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Paw Prints

A Mutt Story

By Sean P. Gallatin

Copyright Notice

This story is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. And if you do have tech as portrayed here, we’d really like to talk to you.
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License notes

This book is for your personal entertainment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other persons. If you would like to share with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book, and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it to your retailer, and buy one for yourself.
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Author’s Notes

This book was written without use of AI. I have no plans to use it for future writing. The few bucks made off this book go to helping real people with real jobs. If you spread a buck around, it helps several people. I’m also taking the time out to thank you, the readers, the editors, family and friends who put up with me, and all the other people who help bring these works to life.
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Frontier Space

Planet EK-11752-112- AKA The Maze

FRS Mutt

The old ship dropped from hyperspace only a klick above the airless world. Adar pushed the nose down hard near a cliff and leveled the ship as it descended fast. The canyon below them was several klicks deep, and almost all in shadow.

“Uh, Boss?” Peta eyed Adar, as his gaze was locked on the holographic instruments projected in front of him.

“Yes?”

“Are we gonna slow down before or after we hit bottom?”

He grinned. “Before. Watch the view. You’re gonna love this.”

Peta looked not at her own instruments, but at the large windows on the front of the Mutt. It seemed they were going to hit an outcropping, but cleared it with centimeters to spare. The ship slowed its descent, and a large tunnel appeared.

Adar nodded at the view as they descended further still, and the scale of the tunnel hit her. He laughed and nodded at the view again.

“Lava tube. This end is about a klick tall and wide. Where we’re going, it’s gonna get a lot tighter. Mutt, lights.”

Floodlights on the bow and near the side airlocks lit up. Though they brightly illuminated the enormous tube, their glow was lost all too soon in the darkness ahead.

Peta furrowed her brow at a display. “Huh. That’s funny. You can’t see the tube on the sensors from above.”

“That’s because this lava is shot full of daralite. A thin layer a few meters thick won’t do anything to sensors, but a few klicks of it scrambles even the best gear. We got at least eight klicks over our heads, and there are dozens of entrances and exits to this big-ass maze. That’s why pirates, smugglers, spies and fugitives love this place.”

She nodded. “Really? I thought it was for the view.”

They both laughed.

“You’re really gonna love the gig, then. The tunnels we have to go through are too tight for pallet trucks. It’s gonna be us and the drones packing the goods over three and a half klicks back to the ship, for several trips. We’re gonna earn it, but it’ll be worth it. Medical supplies, food, guns and ammo for sale on Calcentra, and a bunch of personal goods being smuggled out of Podoran space to the diaspora on Joloa and Elamar. Speaking of Elamar, Ava’s gonna get us enough fuel to keep us stocked for the next year. That alone will save us a giant chunk of money. The only catch is we have to refuel on Elamar, but I’m good with that. Elamar’s mob boss almost always has work.”

Peta nodded. “How much are we looking at?”

“A quick fifty thou, in Crowns. Your percentage looks pretty good now, huh?”

“It sure does. But you know what? I’m beat. For the past six months since our little party on Kahna, we’ve been doing nothing but working.”

Adar chuckled. “If you forgot Li’s birthday party already, I don’t blame you. I killed a lot of brain cells that weekend on Ilsdl.”

“You’re supposed to kill brain cells on Ilsdl. We shoulda got gotten hazard pay for attending.”

“I thought so, too.”

“My point here, is I’m beat. I know you are. We’re low on everything, and we’ve been all over the quadrant. We have a pretty good stash of money built up. I’d like to take a break. Get in a couple weeks of leave, you know?”

Adar cocked an eyebrow at her. “You have a place in mind, huh?”

“I do. Caleta. Santa Barbarera.”

“The Cat’s Eye world? Wine and cheese capital of the US. Know it well.”

“That’s the one. I have an old GF that moved there, and we’ve been wanting to meet up. Reconnect a little, you know?”

“Far be it from me to stand in the way of love- or lust. Ex sex? That’s dangerous shit, right there. Let’s wrap up these runs, and then we’ll talk. To be fair, I’m wanting a little leave, and I have a slip at a public LZ in Santa Barbarera. Kinda left over from a previous job. Call it a fringie.”

“Nice. Then let’s get this done.”

“There is, as always, a catch. I’m waiting to hear from Strellna Yards about a new next gen hyper drive for this old girl. I got a deposit on it, so that takes priority. Once we have it, it’s back to Kahna to install it. They can’t make the time to put it in, or free up space in the yards for months.”

“Of course there’s a catch. How long will it take to put it in?”

“It should be a plug-and-play kind of thing. So a few hours, including breaks for the heat. If we do it at night, we can probably be done before midnight. But it’ll be worth it. Trips that used to take days will be minutes to hours, at most. The little trip to that rogue planet? Kane, Modoc, and I would have taken less than an hour. Strellna developed it themselves, so it’ll work.”

“I like it already. Do they have one that’ll fit my boat?”

“I asked about that, because I’d like to outfit a CTH with one. Their answer was sometime late next year, if their beta model survives testing.”

The tube narrowed, and soon enough, Adar had the ship maneuvering through tighter and tighter tunnels, and around spires of rock, some reaching floor to ceiling. They flew through a chamber and reached a point with several tunnels branching off. Adar flew into one on the left. After several minutes of twists and turns, he brought the ship to a halt, only a few meters between the hull and the tube.

“This it?”

Adar shook his head. “Nope. Now we back up.”

A window projected in front of them, showing the aft view. Adar began backing the ship up, and curved left, into a tunnel she hadn’t been able to see when they had been moving forward.

“It’s too tight in here to turn the ship around, so we back up.”

Peta grinned and asked mockingly, “Are we there yet?”

“Young lady, don’t make me stop this spaceship.”

She giggled as Adar landed the ship, and said, “Ramp. Suit up, we’re on.”

Adar activated his combat suit, and the invisible tats on his body expanded through and over his smart coverall flight suit. They walked aft, into the hold, and down the ramp. Six drones detached from the hull of the ship, and lined up to meet them.

Peta shone her lights on a cleft in the rock.

“You weren’t kidding. We have to squeeze through that?”

“It’s just big enough for us and the drones. There’s a pair of drops and jumps between us and the meet for the goods. The longest drop is only about twenty meters. But if you look at an area, and it stays in shadow, don’t step on it. Oh, and keep your suit in flight mode. This fracture zone covers about a hundred thousand square klicks, and some parts get a little unstable. A fall here would really suck.”

