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I took another sip of tepid water and focused my attention on the interactive hologram map and he 

overlays before me. At times the images blurred in and out of focus as we were passing through a thin 
ring of asteroids.

“Warning: communication may temporarily be disrupted,” said the Virtual Voice. 
“Computer, will there be asteroids large enough to endanger the ships? What about asteroid debris?” 

I asked. 
“Warning: communication may be disrupted temporarily. No imminent danger or code red danger 

has been detected to the ships.” Good. It only lasted about ten seconds. The maps came quickly back 
into focus. I could detect the soft whir of Will's bio mechanical systems getting ready to scan and shut 
down into sleep mode. It was so faint one could barely hear it but after being on the ship for weeks I'd 
learned to hear more keenly and pay attention to all sounds no matter how mundane. In fact, it was a 
talent my grandmother had. When I was a kid it seemed that she had special Jedi powers because of it, 
or the powers of Bene Gesserit hyper-perception. Grandma merely attributed it to being watchful when 
most other people weren't. Of all her grandchildren I'd picked it up. I suspected it was enhanced by the 
Fiorjah genetic material, for good or for ill.

“Computer, show me the orbit of Europa again.”
“Showing Europa's general orbit.” Again the giant gas planet rose and appeared as a brilliant 

holographic image and it's largest moons, Europa among them, appeared, making their orbits.
“Show me a flat, two dimensional representation. Bird's eye view.” The images flattened into two 

dimensional animation and rotated until I could see it as if I were above the planetary system. 
Ganymede's orbit was the slowest, then Europa, then Io, which whipped around Jupiter like a dervish. 
Europa itself was the moon most likely to be settled by humans in the future. It had been invaded by 
enemy aliens now. They had their hidden military base sitting on top of that pristine frozen ocean. I sat 
studying the images, steepling my fingers over and over again until I finally unconsciously balled them 
up into fists. Feeling the tension and pain in my hands I breathed deeply to calm my anger and fear. I 
hated being on edge, unsettled and wondering about the unknown. My need for everything to be right 
and in proper order and clear was now in these days continually assaulted.

After having studied the maps for hours my eyes watered and I yawned. It was time to sleep. I shook 
my head trying to shake the fatigue away.

“Computer, show me the sun. Show me its recent activity and what effect it will have on Mars in the 
next eight to ten days.” I hoped I was being specific enough.

“Corona loops and solar activities are not out of the ordinary for the time of year. Expected auroras 
on both Earth and Mars.” I was too tired to make any sense of it or to pinpoint the information coming 
up on the overlay maps. I leaned over and checked the computer screen where I could see the train of 
ships behind my own. Diamond had gone to sleep hours ago. Will had finally powered down and lay 
quietly composed on a long cot in the corner. I steepled my fingers together again and rubbed my face. 
There was nothing really more I could do but I was tired of the waiting. I needed action. We still had a 
week to go and to go over the coordinates Genevieve had given us for our landing. I was sitting at the 
table which stood in the middle of tight living space that served as the dining and living quarters. Out 
the view port I watched silently at distant stars and stretches of black space.

I finally shut down the map displays and dragged myself to bed and into fitful dream.
Dream. Where I was flying high in a ship that seemed biological, truly alive, right above the bands 

of red storm clouds on Jupiter, passing under cover, poised for a sneak attack. I was riding a violent 



wave, a crest of storm cloud into  what looked like a void, a place I didn't know. As I broke through the 
boiling, whirling storm I could see a vast army of black ships cresting on the planet's event horizon, 
mounting up out of the void. One of them let loose a powerful volley of fire power at me. My ship 
screamed in agony like a wounded animal. It turned red and the laser fire tore open holes through its 
hull. Metal streams of blood flew out and away into the Jovian storm.

The screams! The shrieks and howling were unbearable to listen to.
But it was me. The ship, a creature both of mechanical and of flesh and blood was me, screaming as 

they fired and fired and fired. I felt my nerve endings explode in, my body ascending out of the red 
storm and being burned alive.
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I breathed in and out deeply, slowing exhaling. For some reasons my nerves were off, even with the 

calm monotony of travel. I let the water droplets fall from my face, feeling each and every one streak a 
path down my cheeks. At times they felt more like tiny nails running over my skin. It was my increased
sensitivity to – I don't know - everything. It felt like a strange and useless super power had just dumped
on me and I had no idea what to do with it.

I finished washing up and stationed myself back at the table in the tiny living quarters of the 
Phoenix. Will was newly restarted, his programs refreshed. He was studying a map of Mars again.

“Have any idea what the weather patterns will be like by the time we get there?”
“According to the latest reports I just downloaded from a channel off the nearest communications 

signal, high winds, no storms. The sun has been very active. Solar winds are high. Temperature right 
now at the landing location is fifty-four degrees Fahrenheit. The solar winds may have an effect on 
auroras, especially in the area she's asked us to meet the team at.”

“Huh.” I said, stretching.
“Has Diamond called in yet?”
“Yeah. He's performing a diagnostic run on one of the ships in the train.” I looked at him sharply.
“Are. . are we-”
“Stopped? Yes. You didn't realize that Bob?”
“No.”
“I noticed you've been getting up out of bed later as well.”
“Have you?” There was a short beeping from the comm-link near the pilot control panel. Diamond 

was hailing us. I went to the panel and switched the com-link on.
“Diamond? This is Bob.”
“Bob! Good! I had Will help me stop the train for a little while. One of the fighter ships  has a 

corrupted computer system. It's like a virus is in here or something.”
“Virus?” I turned on one of the sweep cameras and focused on the space-suited figure with his jet 

pack moving about one of the fighter ships.
“Will!”
“Yes Diamond?”
“Run the scanner again. I'm getting a strange reading from my datapad. It says: error on engine 

system start up. Plasma coil failure.” I felt a tightness in the ball of my stomach. Just what we need!
Will was sitting at the side of the control panels and started the troubleshooting system.

