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Chapter 1


“Can I help you with something, Dr. Santos? We rarely see you down here at the loading docks.” 
The shrill beeps of automated forklifts, the hum of decontamination lights, and the air-exchange filters running at full speed forced the security guard to nearly shout, but she heard him anyway.
Her startled jump proved that, if nothing else.
Anthea Santos fit the generic template of a research scientist to the casual observer. Her willpower, however, set her apart. Spotless white lab coat, radiation and ID badges perfectly aligned over her breast pocket, sensible dark shoes built for comfort, necessary thanks to very few soft surfaces on the station—the entire structure, from residential rings to research hubs, being engineered for durability over decor. Her only personal flair was a thick golden hairpin capped with a red stone, keeping her straight dark hair coiled tightly in a bun.
The bored security officer turned off the holographic display from his gauntlet and came out from behind his metal desk. 
Her hands fluttered at her sides before she awkwardly covered the motion and fumbled for the writing stylus in her pocket.
“You gave me a bit of a fright there, Khayre. I admit, my mind was elsewhere. But you’re right, of course, this isn’t my usual route. I’m like an old deer; I prefer to stick to the well-trodden trail.”
The guard’s bored expression shifted to mild puzzlement as he stepped closer. His hands settled unconsciously on the belt at his waist, fingers well away from the energy weapon holstered at his side. His job was to oversee deliveries to the space station—of course he’d be cagey, especially around the last one of the day.
“Then it must be something pretty important to bring you down here, huh? Anything I can help with, Doctor? You know Syn-Brink Corp likes to keep its departments...politely separated. I’ll have to make a note in the log.”
“Of course, Khayre. I understand completely. But I assure you, I’m not up to anything nefarious. No. Wait, that’s almost a lie.”
As the guard’s hand twitched toward his sidearm, Dr. Santos laughed and waved him off as if shooing away a persistent housefly.
“No, nothing like that. It’s a surprise birthday present for my husband, Darrell, if you really must know. Last month, when the delivery freighter was on site, I asked its good captain to pick up a gift for me at Endeavor Station. You see, our fifth wedding anniversary is coming up in two weeks, and this was the only way I could think of to get the present without that sneaky husband of mine finding out.”
She shared a conspiratorial wink and continued, “With Darrell’s position in inventory maintenance, he sees everything that passes through the normal channels, especially anything addressed to me. I’m trying to keep him in the dark. I want this to be special. It’s a wooden figurine. Since wood is the traditional fifth anniversary gift, I wanted to do something meaningful.”
She paused, then added with a soft smile, “I know I’m not the easiest person to be married to. I spend more time in the lab than I do at home. This is just... my way of making up for that. So, does that really need to go into the log?”
Khayre’s hand relaxed and dropped to his side as a sly grin crossed his face.
“Okay, Doc, I’ll play along. But whatever you bring onto the station, especially anything organic like wood, I’ll have to scan it. If nothing else, to make sure there are no foreign organisms. You know the drill.”
The wide, white smile that crossed Dr. Santos’s face put the one Khayre showed to shame.
“Thank you so much, Khayre. And when we have our anniversary party in two weeks, I’ll make sure you get the biggest slice of cake. How does that sound?”
With a nod and a friendly wave, he buzzed her into the loading dock and retreated to his desk, licking his lips in anticipation of the promised reward.
The moment the airlock door hissed shut behind her, she breathed a sigh of relief that quivered through her body. Mentally shaking off the interaction with the guard, she refocused on her surroundings and, with the grace of a dancer, navigated around the automated forklifts and equipment carts.
Casting half a glance at the reinforced cases being delivered to the space station, she idly wondered if the new processing crystals she had ordered, meant to replace the now-overwhelmed ones her AI assistant was using, might be inside one of them.
The flat gray cases bore gold-stamped serial numbers, and fingers of frost from the vacuum-rated insulation still clung to their seams. Fluorescent strips in the docking bay overhead mimicked Sol’s daylight, meant to stave off circadian rhythm decay, but they usually gave her a headache. And while the loading ring spun at a measured pace to simulate gravity, she barely noticed the slight increase compared to the inner rings. 
“Forget about that, Anthea. You have more important things to worry about,” she muttered under her breath, tapping the small package tucked into her pocket beside her stylus.
Skipping around a refrigerated container labeled Fresh Fruit and Vegetables, she couldn’t help smiling at the thought of her daughter, Maiara, chomping into strawberries again. While the space station remained secure in the former orbit of Ceres—which the Earth-Mars war two generations ago destroyed—it still lacked the creature comforts she wanted for her precocious four-year-old.
“And if Syn-Brink, or another of the mega-corps, realized what I think is on the other side of the gate, there might not be strawberries. Or anything.”
The words didn’t lift her mood. The weight of what she carried formed a knot in her stomach. It only eased when she spotted the freighter captain waving from the top of his loading ramp.
She returned the wave, knowing full well they were likely under surveillance from Khayre and his security cameras. She waited until an automatic forklift, its strobing light casting sunspots in her vision, passed by. Then she scurried up the ramp, her shoes squeaking on the scarred metal, hand extended.
“How are you, Captain Padagavakar?” she asked, stumbling over the name and not hiding the blush coloring her cheeks.
