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Zen stared up at the curved screen, the helmet tucked under her arm. She still wore the lightweight flight suit. A 10k-laser digital image surrounded Stuart Auditorium, one part of the training center. The space station Star Flight hovered overhead. Beyond it the newest one, Hyperion, appeared as a much smaller dot. In fact, it would not be visible from Star Flight. Hyperion orbited Mars while Star Flight remained a moon satellite. 

“You have another assignment, a new exciting murder case?” a man’s voice said close to her ear. 

Too close. Zen turned toward the sound with a scowl because the voice was familiar. She blew out a sharp breath. The reporter smiled back. His suit had the Global Associated Press logo on the chest. 

“Clairmont. What the hell are you doing here?” 

“Training like you. Gotta stay in shape for space travel,” he said and executed a series of stretches. “I could ask you the same. You work out, standard for maintaining muscle strength and bone mass while off Earth. But you were in the section typically used for longer trips.” 

“Stop stalking me. No new story for you. Maybe I like a challenge. And stop stalking me,” Zen shot back. She exited the auditorium before the curse words in her head came out of her mouth. 

“I know what you’re thinking. Damn reporter. We’re always on the job, like a cop,” Clairmont said as he followed her. 

“I’m not a cop. I’m a—” 

“Criminologist and forensic social worker who specializes in mental health. And pioneered the field of studying social structures in space communities. With an emphasis on crime.” Clairmont rattled off Zen’s career details with precision.

“What’s my favorite dessert, if you’re so smart,” Zen retorted without looking back at him. 

“Bread pudding with praline sauce.” Clairmont jumped back a step when Zen whirled around to face him. “Okay, that was a lucky guess. Your family is from Louisiana and your great-grandmother’s cookbook has that as a specialty.”

“I don’t eat bread pudding.” 

“Great cookbook though. My girlfriend loves it. Wonderful recipes from your great-grand’s café in Baton Rouge. Or was it Lafayette?” Clairmont affected a slight frown. 

“Gold stars for doing your homework. The Star Flight story is over. Digging into my background is a bit, I don’t know... obsessive is the word that comes to mind. Should I be worried?” Zen stared at him hard.  “Space habitation for long periods can affect people in unexpected ways. Especially someone who has an anxiety disorder and tends to be claustrophobic. I’m surprised you chose off-world as your beat.”

Clairmont gazed back at her for a few moments and then nodded. “Well played. You won’t get me shipped back to Earth because I’m unstable.”

“Who the hell do you think I am?” Zen snapped and turned to walk away.

“Someone who’s got more pull than she’ll admit publicly. You know where the bodies are buried. Metaphorically speaking. You find out who leaves real dead bodies around and why. I mean the government—” 

“Look, if you’re trying to make friends with me this ain’t the way. As for power, you have me mixed up with my boss.” 

Zen marched into the locker-room. The name didn’t fit. By most standards the “locker-room” was luxurious.  One section did include thirty wide closets for personal items. Another area had a steam room. The exercise gym had advanced equipment and a juice bar. Clairmont leaned against the wall as Zen retrieved her smartwatch, computer tablet, and other times. She stuffed her pockets and then headed off to turn in her helmet. 

“Oh, Clive Anderson is a powerhouse. No debate there. But you’ve caught killers on two worlds. You’re the future when it comes to cops.”

“I’m not a—”

Clairmont held up both palms. “Fine. The future of criminology then.”

Zen went to the unit to check space training tools. Clairmont followed but stopped talking as they approached the entrance. An attendant took the helmet. It would be sanitized and checked before use again. The woman eyed Clairmont with a slight smile. When the woman left, Zen rolled her eyes at Clairmont. Then she tapped the screen to register her return of the helmet and walked off. 

“You’ve been keeping busy socially, I see,” Zen said. 

“Better than on earth actually,” Clairmont replied.

“Yeah, not much to choose from in the men department out here.” Zen turned down a wide hall with Clairmont on her heels.

“Ouch. I happen to be quite a charming companion. If I didn’t think General Ramirez would tear my head off, I’d invite you out for drinks.” 

When Zen stopped and faced him, they almost collided. She grinned when Clairmont jumped back. “Okay, what do you want?”

He looked around at the steady stream of colonists, scientists, and even a small group of tourists led by their guide. “Not here.” 

“Seriously?” Zen snorted when he jerked a thumb in dramatic fashion for her to follow him. 

But she did. Clairmont was annoying and self-righteous about his journalistic responsibilities. He was also damn good at ferreting out information five steps ahead of other reporters. She was curious, as he knew she would be. Zen felt like prey following breadcrumbs into a trap. He wouldn’t find her so easy to trip up though. Clairmont led her to the restricted area for NASA personnel and those with special access. A hallway held one large lounge and six smaller pods. Zen’s eyebrows went up when he tapped a code that opened the door. 

“We can talk here. Coffee?” Clairmont moved to a coffee and beverage station tucked into a corner. 

