few people, day in and day out.

––––––––
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The planet Moa.

Nick performed well in the eight summer competitions, and it is the last day of the fourth autumn event, ending the surfing season. He is currently placed in 12th position on the senior amateur listings. Depending on the waves, he might just break through into the top 10, before the winter hiatus. He dons his wetsuit and prepares his surfboard. He has to apply a good layer of wax to the board, not too thick or too thin. He uses a comb to remove some of the old wax. No grains of sand should be embedded into the wax. He rubs the block of wax over the board, until he is satisfied with the thickness. He checks all the screws, holding the fin onto the bottom of the board. The screws loosen over time, and he had lost a fin in the past, because of that. 

He fastens the safety leash to his ankle and enters the water. He lies down with his stomach on the board and swims in deeper. He and his opponent have twenty minutes in this heat, to ride a maximum of 10 waves. The four best waves are counted towards their final score. Most points, wins the heat. He shakes his wrist to activate his identity bracelet, to see how much time he has left in this session. The longer it takes for a wave to break, the more moves he can fit in, gaining more points. He chooses his first wave and time is ticking. He caught some good waves and rode nine, before the siren went off, to end the heat. He swims out and shakes the other guy's hand. Now he has to wait until the end of the day, to see where he ended up in the rankings. Nick is disappointed to see he only moved up one place, to number 11.

He returns to his tent and packs everything into his small craft. He hadn't been home in 6 months and the winter break is a good excuse to go home. At least the bane of his existence, Cate won't be there. It takes 8 hours of flying in his small craft, to get home, from the opposite end of Moa, where the last competition was held.

––––––––
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The planet Diamond.

Brent had spent 4 months searching, with still no sign of the Maximus or captain Salvinski. He finds no trail to lead him to the Maximus. Maybe he should go back to Moa, to see if he can make contact with Spartakus, which is a hidden personality of the Maximus, via the Sofia.

The AI, Maximus, is cracked, meaning it has a split personality. A normal AI is unable to work with criminals, but Maximus can compartmentalise his conscience into a second personality, named Pax, which is suppressed heavily. Brent got access to a third personality, named Spartakus, unbeknownst to captain Salvinski, as well as to the ship Maximus, himself. Brent had communicated with Anandee, via Spartakus and Sofia, to make all the arrangements for the sting operation, to catch Naydien Huisamen during her brother's wedding. Not being aboard the Maximus any longer, Brent lost access to Spartakus. Brent cancels his accommodation and fetches his backpack, when he manages to secure a berth on an outgoing ship, leaving on the same day, for Moa.

––––––––
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The ship Sofia.

Daniel and Bess are spooning on the wine-red sofa in the canteen. It is late afternoon, after taking off in the morning, where they spent a week on the planet, Ruby. It is the last of the planets they wanted to visit. It took almost 6 months to get to all of the planets they intended to visit. They had already been on Moa, where Daniel is from, on Eden, which is Bess's home planet and on Park, where they had to stop, to repair Sofia, way back in the past. They gave the prison planet, Nowhere, a miss, as well as the Earth, being contaminated with radio-active waste and the landmasses mostly under water, due to massive earthquakes. That left seven planets. Mynie is the neighbor of Moa, and they went there first, because there are no wormholes between the two planets. They travelled there in FTL. Using their FasterThanLight-drive only.
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