“Call me Din, Doctor. It’s easier for both of us. When my family left Old Earth a hundred-plus years ago, I really wish they’d left the name behind. It’s murder when I have hardcopy to fill out, never enough boxes for all the letters on a customs form,” he said, nearly shouting to be heard over the beeping, blaring, and honking of loading activity.
The hurried pace of his voice reminded her of the bars she used to frequent during her university years, when every second wasn’t to be wasted.
“Come inside the Chakora. We’ll have a cup of mint tea; it helps with upset stomachs...and nerves.” The smile on Captain Padagavakar’s lips did nothing to dispel the serious lines around his eyes.
Feeling a stitch pop, she forced her hands to relax where she’d balled up her lab coat. Taking a deep breath, she tried to match his calm manner.
“Thank you, Capta—Din. But I don’t really have time. And you look busy,” she said, waving toward the bustling docking bay. “Can we talk about our…business?”
The captain’s smile didn’t waver, but his eyes darkened with quiet gravity.
“I insist on the tea. Look, I’ve got a thermos right here.” Without waiting for a reply, he stepped into the freighter’s hold and retrieved a battered metal thermos, its orange paint faded with age, twisting the cap off.
Despite the ventilation fans and the sharp scent of battery discharge from the forklifts, the clean, invigorating aroma of mint tea surrounded them like a protective aura. Ignoring her objections, he pressed an equally battered mug into her shaking hand and poured. Once it was half-full, he nodded in satisfaction and poured himself a measure into the thermos cap.
Steam swirled around his face as he spoke in a low voice.
“Do you have the data crystal? You mentioned…”
She didn’t look up. “LK13.”
“Right, LK13. That whatever’s on the other side of the gate is a danger to people.”
Whatever else he might’ve said died in his throat as a spark of determination lit up Anthea’s eyes.
“Not just people,” she hissed. “All life.”
Her hand jerked, sloshing mint tea that formed a small puddle at their feet.
“This group you mentioned, they’re not affiliated with any world government or mega-corp, correct?”
Din’s calm cracked just slightly. He stared at the puddle between them for a long beat before nodding.
“That’s the gist of it. The Saint Theresa Society’s been around since before humans settled Luna. They work behind the scenes to keep those in power, either from the spotlight or the shadows, from grinding humanity underfoot. But don’t get your hopes too high, Doctor. There’s more than an even chance that this information ends up in corporate hands anyway. The best we can do is make sure it’s distributed widely, make sure no one government or corporation becomes the sole proprietor of what you’ve found.”
“That’s not good enough. Don’t you understand? No, how could you?” Her fury dimmed, but her dark eyes practically glowed. “What I do, my skills with probe data analysis, puts me in a unique position. I can see how a few grains of sand sketch the contours of a beach…and what it’ll look like after the next storm.”
She reached into her lab coat and withdrew a shielded data crystal, wrapped in a strip of hardcopy. It looked similar to the hard candies Maiara was so fond of.
“A storm is coming, Captain. Everything I can prove about LK13 is on this crystal. And the instructions for our rescue, too. That’s my price. My family and I need off this station, somewhere safe from the mega-corps, before they realize what I found. I’ve got a plan to lead them down an open airlock, but it only works once you’re gone and things are back to normal.”
Downing the remains of the tea and scalding her throat—a welcome distraction from the pain in her heart—she placed the crystal and folded hardcopy into the mug before handing it back. For an instant, her hands briefly engulfed his.
“Safe travels, Captain. Din.”
She turned and started down the catwalk.
“Doctor? I think you’re forgetting something.”
He caught up to her, reaching into the inner pocket of his flight suit. He pressed a brightly colored handkerchief into her palm.
Anthea’s shaking hands unwrapped the handkerchief, revealing the exquisitely carved wooden figurine of a bear.
“It was hand-carved on Endeavor Station by an artisan who grew up on Mars. He owed me a favor. You mentioned your husband had a fascination with Old Earth animals?”
Her nod dislodged tears from her eyes.
“It’s made of aspen, about the only commonly available wood on Mars, and apparently perfect for carving.”
Seeing the conversation had ended as far as Dr. Santos was concerned, Captain Padagavakar stepped back into the shadowy safety of the freighter’s hold, his cup still steaming, and disappeared.

      [image: ]Anthea barely remembered the next several hours, drawing on every fiber of her being to act casual and normal around those nearby. Thankfully, the monthly shipment of fresh food and other supplies gave the space station a festive air. Where a sharp eye might have noticed the normally reserved Dr. Santos acting as nervous as a freshman before midterms, the general euphoria of the unofficial holiday masked it.
Only four-year-old Maiara noticed something was off. She clung to her mother throughout the evening meal.
When Anthea suggested Darrel take Maiara to check out the new delicacies in the cafeteria, the child finally shifted her attention from mother to father.
“We could go together tomorrow, Mama?”
Anthea gave her a sad smile.
“Won’t you join us?” Darrell asked as he picked Maiara up and settled her on his hip, the perfect picture of fatherly love, though Anthea felt Maiara was getting a little big for such treatment. 
“I’ve got something I need to finish up in the lab. Just checking those new processing crystals. Our department’s system’s stretched to the limit.”