“A bottle of that juice will do. Speaking of having pull and privileges,” Zen murmured and accepted the blend of mango and banana juice. 

“This is reserved for the media. They think I don’t know it’s been shielded so I can’t hear a thing or tap into digital phones.” Clairmont stirred cream into a steaming mug and turned back to Zen.

“Boo-hoo. The hard life of a highly paid crybaby.” Zen popped open the bottle and found a paper cup. “Let’s play the game then. You’ll pretend to know more than you do. I’ll keep saying ‘No comment’ until we both get bored and go on our merry separate ways.”

“Why are you back on the moon? As you pointed out, the Star Flight investigation was completed long ago. It’s been almost two years. There are no new deaths on the moon or the other three space stations. Unless... there’s something I don’t know about.”

“My job entails space travel, and training out here is optimal. Fewer need for simulations like back home. As you say, I do consult with Commander Okoro on counseling and social outlets for colonists. We don’t want them to begin to feel like zoo animals on display as more tourists are allowed to visit.” Zen gave him a professional smile as she laid on her spiel. 

Clairmont waved a hand as if brushing off her attempt at obfuscation. “You went back to Earth almost two years. Doing routine stuff. Psych profiles, background checks, consulting on making life in isolated colonies more bearable. Yawn-worthy stuff for a dynamic crime fighter like you.”

Zen laughed and unzipped the front of her jumpsuit with one hand. She wore an olive green long-sleeve t-shirt and matching pants underneath. “Dynamic crime fighter? Good Lord. You’ve been reading too many of those twentieth-century comic books. You’ll get bored if you keep dogging my footsteps.”  

“I very much doubt it, Dr. Zen,” Clairmont shot back. He stared at her as though trying to solve a puzzle. 

“Sure, we’ve handled a couple of unusual cases, but ‘routine stuff’ is an accurate description of what our unit has been up to since then. It might sound mundane to you, doesn’t bump up your digital subscriptions. But working to make space communities mentally healthy for long-term stays is just as critical as physical health. I’m sure you can agree. A lot a money is at stake. Your own news agency is owned by a corporation that has heavily invested in at least three projects.” Zen maintained her smile as she spoke. 

“I have complete freedom to follow stories wherever they lead. My agency has a firewall between corporate and us,” Clairmont said in an even tone.

“Oh really? How lucky for you,” Zen drawled. She sipped more juice, gazing at him over the cup’s rim. 

“You turned over some mighty big moonrocks here and on Star Flight. Hero to some, villain to others. At least two trillion-dollar corporations weren’t happy, and three governments. Including more than a few in the US power ranks.” Clairmont lifted his mug at her and drank. “Let that sink in.”

“You like that word a lot. Power. Is that what gets you going, Jacques?” Zen shook her head in mock disappointment. “I thought you were interested in truth and justice.” 

“Power, people who have it and people who want it, have led me to some of my biggest stories. There used to be an old saying, “Follow the money.” Well, I’ve found following who has or wants power will point to truth. Sometimes even a bit of justice.”

“Wow. Such depth in a guy who writes cheesy headlines like, ‘Zero Gravity Sex and Death.’ I’ve misjudged you.” Zen finished her drink and tossed the cup in a recycle bin. 

“I do go deep. For example, I know the story didn’t end with your murder case on Star Flight getting wrapped up. Or even the secret mining operation you discovered. What’s really kept you coming back to the moon? You have a daughter, a life on Earth. It must be something pretty big—” 

Zen started to answer when a tone from her smartwatch sounded. The trill of piano keys told her it was an incoming call. She retrieved her noise-canceling earbuds and inserted them. “You’ll have to excuse me. I need to take this.”

“Sure.” Clairmont started to sip from his mug but stopped as she continued to stare at him. “Oh, you mean... Right. I’ll wait for you outside.”

“No need. We’re done,” Zen replied. She nodded at the door. 

Clairmont chuckled as he strolled out. “For now, Dr. Batiste. For now.”

The door whisked shut, leaving Zen alone. She let out a satisfied sigh. “Perfect timing, Wyvette. You saved me.”

Her new assistant’s face appeared on the screen of Zen’s smartwatch. She wore an intense expression. “Ma’am, I can be there in five minutes.”

“No need. I didn’t mean literally. Relax and have another cup of coffee.” Zen smiled back at her. 

Wyvette Anita Young was Zen’s recruit to the OSI, Office of Special Investigations. She’d been a member of the Lunar Military Police Department. The twenty-five-year-old had been invaluable to the Star Flight investigation. Zen recommended they offer her a special agent position. Clive hadn’t needed much convincing. Especially since Zen’s partner, Peter Navarro, was placed on suspension after the case. An OSI agent stationed in space made sense, a decision Clive planned at some point anyway. Finding Wyvette simply pushed up the move.

“I’m on my fourth cup and keyed enough up as it is. And don’t tell me to swear off caffeine. Not gonna happen. Training brutal this morning?”

