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​​CHAPTER ONE
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It was two years and ten months before Garden Star. 

Andersia was a sizeable silver-colored moon with a myriad of craters caused by millions of strikes over its history. Holes inside of craters inside of cavities. Its surface looked metallic from a distance, and when the sun hit it just right, it sent several beams of light into space.

Its northern plateau had a massive volcano that was currently dormant but had blown its top less than forty years ago, covering hundreds of miles in red crystal slush. In a million years, the crystals would become powerful energy sources, but the slabs of glace-like material were not worth anything in their present state. However, they gave off false energy readings that attracted unwanted visitors to the system.

Andersia held a secret.

More than a thousand ships were hiding inside the moon, waiting for the command to confront the attacking force from planet Lumachi. The invaders had been causing trouble for almost twenty years, and three federations had come together to stop them. Many good beings had lost their lives facing the invaders from another galaxy.  

The Lumachi had interstellar ships longer than five miles in length, and hundreds of advanced purple starfighters were within those beasts. There were ten in total as they entered the system. Generational ships that had been traveling for more than a millennium. Their home planet was so distant that they would never return. They considered themselves adventurers and would do anything to enhance their species.

The hulls began to open as their starfighters were ready to do battle. 

Tove was a brown-skinned, hazel-eyed beauty from Earth. She gave the order to attack as ships from Earth, Lamadagaan, and Nacarro left the Andersia base tunnels' safety, heading out of the satellite's orbit, and took to the darkness of space. Fighters from the three Federations of planets came off the moon like angry hornets out of a hive. All the Federation ships were glowing green and black and commenced firing as soon as they were in range.  

The multi-generational ships were opening from the top, and then their fighters were released, and when they were completely open, it looked as though they had another set of wings. Pink missiles versus green torpedos, shields were being weakened on both sides as the bursts lit up the ships. Tove descended fast with her starfighter, sending a mega bomb into one of the massive cannons on the lengthy spaceship, blowing the big gun to pieces. A piece of shrapnel hit a Lumachi fighter and destroyed it because its shield had dropped below optimum levels from more than a dozen impacts. Parts of an ant-like being decimated by shrapnel floated away from the craft. Its lungs exploded even though the creature was already dead.  

Cryden, a young pilot from Earth, shot sparks at different ships, maneuvering and zigzagging away from the enemy as they returned fire. When each spark hit an alien fighter, it burst. None of these enemy ships appeared to have a shield that could withstand his firepower. Cryden had taken his weapons and enhanced them; this fellow was one smart cookie. 

Tove took a physical hit from a fighter who considered she was killing too many of their pilots. He rammed the area of her engines with his starfighter, sending her out of control and back into the moon’s orbit, spiraling towards the surface. However, he irreparably damaged his ship by colliding with Tove. 

Tove slid across the soil, ramping one of the craters, making her vehicle unresponsive. When she got into her spacesuit, she opened the emergency doors and stepped onto the surface, where a five-eyed creature blew her right leg off with a weapon resembling, to a degree, an old Earth bazooka.



​​CHAPTER TWO
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IN THE OBSCURITY OF the desert night, fourteen hundred yards west of Cryden’s dwelling, a hunter ship was accomplishing a small grid search of the area. Only its undercarriage was lit by a purple glow, shining narrow beams on the sand dunes below it. Having no authority to be in its current location, its engines were on silent mode, but it did shake the ground nonetheless. A pilot descended from the starship with an instrument illuminated by an electric charge; its readings were inconclusive. The mission so far was a failure.

The pilot turned too late. Its five eyes spotted the sand monster, but it was already on him, biting chunks out of his black uniform and right arm before he could draw his pistol. Squirts of orange blood fell into the sand as he screamed for the last time. It grabbed his throat and shook. The starship lifted off straight up, leaving one of its pilots behind, and headed north out of the planet's atmosphere.

[image: image]

LAMADAGAAN, mainly a desert planet, did have several areas with massive lakes in the south. It was like two distinct worlds, with lifeforms being very dissimilar on both sides. There were trees like palms, except each one had three crowns; some even grew various fruit on the same plant. One had both nutritious and highly poisonous fruit. 

Occasionally, Lamadagaan had ferocious dust storms that could last for almost a week, so most of the higher lifeforms were prepared. The digger plant looked like a barrel cactus from Earth but was blood red with spikes and had four arms tucked under when in motion. It moved by rolling around like a ball, piercing insects and small rodents. They were often found near people because they drew insects, and some bugs that flew were a foot long. When a dust storm approached, it dug its way underground and waited for the weather to pass. 

Cryden stood staring at the stars as he sipped a glass of red wine. A starship zoomed by on its way to the big city, lit with yellow and red blinking lights, likely a shipment of some kind. He was living a lonely life, but it had not always been that way. He had seen more than his share of blood, guts, and battle.

