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Zen looked up at the same time as her new partner, Peter Navarro. They’d been assigned the task of opening a hatch in microgravity. All twelve had been split into two-person teams. Navarro gave a soft grunt and went back to the task. 

The woman clawed at the helmet of her space suit. Her brown eyes stretched wide as she panted and wheezed.  “Shit. Shit. I can’t do this. I can’t breathe!”

“I’m sure her teammate will deal with it. He’s closer anyway.” Navarro clicked a final latch. “I got the hang of it.”

Dr. Jeff Franklin, a NASA engineer, stopped only to throw a look of contempt at her. “For God’s sake, get a grip on yourself, woman. We’re not here to hold your hand.”

“That’s no act,” Zen said.

Zen pushed off the curved wall behind her. In a few large jumps she ended up next to the woman. Her teammate’s growing desperation to escape triggered her own sense of claustrophobia. Zen understood with sudden clarity the old concept of mass hysteria. In fact, another young trainee had paused to stare. He looked ready to toss aside the tool in his hands and rush for the nearest exit hatch.

“Shani, listen to me. Slow your breathing. You’re going to be fine. You’ve got plenty of oxygen. Four team members are here to make sure you’re okay,” Zen said. She placed both of her gloved hands on either side of the woman’s helmet. That forced Shani to look into Zen’s eyes. 

Ten minutes later, after walking her through a short emotion-regulation exercise and taking to her, Shani finished her set of tasks and the final two hours of their training session. They spent another thirty minutes in the chamber to readjust to normal gravity and shed the space suits. To their credit, most of the other team members gave her words of encouragement once they were in the locker-room. All except Franklin. Zen tried to reason away her growing abhorrence of the man. His lack of empathy didn’t help. 

“Now I know why a psychologist is a good addition to a space crew,” Franklin said. He leaned against the wall of lockers. 

“Clinical social worker.” 

“Hmm, same difference. Tinkering with the mind.” Franklin smiled at her through his stylish eyeglasses. He tapped his temple with one forefinger. 

She went back to gathering her personal items. The pompous physicist had two minor space missions under his belt. He’d made it clear he was annoyed at having to train with those beneath his professional stature. Never mind he hadn’t been on a shuttle in four years.

“It certainly comes in useful, understanding human nature. Like people who believe in social hierarchies. Or people with perfect vision who wear designer eyeglasses. To be fashionable? Look more important? Some way to compensate, but for what?” Zen gave him a tight sideways smile that dissolved fast.

She banged the locker door shut without looking at him. At five feet six inches, he was the shortest of the new trainees. Two weeks of being around the man had brought out the beast in her. Between putting up with Navarro and him, Zen was more than ready to go home. Franklin didn’t take the hint.

“Ouch. I’m assuming you’ll use our interactions for the past days to add to your research, Dr. Batiste.” Franklin nodded at her. “Did you attempt to provoke me as part of some experiment?”

“Nah, I just enjoy insulting snots who lack compassion. Good-bye, Dr. Franklin.” Zen slung her crossbody bag over her head and walked off without looking back. 

“Hey, Dr. Batiste. Wait up.” Shani Jenkins hurried to catch up with Zen in the lobby of the NASA building. “Thanks for helping me decompress back there. Damn it, I’d been getting through just fine until then.” 

“Not a problem.” Zen turned to face her. “And you can call me Zen. We’ve been underwater, under pressure, and floating in the void together. I think we’re on a first-name basis.”  

At twenty-two Shani Jenkins was the youngest of the space trainees. With double degrees in geophysical and mechanical engineering, she had a bright future. But maybe that future meant her feet would stay firmly planted on Earth. The soft glow of her dark brown skin was back now that she was out of the harsh environment of simulated space. Zen had easily warmed to her. Shani reminded Zen of who her younger sister Lexi might have become had she lived.

“I don’t know what the hell got into me. I want this so bad. Going to one of the lunar colonies, I mean. But now...” Shani’s eyes went glassy with unshed tears she seemed determined not to let fall. She pushed out a breath as if practicing the breathing routine Zen had taken her through.

“Shani, with claustrophobia—” 

“Mild, it’s very mild. I can manage it,” Shani broke in.

“And social anxiety, being confined with people on a space colony or one of the space stations will not be good for you,” Zen went on.

“I work fine on teams, Dr., I mean Zen. You’ve seen me do it,” Shani said, a note of pleading in her voice. 

“Yes, you did. I’ll be sure to put that on my debriefing summary and the feedback survey.”

Shani hugged her hard and then pulled back. She wore a look of chagrin at her outburst. “Sorry. But thank you so much, Dr. Batiste.”

“It’s okay. You can offer a lot to the space program.” Zen patted her shoulder.

“I want to see the moon, the stars, asteroids for myself. Not just in pictures or live streams,” Shani said with zeal. She looked outside at the bright blue Florida sky. 

Zen felt a burst of maternal warmth. She pulled out her tablet computer. “I can recommend you to an effective desensitization therapy.”