“What do you think could be causing it?” I asked.
“So far everything we've tried leaves us baffled. The issue is unknown at this time.” Said Will.
“Perhaps Genevieve  and her team can help us out when we arrive. She's very good at fixing and 

building things.” I recalled her way with using scrapped alien technology when last I was on Mars.
“Well, maybe you're right. I can't seem to figure out why it's happening. My guess is that the engine 

has a defective plasma coil.” Said Diamond. 
“I don't like guessing out in the middle of nowhere diamond!”
“Trust me. It's an educated guess. I under stand space ships, Bob. Nothing we can't get fixed. Besides

we're not out in the middle of nowhere. We're not too far from at least two stations out here.”
“What stations? I haven't seen anything show up on the maps or the nav-computer at all.” I heard 

him laugh.



“Well they wouldn't show up on any official maps, now would they?” Oh, right. I'd forgotten about 
that. Illegal stations. Smugglers'  hideouts. 

“Sometimes this can be a problem with brand new ships. Or brand new technology, period.”
“Diamond also found out something you might like about these ships.” Said Will excitedly.
“What?”
“Oh yeah! They have the capability of ghosting technology! A boon?”
“But that's not real. You mean. . .these ships can be rendered invisible?”
“Not in the layman's sense of the word but they have technology that can make them seem that way. 

I actually have that kind of tech on mt ship the host already but the ghosting technology these proto-
ships possess is superior t even what I have.”

“That's good news. Very good news.” I said smiling at Will.
“Anyway, as for the defective plasma coil I know where we can get it replaced quite easily and much

cheaper than you'd think.”
He eventually left off examining the issue and re-boarded his own ship. I sent a message to him to 

help us examine the maps again. I wasn't keen on going to any smuggler's hideout or illegal station but 
I couldn't afford to touch down and deliver defective ships to the cause either. A lot was riding on those 
ships.

Diamond later dialed himself in by holograph-video into the Phoenix. I started the ship's pre-flight 
check lists and started the train up again as Diamond started up his ship as well. When we were moving
again his holographic image had settled down in a long lounge chair. He rubbed his hands slowly.

“Okay, what are we looking at this time?” I pulled up three dimensional overlay maps of Jupiter and 
its Galilean moons. 

“Jupiter is engulfed in unusually powerful storms. It's magnetic field is extremely potent. Far 
stronger than Earth.” He studied the map displays for a few moments.

“Are you concerned about it's effect on the ships when we get out there?”
“Very much,” I said. He shook his head, frowning.
“Shouldn't be a problem, Bob. Most ships designed to leave Earth and the inner planets are built to 

withstand such powerful magnetic forces. As long as we don't try to enter the Jovian atmosphere, and I 
don't know anyone in their right mind who would, I don't see a big problem. Of course we'd have to 
monitor storm currents and energy fluctuations, but the sun is far more powerful and its storms haven't 
stopped anyone from going here or there.” He was right but I was worried just the same. Maybe 
because this would be or first attempt at an assault on a highly advanced enemy.

“I've always wondered, what is Jupiter, exactly?”
“A failed star.”
“I've heard that too. You know, I once knew a smuggling crew that went out there to the Jovian 

system to set up a small station. Nobody ever heard from them again. Disappeared without a trace.” I 
arched a brow and rubbed my face.

“Nothing disappears without a trace.” He shrugged.
“I'm telling you, nobody knows what happened to them.”
“I think I can guess, Diamond. The aliens from Eraut have been here a lot longer than we think. Most

still have no idea they're here. I'm betting they were killed by loyalists. Seems to me they've taken over 
that area.”

“I'd always wondered. I never came out farther than the rocky belt. Why would anyone go farther 
than that without a massive expedition crew?”

“What's out by the belt?”
“Stations. Way stations, holding stations, fueling stations. Small village outposts. Cantinas, 

smuggler's and thieves' hideouts, privateering operations, pirates, the lairs of arms dealers, drug dealers 
and other villains. Strongholds of secret societies. Places no one can find easily and call them to 
account. Places where you can hide all manner of murderous skulduggery, if you like. Some are the 



swankiest places you ever want to see. Others are desolate and ruined places, places no one but the 
most desperate, lost or depraved would even go and live.” 

“A whole other world.” I said. He nodded. Why would anyone want to leave the comfortable 
confines of civilized society? Which is exactly what I asked him.

“For any number of reasons. Those of us who are deemed imperfect, damaged, dangerously 
independent, or not team players by the Powers That Be, for whatever reason, don't need the 
government and its corporate dogs looking over our shoulders. Not everyone out there is evil. Some 
just don't fit in with society and its unspoken rules. I never really fit in anywhere. Never got along with 
my dad or my big brother. They were heroes to everyone in the community. I was the black sheep no 
one wanted to be bothered with. I embarrassed them.”

“L'enfante terrible?” I said wryly. He laughed that wolfish, mischievous laugh again and grinned.
“You could say that. Anyway, there are lots of reasons why people go there, besides hiding from the 

law.”
“Such as?”
“Loners. The people who don't fit in anywhere else. The lost, the desperate-”
“I can't believe that! There's a place for everyone, Diamond.” He shook his head.
“You don't understand, Bob. No not everyone fits in and it's a hard, cold place if you don't buy into 

the bright wondrous future Earthly societies set up in peoples' minds. It seems you would know 
something about that considering what you've been through at work.”

“How do you know about that?”
“I heard about your trials from Jerome.” I leaned back in my chair, thinking pensively.
“Yeah. It got rough for a while. Real rough. But things have changed for me and, well, I've never 

been a true loner. I've always had friends. Friends that are a lot like me. I guess.”
“You're lucky.” There was a silence.
“Diamond?”
“Yeah?”
“Would part of this conversation have anything to do with your time in the military?” He grew quiet 

for a time, then:
“Yes. I was given a dishonorable discharge.”
“What happened to cause that, if you don't mind my asking?” It wasn't my place really but I was just 

directly inquisitive that way. He gave me an angry, distressed look, something I'd never seen before but 
we were in the middle of open space. I mean, what else are we going to do out here but talk? He bowed
his head for a few moments before facing me squarely. His holographic image suddenly buzzed with 
static for a few seconds before coming together intact again. He looked me squarely in the eye, finally.

