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Nothing sweeter than second chances. Well, in the fiction business, that is. 

Contained in this volume are many of the short works I created after the publishing of The Dawn Cluster. For about five years, I wasn’t sure if, what and when my next novel would be, but as any creative knows too well, the juices are always flowing. At first it was that I still wanted to add more to the Dawn Cluster universe. This is what drove me to pen ‘Last Shuttle to Sirius’ (first published by Kyanite Press in their Winter 2020 issue, then included in Lockdown Sci-Fi #7 by Black Hare Press), ‘For Neepa’ (first published by Cloaked Press in the SFWG Anthology The Depths of Love), and ‘Field Decision’ (first published by Kyanite Press in their Summer 2020 Issue, and then published by Synthetic Reality in their Second Issue December 2021). ‘Valuation’ was a short offered as a free incentive and ‘The Order of Things’ unfortunately never found a home until now. But I knew that, should I ever collect these odds and ends, it should be with a smidge of context for any reader unfamiliar with The Dawn Cluster, hence why ‘Rites of Passage’ and ‘The Nustoy Incident’ are in the mix, a prologue and an interlude that work quite well as solo pieces.

Next, the showcase piece of this collection – ‘The Edicts of Evolution.’ This novelette originally was published as a ten-episode Kindle Vella series for Amazon’s now shuttered platform. I am very excited to see the tale of Newell get another chance to be discovered by readers. I’ve always been a sucker for robot stories, and the concept of conflicting truths is something I flirt with often.

Finally, a recent story that I’ve been dying to share – ‘Slipped Away.’ When I started crafting the middle section of The Shirker a few years back, I knew the character of Marek Dunn needed fleshed out beyond what we see on Obcasio. As I started to form his backstory, I realized it was a great tale all of its own.

Now, if you’re a fan of my work, you may be curious about five other short stories floating about in the indie fiction cosmos, not yet collected. Well, they lean a bit more horror than sci-fi, and if you’ve read them, you know they have connective tissue, so much so that perhaps another collection of sorts may be in the future...


-  Mark J. Schultis, November 2024
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“Slipped Away”
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‘Certification of death?’ Marek Dunn pressed his thumb to his ICO band, affixing his genetic stamp of receipt. That was certified the day I took this damned job. Marek reached for his bottle of rum and took a swig. God love her, she stuck around till the end. 

Marek was peering out the rectangular window of his apartment, trying to lose himself in the dusk vista of Sart Station. But instead of gazing on the city line, or the hypnotic inbound/outbound Celestial Dispatch traffic, Marek instead was fixated on his reflection, and how his greying hair was becoming more and more apparent. 

Why am I still doing this? I could have retired years ago. Could have saved myself some stress. Could have saved my leg. Could have saved my marriage. Marek stared down into the bottle in his hand, the last remains of booze sloshing about. Almost finished off and with nothing to show for it.

Marek’s Identification/Communication/Organization wristband, or ICO band for short, chirped three times, a single message then projecting outwards. ‘Shirker At Large.’  He cleared his throat, chugged the last of his rum and scooped up his sidearm and a vape stick. 

Duty calls.

****
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THE NARROW STREETS of Sart Station were empty. The settlement was one of three on the surface of Speculoos II, and the only one Astronautical Expansion Defense had on lockdown. With Speculoos being a Celestial Dispatch hub, crime was inevitable, and when that crime escalated to needing AED interference a curfew went into effect. Only a select few citizens of Sart Station were able to procure waivers, so Marek didn’t expect to see many faces at all. 

Being a marshal with the AED gave Marek cause to roam unfettered, regardless of the lockdown, but with the sidewalk vacant and his synthetic right leg not acting up for once, he could cover the distance easily without barely breaking a sweat. No distractions... until he caught a glimpse of the restaurant at the corner. The Starwaif Diner. It was there he and his late wife dined the last night he was home. It’s where they had dined a lot, even though she always had hoped Marek would take her somewhere nicer. He always told himself he would next time. But there isn’t going to be a next time. He turned back in the direction he was heading, towards the AED building. 

At least it’s quiet... or almost quiet... 

The only sound on the streets was the recruitment display Marek neared. “...ensure the future of your children and neighbors by joining us in Astronautical Expansion Defense! Be the first to see mankind’s future colonies, side by side with the brilliant minds who prepare them! And with your courage and dedication we can safeguard civilization’s interests from raiders and malefactors! Guaranteed work for life! Join today!” 

Marek took a drag off the vape stick and put it away as he entered the building.