Shani looked around. “I’m not, you know, mental.”

“Seeking help is a sign of strength. You want the fastest and most effective way to get that anxiety under control, right?”

“Yes, I guess. But—” 

“Treatment is strictly confidential if you’re worried about NASA and private space agencies finding out. You’ve got time since this was your first training session. Most people have some kind of blip the first one or two times.” 

“Really?” Shani’s tense expression eased as she gazed at Zen, still considering her options.

Zen pulled up her teenage daughter’s favorite message app. Not only were messages private, but they weren’t cached on a server somewhere. Nothing written could come back to haunt users. She didn’t even ask if Shani used it. At her age, Shani probably had been using the app for ten years at least.  

“I’ll send you the info via Hit Me.” 

Shani grinned, her eyes bright. “Hey, cool. Old folks don’t know about Hit Me.”

Zen laughed out loud. “Bless you, child. You’ve just become my new best friend. My daughter for sure wouldn’t put me in the ‘young and with it’ crew. What’s your handle?”

“Uhura5.o. I can’t thank you enough. I’m sure Dr. Franklin will try to kill my chances. Damn, I don’t even want to think about what he’s going to write. He might have even sent in something already. But you’re famous. A good word from you will maybe cancel out his negative comments.” 

Shani chattered on in a mixture of hope and angst. Though worry seemed to be taking a firmer hold. Zen lingered longer to reassure her. She sent over the names of two colleagues, top therapists in the field of anxiety treatment. Two other space trainees joined them to exchange good-byes and wishes of good luck. Zen enjoyed seeing their enthusiasm help brighten Shani’s mood. She turned to see Dr. Franklin studying the group. He gave a curt salute without approaching the others and strode through the glass doors. Navarro appeared at Zen’s shoulder.

“Good riddance, eh?” Navarro gave a snort as he watched Franklin pause outside to talk a man and woman.

“Yeah, getting rid of irritating people is always nice. Like having a bad rash finally clear up,” Zen muttered. She turned her back to him.

The others didn’t notice any tension between them, or didn’t give a sign if they did. They seemed to genuinely like Navarro, easily calling him Peter. He could be charming. Not at all like the stereotype of an introverted genius. A brilliant astrophysicist, Navarro had lately turned his interest to space environmental engineering. It made sense that he’d be assigned to the Office of Specialized Investigations, or OSI. The first investigative unit was created by the DOJ and NASA to handle outer space-related crimes. Navarro’s research had led to advancements in space colony development. A lot of achievements and “firsts” under his belt; a list of letters after his name. Impressive. Except. He was also a suspected serial killer. No matter what Zen’s boss said, she always added “SK” to the list.

Zen’s own assignment at the OSI had been pretty nondescript at first. As a behavioral health specialist and expert in forensic sociology, her job was to assess potential lunar and space station crew candidates. When crime crept into the space program, Zen became an outer space crime fighter. At least that’s the colorful description Astra, her daughter, preferred. Zen’s investigative training at the Department of Justice had come in handy. Now she felt compelled to keep an eye on the latest addition to their nascent unit.

Zen succeeded in avoiding her new partner for the rest of the day. She didn’t see Navarro until the next morning. They boarded a bus leaving their hotel at five thirty. Their boss, Clive Anderson, had arranged their flight from the private Airforce/NASA gate at the Space Coast Regional Airport. Two other passengers, silent military types from the looks of them, were also headed out. Navarro nodded a greeting to Zen and found a seat without waiting for her to respond. The train slid silently along on the monorail. “The latest in 2086 technology,” a digital sign flashed just over their heads as they rode, along with other commercial messages.  Zen enjoyed the early morning scenery that flashed by as they traveled. Ten minutes later they were boarding the flight, a sleek electric plane that would take them to Virginia in just under an hour. Short-range airflight had been one of many benefits of technology invented in space. Zen settled into faux leather next to a window on an empty row. Navarro took the aisle seat. The plane could hold up to thirty people. Only about twenty were onboard. She made it a point to glance around at the empty rows around them. 

“I thought we could have a talk,” Navarro said.

“I’m not a morning person and I haven’t had a coffee yet.”

Before he could reply, a pre-recorded voice welcomed them aboard. They received safety instructions and details on how to access the Wi-Fi and other amenities. A smiling flight attendant reinforced they should secure their seat belts. Fifteen minutes later they’d been offered coffee, tea, and a continental breakfast. 

Navarro patted his lips with a napkin. “Better?”

“Humph.” Zen pulled up headlines on her tablet and pretended to be engrossed in reading. 

“What will it take, Dr. Batiste?” Navarro said. The trace of his Spanish accent gave his voice a reassuring quality.

“Hmm.” Zen continued to scroll through mostly uninteresting news stories.

Zen had managed to tolerate him by ignoring his attempts at non-work-related conversation. After the first month of his arrival, Navarro seemed to have accepted they wouldn’t be buddies. That, combined with Zen replying “Hmm” and “Okay” to just about anything he said, had been pretty effective.