She knew her voice was too loud, too fast, but she couldn’t help it. She stared at Darrell and Maiara, etching the image into her memory. If what she planned to do went wrong, this would be the last picture to carry her to the other side.
Something must’ve shown on her face, because Darrell stepped forward and cupped her cheek with his free hand. Only then did she feel the tears.
“Honey, what’s wrong?”
She tried to wave away his concern, but the tears kept coming.
“Mama, your nose is leaking, it’s gross,” Maiara said, and stuck a pudgy finger under her own nose and twisting up her face in mock disgust. 
All three of them burst into varying degrees of laughter.
Holding Darrell’s hand to her cheek with one hand and tapping Maiara’s nose with the other, Anthea spoke, her voice hoarse with emotion.
“I’m just exhausted, honest.”
And when Darrell’s concerned expression didn’t fade, she continued, needing to keep him in the dark.
“Too many hours in the lab, staring at screens.”
Before he could push further, she turned to Maiara.
“What do you say? Should I call in sick tomorrow and the three of us play hooky? Maybe have a picnic on the observation deck? We could see if the kitchens still have strawberries.”
Though the words were directed at Maiara, Anthea’s eyes were on Darrell. The lines around his eyes softened, with a smile that said their conversation wasn’t over, just delayed. He added his whoops of agreement to Maiara’s.
“Okay, honey. We’ll grab supplies for tomorrow while you do what you need to do.”

      [image: ]“Doctor Anthea Santos, Syn-Brink employee number HWD85R3,” she muttered as she placed her hand on the lab’s lock plate.
The large portal hissed open like a metal iris, and the familiar chatter of people and the hum of electronics washed over her.
Even with how tightly wound she was, some of the tension eased from her shoulders. The knot in her stomach loosened. Sometimes, the anticipation of a decision proved worse than the event. 
“Hey, Doc. Pulling another night shift with us zombies?” Jarmal mumbled. He was straddling the four-meter-long interstellar probe, a high-speed comm cable clamped between his brilliant white teeth and snaking behind him like a mechanical tail. 
The rest of the team either handed him more cables or scrolled through the billions of lines of code the probe had recorded.
She smiled. A wave of pride swelled in her chest.
Second only to her marriage and her daughter, this work, what she’d done at Syn-Brink and before that at X’oin Acoustics, was what gave her life meaning. Her mark to make humanity better—well, that’s what she’d believed for years. Not so much now. 
They were chasing echoes and whispers from the universe, gleaned by the best tech humanity and the mega-corporations could produce. New homes for humanity, new frontiers to explore, and her own secret wish: alien life. She and her team were assembling the pieces of an unseen puzzle.
Their latest find, the one she had told no one about yet, pulled her smile tighter. It’s possible she’d found what she sought, and now wished she hadn’t. 
Realizing she hadn’t answered Jarmal, she called back, “Yeah. Darrell and Maiara went down to see what came in with the latest shipment. Something the rest of you could probably use, too. Take off and enjoy your evening. This can wait until morning. I’ll lock up and join you shortly.”
That was all the encouragement most of them needed. As if their lab coats were on fire, the team hurried to the lab door. Only Jarmal hesitated.
“I mean it. We’re ahead of schedule. Commander Mussett says management is thrilled with the mining data we got from last week’s probe; an easily mined carbon planet could make a lot of fortunes. There’s even talk of bonuses if this next auction goes well.”
When even her steadfast assistant wavered, Anthea’s smile returned. She pointed at the door.
“Out. That’s an order from your gracious team lead. Save me a strawberry if you can.”
Alone, she powered down nearby workstations, picked up a hastily dropped lab coat, and moved through the sliding door into the heart of the station, the reason Syn-Brink built this place.
Flanking walls of arching processors gave the chamber a cathedral-like feel. It was almost religious, but no deity lived here as far as Anthea was concerned. Some on her team believed the AI housed here was a kind of demigod. She didn’t agree; nothing formed by human hands could be perfect, and to be a god, you needed perfection. 
“Don’t get me wrong,” she said aloud, her voice echoing off the vaulted walls. “You’re impressive, faster than any human, but the spark of inspiration just isn’t there.”
At the far end of the room, the energy radiating from every surface raised the hairs on her arms. Anthea rested a hand on the newly delivered crate of replacement processing crystals.
Like a candle burning at both ends, the AI burned out fast. The sheer processing power required to filter and sort the near-infinite information from every probe through the gate meant fresh, more powerful crystals were always needed. 
“And these ones will be needed sooner than scheduled,” she said, giving the crate one last pat before moving to her favorite workstation. 
Technically, any of the stations would have done, but the one on the far right had a piece of metal conduit running along the wall at knee height that she liked to rest her feet on during a long shift.
Settling herself, she activated the manual input terminal and launched a sequence she’d been assembling piece by piece for weeks.
Her edge, what made her a leader in her field and a subject for mega-corp headhunters, was spotting the patterns buried in chaos where artificial intelligence tried to force order.
At first glance, LK13’s data suggested minor mining value, probably something a smaller corp would grab and lease claims to rockhoppers, gambling on a strike. The system had no planets, just the shattered remains of several, forming a loose halo of debris. Easy pickings for mineral harvesters. But no habitable worlds. No signs of alien tech, like the kind that was a constant debate whenever someone mentioned the Jupiter Gate. 