Senior Marshal Perry had been Marek’s third commanding officer since Marek transferred into Marshal Services. With each off-world assignment rocketing Marek faster than light and aging his AEDMS COs in his absence, Marek had little time to get to know the first two. But Perry, older than Marek in appearance, was young enough when he took the position that they actually got to know each other a little bit, even though Marek still found his CO to be a conundrum. Perry was a large man, square shoulders, definition of a soldier - alert, fit and full of unwavering discipline. Yet every free moment Perry had was spent standing in front of a canvas.

They’re not masterpieces, but better than what I could do.

“What’s that one going to be, sir?” Marek stood in Perry’s doorway, his hands behind him.

“I was going to take a crack at a school of fish. The symmetry and all that could be appealing. Just... don’t know how to start.” Perry set the paint brush down. “At ease.”

“When you gave me my last assignment you were working on the... what was it?” Marek glanced over at a finished painting of an ancient biplane on the office wall. “That one, the plane. That turned out well.”

“It’s acceptable,” Perry scoffed as he sat down, reaching for his desk drawer. “Took a lot longer than I expected. The whole process is supposed to bring me tranquility.”

Marek sat as well. “Does it?”

“A little,” Perry produced a bottle of rum and two glasses from the desk drawer. “Not as much as this does, though.”  Perry poured each of them a glass. “I reckon you could use some, too.”

“Thanks,” Marek took the glass, nodding. “Last form came through an hour ago.”

“My condolences. Wives tend to have difficulty coping with the long game. I know quite a few marshals who are on their fourth or fifth wives, but the fact she stuck around? Real love, I reckon, Dunn. Takes one hell of a woman. AED’s for life. Well, at least it’s supposed to be.” Perry tapped the desk console and an image of a soldier projected overhead. “Newest reported shirker. Corporal Gennifer Ruga. Stationed on Woki IV until a month ago.  Same story as any other. Didn’t report in, CO pings her band, not found planet-side, only trace of her is taking civvy passage with Celestial off-world.”

“Family alerted?”

“Parents are dead. But she had a kid with some piece of work on Deun III.  Guy’s name is Kriff, I think. Ruga only named the kid as a next of kin, but a few in her platoon mentioned this Kriff. Ten credits say Deun’s where she went.”

“Maybe, but Woki to Deun? That distance plus both worlds’ rotations? If this Kriff and the kid’s been there the whole time she was stationed it's likely they’ve aged almost, what, ten or twelve years by now?”

“Can’t speak to that. Just know Ruga’s got roots on Deun.”

“Deun, huh? Guess I’ll need a heavier coat.” Marek finished his drink. “I’ll dust off in the morning if that’s alright.”

“I can have the doc get you your CS inoculation tonight if that’s-”

“No, I’m good. I always get ‘em when I come back.”

“Years deep into this outfit, Dunn, I trust you know what you’re doing by now, but every minute... I mean, like you just said, the distance between here and there, probably gives her another week.”

“Good.”

“Good?” Perry finished his drink. “Why’s that?”

“All stations are alerted now, right, and Deun’s surface only has a handful of active ports. That, and weather conditions limit safe takeoffs to only a few a day so I doubt she’ll be able to hop another Celestial transport without being spotted. A week of trying to lay low means she’ll start to panic, slip up. Easier to find.”

“She’s AED. Trained not to panic.”

“No, she was AED. Something made her go AWOL. Now she’s a shirker, and they all panic.”

“Let’s hope you’re right. Otherwise, you miss your window and then she’s in the wind.”

Doesn’t matter if I find her on Deun or somewhere else. I always find them.

“I’ll get her,” Marek nodded. “Thanks for the drink, sir.”

“Don’t make it the last. Catch her quick, or by the time you get back I’ll have retired.”

“At least you’ll have more time to paint.”

As Marek stepped back outside, he stopped to light his vape stick. As he looked down at the sidewalk, he noticed a leaf blowing along the breeze. It neared his foot and Marek quickly stomped on it.

Got it.

He lifted his foot, assuming he had crushed it. Instead, he found it intact and the breeze picked it back up/ leaf just blew away.

That’s a first.

****
[image: ]


“ATTENTION AED COYOTE, this is Ukor Station. You are cleared to land. We advise you to make your final approach and don’t lag. Next storm won’t let up until 2130.”

“Eight hour wind storm?”

“Welcome to Deun III.”

Marek laid in the course and didn’t hesitate. He didn’t have eight hours to waste. 

Hell, Ruga might’ve already come and gone. 