In the cloudless sky over the desert’s beautifully wind-blown dunes, the purple swirl of a distant galaxy was partially visible to the west. It was an image that Cryden had captured many times, along with his home in the foreground. Several stars in that section were bright, including two Hot Blue and a Red Dwarf. 

A married of stars and two full moons lit the night. Due to the large iron concentrations, the satellites, Quabor and Quiboo, were a deep red. The smaller moon had a piece taken from it by a substantial asteroid strike more than a million years ago. Both moons had some oxygen from purple plants, but not enough to be breathable to humans.

Hours after he had retired for the night, on the outskirts of the city of Bondhark, a streak of light overhead resembled a meteor as it illuminated the region, including Cryden’s dwelling, which was in the shape of a sand dune. Below ground was his workshop. He was now asleep in his bed, which would lift inside the ceiling when not in use, with his pet sand dragota sprawled under his sleeping quarters, its clawed feet kicking as it slept, pursuing a monster in his dream. 

“Graroof!” It bellowed as it slept. The animal’s face was spiked, with pointy ears, multiple layers of sharp teeth, and a club on the end of its tail. A large dragola of the brown variety. They remembered anyone who became their enemy for the rest of their lives but also turned into great friends if appropriately treated.  The animal sat up and listened intently as it thought it heard something, feeling a rumbling in its bones. 



​​CHAPTER THREE
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THE SUN WAS HALFWAY over the horizon, bringing another morning to the desert. He had a few projects on the go and got the work from his friend Manford, parts necessary for the mine to continue obtaining low-level crystals to power small appliances. 

There were two gratchen monsters a hundred yards away battling one another for dominance. If they got too close to his dwelling, it could become necessary to kill them, but he hoped it didn’t come to that. They were twice the size of elephants from planet Earth, with flat faces, square-ish heads, and a series of sharp horns jutting out from their foreheads. They resembled attached boulders in a fashion. Cryden was happy to see them turn and run off to the east with the sand flying from their hooves.

Cryden was in his front yard when he received a call for assistance from one of his neighbors to the north. 

“Cryden, we’re under attack!” the message was abruptly cut short.

Cryden recognized Aldric’s voice. He lived about twenty miles away with his twenty-year-old grandson Marven. It could be like a battlefield out this way because of marauders. If one of their scouts saw something they really desired, they would show up with numbers and take it by any means necessary. 

Cryden put Growler inside, grabbed his laser rifle, jumped on his glider bike, and took off. As he approached the rounded polished white stone house that reflected the sun, he saw that the two were under fire from four androids. Their radio had taken a direct hit. These bots had free will and wanted Aldric’s supply of metal parts that he had collected from crashed ships over the decades. Some of his materials were quite advanced. Selling the components is how he made his living.

Cryden was knocked off his bike by a laser bolt, and the shot went through the material in his shirt, narrowly missing his shoulder. The vehicle had deliberately tossed him to avoid being hit. Two more red-hot shots deflected off his bike as he grabbed his rifle and returned fire, catching one in the throat; his head fell off. The machine was now running in the opposite direction holding its head. 

Aldric peeked out from the dwelling, deliberately taking fire, enabling Manford to toss a grenade that riddled the remaining three with shrapnel, putting them out of commission. The attackers would end up as components in his collection. 

Marven was annoyed. “Metal monkeys destroyed my communicator! I imagine I can put it back together but still. I just rebuilt it.”

“Thanks for your assistance,” said Aldric. “How can I repay your kindness?”

Cryden smiled at the 80-year-old.  “That’s not necessary. No harm done.”

“Putting your life at risk for us is not nothing. At least come in, and I’ll feed you.”

Cryden shook his head.“Another time. I just had breakfast. I don’t think I can eat another bite. In any manner, I need to get to work.”

“Cryden, seen any strange ships flying around?” asked Marven. “Saw one last night coming out of camouflage mode; those things are quite advanced for this sector.”

“I haven’t, but I will keep an eye out.”



​​CHAPTER FOUR
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The MG-Star Cruiser was massive as it moved through boundless three-dimensional space, more extensive than some cities. It resembled a giant beetle without legs, with the antennae being launchers for their magma weapons, shooting balls of fire hotter than most suns contained in electric spheres with devastating effects on the enemy. It had luminescent strips on both sides, which charged its guns, with millions of dust crystals in a sphere in the center of the beast that powered the monster.

Light from the cruiser's windows flowed into the blackness, a Waurenhaoudian child with his face and five red eyes stuck to the porthole looking out. A dozen energy clusters on its rear moved the starship forward through the heavens as Waurenhoaudian Commander Rampa Sinto was at the helm and not in a jovial mood. Having lost contact with one of his new starfighters, someone would need to suffer to appease his disposition. 