“Went fine until your pal Clairmont showed up. Sniffing around for his next big story.” Zen grinned at Wyvette’s pained expression at the mention of Clairmont. Their on and off affair turned permanently off after his reporting on Star Flight.

“Is he gone gone? Check outside,” Wyvette said low.

Zen’s pulse picked up the tone of her voice. She went to the door and it slid open at her approach. After a look out into the empty hallway, Zen went back inside. “He left. What’s up?”

“Come back to the station. Mr. Anderson wants a meeting.” 

“Hold on. I’m getting a message from him now,” Zen said before Wyvette could go on. The double ringtone assigned to Clive told who it was.

“Wrap up your training session and make sure you’ve ditched Clairmont. We need to talk,” Clive said without preamble. “Thirty minutes. Your office.”

“Yes sir. How did you—” Zen barely got out before the beep signaled that he’d ended the connection.

“I heard,” Wyvette said. “And naturally he didn’t tell me what it’s about. I’m way down the power food chain.”

“There’s that word again,” Zen muttered as she exited the pod.

“What?” 

“Never mind. I’ll tell you about it later. See you in a few.” 

Zen kept an eye out for Clairmont. She worked to shake off the paranoia that everyone seemed to be tracking her movements. Imirah Suri’s sudden appearance at her side didn’t help. The trip from the training section had taken just under ten minutes. Imirah was waiting outside the LMPD main station. She watched as Zen parked her small rover. 

“Special Agent Suri,” Zen clipped by way of a greeting. “Or whatever title they gave you. Hell, I still don’t know exactly who they are.”

“The good guys, I assure you,” Imirah said with a smile that lit up her lovely face. Clear brown eyes seemed to observe everything at once. She turned in a circle and scanned her surroundings, then faced Zen again. 

“Hmm.” Zen noted she didn’t answer the question. 

Imirah, a hybrid humanoid, told her what she needed to know. Although she received direction, Imirah had full authority to ignore orders and make up her own plan. 

“You’ll eventually figure it out,” Imirah said in a good-natured tone as she matched Zen’s stride entering the station. 

“You’re here to see me? Only I have a meeting and can’t—” 

“Yes, I’m here by invitation,” Imirah said. 

Her reply brought Zen up short. She stopped so fast that Imirah was five steps ahead before she realized Zen wasn’t beside her. The mysterious agent doubled back. Imirah stood feet apart, hands folded in front in a military stance. 

“Clive called you?” Zen gaped at her as Imirah gave a slight shrug. “Do you know why?”

“We’re both about to find out. Shall we?” Imirah jerked a thumb in the direction of Zen’s assigned office.

“Why can’t anything be straightforward.” Zen heaved a sigh and resumed walking. 

Minutes later they reached the long hallway that led to Zen’s spacious office. Wyvette waited outside. The size and location were enough let station officials know Zen’s importance. She wouldn’t have chosen it but Hadley Truman, Clive’s assistant, had made the arrangements. Hadley was no glorified secretary. She had been an intelligence operative in the past. She had a genius for digging up facts and extensive contacts. Her counsel on all things related to assignments was not to be taken lightly.

Imirah let out a slow whistle when the double doors slid open. Wyvette shot a questioning look at Zen when Imirah’s back was turned. Zen shook her head. Both looked at Imirah when she faced them again. 

“I like. You have a window. Meteorite silica glass. A big perk reserved for top officials. I’m impressed.” 

Imirah swept a hand at the view. One of two European Space Agency colonies was visible in the distance. The rocky landscape between stretched in colors of soft beige and gray. A large surface rover kicked up a small trail of dust as they drove. The vehicle traveled along the road, headed for another colony, no doubt. 

“Hadley says I need to be taken seriously here. Appearances matter. I thought that kind of superficiality would be left behind on Earth.” Zen laughed. “I sound stuffy.”

“No, you’re on target.” Imirah made herself comfortable in a chair. She crossed her long legs. “Your boss’s able assistant happens to be both wrong and right. Appearances do signal authority. But you’ll find that those of us who have been off Earth don’t respond the same.”

“Meaning?”

“We have more autonomy. After all, if we violate the ‘rules’ how will your leaders penalize us?” Imirah looked from Zen to Wyvette. “Officer Young understands.”

“We have laws and ways to enforce them,” Wyvette said. 

“Only if other nations and big business consortiums cooperate,” Imirah replied in a mild tone. “And then there are the lone wolves. People who act on their own authority beyond the reach of official confines. It’s space. There are no true borders. Jurisdictional limits mean nothing.”

“You mean we’re in the wild frontier? I don’t think so. We’ve both sent people to prison,” Zen said.

“She’s right, boss,” Wyvette put in. “On the main colonies, LMPD, Space Command, and Black Rock Security maintain control. But when you start talking about other planets and the private space stations? Not so much.”