His ship, a repurposed AED Coyote class transport, began to shake as it entered Deun III’s atmosphere. The visibility through the cockpit aperture was almost nonexistent so Marek had to rely on his instruments. Good thing I had the OS updated before I left. His teeth were clenched all the while until he felt the vessel set down on the landing pad.

Marek locked the console and stood up, gathering what he would need to bring should his stay on Deun III be an extended one. His pack in hand, Marek opened the locker and grabbed his sidearm, spare gun, ammo, a plaz knife, tracking visor, and a handful of shock charges.  But, as he began to zip his pack, he saw the picture tacked to the locker door. It was a photograph of newlywed Marek and Marisol on Atlos IV, standing at the Lolfote Docks for their honeymoon.

If only I knew then how much time I was about to waste...

He slipped the photograph into the pack’s front pocket and slammed the locker shut.

Once his ship was secured, Marek crossed the landing pad to the lift access, all the while feeling every bit of heat leave his body. The frigid wind sweeping across the surface was unbearable, even for the brief time it took to get to the door. He stepped into the lift with a sigh of relief, his numb fingers pressing the buttons to descend into Ukor Station. 

So. Cold. Need. Rum.

The cylindrical container he inhabited was almost completely transparent. From inside, he could see sporadic crowds passing apartments and businesses on each floor, and as the lift travelled down deeper into the planet Marek also observed the quality of dress and establishments improve the lower he went.

Those with money can pay to be closer to the core and stay warmer.  I’d be willing to bet Ruga’s holed up closer to the surface to avoid eyes.

The lift stopped on Level 12, which from ambient noise alone appeared to be the largest public marketplace of the station. The aisles were marked with small blue lights in the deck plates, so when a person stood at a vendor’s booth, their faces were illuminated.

She wouldn’t come down here often for supplies, if at all. Too public, too exposed...

Marek saw off to the side, past a row of kiosks, was a loading area positioned parallel with storage compartments and another lift.

...but supplies no doubt are coming to her.

He casually meandered about the kiosks, feigning interest in the merchandise on display until he saw activity in the loading area. Marek crossed the aisle and approached a broad-shouldered woman unloading a skiff. “Excuse me?”

Her back to Marek, the woman sighed. “Damaged items are sold through Chucky up on Six.”

“Okay, but I’m not looking for cheap goods.”

She huffed, dropping a box on the ground. “Well, mister, I don’t care whatever you are looking for, so you better scram before-” 

Marek’s AEDMS badge holo projected out from his wristband.

“Sorry. Didn’t realize... The thing about...”

“It’s fine, Miss...” Marek tapped his band and waved it near hers, sending an AED override ping to prompt a name projection. “Twegny. Look, fencing’s not my area anyways. I’m a marshal. There was a shirker here on Deun. I’m hoping she still is.”

“If she is, she’s probably up on Three or Four,” Twegny continued unloading. “Station can only afford security for ten levels, and nothing above Five is maintained.”

“You still make deliveries up there?”

“I don’t, but a few people like Chucky hook them up. Make sure they don’t starve or freeze. Good Samaritan types, you know? There’s the opposite, too, though. Spike buds are easy to find up there, too, if you know what I mean.”

“I do. And where on Six do I find Chucky?”

“He’s got a kiosk across from a pawn shop.”

Across from a pawn shop? I’d wager even if he himself hasn’t dealt with Ruga, he’s still probably seen her...

“Thank you for your time.”

As Marek rejoined the consumer traffic, he scanned the crowd on his way back to the lift.  None of the people coming and going stood out, but several of the merchants were watching him.

If they saw me talk to Twegny... Word’s going to spread that there’s a marshal on station. I have to find Ruga fast.

The lift ride up to Six was quick, and after a few minutes of searching he came upon the pawn shop. He turned about and saw a kiosk selling home appliances and surface gear. “You Chucky?”

Chucky was a short man, barely able to see over the counter, with thinning silver hair and wrinkles aplenty. “You’re AED, aren’t you?”

“Am I that obvious?”

“Your boots are,” Chucky noted as he cleaned off an apple. “Trends come and go but AED footwear stays the same. I’ve sold enough of them to know.”

Marek tapped his wristband and projected an image of Ruga. “Sold any surplus boots to this woman?”

“Nope.”

He barely looked at her image before answering.

“Why would she want AED hand me downs?” Chucky asked.

“Familiarity and reliability maybe?”

Chucky bit into his apple. “What, she AED, too?”

“Was. She’s a shirker now,” Marek leaned in closer. “She was here on Deun III looking for her kid. Maybe still here, possibly up on Three or Four.”

“Then why ain’t you up on Three or Four?”