Peta nodded. “Yeah, it would.”

“Let’s go and be sure to remember the route.”

It took a while to reach the meet. Adar put helmets together with one of the smugglers there, and then hugged the figure like a brother. He turned to Peta, and they put helmets together as the smugglers left.

“Let’s get moving. We got a lot of shit to haul. Be grateful we have the shorter trip. They had to haul this shit over fifty klicks.”

“Damn...”

It took a full day, and several trips. When Adar finally sat down in the pilot’s seat, he looked at Peta, and chuckled.

“If I wasn’t beat before, I am now. Let’s go get paid.”

“Yay! Paid and laid! Now we’re talking!” Peta grinned as the ship lifted, the ramp closing as they made their way down the dark lava tube.

On Elamar as planned, Ava paid them.

Adar grinned as he held up a money card. Peta held her own up, and the money transferred.

“One thing I like about her, she pays when she says she will.”

Adar, Peta, Mutt.

Adar nodded, and sent back with his implants. What’s up?

Tolly has a fare needing a ride from Escher Station to Sereed. He’s offering up 20K Crowns for a fast, discreet ride. Bonuses if there’s combat. Tolly says you’re the closest ship he personally knows that can take the fare.

Adar eyed Peta. What do you think? It’s a little dogleg, sorta kinda on the way to Caleta. A quick twenty would be a nice little pre-vaca bonus. Extra party money, right?

I’m in.

Mutt, Tolly give the name of the fare?

No, just a pair of pass phrases. If the fare asks ‘are there flowers in the spring’, you are to answer ‘only after it rains’.

Let’s do it. Tell Tolly we’re in, but the first round’s on him next time we stop at his pub. Let’s get off this rock.

Roger that.

***
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Frontier Space

Far Reef Dwarf Galaxy

Cru Zahd Free Republic

Planet Zhokazh

Capital City Beezhahn

Outer Industrial District

MUS Phantom Rapid Reaction Force

“Whatcha got?”

“Sargent Nellis! Glad you made it.” Corporal Kreer nodded. She gestured at the chemical plant in the distance. “We got us an Infantry Fighting Vehicle holed up deep in the plant. If we hit it and it goes up, it’ll take half the plant with it.”

CoDee shook his head with a sardonic laugh. “Contaminating the city we’re trying to liberate, for decades to come.”

“’Fraid so.” The Rykellian pointed at squat, tube shaped structure. “That would fuck up our contract pretty quick. But it gets worse. I used to work in a plant like this, before I signed up. See that? That’s a gravity shaker. It’s running, and that one holds about a thousand liters of centalide. That has to be kept under an alternating load bouncing between 100 to 200 Gs. That thing shuts off, the magnetic field inside it collapses, the centalide contacts the walls of the shaker, and we become a crater five klicks wide. This whole valley will be uninhabitable for the next few centuries. Not that we’ll care.”

“So, a stand off.”

“’Fraid so, Sarge.”

“Shit.”

He lifted his visor, to see with his own dark eyes. He looked around, and was about to say something, when his suit began to fold up- with him inside. He dropped his rifle.

Kreer looked down with surprise, screamed, “Suit malfunction!”, and began wrestling with CoDee’s suit, keeping it from folding up and killing him.

Other mercs jumped in, and wrestled with the suit, holding it in place, as Kreer found the emergency release, and tripped it. The suit began to split apart in overlapping segments in the front, then began closing up again. The mercs got their hands and fingers inside, and pried open segments. Several of them were able to open the suit wide enough to get CoDee out.

A figure in a heavy suit came over. CoDee’s shoulder and arm cannons armed, and the suit’s flight systems came to life. The merc in heavy armor reached down, disabled the fight system rack, and disabled a shoulder cannon, ripping it away as the other shot at him. The solid rounds did little damage to the heavy suit’s shields. The merc reached down and ripped the other shoulder gun off the suit, and tossed it aside. Kreer pulled CoDee out of the suit, and flung him behind her, as an arm gun fired at CoDee. Kreer’s armor and shields deflected the rounds, and she crushed both arm guns.

“Get ready to jump clear. Basaam, you got the heavy armor. Throw this turd into that drainage canal when we let go. Sarge, stay behind me no matter what.”

“You got it.”

“Let go in 3, 2, 1, go!”

They leaped back a meter as Basaam grabbed CoDee’s suit and flung it into the canal. The suit curled up into a tiny ball, then exploded. Cement and metal shards rained down, as Kreer’s suit and shields protected CoDee.

“Holy fuck, Sarge! Are you okay?”

“Yes, thank you!”

CoDee collected himself and took a breath. He picked up his rifle and looked at the IFV sitting in the plant. Glancing down at his rifle, he frowned.

“Fuck this.” He tossed his rifle to a curious Kreer, and walked around the barricade, hands in the air.

“Sarge, what the fuck are you doing?”

“Changing the game.”

Sitting in a geosynch orbit aboard the MUS Phantom, Captain Chaim eyed the hologram above the ops table.

“What the fuck is he doing?”

“I hope he’s not surrendering.” The Ops Boss shook his head.

“Ask him.” Chaim nodded at the hologram of CoDee walking up to the IFV.

Scrap Yard 1-6, Green House. What are you doing?

House, 1-6. Trying to save this city, and our contract.

CoDee kept his hands back in the air, he continued walking up to the IFV, the auto-cannon tracking him the entire way. About ten meters away, he stopped.

“I just want to talk. At least hear me out.”

The crew of the IFV were silent.

“Look, I know you understand my language. And you know, just like I know, that this standoff can’t last forever, but we can make it end well for you, if you want. You can go home, no strings attached. Or, we can get you to a neutral world, and you can go home from there. We’ll even pay your way home.”

In the CIC, Admiral Vallard sat up. “What!?”

On the surface, CoDee waited as the IFV sat in silence. Knowing full well what the reaction on the Phantom would be, he went on.

“I’ll pay it. I’ll pay your way home personally, and everyone in that vehicle. You can pick a nearby neutral world, like Teberen, or Kaantamere.”

A speaker came to life. “You would do this? For all of us?”