“Not at all. And don’t get me started on the Mars, Titan, or the space station a group of criminal gangs plan to launch,” Imirah added with a grim expression. 

Zen gaped at Imirah. “Wait, what?”   

“Yes. They’re very well financed by their illegal businesses. They’re looking to cash in like other big companies. Which may be why Mr. Anderson called this meeting.” Imirah looked around. “I could use a nice cup of espresso right about now. You got a machine?”

“This is an office, not a coffee shop,” Zen muttered, her thoughts still on gang activity in space. 

“Um, yeah. Over here at the beverage station,” Wyvette said. She went to a cabinet Zen hadn’t paid attention to before. “One of Commander Okoro’s staff sent this over. I thought it would be great when you have meetings.” 

“Seriously?” Zen shook her head.

Imirah laughed as she strolled over to the beverage bar. “I can prepare it myself. Hey, you’ve got a bag of Turkish blend. You know, I grew up in a suburb of Istanbul. My mother is from South Africa. Papa is from Findikli, a town a few miles from Istanbul—” She stopped at the silent glower from Zen. “A few luxuries aren’t a crime, Dr. Batiste.

“Let’s circle back to the criminal gangs setting up shop in space, please,” Zen said with forced patience. “Your coffee break can wait.”

“Okay, okay.” Imirah heaved a sigh as she glanced back at the machine. She walked over to Zen, who stood with her arms crossed. “Listen, Dr. Batiste...” 

“Zen. Since we’re in the wild no need for formalities.” 

“Well, Zen, your country and the ESA are well aware of the gang’s activities. One from North Africa has joined forces with an offshoot of a Russian gang. Call themselves Vlast; roughly translated, it means to grip or gain dominion,” Imirah said.

“That’s not good,” Wyvette said. She poured fresh coffee beans into the espresso portafilter. A soft whirring came as beans were ground.

“Thanks, Ms. Barista,” Zen quipped. 

“We’re all going to need a shot of something after Mr. Anderson drops more bombshells on us,” Wyvette replied. 

Zen looked at Imirah. “So, you’re still on the moon to deal with Vlast?” 

“I can’t go into details. But maybe soon.” Imirah breathed deep and sighed at the scent of the coffee brewing. 

“I sure as hell hope Clive has more answers than you’re willing to give,” Zen said. 

She faced the screen again as if willing it to come on. Instead, the door to her office whisked open. Zen spun around to bark at whoever had come to interrupt them. What she saw snatched the words right out of her mouth. She gaped at Clive dressed in a light gray space jumpsuit. He stood for a few seconds examining the interior before he strode in. Wyvette almost dropped the cup she was about to hand Imirah.

Imirah took it from her and sipped. “You must have been a barista indeed in a previous life. Welcome, Director Anderson. Officer Young will fix you a cup of your preferred beverage.”

“Sir, you... you’re here,” Zen managed to stammer after a few seconds.

“My doctor cleared me for the trip. I’m not that old or decrepit yet, special agent. I’ll be heading back to Earth soon anyway,” Clive replied mildly. He walked to the wide desk and placed the bag he carried on it. 

“I didn’t mean to imply—” 

Clive waved away her attempt to clarify. “I could use a mineral water if you have it. The trip dried me out. My one-and-done trip since, as you pointed out, I’m old. Had to experience space travel at least once.”

“Sparkling or regular, sir?” Wyvette asked. 

“Sparkling. Thank you, Special Agent Young.” Clive opened his bag as he talked. “Unlock your screen so I can sync my tablet with it. Secure?”

“Yes, sir,” Wyvette replied before Zen could. “Standard protocols installed and updated every thirty days.”

“Excellent. Batiste. Passcode,” Clive said and stood aside. 

Zen blinked at him for a few seconds. Then she shook off the shock of seeing her boss in the flesh. “Right. Of course.”

She tapped a series of commands into the flexible silicon keypad on her desk. Only her unique fingerprints and body chemistry would activate three devices in her office. One being the fifty-five-inch thin video display on one wall. She entered her passcode. Six icons appeared on the screen. Clive approached to take over and Zen moved aside. He didn’t need any help with the image cast function. Zen glanced at Wyvette, but she was still busy playing hostess. 

Clive nodded with satisfaction after a few moments. He nodded with Wyvette handed him a glass. “Thank you, Special Agent Young.”

“Wyvette is fine, sir.” Wyvette took up a position against one wall out of the way of her superiors. She folded her arms in front, at attention military style. 

“Nothing we discuss leaves this room,” Clive said.

“Of course, sir,” Zen and Wyvette said in unison.

“Naturally,” Imirah murmured. Her enigmatic smile widened when Clive’s thick eyebrows went up at her response. 

Zen had just about recovered when another shock left her speechless. Space Command Major-General Malone Ramirez entered. Right behind him was Ewan Lewis, an agent who worked for the United Nations Security Council. At least that was what his file said. Zen didn’t believe it told the whole story.