She’d downgraded further analyzes until the new crystals arrived, and Commander Mussett had accepted her recommendation, unaware how the data had chilled her to the bone.
The AI and most humans assumed life needed planetary bodies. When the probe confirmed LK13’s planets were just gravel orbiting a sun, it stopped looking and focused on the desirable mineral value of the system.
Anthea hadn’t stopped looking.
If she was right about what LK13 contained, it could change everything for humanity. If that knowledge fell into the wrong hands, it could end it.
Shaking her hands, she finished typing and watched her carefully programmed routine take root, falsifying the damage report on the crystals and triggering a cascading failure. Basically, she’d just sped up the normal wear and tear of the system, and the incident report would confirm it was just an ill-timed accident. 
The scent of frying electronics filled the air. Smoke thickened, and she realized she might have miscalculated.
She’d planned it as a controlled breakdown. Minimal collateral damage. Just enough to wipe the LK13 data, a premature failure—the failsafe would limit the loss. Data Syn-Brink would lament, but likely wouldn’t prioritize another probe soon.
But humans were like AIs: they made mistakes as well, and AIs followed logic too perfectly.
As the carefully programmed overload ran, unplanned cascading failures outrunning the safety systems, and the whole databank spiraled toward explosion, Anthea froze.
“Not good enough,” she muttered to the empty room.
She hadn’t expected it to escalate this quickly. She’d planned on some minor damage, a few unimportant files lost, a firm lecture from Commander Mussett about safety, which she’d counter with “it could have been worse”, and then it would be back to business until Captain Padagavakar and his secret society could get her family away. This wasn’t going according to her plan. 
Frantically, she tried to limit the damage, and with her head down, madly typing commands, she didn’t even see the blast that ripped through her workstation, picked her up, and slammed her into the computer room doors.
She crumpled into a heap, and everything went black.

      [image: ]“Here she is. Get that stretcher in here!”
“How bad is the damage? Can it be repaired?”
“Someone tell her husband she’s alive!”
The world returned to Anthea like shattered glass: jagged, disjointed, blurred. Voices broke through the haze, warped and echoing.
Darrell, Maiara, her family.
The thought cut through everything—the reason she’d taken this risk, the only thing that mattered. It gave her just enough strength to move her lips. To lie to her unseen rescuers.
A single clean thought cut through the pain. This is the path now. Relief muted some of the pain.
“Hacked…from outside…rogue terrorists…”
She forced the words out, barely more than a whisper, a prayer that someone would believe them. That no one would look too closely. That Padagavakar was already gone.
With that ultimate effort, Anthea let the darkness take her.
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Chapter 2


Passive scans didn’t register the one-person stealth craft hanging silent in orbit above Luna. Even active scans—both the official ones on the moon looking for rogue asteroids endangering colonies on the surface and unofficial ones from the smuggler craft ten kilometers away—sloughed off SAG Vigilant like a piece of lint out an airlock. 
Hakeema “Paladin” al-Attar absently tucked the drawing stylus into the tightly wound bun of her dark hair and flipped up her interface visor, where she’d been digitally painting her latest piece, to confirm that nothing had changed since her last check.
With the ship’s energy signature as low as possible, life support was at a bare minimum, but the only evidence of discomfort was her midnight-colored flight suit zipped up to her chin, and a fine vapor trail of fog as she took slow, measured breaths. Using a carefully filed fingernail to scrape the thin layer of frost off her instruments, the delicate ribbons of frost floating in the zero-G ship, she confirmed what her eyes saw.
Still no change. They’re just hanging there waiting for their courier, about as dark and silent as any commercial ship can be.
While her information had come from a trusted source—Martian terrorists were transporting illegal communications gear and a significant amount of Stripes, a highly addictive drug, to Earth to feed the growing unrest in some countries—said source had been a paid one. And mercenaries can’t be trusted. 
While SAG, the Sol Alliance Government, was a mere shadow of what it was when humanity first discovered the interstellar gate floating in the upper atmosphere of Jupiter and had flocked to the stars, there was at least a perfunctory nod to keeping law and order between the planets. And Agent Hakeema al-Attar, the daughter of a diplomat and a corporate executive who had wanted their child to enter the modern age, currently represented that nod.
But Hakeema rarely went where pushed, even to her detriment. And fueled by the vids that romanticized humanity’s burst into space and the chosen few tasked with keeping law and order, she became a SAG agent. Even now, after eight years of dealing with corruption amongst her peers and superiors, underfunding from the various planetary governments, and scorn from her childhood friends who were now movers and shakers in Sol system, she kept the faith. 
Only faith would keep someone freezing their butt off and forced to use a zero-G toilet while drifting defenseless above Luna. 
Weighing the pressure on her bladder, she grabbed her water bottle from where it was jammed against her thigh and flight harness when the tight-beam laser struck. With the Vigilant’s passive sensors open to the max, the high-pitched squeal lasting barely a second still proved enough to make her right eye twitch and send the fluid in her inner ear swirling. 
“Damn.” She pulled her water bottle loose and stared at the blinking light confirming she had a secure message from SAG command. No one other than her director knew when and where the Vigilant would be, at least not with the accuracy to paint a laser on the vessel.
