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	Chapter 1

	────────────────────────

	 

	Silence hung in the early moments of the day shift at the First Savings Bank in the middle of the Travelers Rest Space Station. It had been a slow morning for the staff. Like most employees in the service sector, they complained they were bored, then whined when it was too busy. Hours before, the cruise-liner, Great Outback, had landed and brought a horde of tourists with it. Most of them stopped to exchange Terran credits for the local currency. The location now lay empty, as if no crowd had ever visited.

	The First Savings Bank was cruder than most banks in the Sol System, located inside an old storage section. Travelers Rest, built over two centuries past, saw compartment changes matching current needs. They retrofitted the establishment with a vault, offices, and tills. Currency machines designed for the Terran, Jovian, and Martian currencies rested near the corner. The station hadn’t updated the deck plating and wall coverings since its former life. 

	Sissy Carboni leaned against the till, playing with her long red hair. She stared at her handheld device, watching brief videos of talking cats and interweb influencers. She stood short at 1.4 meters and shopped in the kids’ section for her clothes. Her shirt read, “My Mom’s other space ship is a Delorean.”

	In the far corner leaned Bedford Stevers. The older man wore a padded stab vest with a holstered P1303 pistol. His blue uniform had the word “Security” printed across the back. His gray hair announced that he wouldn’t be capable of stopping many threats. 

	“What is a Delorean?” Bedform asked. 

	“Your guess is as good as mine. It’s from some Earthling kid’s show,” Sissy replied, not looking up from her phone. 

	“Then why wear it?” 

	“It was on clearance and it fits. Not like we have a dress code.”

	“You sure about that?”

	Sissy ignored his comment. “When is Bossman supposed to arrive?” 

	“Not for a few hours,” Bedford replied. “Something about his kids need to see the orthodontist.”

	“Sounds expensive. Especially in this shit hole, that’s weird though. I thought the appointments were on the weekends as he didn’t trust us to run things.”

	“Agreed, as every other bank would have a manager on duty.” 

	“Right? Not that jerk.”

	Bedford opened his mouth to object when the door swung open.

	An older lady appeared in the doorway. She was Sufi Lewine, sporting a hooked nose and long limbs. People considered her a wafer, a derogatory term for someone who lived in space. The low gravity environments meant she grew taller than most as her skeleton stretched out. Now she hunched over, using a walking stick and crude metal braces to aid her upright. She wore the same old dress and floppy hat. The elder always arrived during the early in the day shift, though today she was late. 

	“Hello Miss Lewine,” Bedford said, with a short bow. “Did you need help to the till.” 

	“I do not, you big flirt. I’m a big girl.”

	“Of course.”

	Sufi waddled toward the counter and Sissy, who put her device away, setting it on a shelf underneath the countertop. 

	“What can I do for you?” Sissy asked. “Withdrawal of twenty credits, like always?” 

	“Forty today. I’m seeing my other great-grandkids,” Sufi replied, holding her tablet out. 

	Sissy scanned it with her till reader, and her computer system popped up. “Give me one moment.” 

	Before she could reply, the bank doors burst open and three tall men stomped in. They wore identical three-piece suits and ties as if they were going to a wedding. Their clothing wasn’t the only thing exact. Each of their faces matched the last. Distinguishing between them proved impossible, similar to clones, save for a slight stature disparity.

	“Excuse me,” Bedford began. 

	The first robber drew a needler-style pistol from his jacket and shot him in the face. Blood spattered across the wall behind him before he toppled to the ground like a crumpled mannequin. 

	Sissy stared at her coworker for a long second with wide eyes. She opened her mouth to scream, but two more needles left the robber’s weapon, and both Sissy and Sufi collapsed where they stood. 

	“Number two,” Number One said. “You’re a moron. I thought we agreed to no more killing.” 

	“I assumed there was a comma in there somewhere. No — comma — more killing.” Number two emphasized the break between the words.

	“Come on. Let’s get to work. We’ve three hours.”

	 

	✯ ✰ ✯ ✰ ✯ ✰ ✯

	 

	Sheemo O’Neal rubbed at the bridge of his nose. Tasked with protecting the people of the Asteroid Belt, he was a marshal of the Jovian Territorial Force. He spent months chasing ghosts from one station to another, with each connected through a series of robberies. It possessed equal amounts of bloodshed as the previous.

	He wore his standard garb of a button-up shirt, trousers and gray overcoat. Being a Jovian Marshal meant he didn’t have a proper uniform like his time in the Jovian Fleet. As long as he displayed his star, his supervisors considered him in uniform. Sheemo could have facial hair, so he grew a handlebar mustache, which reminded most of a previous era.  