Rampa was six and a half feet tall, with a head close to the shape of a rectangular prism with sharp edges. The race had five eyes. Usually the same color, and Rampa’s eyes were blue. His arms were longer than a human, and each had two elbows with four-fingered hands.

“Commander, we are receiving a distress signal from the blue moon in the hosuu system. Should we respond?” asked Aloack. At one time, he had been second in command of a cruiser but had been demoted back to a commander's assistant.

“Fuck their distress! What about my distress?” Rampa sat in his chair, elevated it to near the ceiling, and then brought it down somewhat as he looked out through the oval into space. His five eyes and craggy face showed his displeasure. His grey skin was akin to rough rocks forming his inner and outer skeleton. His two hearts beat in unison, one on each side of his chest.  “Continue scanning for the ship. We would have received a brief alert if it had been destroyed.” 

“Yes, Commander Sinto.”

Wait? Perhaps there is something that can be salvaged from that distress call? Precious metal or some form of energy? I could use an extra slave or two to eat. “Send a fighter to the origination of the distress and see if there is anything to salvage? Inform them to seek prisoners, but not more than for or five.”

“Right away, Commander.”

“Where are we on the almianium stones?”

Aloack’s response was unenthusiastic. “The search is ongoing. We have discovered a few possibilities, but the percentage that it will be a high grade is not inspiring. Should I set a course for one of them?” 

“Yes, but first, release two fighters to search for the one we lost. They can catch up to us once their hunt is exhausted.”

“Yes, Commander.”

“And if anyone has damaged my ship, I want them dead. Torture is preferable, but that is usually not possible. When a ship is terminated, it is, unfortunately, a quick death.”

Two advanced fighters came from under the Star Cruiser, heading out to locate their missing craft. 

​​CHAPTER FIVE
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A BLUE-GREY BIRD OF prey with double wings on each side screeched, swooped down, pierced a two-headed hog, and took it skyward with its legs still kicking as they went. Some animals had escaped the city’s slaughterhouse months ago and were still free. The tottra birds were also known to kill people, but unless they were famished, they preferred easier game. They had large squarish heads, with the backs of the skulls pointed, pink eyes, and sharp claws able to cut through metal.  

Cryden’s interior walls, shaped similarly to the curvaceous sand dunes, were the same yellow color. Near the back wall was an exceptional image of his place; stars above his dwelling and the two moons low on the horizon were a nice touch. The representation floated at about eye height in a no-gravity area with tiny initiators on each corner. It had gathered interest for purchase, but Cryden declined. His domicile, including his shop, was powered by a small Ravonian crystal that could balance on the end of his pinky finger. Cryden was fortunate to have discovered it at the crash site of a starship years ago, in the hands of a dead Ravonian warrior. He remembered how ugly the deceased had been; his face was naturally skeletal. Gave him a few nightmares afterward.    

Cryden had radar and entertainment on his small hand-held system that showed 3-dimensional images projected in front of him with a wave of the instrument. He worked, mostly making components for the mine, collected whatever he could find while traipsing in the desert, slept, ate, and that was about it. It was not an exciting life, at least not anymore.  

Almost three hours before sunrise, something with a lot of propulsion passed overhead. It had not sounded like any ship he had ever heard. However, having worked all day, he simply turned over and went back to sleep. If it had crashed, he would have checked on it. No telling what one could find in such debris, and maybe help someone or something out of a bind in the process. There had been a few crashes in the area over the years. Growler got up and went out to sniff around; the animal had been doing that a lot lately.

The morning sun was orange on the horizon as twenty-four-year-old Cryden got on his glider P-7, with his sand dragota running fast to get on the vehicle with him. The machine, though old, was mainly well-maintained and had a rectangular plate on the side for transporting items. Growler jumped on and was ready to go; the spikes running down its back were wagging like a dog’s tail.  

“Growler, you might have to walk back if I’m carrying too much on my return trip.” He didn’t think he would be carrying anything significant, so Cryden wasn’t sure why he said it. There weren’t many conversations to be had here except with his pet and a few humans that resided relatively nearby. It made the prospect of finding a mate futile.

Cryden took hold of the V-shaped handlebars and floated away, increasing velocity,  kicking up sand as he went. The animal squeal-barked several times as he panted in the desert heat. Growler was never happier than when he was with his master, who had saved the pup from dehydration more than two years ago.

Arriving at the mining company warehouse an hour later, Cryden noticed no other vehicles. The business looked like a bubble buried in the Sashatarian desert, with half of it protruding from the soil and a shapely wind-blown dune beside it. The dune blocked some sun and so was allowed to remain. The place almost always had two or three customers. Growler’s growl was trying to tell him something, but he was unsure what. He saw nothing through the dark circular windows that blocked the sun’s harsh rays.  