“Malone.” Zen took a step forward to hug him but caught herself in time. Instead, she gave him a crisp nod.

“Hmm.” Imirah’s dark eyes twinkled mischief as she looked at them. She sipped from her small cup. Her expression became somber when she faced Clive. “Let’s get this show on the road.” 

“Indeed,” Clive rumbled. His fingers moved over the control pad lightly. Images popped onto the screen. “Space station Crius is above Saturn’s moon Titan. Two nations funded it. With cooperation from the United States.”

“The United Nations Global Space Council and European Space Agency are not pleased about it either. They only just learned about US involvement,” Lewis put in.

“They had the resources, the technology, and were going forward no matter what. It’s not like we could have stopped them,” Clive replied with scowl. “Our intelligence learned about the project and offered our scientific expertise.”

Zen felt chills at his words. Her sister had been selected as part of that “expertise.” Alexis “Lexi” Batiste hadn’t been a murder victim after all. Not one of the three college students at Georgetown University who had died. Not at all. Lexi seemed to be a strong suspect. Yet Zen had details on her motive. James had used his contacts to get Lexi into the advanced criminal rehab program called The Lodestone Project. With her brilliant work in the fields of astrobiology and astrophysics, Lexi was a prime candidate. Those who went through the process were deemed too valuable to lose. The conventional criminal justice system, even with advances since the mid twenty-first century, didn’t make sense for people like Lexi. After all, proponents pointed out, they were in 2086 and on the brink of a new millennium. Why waste such extraordinary minds as we became a multi-world race?

Zen wondered if Clive knew and if so, how much. They hadn’t discussed her family secret. Malone placed a hand on her arm. His touch was her answer. Clive had all of the answers. Her mind spun as she considered who had told her boss. What was his reaction? Someone calling her name made Zen blink out of her reverie.

“What?” Zen looked around to find everyone gazing at her. 

Clive walked over to Zen and placed both large hands on her shoulders. His gruff voice had a gentle undertone as he spoke slowly. “Major-General Malone will coordinate with the commander of Crius, Antonia Gusev. Peter is already on Crius. Special Agent Young will be assigned to assist him in investigation. You’ll accompany me back to Earth.”

“Like hell I will.” Zen glared at him and then Malone as though they were co-conspirators against her. 

Malone walked over to stand next to Clive. “Zen, just listen to—”  

“No, I don’t need to hear the speech about me being too close to the situation. Or that my emotional state will be a huge liability. I’m going, one way or another.” Zen pushed Clive’s hands off her shoulders and walked to the screen. “Let’s get the brief.”

“Give us a moment,” Clive said, his voice a quiet rumble. He waited until the door whisked shut, leaving him alone with Zen. “Not only is the investigation on Crius diplomatically delicate, it’s dangerous. Your sister’s role is unclear.”

“Are you saying Lexi is a suspect in whatever is going on?” Zen’s heart beat so fast her chest started to hurt. She clinched one fist and worked to control her breathing. The walls of the office seemed to bend, closing in on her.

“Here, drink.” Clive pulled her other hand up and pressed a cup into it. “Juice filled with electrolytes and serotonin.”

Zen took it, gulped down a mouthful, and exhaled. “I’m fine.”

“You haven’t even heard the full brief on what we know so far and—” 

“I’m good, damn it.” Zen drained the cup. “My father is pulling the strings. Trying to cover up his shit.”

“Batiste, you’re doing a poor job of convincing me you can handle this.” Clive stepped away from Zen, arms crossed. He eyed her with the intensity of a doctor examining a patient.

Zen took in a deep breath and exhaled. “Sorry, sir. Obviously, this situation hits close to home for me. My first reaction was natural.”

“Humph. Exactly my point. Do you honestly think you could focus after seeing your sister?” 

“I’ve had almost twenty-four months to... process this new reality.” Zen stood straight and returned his steady gaze. 

“You think I don’t know?” 

“I don’t...” Zen stopped when his thick eyebrows pulled together. The kindly uncle persona was replaced by the hard-nosed military intelligence veteran. 

“You’ve had twenty-four months to arrange your personal affairs. Your daughter is pursuing her studies in France with her older cousin, Brianne. Astra is well established, independent. Your ex-husband and brothers will look out for her. You have a long-term house sitter service on standby. You’ve been cultivating informants to find out about transport to Crius. Since it isn’t supposed to exist, flights to Crius definitely aren’t advertised. That’s even if you could get clearance to go under normal circumstances. Space flight isn’t like booking a plane trip back home.” Clive went to the control panel and tapped in commands. 

“I’ve been under surveillance,” Zen said. 

Clive didn’t look up from what he was doing. “Of course.” 

“You didn’t stop me from coming to the moon or Star Flight. How did you know I wouldn’t find my way on a ship to Crius?” Zen watched him for a few moments. Then she hissed in anger. “Because you’ve been feeding me false leads, controlling my informants.”