Navarro leaned across the empty seat between them. “You’ve seen the evidence that I was framed by a colleague.”

“Uh-huh.” Zen looked up at the flight attendant passing by. “May I have another cup of apple juice, please. Thank you so much.” 

She flashed a bright smile at the man, accepted the cup he held out, and went back to reading. Navarro hissed out a sigh next to her. He went silent for a few minutes longer. Then he took out his own smart device and tapped in commands. He read in silence. 

“You should go to the RT or RNA news websites,” Navarro rumbled. 

“Humm.”

“I’m not making small talk, Batiste,” Navarro snapped. Then he lowered his voice as he glanced around. “I have a feeling we’ll be briefed soon. Just look, damn it.”

Zen’s head snapped up at his tone. She finally looked at him full on. His olive skin and dark, wavy hair made him look like a handsome soccer dad. Yet his good looks didn’t make him stand out. He could just as easily blend into a crowd. Peter Navarro seemed made for looking attractive and safe. The perfect camouflage for a lethal predator. His dark eyes blinked before he looked away from her. The man was isolated. Invitations from prestige universities to lecture had dried up. Articles about the investigation into his alleged crimes and personal life meant he had few allies. Most of his former friends and colleagues in the scientific community shunned him. Zen could almost see it all reflected in the haunted, lonely way he gazed at her. She felt a prick of... what? Guilt mixed with pity? Her father would call it her “bleeding social worker heart.” Still, Zen fixed her face not to let it show. 

She stole a glance at his tablet. Most of the major news outlets were bookmarked on her browser, so she quickly navigated to the RNA site. The Russian News Agency had a splashy heading in bright blue above a video: “Death In Space: Cover Up?” She connected her Bluetooth headset to listen. After a few minutes Zen looked at Navarro again. He nodded. They forgot their personal issues and started to talk in low tones to each other. Both their cell phones trilled at the same time. Messages from the boss.
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They’d reserved a self-driven taxi while still on the plane and went straight to the office. Monday morning traffic was light due to the upcoming spring and Easter holidays. April sunshine made the day look bright. The boss was waiting for them in the conference room. Zen messaged Astra that she wouldn’t have any days off after all. Her daughter, studying college courses from home, would no doubt easily pivot to plans with friends. Zen hated that they didn’t see each other as much. Between Astra’s classes, her social life, and Zen’s work they seemed to only blow air kisses to each other in passing. But it couldn’t be helped. Based on the reports she’d read they wouldn’t get much mother-daughter time in the near future, either. 

Zen and Navarro went through security in a few minutes. They stashed the carry-on bags in their respective offices and headed for the briefing. Hadley Truman, Clive’s right-hand assistant, sat with her own tablet on the large oval table. Her long fingers flew over the keypad, but she managed to smile at them when they entered.

“Morning team. Coffee, yogurt, pastries,” was her terse greeting. Her attention went back to the search again.

“Thanks. I can’t stomach food midflight, even with the almost frictionless trips of modern travel,” Navarro said. He poured coffee into a mug. He handed it to Zen and fixed one for himself. 

Zen accepted it and moved to a seat. Clive cocked an eyebrow at her as he shot a glance at Navarro. Hadley cleared her throat loudly but didn’t move her gaze from the tablet. 

“Thanks, Navarro.” Zen chafed at being treated like a rude youngster being reminded of her manners. 

“It’s been a month. I think you can call me Peter by now,” Navarro replied in a mild tone. 

“Yeah, thanks,” Zen said.

Their boss pressed his lips together and turned to the screen that took up most of a wall. He stood with his back to them, studying the high-definition display in silence. No one interrupted his train of thought. Clive Anderson, at fifty-seven years old, was an intelligence veteran. He’d been assigned to the CIA, NSA, and the Department of Justice for thirty years. He’d worked for three US presidents in his career. When he talked, officials in government listened. Navarro spooned blueberry yogurt, patiently waiting. Zen studied the screen. The image, though familiar, was breathtaking. Blinking lights and the bright metallic surface contrasted with the ink-black vastness of outer space. Not quite emptiness though. Dots flickered as a backdrop, distant stars and planets.

“Star Flight Space Station. The third private space station to open; the first with commercial properties. Two hotels, six retail stores, three bars. It’s like something out of an old twentieth century sci-fi movie. Minus the colorful aliens pulling up to buy drinks at a bar,” Hadley said.

“None of them are totally private,” Clive clipped. “They all have to be reminded of that fact every once in a while. NASA has research labs and offices on Star Flight. Their focus is on developing on-site resources.”

“The official name is the In Situ Research Facility,” Peter said in an even tone. Star Flight Space Station is the invention of some marketing person.” 

“Astra has been nagging me about taking our next vacation up there. Especially since I’m training for space travel,” Zen said. She looked away from screen and at Clive. “But now I have an out?”