“Trying to narrow my search, minimize my footprint. No security up on those floors, right? I spend too much time kicking over rocks and I’m liable to draw the wrong type of attention and then she’ll be in the wind.”

“Not with those storms,” Chucky said with a mouthful. “One right after the other? Celestial won’t risk landing anything on the surface until there’s a larger window. If she’s here you still have a day or two.”

A day or two? That sounded a bit too precise...

Marek subtly reached his hand into his pocket. “But is there anyone already here in Ukor Station that would risk lifting off between storms?”

“No one that crazy.”

“Even if people badly needed supplies?” Marek removed a small silver button from his pocket and stuck it under the kiosk’s counter. “As a provider of needs surely you know of a brave pilot or two? Or maybe I should ask the spike peddlers?”

Chucky scoffed. “The spike peddlers are the only ones crazy enough to lift off on a whim. Too much money to lose sitting idle.”

“Okay, so where do I find the spike peddlers?”

“Up on Three and Four.”

Marek cleared his throat. “Thanks for the help.”

“Anytime.” Chucky tossed the apple cord into the street past Marek’s feet. “You could try Deed’s across the street, too. Lots of dirty money passed through there. They might even have a name or two for you.”

Marek nodded, then turned back into the crowd to see the pawn shop in question. He stepped inside then quickly hugged the wall adjacent to the entrance, leaning slightly to look back the way he came.

Now, if I’m right...

He could see Chucky across the aisle activate his communit. Marek tapped his wristband to sync with the bug planted under the kiosk counter, then crouched down and tapped his earpiece to listen in.

“Tune, do you have her creds? Why, because there’s a marshal snooping for her, that’s why! Middle aged, dark skin. Ugly ass jacket, hard to miss. Yeah, well he already figures she could be up on Four. No. No, we’re better off waiting it out on C pad. Then hurry your ass up. No, it’ll cost the same or I will-”

“May I help you?” A thin man with a long yellow beard and an eyepatch peered down at Marek.

Marek flashed his AEDMS holo badge and then the man left him alone. But the call was over. Marek peeked out the entrance to see Chucky pull down a metal folding cover and close up his kiosk, then hobble towards the lift. Marek watched as it took Chucky up two floors. Marek left the shop and in turn took the next lift up to Four. 

As Marek stepped off the lift, he noted the degradation of the railing and general architecture. It was barely more than a series of labeled caves with doors. Twegny was right. Not one guard and... Marek tried suppressing a shiver as he pulled his jacket tighter. God, it’s cold.

Marek’s eyes were drawn to movement on the other side of the well. It was Chucky, stopping at an apartment with a 24 affixed to the door.

That was easy. Thanks, Chucky. You really are a Good Samaritan. 

It only took him a minute or two to make it over to the apartment. He withdrew his sidearm and leaned in to listen through the door.

“...you knew a marshal would show up sooner or later, girl.”

“Well, if your guy Tune hadn’t upped his price, I would’ve gotten us out of here by now.”

His gun raised, Marek opened the apartment door. The interior was bare, simple, its origins as a jail cell apparent in the absence of any personalized furnishings. “Sounds like you’re a day late and a ducat short.”

Chucky and a young woman wearing an AED jacket and matching Gennifer Ruga’s description raised their hands. The teenage boy seated behind them did not. Although his eyes were cloudy and discolored, the boy still knew to be alarmed. “Who are you? What do you want?”

“He’s a marshal, Craig,” Gennifer said. “He’s here to arrest me.”

“And a good shirkkari he is, boy,” Chucky wrinkled his nose. “I guess Deed knew more than I figured.”

“I have no idea. I just followed you.”

“How the hell-”

“I’m a good shirkkari,” Using his free hand, he reached into his jacket pocket and produced a pair of binders. “You know the drill, Ruga.”

“Oh, I know the drill. Know it all too well. Lifelong employment. Lifelong food and shelter. As long as you do as you’re ordered. Otherwise, you heartless jackals run us down.”

“Listen, I’m not here to judge. I’m just doing my duty.”

“It’s not fair!” Craig stood up and pointed towards Marek. “All my mom did was come home to see me! It’s not like she stole anything or hurt anyone! I don’t understand!”

“Because it’s bullshit, kid.” Chucky shook his head. “A big, steaming pile.”

“She abandoned her post, son.” Marek said. “That leaves her station undermanned and weakened.”

“Weakened?” Gennifer’s face grew red. “Have you been to Woki IV, marshal? It’s a barren sandlot with 300 soldiers. 299 can do the same amount of damage to nothing as 300 can.”

She
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