“I saw something I shouldn't have and foolishly I opened my mouth and said something about it to 
the wrong people. Although I really don't know who I could have told. It was something nobody 
wanted to hear.”

I leaned in closer. The only other sound I could hear was the low hum of the ship. Will was silently 
listening as well.

“What exactly did you see?” I felt that familiar knot in my stomach tighten.
“It was at a party one night. It was Halloween. Fitting. I was hanging with some of my buddies. You 

see I'd had a few run ins with a drill sergeant. He hated me and I hated him. Anyway, I came outside to 
get a breath of fresh air and have a smoke. I saw him disappear around the corner of one of the 
barracks. I followed him.”

“Why?”
“I don't know. Just wanted to see what he was up to. I didn't trust him. He was sadistic. It's my belief 

that he had something to do with the gruesome death of a female private. The military ruled the matter 
an accident on base. Vehicle accident. But more on that later. Anyway, I followed him and watched 
him. He'd gone inside one of the buildings. The building was dark. Why he didn't turn on the light, I 



wasn't sure. I think he wanted to stay hidden. I heard something, something like rushing wind. It was a 
weird sound. I tiptoed around the corner and I saw him. He had taken part of his uniform off and I saw 
the most terrifying thing in my life! He had wings, Bob! Wings! I kid you not! The sound was coming 
from their fluttering. They looked like giant, insect wings. I didn't know what to do. I didn't know what 
to think! At first I'd thought I had too much to drink. I thought I'd imagined it. I hid myself and watched
and followed him farther as he folded them against his back,  left the building and went down to a field 
nearby. I saw him digging something up and then he went off, far into the darkness. After waiting a 
long time, I finally went to the spot he'd left, curious as to what he was digging up.”

“Bones.” I said suddenly, my attention riveted. His head snapped up.
“How'd you know?” He asked in shock.
“Just had a feeling.” Diamond nodded.
“Yeah. I dug around there enough and found a finger bone. Human finger bone. I just could not 

believe it. He was one of them! An alien!”
“He's of the race called the Glia. They are the race of Erautians who have wings. I also think that 

they are primarily carnivorous.” he seemed to blanche at this statement.
“So I was right about what he did to her then,” he said quietly.
“There's a growing trade on Mars of human body parts. Bones. Especially. I learned that on my first 

trip there. Maybe we're processed as food as well by some of these beings.” Even through the 
holographic image I could see Diamond visibly shutter at the thought.

“At first I thought there was something sinister about him. At that point I knew! Sadly, I was young 
and stupid. I had a big mouth and I had it around my friends on base that I thought that ghoulish bastard
was behind Private Saunder's death.  For some reason I didn't think it would get back to him. I pointed 
out to the military police that I'd found the remains of a body hidden in a field beyond one of the 
barracks Halloween night.”

“They found nothing there I'll bet.”
“Oh no. That was the strange part. They did indeed find the rest of the remains. Only about five or 

six bones, all human. Who it was for sure I never found out. It was never revealed. If anything, they are
masters at hiding the truth when it doesn't make them look good. Like every other branch of 
government.”

“So no one came looking for this woman? What about her family?”
“At first they claimed she went AWOL. It wasn't a stretch because she had a tendency to have run 

-ins with some of the officers like I did. But that's what they told her family. Then, the story on base 
was that she'd died in an accident. Even though it got around to everyone on base that this had nothing 
to do with what happened. To this day I'm sure those were her remains but information about it came to
a halt and people feared to ask questions or confront them with facts. Her family never believed the 
official story and how could they? Her body was never presented to them for identification. After that, 
He had it in for me. Things got real ugly for me and I went AWOL for a while. Not proud of that but I 
was afraid for my life and the real enemy was there among us. I knew nobody wold believe me.”

“I can understand why you did what you did. Did you tell anyone what you saw that night?” He 
shook his head.

“Of course not! Who would have believed me? Me telling people that one of the sergeants is an 
alien? Come on, man! I ran! Anyway, they found me hiding out at a girlfriend's house and put me in 
prison where they harassed me to no end. I wanted to die. I knew I'd let my family down. They were 
humiliated when they found out about what happened. They had me clean the mess hall, and then they 
would say that I didn't clean it sufficiently up to standard and that I had to clean it all again before six 
o'clock in the evening. Of course, I would never get it done all again by that time and so that lead to 
extra time spent in jail. I just wanted to die in there. I knew I was going down at that time. They did all 
kinds of things to harass me. Finally through a lawyer, I was allowed  to be dishonorably discharged.  
from the air force. I went off the grid after that, if such a thing can really happen on Earth. I joined 



Firewake for a few years and then I got into smuggling.” I felt a flood of empathy for the guy. His 
experience was worse than my own troubles at work. I knew what it meant to be thought of as a pariah,
when people were willing to listen to the lies told about you but no one wanted to hear your side of the 
story. When you only tried to reveal a dangerous and hidden truth and you received derision and 
punishment for your trouble. We were in this together.

“I know what it's like. Trust me on that one,” I said.
“The odd thing is, The Boss seemed to know how to find us.”
“That is interesting. So we have them even in our armed forces then?”
“Yes. God knows what they're doing, how many of them there are, worming their way through the 

world.”
“I see it this way. We can't do anything about them yet there, but we can cut off their head out here. 

After all, their real power base lies on Europa and perhaps beyond. They can't hide in plain sight out 
here.” I paused trying to find a way to word what I was about to say. “They have a vast fleet Diamond, 
headed this way. It will be many years before they reach here but if the technology they're trying to 
build gets built the rest of them will get here and that will be the end of humanity.” His face was drawn.
It was the first time I saw something close to fear in him.

