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Ms Smith’s office was a study in opulence, with floor-to-ceiling windows offering a panoramic view of Luna’s sprawling cityscape. The lawyer’s desk, a massive slab of polished wood, was meticulously organised with neat stacks of documents and a sleek holo-display.


The lawyer, impeccably dressed in a tailored suit, sat behind her desk, radiating an air of detachment. She barely glanced at Lauren Kutyna, whose flight jacket felt out of place amidst the lavish furnishings, her attention focused on the holo-display as she scrolled through a series of documents with well-manicured nails. The epitome of lunar aristocracy, Smith made Lauren feel like an unwelcome intruder in her pristine world.


‘Ms Kutyna,’ Smith began, ‘I trust you understand the gravity of the situation.’


Lauren bit back a retort. Ever since she was forced to resign by her former commanding officer, Altamura, from the Astra Corps, she’d been working as a PI. The fact that Altamura had framed her for the explosion of Outpost 9001 left her bitter and deeply distrustful of everyone. She worked alone, solving crimes, and that’s how she liked it. No bureaucracy or treachery. Just herself and her ship.


Smith’s lips pursed. ‘Well? Do you?’


‘Of course,’ said Lauren coldly.


‘My client suspects his wife of infidelity, and he needs concrete evidence before he proceeds with legal action. The difficulty is that they recently started adoption proceedings. A divorce at this delicate juncture would probably result in the adoption being cancelled. This would be devastating for the child, but a man of his standing could not risk a scandal.’


Inwardly, Lauren sighed. This sounded dull. Nothing like the high-stakes crimes she preferred to investigate. Her mind flashed back to the initial communication, the promise of a lucrative job in exchange for her discretion. Even then she had hesitated, but the lure of the credits had been too strong to resist. Lauren’s ship, the Sagan, needed expensive upgrades she wasn’t willing to postpone any longer, and this job, as distasteful as it was, would provide the much-needed credits for them.


‘You will investigate my client’s wife. Discreetly, of course. He needs to know the truth, but he cannot be involved.’


’Of course.’


‘He’s willing to pay for every expense in this investigation as long as you move quickly to discover the truth.’ Smith slid a datapad across her desk towards Lauren. The holographic interface bloomed to life, displaying a non-disclosure agreement.


Lauren leant forward, scanning the document with distaste. Her experience with her own NDA when she was forced out of the Astra Corps made her wary of people who liked to use them.


Smith continued, ‘This NDA outlines the terms of your engagement. Allow me to emphasise a few key points,’ Smith said with a voice as crisp as her suit. ‘You are to maintain strict confidentiality regarding all information pertaining to the client and his family, their personal lives, and your investigation. This includes any details you uncover about the wife’s activities and associations.’


Lauren’s patience weakened. ‘I am a PI with four years’ experience in the Astra Corps. I know how to keep information confidential. I’m hardly going to post my findings on the lunar net.’


Smith’s expression remained stern. ‘This is not a matter to be taken lightly, Ms Kutyna. Any breach of this agreement will result in severe penalties. My client is willing to protect his family’s reputation at any cost.’


‘I get it.’


‘Upon completion of your services, you are to return all materials related to this investigation. And should you breach this agreement, my client will pursue all available legal remedies, including but not limited to monetary damages. In short, you could find yourself broke and even in jail if you do not take confidentiality seriously. I reiterate, nobody must know about this.’


Lauren raised an eyebrow. She didn’t intend to breach her contract, not only for the legal consequences but also to avoid a child getting caught in the crossfire of this investigation. ‘Understood. I work alone. Nobody will know what I find except you and your client.’


‘Very well, then. Sign here,’ Smith said, pointing at the biometric signature line.


‘Consider me discretion personified.’ Lauren pressed her thumb against the biometric signature line, watching as her print glowed.


Thirty thousand credits. It was more money than she’d seen in months, enough to upgrade the Sagan’s hazardous navigation system and maybe even replace those faulty inertial dampeners.


Smith, satisfied with Lauren’s acquiescence, continued in her clipped tone. ‘Now that we have the formalities out of the way, I can reveal that my client is Mr Gerard Olasson, CEO of Olasson’s Industries.’ She paused as if waiting for Lauren to express surprise or awe or something.


Lauren said nothing, and her face probably spoke volumes about how unimpressed she was by her employer. Mr Olasson might be considered a money-making god to some, but to her he was just another man worried that he wasn’t satisfying his wife, even with all his wealth. It was sad—for him. Lauren couldn’t care less.


‘Let’s discuss the details of Mrs Olasson’s daily routine,’ said Smith with some asperity, obviously irritated that her big reveal didn’t impress Lauren. She flicked her nail across the holo-display, and a schedule materialised in the air.


‘She’s an early riser, I see.’


’Indeed. Mrs Olasson begins her day at 7 a.m. with a rigorous workout at the Apec Gym in the Sixth Quadrant. Following her workout, she returns home to spend time with her daughter. Around midday, she frequently visits the Gerten Gallery. She’s a patron and often attends exhibitions or meets with artists. Her evenings are sometimes spent at various social events or charity functions, but Mr Olasson cannot accompany her on these outings due to his work commitments.’


Lauren suppressed a sigh. ‘I’ll start with her gym routine. Sweat out some truth among the glitterati.’


Smith’s eyes narrowed. ‘Remember, Ms Kutyna, discretion is paramount. You’re dealing with people’s lives here, not chasing some lowlife criminal through the asteroid belt.’