“One of whom is with the UN Global Space Security Council. Undercover. It seems they don’t trust the US any more than they trust Russia, China, or any other players,” Clive said with good humor.

“Crius is one huge chunk of evidence that they’re right,” Zen retorted. 

Clive tapped the keypad twice and then looked at Zen. “The decision has been made. I’m telling you because the news about Crius will be released soon.” He glanced at the digital time-zone map on his screen. “Actually, the first press statement should be out in a few minutes. Six o’clock AM Eastern Standard Time. No more secrecy.”

“I’ll bet the press release won’t include tidbits about Vlast. Or the real details of what kind of research is being conducted,” Zen said.

“I meant secrecy about its existence. Limited information will be for security reasons. Standard procedure.” Clive’s cool façade would be perfect for a news conference.

“An entire space station being built and deployed is hardly standard. I’m sure the UN won’t see it that way.”  

“The secretaries of the UN Security Council and the UN Space Council are being briefed as we speak. Thankfully, I wasn’t included in that task,” Clive said with a dry chuckle. 

“No. You were sent to reign in your rogue special agent in space.”

Clive grimaced at Zen. “No one ‘sends’ me anywhere like a damn errand boy. The work being done on Crius is critical to Earth and future space exploration. Even more so than Star Flight. I need boots on the ground with no personal agenda at stake. Otherwise, people could die. Is that clear enough for you?”

“You’re saying my sister is in danger. I should ignore that fact, pretend she doesn’t exist. After all, I thought she was dead for years. It’s not like I haven’t gotten used to her not being around.” Zen felt the anger building like a fire in her chest. She paced and talked. “My father made the decision about lying to me all this time. You’re making the decision about what’s best for me now. I’m a minor annoyance to be dealt with after I stumble onto the truth.”

“No, you’re a seasoned investigator who knows the risk of being emotionally involved in a case. Look at me,” Clive barked.

Zen stopped to face him. “Yes. I know the risk. I also know about the social structure of gangs, isolated space communities, and crime occurring in both.”

Clive blinked. Puzzlement replaced his frown. “Wait, what?”

“Jacques Clairmont is already sniffing around. He’s going to put the pieces together.” 

“We can handle Clairmont.” Clive waved a hand as if dismissing her point.

“He’ll write speculative news articles about the ‘top space cop’ when the Crius news breaks. How will you explain to NASA and the White House that you won’t assign me?”

“You’ll continue to consult with Commander Okoro to stabilize community life here and on Star Flight. You work will help the other space stations as well.” 

Clive’s response sounded well-rehearsed yet natural. Even reasonable. Zen’s Star Flight investigation had revealed cracks in the social structures of the moon colonies. Malone and Commander Okoro had worked to root out compromised LMPD officers. Okoro also continued to deal with black market activities, underground parties involving designer space drugs, and other issues. 

Zen gazed back at him as seconds ticked by. Then she affected a tight smile. “Well, that’s it then.”

“You’re up to something, Batiste,” Clive muttered. His blue-gray eyes narrowed. He stared at Zen as though trying to see into her thoughts.

“Like you said, the decision has been made. Feel free to use this office for your briefings. And whatever else top-secret stuff you need to do. I can set up in the one down the hall.” Zen walked to the door. Malone, Imirah, and Lewis spun around when it slid open after her approach. 

Ewan Lewis raised his eyebrows at Zen when the door opened. He’d worked for her father on more than a few operations. “You’re going to call Director Batiste. About Crius. Not advisable.”

“Former director. He’s an occasional advisor on diplomatic affairs. Nothing of national or international security concern. Simply a private citizen.” Zen rattled off the sanitized version of her father’s role in federal government matters. 

“Before you do anything rash, let’s talk,” Malone said.

Zen turned to him. “Let’s have dinner later. There’s a wonderful Indian café that just opened in D sector.”

Malone glanced the others. They took the hint and went back into Zen’s office with Clive. The door closed, leaving Malone and Zen alone in the hallway. “Honey, I know you’re upset.”

“Upset doesn’t even begin to cover it, Malone,” Zen snapped. Then she sighed. “Sorry, it’s not you.” 

“So, what next?” 

“I’m going to say hello to Daddy.” 
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Two hours later everyone except Imirah was back in Zen’s office. Clive had called them to a final briefing before his departing flight. He was behind Zen’s desk working the control panel. Wyvette alternated between checking her tablet and gazing at Zen for clues. They hadn’t had a chance to talk since Clive’s dramatic arrival earlier. The screen had an image of a spring day in the country somewhere on Earth. Wild flowers, sunflowers, and blue bells swayed in the breeze. Every few minutes birdsong trilled. 

Out in space, seasons meant nothing. Research showed recreating the familiar in space aided adjustment and emotional health. Cultivated gardens and even a small park in one sector of the moon colony had been built. Every home had video “windows” with a variety of nature scenes. 