Clive face them again, both meaty fists jammed into his pants pockets. “Travel hasn’t been restricted yet. The reporter hasn’t gotten full details, and we’re sure in hell not about to have a press conference. Not until we can get more information.”

“Reporter? One?” Peter dabbed at his lips and sipped coffee. 

“Only one cleared for outer space transport to Star Flight,” Hadley said. 

She tapped a remote. The screen split into three squares. One had the picture of a white man. He had a shock of red hair and an intense look in his greenish eyes. Clive shot a side glance at the photo with a grimace. Hadley clicked her tongue. Peter put down the coffee mug on the table with a thump.

“He looks harmless enough,” Zen said as she glanced around at their solemn faces. 

“Part of what makes him so good at digging up facts,” Hadley replied. “Jacques Clairmont. Age, twenty-seven. He has a degree in biochemistry but pivoted to journalism in his second year at university. His mother is Belgian. He grew up in Amsterdam, London, and spent two years finishing up his degree at Rutgers. His father is Australian. He worked as a CEO for three top firms, which is why Clairmont got to travel so young. Estranged from said father because of the elder Clairmont’s companies’ less-than-ethical, if legal, actions. It’s complicated.”  

“Oh great. He has daddy issues,” Peter murmured.

“Ready to charge into any kind of authority figure. Sees deep state and corporate conspiracies everywhere. Let me guess. His parents divorced when he was young.” Zen cocked her head to one side to gaze at the mild-mannered face. 

“Correct, but the split was amicable, by all accounts. My friend Yaseera worked with Clairmont’s mother on two UN economic projects. She’s a powerhouse in her own right. Though she did focus on raising Clairmont and his two siblings when they were young,” Hadley put in. 

“Hadley, is there anybody you don’t know?” Zen said.

Hadley chuckled.  “In this instance it’s purely a happy coincidence. Since he’s a concern for us now, I did my research. I saw the names of those projects and remembered Yaseera worked as a liaison with the Indian and Pakistani governments.”

“Okay, so what’s happened that interests our interstellar crime-fighting team and we don’t want a reporter to know?” Peter asked. 

“Seriously—interstellar crime-fighting team?” Zen rolled her eyes.

“Thank our friend there,” Peter said and pointed to Clairmont’s photo. “He did a series of reports on your first cases at the lunar colony and Goddard’s training camp.”

“Which kicked off his interest in space. He’s now a reporter for the Global Associated Press. Clairmont will find out eventually. I want us to get a head start on our investigation before he does. That way we’ll mitigate damage, have some measure of control.”

“What are we investigating?” Zen looked back the screen. She studied the space station again.

“Murder. What else?” Peter flipped open the case that held his tablet computer. 

Clive tapped his knuckles on the conference table a few seconds. “The body of a forty-seven-year-old man was found at the Hilton Sky High Hotel two days ago. At first the officials at the hotel and Star Flight said he’d died of a heart attack.”

“But he’d been entertaining three sex workers and drinking heavily; party drugs were found,” Hadley added. “I’ve sent over a copy of the initial reports from Star Flight Security Agency officers.”

Peter read the screen of his tablet. “A private police force, eh?” 

Clive nodded. “Saves our government and the European Space Agency a lot of money. Two Space Command cops are assigned to work with them. They report to us, which is why we found out the death wasn’t natural causes.”

“Another guess; the big corporations that run Star Flight would rather not have the world know somebody died of a drug overdose in their luxe hotel in the stars,” Zen said.

“Pretty much. They want to market Star Flight as a family destination. Our officers asked enough awkward questions that they finally fessed up.”

“Good for them.” Zen squinted at the shiny object in the sky, seeing it in a less-glittering light. 

“Yeah, except now Star Flight cops are treating them like traitorous outsiders. All that cooperation and goodwill has dried up.” Clive sat down and propped both elbows on the polished table surface. “Which is where you two come in. We knew this day would come, right? Two of our detectives going into space to investigate a crime.” 

“Oh goody,” Zen drawled. Still, her pulse picked up at the thought of finally seeing Earth from space. 

“When do we leave?” Peter frowned at no one in particular as he rubbed his jaw hard. 

“We have a space shuttle leaving at six o’clock tomorrow evening. Weather will be just right after early-morning rain,” Hadley replied. “I’ve made all of the arrangements.”

Zen could guess why Navarro was worried about leaving. His wife had divorced him less than a year ago. He’d had a hard fight to even have weekend visits with their two small girls. His ex-wife had plenty of ammunition with a murder allegation and his uncovered secret addiction. To humanoid sex workers—bang bots, no less. Having the strong evidence that he’d been framed for the series of killings had helped. Along with months of in-patient psychiatric treatment. 

“My daughters are scheduled to spend a school holiday with me in another three weeks,” Peter said. “It’s the first time in months. The judge ordered their mother to comply.” 

“Sorry, Navarro, but I can’t say how long the case will last,” Clive said with blunt force. 

“I can’t imagine they’ll be on Star Flight that long though, Clive. I mean, LMPD and Space Command officers have made a solid start.” Hadley gave Peter a look of sympathy.