“What do they plan to do?”
“Their world is dying. Eraut is the name of it. A world similar to our own. So they want Earth and 

most of them want us gone. Yet, we do have allies among them.”
“I hate them.”
“Well, hold up there. Don't indulge your hate for all of them. Genevieve works with a team of them 

and they are like her brothers. In fact the majority of he aliens who landed on Mars are not looking to 
colonize Earth and destroy us. In fact they want independent from those that are coming.”

“I don't understand.”
“The ones who want to take over Earth and colonize it are loyalists. The ones on Mars, same species 

mind you, are rebels who just want to carve out their own existence there. They often work with 
humans and cooperate with us to stop the loyalists. One of them, named Sworda, is my friend. Not all 
of them are the enemy. oppose their own kind the loyalists.”

“What do you mean? How do you know you can really trust them?”
“Well, I guess in the same way you know which smugglers you can work with and those you can't 

really trust.”
“There are very few I would ever trust.”
“Let me put it this way. Their opinions and ideas are just as complex and varied as our own. These 

people escaped a totalitarian government, Diamond. Many of them call themselves separatists. They 
separated themselves from the government, which is called The Realm of Nine Princes. 

“The Realm  of Nine Princes? That sounds. . .archaic.”
“I know. But that's what we're all going to have to deal with. They will too. It's far more complex 

than I had imagined when I first learned about their plight.” I said. Diamond leaned over in his chair 
and cupped his hands under his chin.

“Hmm,” was all he said. “I don't know Bob.”
“The Boss is taking care of things on Earthside when it comes to the alien spies, the enemy aliens. 

He's well aware that things aren't right, that we have alien spies among us. Our team will eventually 
root them out. What we two are doing out here is cutting off their main vortice of power. What happens
on Europa will determine our future Diamond. I really believe that. And I believe that The Boss will 
help fight that front on Earth.” I nodded. I thought I heard a series of strange sounding hailing chimes 
coming from the control panel in the cockpit.

“Who is that?” I asked Will.
“It's not us being hailed..”
“Oh, that's my ship,” said Diamond. I saw his hologram image get up from the lounge chair and go 



toward his cockpit.
“What's happening?” I asked him. Communications were becoming sketchy, interrupted by a lot of 

snow and static.
“Ah! We're out near one of the largest smuggling bases. I sent out a secret code to call to the base 

because we were in need of supplies and if there was room to dock. After all, we've got a large train 
coming in.” 

“What? You. . .but Diamond, you didn't clear this with me!”
“Don't worry! You worry too much Bob!” he said. I was sure he had a lopsided grin plastered on his 

face. “I've been out here before. Used to station my ship here quite often. Should be nothing to worry 
about. Besides I don't think it's right to deliver a ship that won't operate. If what you say is true we need
all of these bad boys working!”

“I was hoping we could find an engine coil replacement on Syzygy.”
“Why wait that long though? They've got 'em here for cheap.”
”What is this place?
“It's called Gunner's Run. One of the more, ahem, respectable smuggler's bases out here”
“Respectable?!?”
“Don't worry! The place also has decent security. Don't have to worry about your stuff being stolen, 

usually.”
“Is this place safe for our ships and for Will?” I asked. 
“Sure it is! The only real problem you have to deal with out here are privateers. And so far they've 

kept themselves well hidden from them.” He paused. “To be honest, I wouldn't mind stopping to get 
some extra fuel for your ship and mine and some foodstuffs.”

“Are you crazy?”
“A little. Look, I've got a few friends out here, Bob. Who knows? We might hear some information 

we could use too. Lot's of stuff passes through here besides stolen and illegal goods. And they have real
food out here. Aren't you tired of meal pellets and lukewarm water? I know I am.”

“Well, yeah-”
“Good! You can always count on one of the establishments on Gunner's Run to provide decent 

lodging, a good meal and good brew too.” Will smiled at me, looking as excited as a kid going on 
vacation. I don't know what you're smiling at, buddy. You're staying put right here! I scowled in 
suspicion at the whole thing but secretly, I had to admit that a hot, delicious meal sounded mouth-
waveringly marvelous. And my own relentless curiosity about things I had no business doing and 
places I had no business going to finally persuaded me to agree to a visit.
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Both Will and Diamond performed the arduous feat of landing our train on one of the larger landing 

pads at the station. Myriads of worker mechs came milling around us in a flurry of furious activity to 
help guide and dock the train of ships. 

I expected to find a rundown, poorly maintained base, a ghetto in space. My expectations were way 
off base, no pun intended. The entire station was busy, much like any normal space station. I'd 
wondered in the past who these folks were even doing business with (or preying on) out here but I 
learned that there were more outposts and colonies out here than most westerners were aware of, since 
we tended to be highly focused on our own little corners of space closer in toward the sun. Many of 
these other earthly colonies and outposts originated from Eastern Europe, South East Asia, Latin 
America and African nations south of Earth's equator. 

Smugglers, traffickers and travelers of all sorts were docking, loading, or unloading their ships, 
coming in or lifting off. I took a good look around through the first giant view port we encountered. My
first time out to Mars was a blur and I never saw nor suspected it even existed. Nor did anyone hail or 
harass me in my little ship. Gunner's Run was far larger than I'd expected. It was so large that its 
sections were separated into districts. It was a round structure with docking pads and corridors sticking 
out of its central complex like acupuncture needles coming out of someone's head. It looked small from
far away until you got up close. 

We adjusted the gravitation levels in our gravity boots as we prepared to leave the ships and left Will 
on board safely ensconced and locked in the Phoenix. 

As we made our way up a moving walkway inside a clear, plexi-plast docking tube I watched other 
ships mounting up or settling upon landing pads above and below us. Some were old classic solar sail 
ships, others with vast mounted mirrors to collect sunlight for fuel and heat, besides the usual plasma 
fuel based ships like ours.