“Pretty.” Ewan swiveled his chair around to face them after enjoying the view. “I feel serene now.”

Clive gave him an irritated glare. The field of flowers winked out. “Change of plans. Special Agent Batiste will join Navarro on Crius. Special Agent Young, you’re still going.”

Wyvette glanced at Zen. “Yes, sir.”

“So will Lewis.” Clive fixed his famous freezing stare on Zen as if daring her to object.

“And the gang’s all here,” Zen quipped. She gave Lewis a playful wave. He winked back.

Malone leaned close to Zen and whispered, “You won this round. Don’t gloat.”

“I’d never.” 

“Speaking of gangs... May I, Clive?” Lewis stood when Clive nodded. “From what we’ve gleaned from our sources, Vlast has embedded at least four agents on Crius. Their planning started fifteen or twenty years ago. Paying off employees within the Russian space program and the African Union.”

“So, they learned about the space station from their own spies. Forward thinking,” Wyvette put in.

“They’re not the only criminal enterprise wanting in on profits from space. But they’re the most ambitious. They want to make an entire colony or space station their turf. Take control. They’re smart and patient,” Lewis went on with a nod.

“Long-term planning like you describe sounds uncharacteristic,” Zen said. “They tend to choose crimes with a quick turnaround. Drugs, identity theft, prostitution. Even groups like the Mafia or Gangster Disciples kept it simple.”

“Welcome to the new age of thuggery.” Malone gave a grunt. 

“Malone is correct, Batiste,” Clive grumbled. “The prospect of billions, even trillions, of dollars is too tempting for them to ignore. They have a leader who looks ahead.”

“Former Russian strongman. Family ties to a twentieth-century oligarchy. Vladimir Putin’s great-grandson. Putin pioneered cementing ties with outlaw groups in northern and eastern Africa. Publicly, the Russians have had investment agreements with governments there and the Middle East for decades, “Lewis continued.

“Playing both sides against the middle,” Zen said. 

“Exactly. So, Vlast leadership is using official and black-market resources. Our reports say there’s growing tension between Vlast and the current Russian president Elizaveta Rozova. Which is significant because one of the Russian agents helped us get information on Vlast. Otherwise, we wouldn’t know much. Talk about the old ‘Iron Curtain.’ We lost two people trying to get close to Vlast.” Lewis frowned.

“Lost, as in...” Wyvette blinked at him.

“Dead before they could give us anything useful,” Lewis replied. “They’ll kill their own if they become useless or fail one too many times.”

Wyvette shook her head. “Working against them is risky. Working for them is dangerous.”

“We have to tread carefully on Crius. Navarro has done great work preparing the way for us. He’s getting help from an insider. She’s sleeping with one of the Vlast members. And yes, she volunteered to help. We won’t share her name or picture. The fewer people know who she is, the safer she’ll be. For now.” Lewis left his chair and crossed to a control panel. He tapped keys and the Crius administrative chart appeared. “Vlast could be any one of these.”

“Either on the payroll or Vlast members,” Clive grumbled. He squinted at the photo display.

“And then there’s the murder. A process engineer took a long fall,” Lewis said in a mild tone as he brought up another photo.

“Not an accident, I’m guessing,” Wyvette said. 

“Meet Mikhail Navalny,” Lewis went on. “He wasn’t an inside member of Vlast as far as we can tell. He might have been what they call a ‘useful idiot.’ Someone not that smart but in a job or position to help.”

“And our way in at Crius.” Clive turned to Zen and Wyvette. “You’re going to join Navarro for the investigation into his death. We’re not calling it a murder officially.”

“Won’t it raise questions with so many of us for one death?” Zen looked at him.

“Lewis isn’t going with you,” Clive replied. 

“I leave in a couple of hours. I’m the new confidential assistant to the head of facility maintenance. The other guy decided to return to the moon. A new job, I think.” Lewis wore a wolfish grin.

“Paid off or scared off?” Zen asked.

“No comment,” Lewis replied.

“Right. So, the story is Peter needs help doing what? I mean, it’s still a pretty iffy cover if you ask me.” Zen turned back to Clive.

“That’s just it. Everything is shady and shifty on Crius. Even the mob leaders are nervous. Petty crimes have increased. They’re afraid of losing control,” Clive said.

“Wyvette will liaison with Space Command substation officers,” Malone said. “I’ll keep in touch with her and their colonel from here.”

Zen nodded at the explanation for his presence. “Got it.”

“They’re so distracted, I doubt you and Wyvette showing up will cause a ripple. And Crius is big.” Clive gestured to Lewis, who changed the screen. “You’re quite familiar with the system, Ewan. You wouldn’t have hacked into the secure server, would you?”

“You had the files open and labeled. I just touched the right screen icon. Sir.” Lewis smiled at him.

“Humph.” Clive eyed him as if plotting to investigate the Brit’s activities. 

“Looks comparable to Hyperion.” Wyvette pointed to the image of the secret space station. 