“Sure. You and everyone in there, but only your group. I can afford it. We’ll guarantee you a safe ride there, or agree to some sort of exchange with your government. Whatever you want, well, within reason, okay? No trips to Ilsdl, or anything.”

There was a long silence, then the voice said, “I need proof.”

“I give my word as a Union Merc that you will have safe passage to a nearby neutral world.”

“We would like to negotiate. With you.”

CoDee shrugged. “Of course. What do you want?”

***
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On the Phantom, Cat was unaware of the events on the ground below. She was TAD to the Psych EMS, and it had been a grueling day. Her last response on the ground had been a suicidal girl, intent on using a found unexploded grenade to kill herself. That was bad enough. Worse yet, she had wanted to do it in a crowded metro station. Better CoDee didn’t know that she had taken the armed grenade from the girl’s hands, and disarmed it. There was some sort of trouble with him on the surface, but on reaching out with her mind, and feeling him out, it seemed under control. For their sanity, they muted all telepathic communications when working.

Best to not to distract him. She thought to herself. And I need alone time.

Cat in both name and form, she stretched out in her seat at the galley table. The chair didn’t accommodate her tail, but right now, she didn’t care. Feeling tired and beat, looking out the window at the world below, she focused on her reflection. Her amber eyes almost matched her orange, white and black fur, contrasted by the off-white Psych EMS suit. She looked as tired as she felt and focused on the world below. It was pretty enough, with large oceans, dotted with many large islands, and even larger continents. It had varied scenery, and large swaths of farmland. Zhokazh was the literal breadbasket for the sector, feeding a trillion life forms scattered over a hundred worlds.

Three centuries of war and occupation by other nations. No wonder they had enough.

The locals indeed had enough, and hired the Mercenary’s Union to secure their homes and borders. The Union concessions out of this would be enormous. Everything from food to shipyards to factories would boom for the Cru Zahd Free Republic. The Union would see vast sums from the sales to the CZFR. They, in turn, would be armed with Union arms and tech. The Union would get a cut of the foodstuffs. After seeing the Phantom’s Life Foundation personnel in action, the local authorities were impressed. After today, they were notably impressed with her.

With their own healthcare infrastructure in ruins, and the cost of rebuilding almost prohibitive, it made sense to subscribe to the universal healthcare the LF offered. Use of their ships and services cost less than rebuilding their own. The icing on the cake? The LF would also aid in the construction and repair of the Cru Zahd health systems. Instead of just money, they too would barter for food, goods, personnel, and services.

She sighed, thinking over the day’s assignments. She was off for twelve hours and would be back on shift early tomorrow. Tired and thinking about sleep, she kneaded reflexively on the table.

She caught herself and stretched again. With one shake of her head, Cat rose from her chair, tiredly put away her food tray, and left the galley. Making her way to the LF staterooms was as if on autopilot. Her bed was her priority now.

Cat didn’t notice the passageway door behind her sliding slowly shut, and quietly sealing. As she reached the middle of the corridor, the door ahead of slammed shut with a loud bang.

Startled, she looked up and stepped back. Realizing she was alone in the passageway, she turned to the other door as lights began flashing, and an alarm sounded, repeating a message.

“Warning: This space depressurizing. Activate emergency protocols.”

Cat reacted faster than any Human could, and pulled her emergency mask from her flight suit. It was connected to an airline running to an emergency oxygen generator in her suit. She turned it on, and put the mask on her face, letting it conform to her nose and mouth. She took in a single breath as the oxygen system shut itself off and vented.

Cat held her breath, as she went to the door controls. When she touched the panel, it went dark. Sprinting to the other door, she found its control panel went dead as well. When she pulled the emergency release, the lever came off in her hand.

Uh-oh.

She sprinted back to the other door. Looking through the window, a crowd of people tried the emergency release, the lever coming off in their hands as well.

Feeling faint, Cat realized she was running out of oxygen.

A security guard ran up and put a shaped charge on the window. It detonated in near silence, as the rush of air became a sudden scream, drowning out the noise of the door cutter they deployed. The cut-out section of the door slammed down as a guard grabbed her off the deck. A repair drone threw a smart patch at the vent sucking their atmosphere into space. It hit with a loud splat, and spread out, covering and sealing up the vent.

She came to and coughed as the lights and power went out all over the ship. The gravity cut out, and life forms drifted around. The emergency lighting turned on. Cat activated her shoes as the guard helped her up.

“Are you okay?”

Cat nodded, and, unable to speak most languages, made the universal gesture for thanks.

The guard turned on the light of their suit and looked around. Power returned, and things seemingly returned to normal as the gravity returned. She made her way to her quarters, knowing it would take some time for her to go back to sleep. Cat felt lightly for CoDee, but whatever he was doing, it was clear he needed to concentrate. Mentally and physically wiped out, she chose to leave him alone, and closed her eyes.

***
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CoDee looked at the armored vehicle, and asked, “Hello?”

There was a long silence, then a hatch on top opened. A soldier stood in it, looking down at him for a long silence. Eventually, she spoke.

“I am Sergeant B’shaa. I am field promoted to command here, since our commanding and political officers were killed this morning.”

“I am Sergeant CoDee Nellis. I’m in command of this team on a daily basis.”

“The Union lets a sergeant command?”

“If you’re good enough.” CoDee answered easily, aware that he was going to deal with fallout over this situation. “We’re Special Forces operators. It’s routine for us.”

“We are regular Army, not Special Forces. We ask for several things. We ask for safe passage to Veraddus, and a million Zehiddi each.”

CoDee furrowed his brow. “What’s a Zehiddi?”

“The currency on Veraddus. A million each will guarantee us legal status there.”

CoDee shook his head. “I don’t know the exchange rate. Wait a minute, you don’t want to go home? Veraddus is on the far side of the sector.”

“We are conscripts. If we agree to any deal, even to go home, we will be viewed as traitors and deserters. Surrender is not allowed. Shame will paint our houses for a generation. I am the last of mine, so I do not care. It is same for the soldiers in my command and why we were chosen for this war. But we have civilians, and they wish to leave this world with us. They will be branded traitors as well, but they can start a new life, with new names on Veraddus. So will we, but we were sent to die. They were not. Veraddus does not extradite legal immigrants.”

“Oh. Okay, let me think this through.” CoDee thought for a moment. “Hold on, how many of you are there?”