“All kinds.” I muttered. Some looked like fantastic things straight out of dreams or stories.
“Those kinds of ships usually remain in areas very close to the sun.” Said Diamond. “Most of the 

time they're usually around the stations or hideouts near Venus and Mercury.”
“Seems like you'd save an incredible amount in energy costs flying those ships.” I said. Diamond 

grunted.
“You could save a lot of money. The problem is that when you need to travel for extended periods of 

time away from the inner planets, the power source becomes too weak. You can lose energy and fuel 
and be in danger of getting stranded. I'd thought of buying one of those sail ships when I started 
building my own team but it wasn't worth the long term costs or the danger in the end. Those ships 
don't have much in the way of speed. And with the situations I was dealing with, I needed speed.” I 
didn't press further on that. 

As inside the complex fat plexi-glass doors lifted up as our walkway ended and a series of long wide 
corridors inside opened up to us. I felt the gravitational adjustment in my boots lower back to near 
normal levels. We were greeted by an elaborate fountain, a copy of the Trevi Fountain. That was the 
signal that we were inside the sealed part of the complex and we took our helmets off. It looked like a 
much older built station with an amalgam of different parts of complexes patched together. There was a
riot of activity going on in here and it was filled with vendors selling all kinds of stuff. Stationed at one 
hundred foot intervals were huge port screens being fed weather reports of various planets and solar 
activity reports. I was betting the truly dark and dirty stuff was hidden away in secret alcoves 



somewhere around here. It had a thrumming, chaotic energy that I found thrilling and scary. What I 
didn't see were aliens, or if there were, they were well disguised. Gunner's Run was still the province of
humans. But they have to know what's going on out here. We passed by a vendor stalls where strong 
currents of tobacco and other substances wafted out, a  fueling station where right outside the viewport 
I saw a long line of ships waiting to be fueled, traveler's huts, motels, bars and other businesses.

“The  hideouts are in the inner ring. You won't find them on the outer ring out here,” said Diamond 
quietly. I saw ships bearing the company names of powerful privateer companies and other wealthy 
denizens who docked their ships in private hangars. Very expensive. I'm sure that affords them certain 
advantages.

I followed him down until we came to a large pair of polished wooden and copper doors around the 
corner to the right. Diamond pushed them open and we found ourselves inside a clubby, convivial- 
looking establishment. A courtesy mech built like a glamour model greeted us.

“Hello gentleman. It's happy hour. Please seat yourself,” she said pleasantly.
 It was huge and it had three bars and at least seventy tables. Everything was leather seats, burnished 

brass lamps and highly polished wooden tables. I could feel my boots sink down into the plush, deep 
red carpet.

“Smells good already! You can get anything here if you ask the right person.” He grinned wolfishly. I
rolled my eyes.

“Well what I want right now a big steak and some potatoes.” I said.
“No problem. Sounds good to me too.” Everyone here I noticed was armed and strapped out with 

weapons. All sorts of weapons that were banned back home. I wasn't in much position to talk seeing 
that I kept and still used my atomic rifle. I'd brought my laser dragon and Diamond had two small 
lasguns strapped on either side of his space suit.

“Want anything else?”
“Steak and taters and beer.” I said resolutely and sat down at a table while Diamond used his ear 

piece to make a call and then he loped off toward the main bar to order. It gave me a chance to look 
around. I saw all kinds of people, most busy talking and laughing, commiserating with each other. No 
one seemed to be paying much attention to me. At first. I saw a group of female smugglers walk in and 
go to the bar to the left. Covered in tribal tattoos and wearing tight-fitting black space suits that 
flattered every inch of their forms, they carried not only large blasters on their left hips but sported 
slender katana swords in sheaths at their right hips as well. They looked a whole lot tougher than me. 
The leader, with a long sleek black ponytail that came down her back and her entire face covered in 
glowing tattoos looked directly at me, her black eyes raking over me and then she turned and lead her 
team to the bar at the opposite end. A few guys walking past my booth gave me a hostile rundown as 
well and I was wondering if there was going to be a problem when finally, after about a half hour 
Diamond starting back toward our booth. The women glanced over at him too and eventually went 
back to their drinks. Diamond didn't seem fazed at all by them. I remembered that Diamond said he'd 
made some dangerous enemies among some of these folks a while back. And now I was seen with him.
I really don't want to have a bad feeling about this. Diamond sat down with a huge tray of food.

“Got our order. T-bone steaks, medium rare, haricot verts in butter, duchess potatoes and porters.”
“What? No filet mignon?” I asked, kidding with a grin. He shrugged and laughed, setting the plates 

on the table from the tray. A mech came by and took the tray away.
'The beers are half off because of happy hour. Out here they ain't much into service. You get what's 

available. For the week.”
“It looks delicious either way.” And my mouth was watering.
“So what kind of stuff can you find on this station?” I said quietly, tucking into my meal. He raised a 

brow.
“All kinds. This is one of the more upstanding places. There are worse places. I was thinking of 

picking up a few things before we leave besides the plasma coil. I know some people here. Got a few 



friends here still.”
“Things such as?”
“Some miniature nuclear detonators. A few moisture pills since we're going to Mars. May be a new, 

more powerful lasgun. Trackers.”
“Ah! Moisture pills. Great idea. And what are the detonators for?”
“Considering where we're going, you never know what you might need. They'll come in handy.”
“You have the money or the credit line for all that? Doesn't sound cheap.” I said. He snorted.
“I ain't broke if that's what you're thinking, Mr. Astor. Far from it. Also. . .well, I have a few favors I 

can call in.”
“Mighty big favors by the sound of it.” I inhaled my steak meal and after having done that, I savored 

my beer, sitting back to relax a bit. I threw a surreptitious glance over to the female team of smugglers 
to the left side bar at the far end of the room. They didn't seem to be paying anymore attention to us.

“So, any enemies here you might have run into?” I asked, trying to be nonchalant. He chuckled.
“You mean the women in black over there? Sure. But this is a “no beef” zone. The whole station is. 

And it's strictly enforced.”
“So what's their problem?” I asked sliding my eyes over to the left bar and then back to Diamond.
“They're pirates. They robbed a small smuggler's vessel of its most prized goods. I was contracted to 

get those goods back. I was good at my job. I stole the goods back. I won't say what they were. But she 
and her crew have had it in for me ever since. Her name's Livilla. Livilla the Black. She's also known 
as Livilla the Killa in certain circles. It wasn't personal but she made it personal. Something she took 
from that company meant a lot to her, I think. A whole lot. But it's just business.” He sighed and took a 
sip of beer. “She, of all people should know that. She first taught the concept to me.” He lowered his 
voice. I leaned in to hear better.