Clive rose and marched over to replace Lewis at the panel. “This official photo will be released at the press conference unveiling its existence. Crius has a flight crew of sixty-five people. Another fifty are facility workers. Space mechanics, plumbers, and more. There are five scientific research units with eighty more between them. The rest, a hundred, are humanoids. But reports show a good fifty unofficial human residents.”

“Undocumented residents?” Wyvette looked at Zen with a shocked expression. “But how—” 

“Lots of ways for people to come and go undetected,” Lewis said with a glance at Clive.

“Wait, that can’t be possible.” Zen looked around at the others. 

“Crius is actually three separate sectors. It has the benefit of tech developed from space research over the last five decades.” Clive swiped a small screen on her desk. 

Zen gasped at the new image. A multi-level wheel within a wheel hovered over Titan, Saturn’s largest moon. “How did they pull off such a massive build?”

“They started small in 2055. It was called a research satellite with probs sent to both Saturn and Titan. Most of the world forgot about it. Even the media ignored reports about rock compositions and inert gas percentage. Pretty damn clever to be honest,” Clive said.

“And thirty years later you have a massive secret space station. Crius gives Africa and America a solid claim to Saturn and Titan.” Wyvette’s assessment caused the others to look at her in surprise. “I can add two and two, you know.”

“The kid is on target,” Lewis said with a wink of appreciation at Wyvette. He chuckled when she glared at him. 

“I’m no teenager,” Wyvette complained.

“Which is why we’re going to weather an international storm for months. Special Agent Young isn’t the only one doing the math. Despite assurances that every nation will benefit from the research and discoveries,” Clive said. 

“Sounds like you helped craft the wording,” Zen said.

“Your father did.” Clive’s intimidating frown included James Batiste and Zen.

“Well, if anyone can pull off soothing international outrage it’s my father. His years as a diplomat and professor will help. He has friends around the globe.” Zen looked away from his intense gaze. 

“Humph.” Clive’s response rumbled like thunder from deep in his chest. 

Lewis clapped his palms and rubbed them together. “So, onto the details of our operation. As I said, I leave in less than two hours now. You two will leave in the morning. Navarro is at the local cop station.” 

“Space Command headquarters,” Wyvette clipped.

“As you wish, milady,” Lewis replied with a slight bow. “You’ll join Peter at headquarters. We also made another substitution at Crius. Two new medical doctors, one with forensic certifications, swapped out physicians whose assignments ended. Nothing we arranged. As luck would have it, their contracts were up.”

“We’ll have an untainted autopsy and other forensic results. First encouraging news about this case,” Zen replied.

“Indeed,” Lewis replied with enthusiasm. “As your investigation progresses, we’ll turn up the heat. Drip details to push things along. First, you’ll announce that poor Mr. Navalny was murdered. That will shake up the factions.”

“Whoa, whoa.” Zen leaned forward to make her point. “We don’t want to set off a gang war. They don’t have enough of a police presence to deal with a surge in violence. Criminal groups function on loyalty and demonstrate zero tolerance when attacked.” 

“Yeah, dude. You’ll get a lot of folks killed. Including maybe us,” Wyvette added. “I don’t have your decades in the field. But even this kid knows a real bad idea when she hears one.”

“We’re at risk the minute our ship docks at Crius,” Lewis countered. “And time is of the essence, as they say.”

Clive nodded with a grimace. “Lewis is on target about time. The UN meets in six weeks to decide on action about Crius. They could send a security force to take over. To ensure that no activities there violate international space treaties. Having a serious crime problem will give them more justification.”

“The only reason they’re waiting that long is to give their attaché time to reach Crius, review the situation, and report,” Malone added. “They could act sooner depending on what he says. Ambassador Abramov will be on the ship with you. We didn’t have a choice and neither did the UN. They don’t have a ship to make such a long trip with EmDrive yet. 

“And the US couldn’t afford to ramp up global tensions by not letting the UN hitch a ride,” Clive added. 

“I don’t think saying no seats left would have worked,” Wyvette murmured.

“Hardly,” Clive said with a grin that vanished into a frown fast. “UN Security General Blanc was sent ahead months ago. Diplomatic negotiator as well. International cooperation on security and crime investigations is his job.”

“Fallon Blanc, age thirty-seven. Married for ten years with two kids. He isn’t dumb, but he is a plodder. Meticulous to a fault, in my humble opinion,” Lewis said. 

“Because naturally you have a file on him down to his favorite breakfast cereal.” Zen gazed at Lewis. 

“He prefers eggs and toast,” Lewis quipped and then grew serious again. “He trained as an intelligence officer but went with the UN early on.”

“Which means he knows how to get information, dig for answers,” Wyvette put in.

“Yes. But his slow and steady approach is in our favor. He has three to four weeks to get his report in.” Lewis stared at the image of Crius. 

“The UN Global Space Council will digest his
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