“Who knows how long this thing will drag on,” Zen murmured without looking up from the report on her own tablet. She could almost feel Hadley’s admonishing gaze.

“NASA, the DOJ, and three foreign space agencies want us to wrap up this case. We’ve got more than one reason to move with all deliberate speed. Correct?” Clive’s baritone voice rolled out like quiet thunder.

Navarro pushed his chair back to stand. “I’ll start with the autopsy and other forensic reports. I see a full set of lab screens have been done. Bodily fluids from the victim, and a sweep of the crime scene.”

“Good,” Clive replied with a sharp nod at him. “Batiste, do a full psychological sweep of the victim first. Then move on to the staff who found him and work your way out. You have the personnel files of everyone.”

“Yes, sir,” Zen said. “Why was the victim on Star Flight, by the way?”

“Hassan Ahmad, US citizen of Saudi descent. He was an astrochemist who worked for a transnational company. They had a convention, one of two, at the hotel. His family is being notified as we speak.”

Peter paused at the door. “Why the delay?” 

“Yeah, if they thought it was natural causes, they should have been told,” Zen added.

“Good question. I expect you”—Clive pointed at Zen and then Peter—“to deliver the answer to that, along with a list of others.”

“Number one being if it was murder.” Zen tucked her tablet under one arm. She grabbed her mug with her free hand. 

“For a start. I’ve got a meeting at the White House. NASA is sweating about the effect on their In Situ facility, and Clairmont’s boss is bitching about being stonewalled.” Clive stood and brushed the front of his suit jacket. He wore a determined expression.

“You’ll be able to handle them all, boss,” Zen said with a grin. 

“Pain in the ass part of this job,” Clive retorted. Still, his expression was relaxed.   Close to thirty years of dealing with powerful people meant titles didn’t rattle him. 

“Our prelim report will land in your inbox by five this evening,” Zen said. She started to follow Peter out when Clive’s voice stopped her.

“A moment, Zen,” Clive rumbled. 

Zen’s internal antenna vibrated at the undercurrent in those few words. Clive didn’t sound mad. He hadn’t addressed her as “Batiste,” or the more ominous “Doctor Batiste.” And yet. She mentally ran through anything she might have done lately to incur his legendary wrath. 

Zen faced him again. “Sir.”

Peter glanced from Clive to Zen and then at Hadley, who remained seated. “We can compare notes before lunch, Dr. Batiste.”

“We should dispense with formality by this time, Peter,” Hadley said with a warm smile at him. 

“Of course. I still feel like the odd man out so to speak. Because of... circumstances. I don’t want to overstep.” Peter blushed, gave a shy nod, and left the conference room before anyone could reply.

“To his point.” Clive crossed his arms as he gazed at Zen.

“I haven’t been mean to the new guy,” Zen said. “I’ve shared information, told him where to find the restrooms, and I say ‘Good morning’ every day.” 

“In other words, the bare minimum of civility,” Hadley murmured. She raised one dark blond eyebrow at Zen. 

“Okay, look. The guy was a murder suspect. And let’s not overlook that he could still be culpable for the disappearance of at least one person.” Zen crossed her arms and looked from Hadley to Clive. 

Clive’s impassive expression didn’t change. “Evidence supports—” 

“Yeah, yeah. He was framed for six murders by another guy. I read the reports. But the facts are still the facts. They hung out together in the seedy underworld of sex workers, human and robot. How do we know they didn’t commit murders together?” Zen stopped when Clive raised a palm for silence. She sighed and waited for the lecture. 

“We’ve been over this, Zen. Navarro went through intensive treatment, medical and psychological. That, combined with solid forensic evidence, means he was given a second chance.” Clive paced as he spoke. Then he stopped to stare at Zen. 

“Transcranial magnetic stimulation to control violent outbursts. I know all about it, remember? I uncovered the project certain top officials kept buried. The procedure and post-treatment protocols aren’t perfect,” Zen said, referring to what was named the Lodestone investigation in their files. 

“No, but from what researchers learned based on your fine work on the case, TMS treatment of those with antisocial behavior has improved by thirty percent,” Clive replied, his deep voice even. 

Zen blew out a long sigh. Then she rubbed her forehead. “I know, I know. We’re approaching a new era, leaving behind the notion of locking people up for life. I can quote the study findings, too.” 

“Two police departments, the Maryland DA, and a court found the other man committed the murders. He’s sitting in a maximum security prison. One of the two  hundred criminals convicted of violent crimes deemed not suitable for or amenable to be included in the Lodestone treatment process.” Clive nodded when Zen glanced at him in surprise.

“They were going to try on him? You’ve got to be kidding. Navarro is one thing, but that guy?” Zen shook her head slowly. 

“Peter Navarro’s work greatly contributed to the creation of 1-G gravity field generation, or GF as it’s called. In fact, it can be argued it wouldn’t exist without his groundbreaking research and development. Plans for expanding space colonies were accelerated. Space tourism is taking off.” Hadley tapped a key on her tablet and a science news article replaced the image of Star Flight on the sixty-inch screen.