“Combat vehicle built for twelve and a crew of three, for fifteen. We have thirty.”

CoDee blinked. “Thirty? Hold that thought.” Green House, Scrap Yard 1-6.

1-6, this is Tractor, aboard the MUS Banshee. Phantom is having technical issues, so we’ve taken over command. We’ve been monitoring the situation. What’s on your mind?

I may have negotiated a settlement to get the IFV soldiers, crew, and civilians to surrender. It’s not for sure yet, and I need approval, of course, but I need some numbers. I need the exchange rate on the Veraddus currency called Zehiddi.

Works out to about 4:1 in Crowns, and about 3:1 in SUNs.

CoDee breathed a sigh of relief, then caught himself. Wait! Four Zehiddi to one Crown?

No. Four Crowns to one Zehiddi.

What? CoDee was in shock.

Veraddus is one of the big financial players in this dwarf galaxy. Third only to Modorans, and the Coveezhi. Unlike the Coveezhi, they’re not controlled by the Modorans. As such, that makes them the preferred financial go-to for much of this dwarf galaxy.

CoDee mentally swore. This would be 120M Crowns. Negotiations aren’t over yet.

Captain Nagauma is delighted to hear it. She says you will activate your real-time feed. Agree.

CoDee sighed. Agreed.

To B’shaa, he said, “Half a million each.”

B’shaa shook their head. “Then we can not take it. The price they charge is half a million, but we must have the other half a million to prove we will not cost their society. But that, in turn, guarantees all the rights a migrant is welcome to, and eventually, citizenship.”

Kreer yelled, “Sarge, the IFV crew put this on every news feed on the planet. We got occupier forces planet-wide, offering to surrender under those terms.”

CoDee closed his eyes and sighed. “Oh, no. How many?”

“I dunno... Thousands?”

1-6, Tractor. The Captain sends her regards, and a heart-felt thanks for the corner you just painted us into.

Shit.

CoDee smiled. “Is there anyplace else you could go?”
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Chapter 2
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SUN Space

Go Dotti Primae

Capital City

Memorial Park

Admiral Fernando Ramos got out of the taxi and didn’t even glance backward as it lifted into the gray and rainy sky. Dressed in plain clothing, the fog seemed to shroud him, as he went straight to the south entrance of the park and paused before walking up the low steps.

Dating back over a hundred thousand years, the park was enormous, a giant circle touching the coast in the middle of the planet’s largest city. Though the bulk of it was a no-fly zone, civilian traffic was allowed in limited corridors. It comprised a circular central park over a hundred and ten klicks across, containing examples of the planet’s terrain. There were mountains, a glacier, two lakes and a river in between, forests, a small desert, swamp, and a coastal grassland and forests. These were spread around the park. The zones weren’t sectioned off, but integrated at the edges, leading to each other. At four points on the edge of the center park corresponding to the points on the map, stood a ring of standing stones. These were single memorials to various individuals of note in the Empire in some way. Names, and some images were etched into the stone. As space ran out on a stone, another was added to the circle, thus creating a spiral resembling the galaxy. As such, it was for heroes voted on by the public themselves, the commoners, wealthies, and all strata in between that were not noble or held elected office. It was for those who had earned the honor of Hero of the People. Life forms, be they people, animals, robots, or other things that had saved lives, or influenced lives with positive results within the Empire were mentioned there. Military and civil service heroes were feted here as well.

Another was for the Heroes of the Senade. These were voted in on the monument by members of the Senade itself. Yet another was for Heroes of the Noble Houses. The one at the north end of the middle park was for the Hero of the Empire. This was for the rare few who had earned all three of the previous honors. By law and custom, the name of the ‘form who had earned the honor was added here only after they died. They would have a tree in the Heroes Grove. In the very center, a grove of trees stood, over two hundred meters tall, one for each award. The names would be formed into the tree. Only through official edict, could a name be removed.

Ramos didn’t mind the foggy walk. He liked foggy mornings. At his age, the exercise was beneficial. He gave a small smile and shook his head once at the thought. He himself was listed as a Hero of the People for his actions with the Starhammer, and the GDAF. Likewise, Adar, Jade, Kane, and Modoc were here- and on other monuments. Ramos knew something about Adar he didn’t know. He knew Adar’s name would be added to Hero of the Empire upon his death, whenever that may be. He shook his head again, thinking about the Empire’s history. Over a hundred thousand years old, yet there were fewer than a hundred trees in the grove. And sitting on a bench across from one, dressed like a retired old man, was Emperor Graysea himself, waving for Ramos to join him. He held up a flask.

“Come. Sit with me, old friend. We have much to discuss. Drink with me. If you don’t want to, then fuck you.” He laughed. “But you will when you hear what I say.”

Ramos sat and took the flask. After a long drink, he exhaled, and smacked his lips. “Lotolon Rum. This has to be at least a thousand years old.”

Graysea gave a tiny, grim smile. “Six thousand.”

Ramos narrowed his eyes and looked at Graysea as he leaned back on the bench. “Fuck. It’s that fucking bad, isn’t it?”

The old Emperor gave a whispered laugh. “Yeah, it’s that fucking bad.”

***
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Frontier Space

Escher Station

FRS Mutt

Take a central column, 100 klicks long, by 10 klicks wide. Build six giant Mobius strips that are even longer, then attach each end of those to the central cylinder. Do this and create a globe of them, then connect them in between, along the equator, and several other lateral and diagonal lines. Add in mind-bending structures simply not possible in a gravity well. Now add a central spire ten klicks long on each end of the globe and spin it. The spires themselves don’t spin. These are for docking large ships, and each spire is hollow, thus allowing freight and lives to dock or undock as needed. These were for ships too big to land in a hangar bay or dock along any part of the central column.

The Mutt was docked to one of the Mobius Loops. Adar was aboard the station, in the airlock entry atrium, leaning against the bulkhead as he waited. Peta sat on a locker near the airlock entrance.

“They’re late.” Peta looked at Adar.

“He’ll be here.” Adar looked around at the crowd walking by.

“One of those little shops over there is making remazza, and it smells really fucking good. It’s making me hungry.”

Adar laughed. “Me too, but I know the moment one of us puts in an order, our fare will show.”