Replacing her unopened water bottle, she weighed her options. 
Nothing says I have to open it right away, but if some vital intel about this hand-off is in there…
Shaking her head, her stylus slipping free from her bun and floating out of reach, she stabbed the offensive button and flipped down her interface visor. 
The overly optimistic symbol of Sol Alliance Government—nine nested circles, the smallest representing Sol and those radiating outwards the planets of the system—flickered to life within her interface visor. It always reminded her of an open flame, the various colors of the rainbow pixelating on and off as the encryption on both ends of the message did their digital handshake.
Currently, the interstellar gate in orbit above Jupiter and its nearby support station were home to that flame. If not for the fragile grip SAG kept on travel between Sol system and the countless worlds beyond, it would have faded away into the chronicles of history like the UN on Earth.
Hakeema’s personal flame was fading, and she didn’t know what to do about it. 
The fully formed image, the same one that filled her with a sense of wonder as a child and then pride when she became a cadet with SAG, turned something inside her sour as Director Vadimovich’s face materialized a finger’s width away from her own. Wishing she could risk the energy signature of playing the video on one of the main screens, she closed her eyes and settled her breathing before clicking play.  
Aristov Ikovle Vadimovich was easily into his seventh decade of life, but Hakeema could see the telltale signs of gene therapy at work that made her boss look like he was barely in his fifties. Always willing to tell an attentive ear that after escaping the correctional labor camps of Russia, he’d made his way to the void aboard a hijacked transport where two-thirds of his fellow companions had perished. What most didn’t know, and she’d only learned through months of secret research, was that Aristov and his gang of thugs had killed the others when water and oxygen had run lean. With few prospects and limited education, young Aristov’s options had been finite for his ambition, so he’d joined SAG and used this same ruthless nature that kept him alive on the transport to build his own little empire. 
Shame scorched her cheeks as she remembered idolizing Aristov when she’d become a cadet, how one person was, through sheer determination and grit, revitalizing the institution she held dear. That hero-worship had rotted in her stomach recently, as the whispers that always swirled around those in power ended up having a grain of truth, a truth that involved corruption, intimidation, and bribery. He was little more than a tin-pot dictator for the mega-corps who curtailed access through the gate. 
When the recorded message started, she forced her jaw to unclench as he began speaking. 
“Agent al-Attar.” Vadimovich’s perfect white teeth shone as he spoke, and Hakeema found it hard to look away from them. But his next words did it. “I’m pulling you off that smuggling case; something much more important is going on, and I need all my best people on it. Countless lives are at stake.”
He’s never been this dramatic, has he?
Vadimovich’s words grabbed her attention in a way that temporarily dispelled her feelings for the man. 
“Fourteen hours ago, terrorist hackers stole classified information from one of Syn-Brink’s R&D stations. The terrorists plan to create a bio-weapon that can be used against those living in ships and space-dwelling structures with that knowledge. The exact nature of the information stolen is highly classified, but the nature has been deemed serious enough that the heads of Earth, Mars, and the Outer governments are in the loop. My sources say that Syn-Brink has also reached out to several CEOs of their competitors, warning them. I don’t need to tell you what this could do to the stock market.
“Your orders are to make best speed to Mars and use all your contacts, both those on the books and off, to see what you can shake loose. We need a handle on this hacker group and what their target might be. You may use whatever resources at your disposal and draw upon SAG accounts as needed; this is no time to count credits.”
Vadimovich paused and seemed to hold Hakeema’s gaze with his own. “Don’t be afraid to get your hands dirty, Hakeema, I’ll have your back. Vadimovich out.”
That’s typical, the corps calling anyone who doesn’t march to their drum a terrorist.
The video froze for a second before fading away, but even then, she didn’t lift her visor; she just sat staring into the darkness as wisps of fog swirled around her head, matching her thoughts. 
A bio-weapon? 
Things like bio-weapons, AI attack drones, and planet-busters were the stuff of kid-vids she’d watched as a child and what initially fueled her passion for SAG. How many late nights had she hidden under her bedcovers watching bootleg copies of “Shadow Agents, Protectors of SAG” when she was supposed to be sleeping? And how mad her au pair had been when an eleven-year-old Hakeema had left her datapad turned on when running late for dance lessons. 
But she’d never expected her childhood dream of daring adventure to come true. Granted, a part of her that lay awake at night staring at the photo of her estranged family had wondered what an over-the-top adventure like that would be like, not the endless reports and surveillance that rarely translated into a meaningful difference. She knew her family saw her as a disappointment, but she still missed them.
Am I up to this? Now, when I’m doubting everything?
The unfamiliar feeling of inadequacy caused a shiver that had nothing to do with the temperature within her ship. Used to being one of the smartest, fittest, most accomplished in any group from a young age, her family’s wealth and privilege seeing to that, wasn’t the feeling encompassing her now. Whether it was her growing dissatisfaction with SAG or a simple maturing of years, she now doubted herself. 
Who’s this now? You heard Vadimovich. Surveillance is waiting for truth to reveal itself. Now isn’t the time to be letting our paintbrushes go dry; I need to get to Mars and see what I can shake loose. 