“Which is why he was approved for TMS and assigned to us. Too valuable to lose,” Zen muttered.

“Yes,” Clive said, his tone brusque. “Not to mention evidence he’s not a serial killer. You think I’d accept Navarro or anyone on my team if I hadn’t squeezed out every fact about him?” 

“No, it’s just...” Zen threw up both hands. 

“He’s being monitored by the treatment team. He has regular appointments. A special federal probation officer is assigned to him. Bases have been covered. Got it?” Clive gave Zen a pointed look.

“Yes, sir.”

“Federally protected health information that stays between us three,” Hadley put in.

“I appreciate you sharing that info, boss,” Zen said in a chastened tone. 

“I’m not ignoring your gut instinct as a criminologist or behavioral health expert. If you see any solid, and I do mean solid, signs the guy is unstable or at risk of any hinky behavior, take him down. But tell me first. Understood?” 

“For sure.” 

Clive’s smartwatch let out a soft notification tone. He glanced at it with a scowl. “I have to get moving. Hadley—” 

“The report is in your encrypted inbox. The president’s chief of staff has been briefed,” Hadley replied with cool efficiency. 

“You should rule the world, H.” Clive gave her a grateful smile and marched out. He paused in the door. “Focus on Star Flight and the murder, Batiste.”

“Definitely, sir.” She watched him leave. “Don’t say it,” Zen blurted when the door shut, leaving them alone.

“I’m not going to fuss. I had the same misgivings,” Hadley said.

“I have to work with the man, and now we’re going into outer space. Being with him in the field requires a whole other level of trust, Hadley.” Zen stared at the wide screen again. 

“Believe me, Clive gets it. He wants you to concentrate on closing cases, not have to worry about your partner,” Hadley said. 

“But his patience won’t last forever,” Zen looked at her.

Hadley folded up her tablet and crossed to Zen. “We’ve got a suspicious death to solve. Not just for the victim’s loved ones. There are wider implications.”

“A billion-dollar investment in the first off-world destination for the public,” Zen replied.

“NASA and the international corporations are antsy, to say the least. A lot is at stake. Do your thing, Zen. If anyone can get answers, it’s you.” Hadley flashed a smile of confidence at Zen and left.

“No problem. I’ll just put it out of my mind,” Zen grumbled to herself and went to her office.
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Later that evening, Zen sat at her long kitchen island while Astra prepared dinner. Nothing fancy. Astra was preparing her specialty, stir fried beef with Chinese veggies and homemade egg rolls. Zen had her mother to thank for Astra’s culinary skills. They’d bonded over recipes since Astra was six years old. 

“Lucky for you I cooked up a lot of frozen egg rolls last week. All we have to do is heat them up.” Astra bustled between the six-burner stove, the convection oven, and the island. 

“At this rate, you’ll be good enough to open your own restaurant.” Zen scrolled through personal emails and sipped wine as she waited. 

“I’m committed to space research, like Dad. He sends love, by the way. Interesting that he’s just coming back from the moon and you’re about go.” Astra grinned as she took plates from the warmer and filled them. 

“I’m only stopping at the NASA lunar colony. Then I’ll be at the space station. Not for long, so don’t worry.” 

“Mama, please. I’m almost eighteen. For the hundred and fiftieth time, I can take care of myself,” Astra replied.  

“I don’t care. Brianne is coming to stay with you,” Zen replied in her best “don’t bother arguing with me” tone. She felt much better knowing her brother’s oldest child would be in the house. At twenty-two, Brianne was as serious about personal choices as she was about her studies in oceanography. 

“I like my big cuz, but she’s a little...” Astra shrugged as she stirred the vegetables. The fragrance of garlic, ginger, and soy sauce filled the kitchen. 

“Level-headed, makes good decisions, grounded. I’m sure you meant one of those.” Zen leaned back as Astra put a plate of food in front of her.

“Wound too tight. You even said that she tries too hard to please Uncle Brian and Auntie Gianna. They combined their names when she was born. That’s a lot of pressure.” Astra placed a small plate with egg rolls on the island. 

“There is nothing wrong with being focused. Some might rub off on you.” Zen paused to say a quick blessing over the food and then continued her lecture. She pointed a fork with noodles dangling from it at Astra. “School. Career. Parties should be a distant third.”

“One time and I’m marked for life. Man!” Astra executed a perfect teenage eyeroll. 

“Loni almost wrecked her car because y’all were playing too much and not paying attention. Which is how we found out you’d been drinking—” 

“Loni was the designated driver. And I wasn’t drunk. So, our favorite old school jam came on the system and we got carried away. I told Loni not to panic and call her dad.”

“Right, because otherwise you four kids would have gotten away with it.” Zen eyed Astra as she sliced a piece of the savory beef. 

“We weren’t trying to get away with anything. I just argued against getting you guys upset. Four sets of parents freaking out. Well, at least Kalen’s mom was cool.” Astra grinned at her mother’s snort.