“I’m sure.” Peta nodded, with a wry smile. “It always works that way, but that smells really good, Boss.”

Adar was getting hungry as well. As he was about to give in, a Ritaran man wearing a hoody, black pants and shoes, and a backpack approached. He had his hood up, covering most of his face.

“Karlos.”

“Adar. Can we skip the pass, and just get out of here right now?”

“Yeah. Get aboard. Peta, let’s go.”

The ship got clearance from the station and was soon pulling away. They jumped for the first way point, and once out of hyperspace, Adar looked at Karlos.

“You aren’t planning on going to Sereed, are you?”

“No. Tuphal.”

Adar eyed him. “Who’s after you?”

“Pirates. New family on the rise. They call themselves the World Takers. A guy named Veraamos, with a ship called the Spear Point. They stole something from Luducia, a former Board-level Director for United Mining. It’s a drive, and whatever is on it, it’s big enough that they want it retrieved. I get paid the other half of five million SUNs to get it to him. I lost the pirates over a week ago, but it’s not safe until I hand it off to Luducia. And we know anything can go wrong until then.”

“Too true. So where are we going?”

“Fiferada, in Tuphal space. He’ll be on an armed yacht called the Invictia near or on the smallest moon, fourth world out. Because it’s you, I’ll pay you an extra ten K in SUNs to get me there and back to Joloa.”

“Mutt! Let’s go! Fiferada, right now.”

The ship oriented itself in space, and jumped.

It took only a few hours to reach Fiferada. They came out of hyperspace above the moon’s north pole, and began dodging debris.

“Shit!” Peta was at the controls this time, and began dodging and weaving, avoiding burning ship parts. “This don’t look good.”

“Look! See that hulk right there? Can you read the reg plate?” Adar pointed.

They waited until the hull tumbled over, and the ship could image the plate.

FRS Invictia

Royal Joloa

“No, this doesn’t look good. Karlos, ol’ buddy, I don’t think you’re getting the rest of your paycheck today.”

Something exploded, blowing a hole through the hull, and toward the moon below. The ship itself spiraled in.

Karlos nodded at the wreck. “Think maybe we can a get a few drones aboard? Maybe have a look around?”

There was another explosion, and this blew out a section of hull, increasing the spin, as the wreck sprayed flaming debris.

Adar shook his head. “No. Not today.”

There was a third explosion, and it shoved the bow down hard at the moon’s surface.

Adar said, “Peta...”

“On it.” Peta backed the Mutt away, making the moon recede in the distance in seconds.

Another explosion caused a bright flash to appear.

“Well, fuck.” Karlos said, putting his hands on his hips, and shaking his head. “We can’t stay here, but Now I have no place else to go. That guy was gonna hide me.”

Adar, Mutt. Message from Strellna Yards. The new hyperdrive awaits pickup at Blue Module, Section 81, Loading Bay 258C.

Adar laughed. “Well, ol’ buddy, you’re in luck. I have a place where you can lie low, while we do a little parts swap and figure all this out. If you can stand high-desert conditions, being alone for a while, and you like dogs, you’ll be just fine.”

Karlos chuckled. “I like dogs. I for damn sure like being alone.”

“Mutt, let’s get out of here, and get our asses to Strellna.”

“So, no Caleta,” Peta eyed him.

“Sorry, no, no Caleta. Not yet, anyway.”

The Mutt lined up for Strellna yards and made the first jump.

***

[image: ]


Frontier Space

Far Reef Dwarf Galaxy

MUS Tropos

“Can you hear me?”

CoDee blinked and looked around. “What the...”

His eyes hurt, and he put up his hand to shield them from the bright light.

“Close your eyes for a minute, and it’ll pass. Same for you, Cat. Aftereffects from the nanophage and tritazaline we had to give you. Sorry for all this. Now, this is very, very important. What’s the last thing you remember?”

CoDee opened his eyes again and felt as if someone had stabbed them.

“Ow!”

“Shut your eyes! You opened them too soon. Good. Your friend is coming to. She gets it.”

CoDee?

Cat? Are you okay?

I feel as if someone stuck claws in my eyes.

Me too.

He asked the voice,  “Who are you? Where are we?”

“I am Dassa. And you are in the secure hold of the MUS Tropos. Much thanks to the Union Military Starlift Command.”

“Do we know each other?”

“No. But that’s why it worked.”

CoDee... We are alone in this room.

No, you are not, little one.

Cat resisted the urge to open her eyes. CoDee started to, then thought better of it.

“I can see, hear, and feel you.” Dassa chuckled. The voice was light, without menace. “You can see and feel me only when I wish it so.”

For Cat, and Cat alone, she felt the sudden power behind the telepathic send. Whoever this was, they were more powerful and confident than any telepath she had ever known.

Such as now. If I had meant to harm you, I would have.

She suddenly felt the room empty again.

“And you don’t wish it?” CoDee asked.

“Of course not. But we must wait for the nanophage I gave you to wind down, and return to their rightful containers.”

“You injected us with a nanophage?”

“Had to. Part of the plan. Now, to reformat my question, please describe the last few hours before you blacked out.”

CoDee was irritated, but feeling Dassa was holding all the cards here, he answered. “I remember the IFV surrender on the ground. I remember getting them to agree to immigrate to Palanos, for only two hundred and fifty thousand each. Enough that they can live like kings there and not worry about extradition. I for sure remember Captain Chaim being fucking pissed, and I remember the fun we had in debriefing. I remember reimbursing the Union for unauthorized negotiations, and her releasing me from my assignment. She ordered us to a little outpost on a rough planet out in the far halo of the Far Reef Dwarf Galaxy. We signed out of our respective commands, and boarded our boat. The Bond’s ramp shut, and there was a bright flash, and... I’m here.”

“You, little one?”

The passageway I was in sealed up and vented. My suit’s emergency systems failed, as did the ship’s systems in the passageway. Security blew out the window on the door. They sealed up the vent. The lights, and power, and gravity went out... Then came back on. I was suddenly very tired and went to my quarters on the LF berthing deck. I lay down in bed, then woke up here.

Dassa spoke, pleased with what they were hearing. “Good! That’s very good. Good news indeed. It means your memory survived your death and the download intact. Excellent news. It worked.”

“Death? Down load?”

“Oh! When we downloaded your minds into soft-bots, of course.”