Cryden got off, removed his helmet, and leaned against the glider as he took stock of the warehouse, which sold assorted items. One could even get a sandwich if one did not mind Crower meat, a tough grey bird that was difficult to chew. The outside glass had a blue tint to it. The place was nowhere near the mine as the owner couldn’t stand the stink, but people traveled to him whenever they needed parts, and business was decent. He adjusted the weapon on his side, more of habit than anything else.

A wind serpent took flight to his left, a snake with wings that some people liked to eat. Growler had gone sniffing near it. Cryden hadn’t even noticed it, as it had camouflaged its color to match the sand. They controlled many of the four-legged pests, so he left them alone. Besides, eating something that ate ohnof’s just about turned his stomach; their secretions could stink up half a sector. Perhaps it was a slight exaggeration.

The dragota went around snuffling, thoroughly enjoying the different scents. Growler found a damp spot where something had urinated, and the animal was trying hard to figure out precisely what had left the intriguing scent. Smelled simultaneously sweet and sour. Whatever had doused the sand was unfamiliar, and the liquid did not seem to be drying up under the hot sun. And gold worms were wriggling around in the urine.   

Cryden had short hair and a ruggedly handsome face, although there were few females out this way to appreciate him. At twenty-four, he was already set in his habits. He carried a laser gun on his right side and a sword over his shoulders and was pretty good with both. A person was their own law out here as the city was more than a three-day ride. Something seemed off, but he was not sure why. Well, there were no customers for one thing. A beam of light that just appeared shot straight up, showing a purple word closed. Perhaps the place was shut down due to illness? However, he talked to Manford almost every day. 

When Cryden stepped into the place, Manford was at his regular station behind the massive slow, revolving case, with its various items circling around. The inside of the dome had a starry background, and a dozen drones were slowly moving around carrying different items on sale. When a customer’s eye caught an item for more than a second or two, the small flying device would approach so he or she could have a better look. It increased the chance of a sale.

Cryden thought Manford looked peculiar. Was he stressed? Something was wrong, but he would try to pretend it was business as usual. “Hey, Manford, I’m looking for a C-cra-B-7 crystal holder for the glider. It’s still working but is losing some contact, and the stones on the sides have diminished.”

Manford looked down repeatedly to the left with his eyes indicating danger, careful not to move his head. Cryden pulled his shooter and jumped the counter, shooting the hidden soldier dead before he could do the same to him.

He flipped the body over. “Who the hell is this guy?” Cryden asked. “I don’t recognize that uniform.”

“That, my friend, is a soldier from the Federation of Waurenhoaud, although not one of their species. Notice the three crescent moons on the front of his jacket? He’s a captain. Or at least he was. Wanted me to hand over a Shud-8 crystal worth more than two million credits. I only have two, and I was saving them for retirement.”

“You have a Shud-8? Can I see it?” He never considered anyone from the Waurenhaoud Planetary System would be out this far. The dead fellow might be one of those brainwashed slaves. “Wait, what the fuck is one of those assholes doing here?” Cryden took several daggers off the dead fellow, including the holster that carried them. They were advanced weapons that exploded when thrown, sending thousands of shards into the victims, which usually ended in death. With luck, one could take out an entire platoon. It would have cost him all the credits he made in a year to get one, and now he had three. 

“As far as I know, never been one of those cocksuckers in our star system. And a captain! He has a ship out back. Likely more of them in it. That is gonna be a problem when they come in here.” Manford gestured with his head, wanting him to check it out. On the way, Manford grabbed a scatter blaster.

“Trying to get me killed?” said Cryden.  

When Manford and Cryden got to the starfighter, they realized it was a fighter and a newer model with beautiful curves, which reminded Cryden of a woman. I do believe I’ve been too long without a woman.  It had a blue sheen as if it had been polished and had lovely curves. It was a beauty and was capable of killing even some large battleships. They saw the translucent shield that protected the craft, which was about five hands thick. Cryden wondered if it could camouflage itself? A technology that expended a lot of energy. 

Growler sniffed around it, growled, and tried to urinate on it, but it was floating too high for him to reach. The animal looked up at it, seemingly displeased at his effort. He considered trying to jump and bite it, but it did appear out of his reach. “Gruff! Gruff!”

Manford was fascinated by what he saw but also wary of what might be inside. He thought it would not be long before someone or something emerged from it looking for the deceased Captain.  “This is a level three fighter. About a month ago, I found the specks for it on the Galaxy Net. Probably illegal to see that information, but my shit is well encrypted. I sent an android to the planet Crama, which is as far as anyone could trace it.”

Cryden nodded, placing his hand on the pistol. “You know we’ll have to kill whatever comes out of there.” 
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