“Kalen’s got the ‘cool mom,’ which means he gets away with way too much in my opinion.”

“Don’t be judgy,” Astra quipped.

“Humph.” 

“Didn’t you have fun when you were young, or can’t you remember back that far?”  Astra smothered a giggle at the scowl Zen gave her. 

“Ha-ha.”

“Grandmother says you and Aunt Lexi got up to way worse,” Astra said, seemingly determined to push more buttons by quoting Zen’s mother.

“Which is why I want to head you off before you go too far, young lady,” Zen replied mildly, sidestepping the trap.

“Grandaddy was cool about it,” Astra said in an offhand way.

“They’re not your parents,” Zen pointed out.  

“You’re starting to sound like your mama more every day.” Astra ducked when Zen aimed a playful swat at her.

“Maybe you don’t need the car your father and I promised to buy. With public transportation, ride shares and—”

“Okay, okay,” Astra blurted. “You’re young, vibrant, the coolest mama ever. I’ll make the Dean’s List this semester. I promise. Anything else, just say the word.”

“Yeah, I know your weak spots, too. And don’t you forget it.” Zen had no real worries about her only child but even a good kid needed guidance.

“Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen,” Astra mumbled. 

Zen burst into loud laughter and Astra joined in after a few seconds. The family joke never failed to crack up Zen, her brothers, and their kids. Zen’s paternal grandmother in Louisiana had taught all her grandchildren traditional African-American gospel songs. Grandmother Elise was a retired teacher. She couldn’t stop drilling history lessons into her descendants even at the age of ninety-two.

“Ahem, speaking of Grandaddy,” Astra murmured. She shot a side-eye at her mother and pretended intense interest in slicing her egg roll in half. 

“We weren’t talking about him,” Zen said. “Your father says he might be in town next month.” 

“He told me. Nice try though. Back to your father, my grandfather. James Batiste. You should make up with him.” Astra poked her mother’s shoulder with one finger. 

“Your dad might marry Minji. I’m surprised she’s lasted almost two years. She has a possessive streak, if you ask me,” Zen said. She and her ex-husband remained friends. His Korean-American girlfriend had been lobbying hard to be the next Mrs. Jordan Darensbourg. No doubt she was happy Zen had kept her maiden name. 

“Mama.” Astra put down her fork and stared at Zen. 

“What? I’m not being catty. I like her. Well, not all that much, but—” 

“Daddy can take care of himself, and you’re not going to switch the subject. C’mon. What did Grandaddy do that you’re still mad at him?” 

Astra’s voice held a note of pleading. For all her bravado, she became uneasy about family tensions. Her sensitivity sprang from the divorce. Zen felt a twinge of the old guilt. She and Jordan had worked extra hard to reassure Astra that her world wouldn’t crash. Even so, Astra had a tendency to pick up any undercurrents of conflict. The effects of the seismic change in her childhood lingered. 

“It’s nothing you need to worry about, alright?”

Astra pushed vegetables and meat around on her plate. “He asked about you, which means you haven’t talked to him in a while. I can tell he misses you.”

Zen couldn’t tell Astra the entire story. Not that Zen knew it all. Yet. James Batiste, expert in global space treaties and a visiting professor at three major universities. Retired CIA director. Except Zen learned during her last investigation that he wasn’t retired. At least not when it came to global politics. Even her friend Chloé’s digital investigation magic hadn’t turned up much. On the surface, her father still loaned his expertise as an advisor to the White House when requested. As did a number of highly respected former government officials. Except Zen suspected there was much more to her father’s “consulting” than met the eye. 

Zen swallowed the lump of food stuck in her throat. The note of sadness in Astra’s voice was real. She smiled and tugged on one of Astra’s long micro-braids. “We’ll work it out. You know how it goes. Every parent-child relationship hits a bump once in a while. Like you and that party...” 

“Oh, no! Not again. Ethan didn’t even trash his parents’ beach house or anything,” Astra protested. 

“Thanks for reminding me you kids snuck off to the beach. In North Carolina, no less,” Zen said.

“We’re almost adults and his father said it was okay. Maybe he didn’t mention how many of us would be there, but...” Astra heaved a sigh. “Fine. I’ll become a nun and do nothing but study if you make up with Grandaddy.”

“I said—”

“I heard what you told me, Mama. I also know you’re leaving out a lot. It’s something to do with work. I’m not asking for details, okay? Like Daddy says, you and Grandaddy can’t talk about hush-hush government stuff. Just call him. He sounded a little sad when he asked about you.” Astra rubbed her mother’s shoulder. “I think you miss him, too.” 

“Okay, Little Miss Peace Maker. I hereby swear an oath to call my father and make nice with him.” Zen said with her right hand raised.

“Tonight,” Astra replied in a firm tone. 

“Yes, before I go to bed. Now, let’s enjoy this gourmet meal.” Zen grinned at her and dug in.