“You downloaded us into robots?”

“What? No! Gods no! Not if you’re asking what I think you're asking. No. Let me explain, but before I do, let’s get that nanophage out of you.”

“So you copied us? Into soft bots?”

“It was the safest way.”

“I’ve never heard of this kind of aftereffects with that procedure.”

Dassa paused whatever they were doing, and at length said, “No... These are the aftereffects of the drug we used to kill you.”

They both froze for a second. CoDee asked slowly, “The death part, right?”

“Right. It was the only way we could get you off the Phantom. I have to say, when Captain Chaim comes up with a plan, it’s usually a pretty good one.”

“Chaim? Chaim killed us?”

“No. I did. Oh, good, it’s ready. It’ll still hurt a little, but it’ll go away quickly, I promise. I know it for a fact. It might burn a little once when you pee. I have done this myself a few times, so I know how it feels. Please open your eyes.”

Cat and CoDee opened their eyes, and Dassa was right. It hurt intensely, then went away.

“Sorry. I didn’t have time to adjust it completely. It was designed for Ritarans and Podorans. We knew Humans and Felinoids would be safe, if in a little pain.”

CoDee let his eyes adjust and focus to see a young Kristhailian woman sitting on a crate across from them. She had dark skin, bright copper-colored eyes, and red hair. She was tall, with long legs, and an almost elfin form. He knew she could easily be tens of thousands of years old. He realized he was propped upright—in a trash crate.

“I am Dassa. Let’s just say... I’m a contractor with the Union. Sorry for the cloak and dagger tactics, but they were necessary. We stunned you both, gave you a nanophage to control you, and drugs to kill you. Getting you through the scanners as bio-hazard waste was the easy part. You looked like gloves, needles, blood, and other medical trash to the scanners. We put you in a freight container, and on board a transport for disposal. The hard part was remotely controlling your soft bots. Poor things were falling apart before your boat made it there. Fortunately, they expired after the ship was secured in a blast bunker.”

Blast bunker?

“Yes, Cat, a blast bunker, until the bomb was cleared. For now, your ship sits on a public pad. You have two different groups trying to kill you both. We don’t know who they are, not yet, but one put a tracker combined with a bomb on your ship. It went undetected aboard the Phantom for weeks. Who knows how long it’s been on your boat? It’s cloaking system is first class, but our new detection gear is better. Captain Chaim was not amused. Then, Sargent, your suit tried to kill you, and your fellow ground pounders. Then they hacked the Phantom to try to kill Cat. Two factions racing to kill each of you.” She shrugged. “Humans have an expression, stepping on each other’s toes. Each time, they miscalculated. The Captain realized you and her ship would never be safe with you there, so she called us in.”

CoDee stood up, and stepped out of the trash container. Cat eased out of hers.

So, who are you?

“A contractor.” She smiled, indicating that she was far more than that.

And we are going... Where?

“A safe house on, as luck would have it, the Cat’s Eye world, Caleta. I believe you know the place well. We have a tract outside of Santa Babarera, on the coast. Nice, covert, quiet, and above all, secure. If you were wanting a little vacation, this is it.”

She gestured at a hab module griped to the deck nearby. “You have full use of the hab module. We are taking an indirect route, and we will change ships at least twice, more if needed. It will take several days to get there. Maybe a day, maybe a week, maybe more. When we change ships, you are to stay in the hab module with the windows covered, including when we arrive on Caleta. Stay in until I personally tell you you can get out. This is for your own safety. We are trying to make you hard to find. Before we change ships, under no circumstances are you to leave the secure hold, unless it’s being breached or destroyed. We would prefer you to stay in the hab module, but we understand you needing to get out when you can, and for a little exercise.”

She reached into her coat, and pulled out a pair of packets. “Here. One for each of you- you’ll need it. You’ll find meds you’ll need for the next few days, a key to the hab module, and trackers that become tattoos once you put them on. They’ll come off only if you want them off. There’s black money cards issued out of the Grande Kademans in the Caribbean Sector. They’re loaded with half a million SUNs each, and yes, you have to pay back what you use. You can not use your own funds here, or anywhere. Intel has reason to believe that was part of how they tracked you.”

They took the packets, and Dassa stood up. “I have things to attend to. I’ll be back with dinner in about an hour. By then, you both should be ready to eat, and you really should eat, even if you puke it up. Your body needs the nutrients. I’ll see you soon.”

Dassa left, and after the passageway doors closed, Cat asked Do you trust her?

“Fuck no, but do we have a choice?”

***
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Kahna Space

Kahna

FRS Mutt

The old ship dropped out of hyperspace, and Adar gestured at the window. “Home, sweet home.”

“Home of carnivorous deer, giant sharks, invisible assholes, big dogs, sand storms, reptilian birds, tiny sand worms and fleas, crabs, blazing heat in the summer, glacial cold in the winter, and a junkyard to live in.” Karlos shook his head, then eyed Adar, and gave a little smile. “I like it.”

Adar smiled back at him. “And above all, it’s quiet.”

Peta laughed. “In short, fucking paradise.”

They all laughed as they braked. Adar sighed. “Yup. Home, sweet home.”

He rolled the ship as they passed a way point, and continued. “The Yard has a few pre-fab buildings. We converted the top floor of the Admin building into some rooms and suites. Don’t expect room service. You’re on your own there, buddy.”

They laughed.

“But we have food, water, some beer, and some booze. I even got a pound of kriff you’re welcome to.”

“I’ll pass on the kriff, but everything else sounds good. Thank you, Adar.”

“You’re welcome, but let’s see how you feel after a few days.”

“Adar, Whatsit!? just dropped from hyperspace,” Mutt said. “He’s linking up.”

Modoc grinned at him. “Hey! Good to see you, buddy! Wanna be useful for a change?”

Adar shook his head. “No. I want to be use-less for a change. Less! But I don’t get that luxury. I got the next-gen hyperdrive for this thing from Strellna Yards. I have got to put that in.”

Modoc’s eyes widened. “Strellna’s new hyperdrive? For real?”

“Yeah. Why do you think I’m broke?” Adar laughed. “That little trip to RP? That would have been a few hours, at most, instead of fifteen days just to get there. The term they used was ‘exponentially more efficient’. It’s not ZPL, but it’s the next best thing, for now.”

“I want one.”