“The guy that owns this place is head of one of the wealthiest rings in the solar system. They're 
known as The Legion. This place is also the most powerful and best run stations out here. You can get 
everything you need. No one in their right mind who isn't running their own major station or isn't a 
privateering vessel is going to cross them. Some have tried but if they do, they know what'll happen.”

“What's that?”
“Any number of things. Usually they'll get banned. Might not sound like much but when you're out 

there and in desperate need of supplies or you come in contact with enemy gangs and you're by 
yourself that could spell disaster if you've burned a major bridge like this one. Having ties here can 
mean protection against other gangs. I know them pretty well and I've never been in their cross hairs. It 
might be illegal what folks do out here, but there are unspoken rules. This place is well established. 
They control a large share of the fuel and energy distribution out here in space and on the moon. If you 
want your ship and your business to reach beyond the orbit of Remus Station, if you don't want to find 
yourself caught and turned over to a privateering vessel, you follow the rules. If you break the rules, 
you do so at your own peril. In some cases, some people who cross them end up ejected out into space 
like so much trash, their ships and goods confiscated.”

“Do these guys know about what's happening on-”
“Mars? They know something's going on out there. Most as far as I know haven't been out that far 

but people do bring back information. There are a few that have been to Mars and do business there. 
They bring back all kinds of interesting things that folks on Earth never seen or heard before. 
Individual explorers, prospectors and privateers working for some government or other. There are a 
couple of privateering ships that play both sides of the fence. Wouldn't trust the bastards but they do 
bring back important information and these days information is more important than fuel, hard money, 
credit, gold or any other resource. Most don't go farther than the asteroid belt though. There's not much 
profit in going farther, yet, unless you're fabulously wealthy already and have the infrastructure and 
resources in place to go out here and set up an operation.”

“So people out here have heard about these things.” I said thoughtfully. He nodded and finished his 



beer. The tattooed-faced woman and her friends cast us another round of dark looks.
“I don't like the looks of them, man.” I said, straightening up in my seat. He shrugged.
“Whatever you do, don't show fear. Folks around here feed off of that. They'll eat you for breakfast.” 

I pushed my plate away and decided to keep them within my peripheral vision, kind of hard to do as the
place was beginning to fill up. I wasn't particularly excited about meeting her and her friends in some 
dark corner out here and I couldn't figure out if Diamond was for real or only pretending not to be 
nervous. I changed the subject. At least I had my laser dragon at my side and I know how to use it.

“You have any idea what kinds of contraband that's made it past the belt out there?”
“Well, when I carried cargo for a guy who worked as a contractor for a large corporation. Won't 

name any names. On the side he bought and sold alien technology. A lot of people didn't believe it was 
alien, just brand new stolen military technology. It was hot and very desirable stuff. Even more so now. 
I carried a load of cargo for him out to Gan Ning.”

“Where?” Diamond gave me a level gaze before wolfing down the last bite of his steak and speaking
again.

“It's a station beyond Atticus. Near the moon.” Things were clicking into place in my mind.
“The one most people don't know about?” He snorted.
“Well, the right people know about it. There's a lot of interesting stuff that slips through that station. 

If you pay the right people the right price to keep quiet.” A thought suddenly occurred to me.
“And no random surprise inspections are ever conducted there?”
“Like I said, pay the right people the right amount of money and you can move anything through 

there and you can make it through any inspection. They don't call Gan Ning Smuggler's Paradise for 
nothin'.”

“Well, well, well. How very interesting. Tell me, if you're not smuggling anymore Diamond how did 
you still know how to get in here? You seem to still know the pulse of this place.”

“I have one friend left whose still in the business. I talk to him every now and then to keep myself up
on any news. I keep in contact with a few others I know in the business. Information is currency. It 
might be useful to U-net.” At first I was getting suspicious about him again, bringing me here but this 
turned out to be very helpful indeed. I was lucky to have Diamond Dog as a new ally.

So that was the station with no name. Gan Ning. I never would have found that out by myself. I 
made a mental note to write this information down once I got back to the Phoenix. A spy could use 
important information like that. I wondered if Diamond's old smuggling contacts might come in handy 
one day. I was thinking that they just might.

. . .

We sauntered through the crowded walkways of the outpost, a riot of unfettered and exotic shops of 
all kinds. Off of the main thoroughfare were narrow inroad walkways full of alcoves, shops, quarters  
private offices and other businesses closed to outsiders. It reminded me of a cleaner, more organized 
Syzygy in space. There was a sense of order here and a loose sense of security although many here 
operated far outside of the law. 

I passed by an apothecary shop with a blinking neon sign attached to the outside of the door: 
Apothecary. Obvious.

“Don't get lost. Easy to do that here.” Warned Diamond. We passed by a group of burly guys. I 
instinctively put my hand on my hip near my lasgun but they paid no attention to us. Diamond was 
looking for someone specific for his mini nuclear detonators. Then there was another guy he'd contact 
to get the plasma coil. He made a call on his comlink ear piece. As we rounded a corner  and walked 
across an amphitheater. A laser light show in the guise of a colorful waterfall was being displayed. A 
song from DJ Krush's seminal Message At the Deep was playing in the background, Lost Voices, as the 
lights pulsed in time to the music. I could feel the powerful bass rumbling in my kidneys. Some people 
were longing around watching, others smoking or talking. Or playing craps or dominoes.  Suddenly I 



saw a flying security mech alight down where a few men and women had gathered for their own craps 
game.

“Take that to the gaming room or get the hell out of here!” It demanded, powering up and getting 
ready to attack. They raised their hands in protest.

“Alright, alright! Don't hulk out!” Said one of them. Another  woman said something in Chinese and 
handed over a pile of money to the mech, who took it and stuck it inside a slot in its chest.