Two hours later, Zen was sure Astra felt better about the state her of her family bonds. They’d laughed and talked about her college courses and latest crush as they cleaned up the dinner dishes. Now Astra was video chatting with her best pal Loni. Zen, dressed in her favorite leggings and sloppy sweatshirt, went to her home office. She logged into her computer to find three messages from Hadley and one from Peter Navarro. She couldn’t resist looking in spite of her pledge not to let work creep into her home life. One quick scan wouldn’t hurt. 

Nothing earth-shaking. Hadley sent over the details of their flight off world. Shuttles to the moon and space stations had become routine in the past sixty years. They had flights on Luna Six, a shuttle operated by Space-Corp. Hadley’s other messages had details about office duties assigned while they were gone. Peter supervised one male agent. Zen supervised three special agents who did security screens on space crews. Navarro’s encrypted email was more interesting. Zen did more than skim his meticulous notes. She was soon pulled into the world of space tourism and a full description of Star Flight. The space station was known in official circles as In Situ because an entire third of the rotating wing held a NASA research facility. In Situ had developed advanced tech around developing resources on the moon and Mars. Space exploration was advancing rapidly as the means to extract water became cost effective. Scientists also worked on ways to generate oxygen. Another unit was working on materials to shield humans from the effects of radiation in space. The fourth section was making breakthroughs in Earth-like gravity fields.

Peter’s email is what made Zen forget to call her father. He sent a full dossier on the murder victim and two persons of interest. Precise as any scientist, Peter stated it seemed too soon to label them as suspects. Zen looked over the three pages on them and agreed. Then she moved on to their victim. Hassan Ahmad, age fifty-three, had been in excellent physical health. No surprise since space travel required it. NASA and private space companies still had strict guidelines about tourists taking off from Earth. Two words explained their restrictions: legal liability. 

Ahmad was an American citizen, fifth-generation Jordanian. He worked for a major mining equipment manufacturer. He and fifty of his colleagues from around the world had earned the trip to a trade convention, the first held in space. He was survived by his wife, two teenaged sons, parents, and six siblings. He had a taste for pole dancers, too much liquor, and one-night stands. The kids were staying with relatives while his wife accompanied him on the trip. She was still on the space station. What might turn out to be the crime scene, his hotel suite, indicated he had not been alone. Correction. Not the suite he’d shared with his wife. Ahmad had booked separate accommodations two levels away. His wife hadn’t known about it. 

“Tsk, tsk. But points for audacity,” Zen murmured as she continued to read.

“Are you working or talking to Grandad?” Astra yelled from the hallway.

“Umm, I uh—” Zen tapped the keypad to close the documents just before Astra stuck her head in the door. 

“Quit stalling.” Astra, dressed in purple pajamas, crossed her arms. 

When her desk phone trilled a soft ring tone, Zen picked up her wireless earbud. “Right after I take this important call about work. Now if you’ll excuse me. And I promise to call him.”

Astra jabbed a forefinger at her. “I’m going to call Grandad tomorrow and check.” Then she disappeared.

“I’m still the parent around here, you know,” Zen yelled after her.

“Whatever, Mom,” Astra retorted, her voice fainter as she went down the hallway.

Zen connected to the call without looking at the digital phone display. She expected to hear either Hadley or Malone Ramirez. Malone had been her partner, the first two senior agents at the new space crime unit. 

“Hello and thank you,” Zen blurted. Only then did she realize the screen was blank. 

“You’re welcome, Dr. Batiste. But you might want to hear me out first,” the male voice said. “My name is Jacques Clairmont. I’m with—” 

“Global Associated Press. Pretty cool you’re able to call me from space,” Zen said. She began tapping her virtual keypad to activate a digital source trace. 

“I’m on the terra side for now,” Clairmont said, using the slang for being on Earth rather than in outer space. “I wanted to get a comment on why your unit is headed to the Star Flight Space Station.”

“What do your sources say?” Zen activated the firmware in the phone system’s router. Her computer whiz bestie Chloé had made it just for her. 

“That the recent death of a businessman at the fancy hotel wasn’t from natural causes. You’re on the passenger list for the next shuttle leaving. I know because so am I.”

“Interesting,” Zen drawled. She divided her attention between listening to Clairmont and waiting for the results of her search. The app on her tablet opened. A map confirmed his call originated in New Jersey.

“I came here to get face-to-face interviews with his family. The authorities have kept me from his grieving widow. Did the feds order that she be isolated? That makes me think there’s more to his death than we’ve been told.”

“We who?” Zen replied.

“Stop the delay tactics, Dr. Batiste. I’m about to block all geolocation, so don’t bother sending agents to detain me,” Clairmont said.

“My goodness, Mr. Clairmont. Your imagination is on overload. As you no doubt know, any death in space is investigated. Even if the circumstances aren’t suspicious. Section C, enacted in 2083, of article seventy-eight of the Outer Space Treaty of 2023—”

“Yes, the part added two years ago to cover crime in space. I get it. And until now international
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