Lauren nodded. Fearing further provocations by the condescending jerk of a lawyer, she stood up. ‘If there’s nothing else, I have an investigation to begin.’


Smith waved her hand dismissively, as if she hadn’t been expecting anything more than Lauren’s swift exit. ‘Be my guest.’


As she left the office, the feeling of being watched crawled beneath her skin—a souvenir from her time at the Astra Corps. An empty fear that at any time her life and career could blow up. The rational part of her mind told her to stop this nonsensical paranoia, but rationality held little sway over the memories of the past.


She paused and gazed around, but the hallway was empty.
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By 0630 of the day after, Lauren was positioned across from the Apec Gym, nestled in the heart of Luna’s Sixth Quadrant. She sipped a steaming cup of synth-caf, scanning the entrance for her target.


Mrs Olasson arrived promptly at 0645, stepping out of a sleek auto-cab in a gleaming fitness suit. Lauren activated the augmented reality display implanted in her eyes, and a familiar electric tingle accompanied its activation.


A tiny drone, no larger than an insect—the toy she had purchased after her last job—launched from her wristband, trailing the woman as she entered the gym.


The drone feed showed the woman finishing at the gym and then spending the next few hours playing the doting mother in her luxurious villa.


Lauren fought back a yawn. So far, this case was shaping up to be about as exciting as watching lunar dust settle. Her patience wore thinner than her last pay cheque when an auto-cab arrived. Moments later, her target boarded it.


Thank the void. She was starting to worry she’d have to write a family lifestyle blog instead of an investigation report.


The cab took Mrs Olasson to the Gerten Gallery.


After about an hour, the woman left the gallery from another exit. This was an unexpected detour. Perhaps Lauren wouldn’t die of boredom before the end of the day.


She followed on foot, keeping at a safe distance, but not too far to interrupt the link with the drone.


The alley opened onto a park, bustling with the laughter and shouts of children at play. Olasson walked to a bench under a tree and sat down.


Lauren positioned herself behind a cluster of holo-billboards, with her eyes locked on the scene.


When a few moments later, a man approached the woman, Lauren’s interest piqued.


Now we’re in business, she thought, although it was an odd place for a lovers’ tryst.


He was tall, dressed casually in a way that seemed deliberate, with a cap pulled low over his face—the universal outfit of someone trying not to be noticed.


Either this was the world’s worst attempt at a clandestine meeting, or someone skipped Discretion 101 at spy school.


They talked with serious expressions.


Lauren strained to hear their conversation, but the noise of the children playing drowned out any chance of eavesdropping through the drone.


She also moved the drone closer to identify the man through facial recognition later on when she returned to the Sagan.


Olasson’s hands gestured sharply while the woman’s body language betrayed anger and desperation. The man leaned in, grasping her arm as if trying to emphasise a point. She shook her head vehemently.


The man’s grip on the woman’s arm tightened, and she winced, pulling away. He released her, his expression softening, but the tension between them remained palpable.


Finally, Olasson reached into her bag and pulled out a newspaper. She unfolded it hastily, revealing a small paper bag tucked inside. With a quick, furtive glance around, she handed the package to the man. He took it and tucked it away in his jacket.


She stood up abruptly and left in a cab.


Lauren returned to her hover-bike to follow the woman.


The auto-cab crossed into a less opulent part of the sector. The buildings here were tall, sleek, but lacked the ostentatious grandeur of the Olasson’s neighbourhood. Coming to a halt, the cab slowed before a modern high-rise, and the woman exited it and entered the building.


Lauren parked her bike and scrolled the net through the list of residents. ‘Bingo,’ she said when she found a listing for ‘Mrs Mable Olasson’ on the thirty-seventh floor.


Less than twenty minutes later, the woman left the building with a black plastic bag and returned home, where she spent the rest of the day with her daughter.


While Lauren waited, she checked the recordings, but the drone had never caught a clear image of the man, and without that, there was no chance for facial recognition.


Who was he? And what did he want from Mrs Olasson? This looked less like an affair and more like blackmail.
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The following week unfolded with the predictability of a well-oiled machine. Except that every once in a while, a prickling sensation between Lauren’s shoulder blades shook her. The sensation of being watched had become as constant as Olasson’s routine, but the AR display remained clear of any surveillance markers, and her counter-surveillance protocols detected nothing unusual. Yet every so often, a reflection in a shop window would catch her attention, only to reveal nothing when she turned to check.


Lauren tried to ignore the feeling and focused on her job, logging every movement, every interaction, seeking the tiniest crack in the woman’s facade. But she was a picture of domestic bliss, her days filled with the mundane activities of a wealthy socialite.


The monotony gnawed at Lauren like acid through hull plating. Despite the fear and the trauma, she caught herself longing for those adrenaline-fuelled missions with the Astra Corps—the wild rush of her investigations, the clarity of purpose that came with each operation, and the camaraderie of colleagues. Civilian life might be safer, but it would never sing in her blood the way combat once had.


Days blurred into one another, with only the occasional variance in the woman’s routine. Monday through Thursday, she visited the Gerten Gallery; her appreciation for art seemed genuine. Fridays, she diverged, frequenting a high-end boutique or indulging in a massage at an exclusive spa. But the pattern remained consistent: fitness, family time, and a dash of high society.



























































































OPS/images/cover.jpg





OPS/images/Logo.png





OPS/images/VigilanteLogo-lowres.png