“I don't care what you say!” Snapped the mech to the woman. “Gunner's Run takes ten percent of 
every win. You guys know the rules around here. Wanna bet? That's what the gaming tables are for. 
This is the last time you'll be told.” Other security mechs came on the scene and the small gambling 
crew started to disappear into the crowd.

I glanced over to where the huge mech was pointing. An open air room adjacent to the amphitheater 
lay just beyond full of gaming tables. This room was full. 

“That's too bad.” I muttered to Diamond.
“They know better. That rule's been in effect for years. Some folks like to play stupid. They get 

greedy.”
“Like you, perhaps?” Said a deep, sultry voice behind us. Trouble. I whirled around, my hand on my 

lasgun. Diamond stopped without turning around immediately, his expression a mixture of wariness 
and amusement.

“Let me guess. Livilla. You just can't let me go, can you?”
“Hard to do that when you've been robbed. And don't flatter yourself.” He turned, grinning wickedly.
“Tell that to Boska the next time you and your girls decide to help yourselves to his cargo.”
“You accusing me of something?”
“Let's not go over all this again. It was just business. You knew that.” She looked him over, and then 

grinned a wide toothed smile. Her bright, white teeth had been filed down to sharp points. Big trouble! 
Her team stood fanned around her, appraising us both. It took all my composure to remain calm.

“What are you doing here? I'd thought you'd never show your face around here after The Collector 
sent you and your crew scurrying into the far corners of the system.”

“What's it to you?”
“Nothing.”
“So why bring it up? We've got things to do, Livilla.” he said, tapping his earpiece. It lit up with 

light. “See you around.” he said, smiling. This time, however she didn't smile. She bared her 
frightening looking teeth at him. Good lord! She didn't even so much as glance my way, for which I 
was grateful.

“You'd better watch your back,” she threatened and then she and her crew stalked off. We both 
watched them leave.

“That doesn't worry you?” I asked when we rounded the corner down another busy corridor. He 
sighed.

“A little. She's dangerous. Treacherous. Loves to do her dirty work under layers go-betweens. But 
I've still got a few friends in the business. And even though she's made a name for herself she ain't 
exactly at the top of the food chain around here.” He sighed again. “At least not yet.”we slid 

. . .

We managed to find someone to purchase our plasma fuel coil from. It needed some changes made 
to fit and work within the fighter ship. We went back to the ships and watched as the crew of worker 
mechs replaced the coil. Then it was time to look for the detonators. To be honest I was ready to go but 
Diamond insisted we get the detonators. Immediately I had a niggling feeling something or someone 
was following us.

“What the hell are you doing here, punk,” said a low, gravelly sounding voice from behind. We both 
turned around to face the source of the voice and saw three large men standing behind us, the first one's



face curled into a nasty scowl. Diamond's face became stony, cold.
“What?” He said. He drew himself up to an aggressive stance.
“I said what are you doing here?” The other man drawled, his eyes flashing. I recognized him from 

the steakhouse.
“I didn't know you owned this place. Last time I checked, you didn't.”
“I asked you a question, moron.”
“I don't answer to you, moron.” I stood my ground with him, not knowing what to expect. The 

smuggler's eyes narrowed belying his cunning. His smile was oily and vicious looking.
“I told you before years ago that I didn't want to see you around here again. Now I'm gonna have to 

do something about it Diamond.” He sneered.
“I'm not looking for trouble but if you want some-” everyone had their hands on their lasguns now 

and people milling around us were backing up to watch the fight unfold. 
“Hey, jackasses! For the last time, this is a no-battle zone. Get the hell off my station!” The three 

men sneered at us until the voice clarified.
“Ingram, get out of here now before I have you three ejected out the trash chute!” The sneers were 

gone and a look of worry spread across his face.
“Huh?” he said, sounding slow.
“You heard me. I'm sick of you. Don't want to see your ugly faces in here anymore. Get out. Now.” 

Said a man by the fountain. Pushing through the crowd from the fountain was a large phalanx of 
heavily armored security mechs with small canons mounted on them and heavily armed body guards 
and in the very middle of them was a dwarf who carried a very large lasgun. He glowered at the three 
smugglers causing the uproar. He wore a purple three-ringed hat which made him look even more 
comical but no one was laughing.

“Ready!” He said sharply and the power and venom in his voice made me jump. The mechs and 
guards aimed their nasty looking weapons right at the smugglers powering them up.

“Hey, hey hey! Look we don't mean any trouble!” The first guy put his hands up. “You don't really 
mean that we can't come back, do you?”

“No, of course not.” The dwarf said sarcastically. “I mean it. Don't come back here. Ever. Or you'll 
be dog food.” Said the dwarf. “Go on! Get those rotten garbage scows you call ships out of here. Tell 
your boss he needs to hire new carriers if he's gonna keep doing business at Gunner's Run or the 
Paradise!” The dwarf looked around the crowds.

“What you looking at?” he snapped. “Nothing to see here, folks. Move along.” The other three men 
backed up and left with the phalanx of mechs right on their tails. 

“I'm betting Livilla sicced him and his guys on us. Manipulating dimwits to do her bidding is one of 
her specialties, besides piracy.” Diamond mused. The crowds quickly dispersed back to their own 
business. The dwarf and the rest of his security team then turned to face us. The dwarf cocked his head 
to the side. Then he made a tsking sound.

“Always on the wrong end of somebody's weapon. Nothing's changed on that front. And yeah, she 
did them on you. Ingram was never all that bright.”

“You know that?” I asked, probably sounding way more incredulous than I should have. The dwarf 
gave me a condescending look.

“I always know what's going on here. I run the place.” He turned his attention back to Diamond. “I'll 
have a little chat with her soon enough. Well! Never thought I'd see you here again, kid. Who is this 
guy you brought with you?”

“A friend. This is Bob. I've been calling you, Jinx. You don't answer calls anymore?”
“Your code is unlisted. I don't take calls from unlisted codes unless I'm expecting a specific call and I

haven't heard from you in years,kid! But come! I'm glad to see you and I got what you're looking for. 
Sit a spell and let's talk!”