Regretting the weeks of work that had brought her to Luna and this drop-off, Hakeema quickly programmed a covert probe to observe the area of the meetup, wishing she might still figure out who was behind this smuggling group, and slowly warmed up the ship’s thrusters, hoping against hope. 
The smuggler made a micro-course correction that lasted a second too long.
“Damn,” she cursed as her passive sensors registered an energy spike coming from the distant freighter. She’d been seen. 
The need for stealth torn away, she ruthlessly dumped power into the ship’s cold systems, making the Vigilant shiver and groan like a wounded animal, but she continued, heedless of the potential damage. While her navigation systems plotted the fastest course to Mars, she powered up active sensors and painted the smuggler ship, gathering every scrap of information she could. 
Generic bulk freighter, standard design from twenty years ago. Non-atmospheric, the electronic ID tags use a survey vessel prefix so you know they’re fake.
As she used her ships cameras to capture as many details of the ship’s exterior as possible, the haphazard paint job of red stripes over yellow dots on the normally dull gray suggesting this wasn’t the vessel’s first attempt at changing its appearance, the presumed smuggler started broadcasting. The non-directional burst was powerful, yet brief, and while she knew it was likely a call-off to whomever they were going to meet, the encryption was too strong to crack easily. 
Which one are you?
She stared across her now-active screens at the complicated web of vessels encircling Luna. With no way to tell which of the over two dozen blips on her screen was the intended ear for the smugglers’ shout, she did her best to put the failed operation from her mind. 
Thankfully, her navigation system beeped, signaling that her plot to Mars was ready for her review. Settling back into her command chair, Hakeema cycled up the Vigilant’s cyclical fusion thrust engines and turned her back on Luna. 
This is bigger than Luna. Bigger than Vadimovich. Bigger than my doubts.
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Chapter 3


“Freighter Chakora, you are cleared for docking at Dock 6 on A-Ring. Be advised that we have an agent from Syn-Brink Corp who would like to review the Chakora’s sensor logs. They are very—” the voice from port control put heavy emphasis on the very, “—keen to talk to anyone who’s had recent contact with their people or properties.”
Captain Din Padagavakar fidgeted in his pilot’s chair, the vinyl creaking with every shift, adding to the gentle chorus of humming systems and cooling fans as the Chakora wound down from its latest journey. He picked up his thermos and unscrewed the lid, only to find it empty. He considered making another pot of tea in the ship’s kitchen, the one place memories didn’t torment him, but changed his mind when the blinking light of dock control reminded him a reply was still pending.
Cracking his knuckles, he figured a delay might make whoever was listening on the other end curious. He stared at the data crystal and the hardcopy note from Dr. Santos, both still sitting where he’d left them. Then, with a practiced hand, he tapped a sequence into the nav panel before stabbing the comm button. If they suspected what he had, the Chakora would be seized, and he’d lose the freedom of the void.
“Understood, port control, Dock 6, A-Ring, locking that in and transferring the Chakora to your control in 3, 2, 1.” He wondered if the strain in his voice was audible to anyone but himself. “I’ve got no problem chatting with Syn-Brink. They’ve always been good customers. My layover’s four days: maintenance, resupply, the usual, so those reps can ping my gauntlet anytime.”
He cut the channel without waiting for a response, focusing instead on the gentle shifts in the Chakora’s frame as Reverie Station’s port control slaved their guidance systems to his own. When the ship made contact with the station, a series of dull, thudding rumbles echoed through the cargo bays like the bones of the ship complaining at the rough embrace.
Din patted the nav panel gently and murmured, as if to soothe a skittish pet. “Easy, my feathered friend. Their grip’s a little rough, but I’ll make sure there’s no lasting damage.”
He released his harness and surrendered to the centrifugal gravity, stretching his back until the satisfying river of pops ran down his spine. But the pleasant feeling evaporated when he opened his eyes and spotted the data crystal again, along with the words from port control replaying in his head.
“Interested in talking to me... If they thought the Chakora was actually involved, it’d be station security or worse waiting outside the airlock, not suits with designer datapads and a pocket full of questions.”
He sighed. Time to make a decision. He unscrewed the lid of his thermos and drained the last dregs of lukewarm mint tea, then slid the amber-colored crystal inside the still damp vessel. He stared at the sealed hardcopy for a long beat, then tucked the letter into the inner pocket of his flight suit where it scratched his breast.
“Okay, time to make sure those dockers and their fancy pinch-pliers didn’t leave a mark,” he muttered, shutting down the ship’s primary systems before doing a walkthrough of his vessel.
An hour later, satisfied that Reverie’s auto-clamps had caused no actual harm, though he had filed a complaint about a knock to the Chakora’s starboard maneuvering thruster, Din walked down the central spine of his ship and cycled the outer airlock.
With one last knuckle-tap to the control panel, he programmed a familiar lockdown sequence into his gauntlet and watched the red security light flicker on. He smiled. That smile vanished the moment he spotted the two suits heading toward him across the concourse.
Willing himself not to fidget, he tucked the thermos, suddenly feeling like it weighed a thousand kilos, under his arm, pasted on a professional smile, and walked to meet them.
“They come from the same mold or what?” he murmured under his breath as he took them in.