Peta nodded. “Me, too! But ours are still in beta phase.”

Adar added, “They figure sometime late next year.”

“Damn... So how about this?” Modoc grinned and cocked an eyebrow. “I brought weapons and sensor upgrades for my boat and Peta’s. You help us upgrade our boats, we help you right after? We’ll all be here for a little while, and I can put up with you scruffy fur balls. Your guest, however, has class. Pleased to meet you. Modoc.”

Karlos nodded. “Karlos.”

“Karlos, welcome to our humble home. Do you have a boat needing upgrades?”

“No. I’ll help out, and I know how to fly. Truth is, I fucking hate space flight.”

“I respect that. Should you need anything, let me know when we hit the ground. I’ll see you down there. Last one down buys the beer.”

Modoc cut the link and added power to his boat. Adar laughed and did the same.

The Mutt touched down first, the Whatsit!? only moments behind.
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Chapter 3
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SUN Space

Go Dotti Primae

Capital City

Memorial Park

“So, how bad is it?”

“Bad.” The Emperor nodded, with a wry laugh. He passed the flask to Ramos. “See that tree right there? Adar’s name is in it. After he dies, his name and image will grow into the tree. Adar Genn, Hero of the Empire. The only one in over a century. A little background. I can tell you certain things now I couldn’t tell you then. Just before the war began, some of the sector governors for the younger Noble Houses, now known as the New Houses, and some nobles themselves, were plotting a rebellion. Overthrow of the government, my quick death, butchering the Senade, and replacing them with toadies. All the fun shit. Then the Murrough attacked, and you’d think a war of extinction would get them to see the danger of such plans.”

Ramos took a swig as Graysea spoke, and passed it back, with a wry laugh of his own. “Oh, no, no, no. That’s too intelligent. Idiots like that would view it as an opportunity. See, it falls under the Law of Universal Stupidity. If it’s stupid, someone will do it.”

The Emperor laughed. “I have always loved the Human turn of phrase. Another favorite of mine is sad, but true. The idiots decided on stupidity. And yes, they saw the attacks and ongoing genocide as an opportunity. About a year into the war, I was lucky again. We got a chance intercept. It didn’t raise suspicion on its own, but someone noticed a detail. A few more months in, that detail led to us learning we were about to fight a shadow civil war. I did the only thing I could do. Seemed like a bad time for a civil war.”

“Oh, gods.”

“Yup. Three years in, I did what I had to do.” He narrowed his eyes and looked at Ramos. “I ordered the toppling of their respective governments, and the assassination of the heads of certain New Houses, and all of their governors. Including many of their family members, and... Some... Others.” He sighed. “Including a few of my own. That was when I began finding out what foreign governments had been assisting them. So I began toppling foreign governments, and using any means necessary to prevent a war in a war in a war. The operation was called OVER SPRAY.”

“Fuck.” Ramos motioned for the flask. He took a deep slug and passed it back. “And?”

“Someone has discovered files on it that were not supposed to exist, on something that allegedly did not happen. These were put onto a handful of drives and smuggled out of the Empire.”

“And you need them found.” Ramos replied dryly.

Graysea shrugged. “Oh, we found them. That was the simple part. We retrieved most of them. Retrieving the remaining five is where you come in. The scary part is, whoever is digging into it is likely to discover the names of the last two surviving operatives from the fourteen teams I used. If they are caught alive, it won’t end well for them.”

“I’m afraid to ask who they are.”

“You should be. Adar Genn and Karlos Page.”

“For fuck’s sake.” Ramos shook his head, then eyed Graysea. “For real?”

“For real. If this goes wrong, they die. Exposure here would cause a hot civil war in minutes, and wars all over SUN. This would end the Empire. Adar and Karlos were the point men for assassinations on Elthsetaine, the South Asian region, and all across the European Region.”

“All this time. Even the Joint Services Commission thought the Murrough were responsible.”

Graysea smiled. “The ruse worked. By making it look like the Murrough did it, we got cover, drew allies to our cause, and pushed the New Houses in line to fight the extinction war against us without reservation. Like they were fucking supposed to.”

“Fuck. Okay, well played. So what went wrong, and why now?”

“We destroyed every file, deleted every entry, wiped all the comm logs. Even killed off those who couldn’t be trusted to keep their mouths shut. We thought we covered all the bases.”

“But somewhere, you missed a spot.”

“Seems that way. Time to clean that up, too. The files are real, and verified.” Graysea sighed. “Now here’s the rub. The way the New Houses have been conducting the occupation of the Murrough home world has sparked a resistance movement. Go figure. The Free Murrough Front got wind of the drives, and is looking for them. We have a head start, but it won’t last.”

Ramos nodded once. “The New Houses. Huh. You knew that was going to happen with the occupation. You warned them. Adar warned them in his report about occupying them. I’ve seen it. His advice summary on staying was one word. ‘Don’t.’”

“I took his words to heart, but the New Houses and the Senade didn’t. The FMF has been generating sympathy with videos and documentaries. It gets worse. Someone within the ranks of the Imperial Government has been feeding them information. That information has been going through Elthsetaine.”

Ramos lifted an eyebrow. “Shung? That can’t be right. He’s not that stupid. He knows how that would end.”

“That was why it surprised us when he told us.”

Ramos blinked and recoiled. “What? Shung? He told you?”

“Yeah. Surprised me. He knew it would be traced back to him, and he was quick to tell us about it when it was found during a drug raid. We verified his story. Well, as best as anyone can confirm anything in his sphere of influence.”

“How come I’m feeling this gets worse?”

Graysea lifted his eyebrow once and gave a sardonic grin. He gave Ramos a hearty pat on the back. “Because, Chess Master, you know it does. Our mole is working with someone who was on Elthsetaine. We learned who they are, and that they are hiding in the Long Tail Dwarf Galaxy. An area you know well. We have a rough idea where to look, but we have to move with speed and silence. Speed because of the upcoming Murrough religious holiday. The Grand Ascent is coming up at the end of the year. A recent intercept showed they want to air all this on that day to climax their celebration.”

“Been a while since I had much to do with the Murrough. The only holiday I kept track of was the Week of Reverence. The one we used to invade them. Remind me.”