We were ushered into an elevator and scanned by a thin blue beam.



“Entrants scanned. No immediate threat detected.” Said a male sounding voice from what I 
presumed was this station's version of the General Use Program. The jets of air currents were cool and 
powerful as we seemed to stretch toward the top of the complex. This little man ruled over the station 
as if it were his own fiefdom and his private offices were at the very top. We finally stopped at a level 
called pod 1/3. The doors slipped open directly into his private quarters.  It was a wide, round room 
with a panoramic and generous viewport that gave a beautiful view of space and the other side of the  
station's landing pads and walkways. Everything was in burnished or brushed metal and leather and 
deep plush carpeting.

“Looks like you made some upgrades.” said Diamond appreciatively. “Last time it was gleaming, 
sleek minimalism.” The dwarf grinned and waddled over to a small recliner. A long haired tuxedo cat 
sat lazily regarding us.

“Yeah well, it was time for a change. Ivan! Up!” Barked the Jinkx. Ivan seemed not to pay much 
attention to him until the dwarf batted him away physically. Only then did the cat deign to even move, 
looking indignant, and that was to slip off the recliner and disappear into another room.

“You don't mind allowing people you don't know directly into your private quarters?” I asked, 
looking around. I had to say I was impressed.

“I can read people very well. If I didn't think it was a good idea to bring you here, I wouldn't have. 
And besides, if you tried anything funny you'd be shot down  by several hidden lasguns in this room 
alone.” I guess I really do look that naïve.

“Besides, you're with him. And I trust Diamond Dog. One of the guys in the business who is actually
true to his word. Rare,” said Jinkx. “Never thought to see you show up here again, Diamond. You 
should have let me know it was you calling.”

“Well, I wasn't entirely sure if you would be answering. How are. . .the rest of your men?” Jinkx 
shrugged.

“They're doin'. Things have changed and not for the better. We've been getting squeezed by 
privateering agents from the US, the UK and Canada. As ruthless as folks out here are the privateers are
worse and they're becoming more powerful every year. They have new weapons I've never seen before.
One of my guys turned privateer. Pissed everyone off. We lost a lot of profits and a lot of people when 
he turned on us. No one fared well when they get into it with a privateering vessel. He was working as 
a spy for them. We've got other problems too. Anyway, I heard you wanted some detonators. Why?”

“I'm-” I cleared my throat. He glanced back ad began again.
“We're on our way on a mission and I thought I might need some on board. You never know when 

they'll come in handy.” The dwarf's eyes widened slightly.
“You're going past the belt?” Diamond nodded. “Why? What's out there that interests you? Who're 

you working for now?”
“I can't say.”
“You a government agent now?”
“Hell no!” The dwarf smiled and then he looked over at me.
“Who are you?”
“To be honest it's actually my mission. He's coming along to help out.”
“You guys. . .know what's out there, don't you?” he countered. We both shrugged as if we didn't 

know anything. He gave us a sly look.
“We're going to Mars. The situation is dangerous. We can't say much but those detonators will come 

in handy.” I said. The dwarf frowned and puffed on his pipe. 
“So you do work for the government,” he insisted. His large eyes were studying us intently now. I 

wondered what he knew.
“No, we don't. We have our own group we work for. The government has nothing to do with it.”
“Why Mars?”
“There's a lot more going on than meets the eye. In fact, it's become a dangerous place for humans.” 



I said.
“Come on, Jinx. I know you know something,” said Diamond.
“Surely you must have head or seen something strange out here?” I countered. 
“Maybe.” The dwarf took a long puff on his pipe and slowly exhaled. His expression was 

unreadable. 
“For years now I'd heard reports. Disturbing things from wayfarers and other vagabonds coming and 

going from here. Years. No one took such things seriously back then. But I filed each and every wild 
story I'd heard away in my mind. One day years ago I commissioned a secret mission to one of my men
to go out there and see what was happening. Derek. You knew him Diamond.”

“Yeah.”
“Well, I gave him a ship and some instructions to record everything he saw, bring back anything if he

could. I never saw or heard from him again. All intelligence I've sent to investigate was cut off Disputes
and killings and privateering soon had my hands full. Lately, things are. . .different. The air is 
different.”

“What do you mean different?” asked Diamond.
“Aliens. I never believed in them before. I've never actually seen any of them but I get reports from 

those that come from Mars. And some of the people I've seen come through this station. They look, act 
and speak like humans but, I don't know. It's like there's something just a little bit off. It's like being 
watched by someone or something you can't see or reveal. I'm usually the one doing all the watching 
and surreptitious observing behind closed doors.”

“They're there.” I said resolutely. “In fact, they're not only on Mars but they're on Earth too.”
“How?” He asked in dismay.
“They have biotechnology that enables them to look like us. They've studied us from afar which is 

why they can speak some of our languages.”
“You've confirmed what I've been thinking for a long time now.”
“Some of them are extremely dangerous. They want the destruction of the human race. We don't 

have much time. We're on the clock.” I said.
“And that's why you want detonators. To go along with those sleek fighters you've got docked here?”

we both nodded. 
“How much are they going to cost me Jinkx? I know we're friends but-”
“You've just paid for them.” Jinkx waved his hand vigorously. “I've been looking for more 

information about them for years. You've just confirmed it. That might be the single most precious 
piece of information I've ever received. Just tell me how many you need and I'll have them for you 
within the hour.”

. . .

“So, can we rely on Jinkx as an ally of sorts?” Asked Diamond as we waited for him to find the 
detonators.

“I don't know. I don't trust smugglers, Diamond.”
“Well, I'm just putting it out there.” I certainly considered it. When I really had some time to think it 

over, it was a prudent idea. Jinkx was the top-most hydra head of Legion, according to Diamond, and 
he had access to a lot of power and resources. You never knew when someone like that could become 
very helpful, especially when you needed things to be off the record. 

And lately, half my life was off the record.

(end of sample pages)