Dressed identically in the understated slacks and jumpers of the upwardly mobile, the color—somewhere between steel blue and metallic gray—reminded him of freshly forged hull plating, probably by design. What set them apart from the other suits swarming the station concourse like mice chasing cheese was the Syn-Brink logo embroidered in metallic thread on their chests and cuffs. Even their faces bore an uncanny resemblance: identical jawlines, identical five-o’clock shadows, identical bio-sculpt tweaks to their brows and cheekbones. They practically radiated manufactured competence. The slightly frayed cuff on the shorter one came as a welcome relief. 
He had them pegged immediately. Not his kind of people.
When the pair were three meters away, they both stopped fiddling with their gauntlets at the same time. The taller one extended a manicured hand.
“Captain Din Padagavakar of the Chakora, I presume?”
He slapped his own hand, sweaty, calloused, and scarred from years of flying solo, into the offered shake. He smiled wider when the taller suit faltered slightly at the contact.
Quickly retrieving his hand and giving it a rough shake, as if he’d touched something sticky, the man continued. “My name is Daxton Baldwin. This is Raila Ojuok. We’re deputy assistant marketing representatives for Syn-Brink Corp.”
Suit Two, Raila, stepped forward and began reciting. “Syn-Brink specializes in high-resolution scanning of ex-Sol systems. Our patented probes have a range of—”
“We’re sure Captain Padagavakar knows what we do,” Baldwin interrupted, placing a hand on Raila’s shoulder. “He’s worked for us for six years now.”
“Correction.” Din’s tone lost some of its playfulness. “I’ve accepted contracts from Syn-Brick. And a dozen other mega-corps. I’m an independent hauler. The Chakora’s wholly owned by me. There’s a system’s worth of difference between working with someone and working for them even if freedom is expensive.” A flicker of warmth returned to his tone. “Just so we understand each other.”
Baldwin’s hand slipped off his partner’s shoulder, his expression smoothing out. “Of course, Captain. No offense meant. Syn-Brink values its independent contractors. We think of you as part of the extended family. We’re just here to ask you a few questions, if that’s alright.”
When Din nodded, they led him toward a quieter corner of the concourse. A rockhopper drifted into view outside the port window, scuffed, patched, and dragging a dozen full cargo bins behind it. Out of earshot of the masses, Raila activated his gauntlet and projected a small holo screen between the three of them.
“Our records show the Chakora recently made a delivery to our research station between Mars and Jupiter,” Baldwin read from the floating display. His voice had a faint tremor, like a man who’d wandered off-script. “We’re wondering if you noticed anything unusual when you were leaving. Any unfamiliar ships, satellites, or communications?”
He stumbled slightly on the last word, and the projected image quivered as Raila’s arm twitched.
Din resisted the urge to shift the thermos under his arm. He looked back and forth between the two suits and licked his lips before replying.
“Isn’t this a little out of your department? Marketing, wasn’t it?” he asked, injecting as much casual disbelief as he could manage. “Do all Syn-Brink marketing reps chase down freighter captains to ask silly questions?”
“Deputy assistant marketing,” Raila began, but Baldwin waved him silent.
“We understand this is unusual, Captain Padagavakar. But if you could just answer a few questions, we’ll be on our way. Syn-Brink values our relationship. Of course, if you’re not interested, we might need to review your service contract. Just to make sure everything’s still aligned.”
Din gave a tight, toothless smile as he gripped his thermos tight.
“Happy to help,” he said. “Just curious why you’re not being straight with me.”
When it became clear he wasn’t getting more from them, he filled the silence. “To answer your question directly, no, I didn’t see or hear anything unusual on the Chakora’s sensors. But I’m sure you know—” he gestured toward the projected logs, “—that your station is smack in the middle of where Ceres used to be. Between the radiation fields and your own security satellites watching every centimeter of my trajectory, I’ve got enough to worry about.”
He paused, then reluctantly unlocked his gauntlet and ran a long string of commands. “I’ve just sent your office everything the Chakora saw or heard during the run. Don’t say us indies don’t play nice. You keep the credits flowing, we keep showing up.”
He grinned, this time with teeth. “Now, unless there’s more, I’ve got a date with a half-decent meal. Want to join me? The Crumbs always has the best street vendors.”
The suits declined with identical head shakes, as if they’d been invited to their own execution. People like them wouldn’t haunt an impoverished section of the station, like The Crumbs. Din didn’t break stride; he walked through the projection and into the milling crowd.
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Now on C-Ring, where the pace was more relaxed and the air smelled faintly of fried food and humanity, some of his tension eased. C-Ring was home to Reverie’s long-term residents, station lifers, business owners, people with families, and favorite shops. He wasn’t one of them, but his face was familiar. Well enough to earn a few polite nods, which, around here, meant both “hello” and “we’re watching you.”
So when he exited the Stock & Station Agency, the data crystal finally handed off to his contact in the Saint Theresa Society, a contact he didn’t know if he fully trusted, he stood for a moment, letting the world wash over him. The artificial sunlight glinted off the stacked container housing and drone signage, throwing shifting shadows across the narrow walkways.
Din looked up, imagining what might happen to all this if Dr. Santos’s fears were true. Would it weather the storm?
“Well, it’s out of my hands now,” he said, tossing his empty thermos into the air and catching it with a flourish. “At least that’s what you tell yourself.”
A shopkeeper stared. Din grinned.