Graysea laughed. “Ah! The Grand Ascent commemorates when the Murrough decided they were gods, and all the rest of us life forms in the universe exist only to serve them. They celebrate this every twenty years. Here’s something else. They and their friends in Cina, Russa, and North Sorea made a motion on Unity this morning. Seems they want a commission to study the beginning of the war, to pin it on me and mine.”

“Great.”

“They filed another this morning, to have all ZPL powered ships, drones, and possible munitions declared WMDs.”

Ramos scoffed. “That’s just what—three times in the past fifteen years? It’s going nowhere.”

“Some of their friends, such as Barzil, filed like motions against the US.”

“I didn’t hear any of this.”

Graysea chuckled, and spread his hands. “They did it shortly before you landed here.”

“While I’m comm silent.”

“Of course.”

“So what’s the plan? Why did the President of the United Space personally call me at home and drag me physically out here, and hear all this? This could have been done over a secure link. Why am I here, now?”

“Because in a few days, I’d like you to come here TAD, and quietly take over the undercover investigation. ATCOM has pledged anything you need. So have I. The JSC is all in. We think we have a Muur Hah Dee plant in our midst. Ours and yours. We think that each has moles digging up shit in our respective gardens. They agree.”

“Fuck.” Ramos took the flask, and chugged deeply on the ancient booze. He finished, took another, and started to hand it back. The Emperor shook his head. “Kill it. I brought another.”

Ramos slammed the rest. He was starting to feel it. “And when does this little clean up begin?”

“Next week. Gives me time to quietly put some things in motion, and gives you a week to get your affairs in order. Quick moves now will alert our targets. Once you leave home, you’re with us until the mission’s concluded. Good thing you had a vacation. Kahna has nice beaches this time of year.”

Ramos knew this was the Emperor’s way of saying Go Dotti Intelligence was watching Adar’s new home world. For whom and why were other questions.

“You could have joined us, rather than be a voyeur. Unless that’s your kink. They would have been glad to see you.”

Graysea laughed. “I wanted to! But with this ongoing, there’s no vacations for me. Safer for us all, that way. Maybe another day, after I retire.”

Ramos laughed. “You? Retire? So soon? After only 30,000 years on the throne?”

“Yes. I plan on doing it soon. I haven’t set a date, but I have things in motion for it. Thalsa, she’s as tired of this shit as I am. Our third and fourth are with us; they’re sick of all this, too. To be honest, the live aboard lifestyle looks like fun. It would be nice to be someplace quiet, like Kahna. Crown Prince Chano is ready to take over. He’s smart, ruthless, and gives a shit. I’m proud of him. He’ll do fine, and rule well. He said to tell you hello.”

“Pass along my regards to Chano.” Ramos looked down at his feet, shaking his head “Wow... I never thought I’d live long enough to hear this from you.”

“Times change, old friend. We change with them, or get left behind. This time, this change... I choose to be left behind. Keeping up gets harder every year.” The Emperor shook his head, and opened a second flask. “Now the next order of business. We have yet another task ahead of us.”

“And that is?”

“You drinking with me is the closest thing I may ever get to a vacation. Here.”

He passed the flask to Ramos, and took the empty from him.

***
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Frontier Space

Kahna

Kahna Yards

“So tell me this, how do you do it? Put up with the silence, I mean?” Karlos nodded at the sunset as they sat on the roof of the admin building. They had finished work on Modoc’s CTH live aboard, and Peta’s PTH. Now they ate dinner on the deck and enjoyed a cold ale each.

Adar laughed. “While I was working, I didn’t pay it any mind. When I was stranded here, I came to like it. Now, it’s just part of the place. I enjoy it while I have it.”

“Well, I have to admit I’m having a hard time adjusting to it.”

“I did. But I didn’t get a choice.”

“Funny. I don’t either.”

Adar shrugged and smiled. “Clarifies shit, huh?”

“I love it.” Peta chipped in. “I’m from Tanama City, and it’s never really quiet there. Don’t get me wrong, I love my hometown, but it’s never quiet. I love it here.”

“You would, you scruffy mammal.” Modoc sat next to her. “I love that hot, dry coastal desert on the southern continent. That bay is set back in the mountains far enough that storms don’t reach it much, and it’s nice and hot there, year ‘round.”

“Too hot for me.” Peta replied. “Summers here are the hottest I want to get.”

“I’ll adjust.” Karlos said. “It’s just... I never noticed how noisy the rest of the galaxy is until I came here.”

Adar asked him, “Did you pick out a place to move into? Call your own?”

“I did. For what it’s worth, I’d like to stay here near the yard. The little town near the eastern pass... I was looking at that, maybe reopen the nightclub there. There’s an apartment above it. I’d like to stay there if you don’t mind.”

“They’re yours. Not that we have much of a clientele for you yet, but I’ll party there.”

“Thank you. That means a lot to me.”

“You’re welcome. So, kids, the project for tomorrow is getting that new hyperdrive in the Mutt, and getting the old girl back to work. It’s turning into fall here, so we can finally work all day. We get that in, test it, then I want to fly a load of scrap out to Samana. We can pick up some wine, booze, and high-end foodstuffs for Elamar. Ava’ll pay big money for a case of fifty-year-old Frans wine. Wait’ll she sees a fucking pallet of it. We’ll keep a couple of cases for Karlos.”

“Thanks for the booze, but I’ll stay here.” Karlos said. “I’ll keep the bots and dogs company.”

Modoc spoke up. “Me too, at least for a few days. I’m gonna putter about the yard, working on some ideas for my claim on the bay down south. There may be an air/water extractor near the north end of the yard I want. I think I can repair or print up the parts I need to make it work.”

“You are into this, aren’t you?” Peta asked.

Modoc smiled, and leaned back in his chair. “I am. I really am. I’ve never had a home before. It’s a nice place where I can match up with some little cutie who likes quiet places, have little children, grow old, die, and be buried there. I can be a real dad for a change. There’s a nearby hill top with a cornice. About fifty meters further back and up from there, it gets the best view of the bay, the valley and the surrounding mountains. I was gonna put the hab modules there, but the water table is too thin and low-pressure. I found a valley nearby that has a nice little creek and a fresh aquifer. The water comes out fresh, clean, and cold. In a coastal desert, of all places. The valley has nice shelter for stacking some hab modules to build a really nice place, near the creek. I got the spot all mapped out.”
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