	“Three victims. The teller, an old guard, and an elderly lady,” Aneta Azmi said. 

	She partnered with him for four years. Originally from Ganymede and more sheltered than Sheemo. She was shorter, yet compensated with her no-nonsense attitude. She tied her dark curly hair into a bun. If she were to let it out, the dry space station air would turn it into a fuzzed balloon. Unlike Sheemo, who leaned into the marshal part of his job title, she resembled someone from twenty-first century Chicago with tight black pants, a matching shirt and a stab vest with the word, Marshal, on the back. Like Sheemo, she had a P1303 needler pistol, standard cuffs, pepper spray, and a stun baton. 

	“At least it’s only three,” Sheemo muttered.

	“That’s comforting,” Azmi replied. “They killed three people and stole five million credits and all you can say is that its three.” 

	Sheemo and Azmi stood in the make-shift bank staring at the crime scene. Four days after the robbery, the coroner had removed the bodies, but nobody had cleaned anything up. Blood and bodily fluids lay splattered where the corpses fell. The tills sat open, with small denomination credit chips scattered across the floor.

	“If this was busy, I bet there’d be a lot more,” Sheemo said. “Any theories?” 

	“It’s a smash and grab. Limited time, like all the others.”

	“You sure this is one of those?”

	“It has all the hallmarks of it. Sudden attack. Signs of haste. They left a few million creds. Plus, extreme violence when none was necessary.”

	“Do we have any video footage?” 

	Azmi pulled a tablet from his pocket and handed it to him. It showed a picture of three criminals wearing suits, ties and identical faces.

	“Masks?” Sheemo asked. 

	“Like all the others, this is some type of tech. Disguises that look real? Think this is Terran? Or Martian?” 

	“Maybe. Though I have an idea. I’ve seen similar during the war.”

	Before he could explain, the door opened and two Traveler’s Rest Security Officers stood in the threshold. They wore blue uniforms with white conical helmets. 

	“I’m Officer Wexler. What are you doing here? This is a secured area.”

	Raina Wexler was tall, with a long nose, and a wafer. Her lengthy limbs resembled the effect of low gravity. To Sheemo, it resulted from living in stations like Traveler’s Rest. They were poor and unable to provide proper gravity or grav pills for their people. 

	Sheemo pointed at his star as Azmi did that same. “Marshals. We claim jurisdiction.” 

	“Bullshit. What do the Jovians have to do with this?” Wexler asked.

	“Azmi,” Sheemo said. It wasn’t a question.

	“This was done by Ascott Hochstedler and the Stygian Gang,” Azmi said.

	“You have no proof of that. This is a station matter—” Wexler muttered.

	Azmi showed the officer her tablet and the image from the bank’s security system.

	“How did you get that?” Wexler asked.

	“You’re system’s a joke. My bet is that these bastards are with a trade ship or a cruise-liner. No need for the public to be worried.”

	“That also means that large portions of this case aren’t your problem as they’re off station,” Sheemo said. “We require all of the evidence you collected, including eye witness statements and the names of any ships that left from the time of the robbery to now.”

	Wexler frowned, crossing her arms. “This is bullshit and you know it. You Jovians can’t barge in and claim authority then demand we help you. This is probably some cloudy coming here to mess with us grinders.”

	The Travelers Rest Security Officer used the derogatory phrase for anyone from Jovia, like Sheemo. Then, the term those who lived along the belt preferred to be called. 

	“Officer. I have claimed jurisdiction as the crimes involve more than this station. If you insist on obstructing my lawful investigation, then please continue. I am willing to arrest you for obstruction just as easily.”

	“Bah. I’m leaving to go round up that information. The quicker I do, the sooner you stormy bastards leaves me in peace.” 

	The two officers left for their precinct. They muttered more than one swear word, thinking Sheemo couldn’t hear them. With the current territorial laws, the station security had to listen to him. If he called a crime scene his jurisdiction, it was his. It was the same if he decided something wasn’t his. This implied that if a suspect departed, but the crime fell under their station’s authority, they would find it impossible to solve.

	“What are you thinking?” Azmi asked.

	“I wish we had a picture of this Ascott bastard.”

	“This gang has never been photographed. Not without a mask or a disguise.” 

	“If it’s not them, then I think someone is riding a star train.”

	This vessel featured segmented construction, incorporating two gigantic engines, one fore, the other aft. This narrow craft contained a multitude of compartments capable of detaching from the “locomotive” like a train of old. Though it didn’t travel along tracks, because of its skinny and long nature, it moved as a snake across the void of space

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	