“And a good day to you, too,” he said, then crossed the busy street toward a tea vendor, only to stop dead halfway across.
“The letter.”
Pawing at his flight suit, he yanked the hardcopy from his inner pocket and spun on his heel.
The warning chime was drowned out by crowd noise.
He didn’t see the automated recycling van until it was too late.
By the time both came to a halt, one in far worse shape than the other, the hardcopy letter disappeared beneath the shuffling feet of a small, rapidly gathering crowd.
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Chapter 4


“Hey, watch it!” Liam shouted at the racing ambulance. 
The blunt-nosed vehicle ignored all other traffic as it tore past, and his attention snapped back to keeping his smaller electric cart upright on the crowded pedway of Reverie Station.
Rubber wheels squawked as they struggled for grip on the scuffed metallic floor. Shouts and cries of surprise rang out around him, but his entire focus was on throttling back his speed and feathering the brakes of the mechanized shopping cart. Just as he regained control of his homemade vehicle, he looked up, only to see an illegal merchant’s stall jutting out into the pedestrian walkway.
The crash was less spectacular than the onlookers might have hoped. Their weary lives, lived under the thumb of mega-corps, had to settle for a fresh scrape on the cart’s front bumper and a bent pole holding up part of the awning, which now leaned like a spacer just back from the bars after payday.
Why they have an awning on a space station, I’ll never understand, but heck, what do I know? I don’t make the rules.
Shaking his head, both mentally and physically, he hopped off the narrow driving platform at the rear of the vehicle and leaned into the wire basket.
“Queenie, are you okay?” he said into his throat mic, bypassing his gauntlet as was his habit when talking to the AI, his shaggy blond hair covering the earpiece. Not that having one was illegal, just unusual. Most folks outside of Earth preferred gauntlets for communication and entertainment and didn’t care that their neighbors heard their business. His choice to use an earpiece was one more way he broadcast to everyone on Reverie Station that he was an outsider.
“Of course, Tiger,” came the whimsical, adolescent voice in his ear. “Though you could really take some driving lessons from Captain Vera. Your wife’s a much better pilot than you are.”
Liam clenched his jaw, holding back a witty comeback that would only be twisted back on him by his AI companion, especially whenever Rosario came up. Instead, he turned his focus to checking whether the collision had damaged any parcels.
As he pushed aside a battered plastic box with a fluorescent seal-it tape label, a football-sized metallic robot scrambled free and darted up his arm. A warped parody of spider and lobster, the homemade drone that served as Queenie’s eyes and ears outside the ship clamped its pincers onto his shoulder. The reinforced padding sewn into his faded coveralls groaned as individual threads gave way to sharp claws.
“You going to pay for the damage, Earther?” came a deep, creaky voice, seasoned by generations of breathing moisture-starved recycled air.
The stall owner squeezed between the bent pole and the sheet metal cladding of the derelict building behind her. She stomped up to Liam, standing uncomfortably close with arms crossed, staring up at him.
“Well, Earther? You opening your wallet, or should I call the cops? They don’t like Earthers any more than I do.”
Like I’d be slumming in The Crumbs if I had a full wallet, he thought as he regarded the merchant. 
Like many in this run-down part of the station, she wore a many-pocketed cape, typical of those living on the knife’s edge of sustainability. When permanent housing was a luxury, and your home was a tin can drifting in the void, keeping your wealth close was a matter of survival.
Noting the growing crowd, the residents and semi-transients gathering to watch a local score one over an outsider, he stalled for time by examining the stall’s meager wares, his fingers tapping as he looked.
Half a case of industrial-strength lip balm, handy when the air has every drop of moisture wrung from it just so it can be sold back to you. The rest was obsolete electronics, used ship parts, and homemade pots and pans crafted from scavenged business signs.
Only one item impressed him, and he was careful not to let it show.
The children’s toy had probably started life as a dog or a bear, hard to tell. Too much of the poorly dyed hide was tattered or missing. But it was the robotic servos and sensors that caught his attention. With these components, he could make Queenie another drone. And the more drones Queenie had, the easier it was to keep the Caissa flying.
He picked up the battered toy and turned it over in his hands. “How much?”
Snatching the toy away, the merchant attempted to smooth the rust-colored fur.
“That’s a quality piece of merchandise you’re manhandling, Earther,” she said, her gravelly voice pitched loud enough for the crowd to hear. “I paid solid credits for that. I’ve been thinking about fixing it up for my niece, unless the right credits cross my palm. Twenty credits would do it.”
Liam’s laugh was louder than the crash that had brought him here.
“There’s no way this hunk—” he flipped one of the partly dislocated limbs, making the merchant clutch it tighter, “—is worth a tenth of that. But, since I arrived unannounced, as it were…” He gripped the side of his electric cart, which someone in the crowd was slowly trying to pull away. “I’ll give you three credits.”
“Twelve!”
Knowing how long bargaining in The Crumbs could drag out, the back row of the crowd lost interest and drifted away.
“Four credits is the best I can do,” he said, waving to the biggest audience this stall had probably seen in weeks. “Otherwise, I’ll be on my way. Looks like your traffic’s thinning.”
The merchant’s pale eyes shifted from Liam to the dispersing crowd. She grunted, then tossed the toy back at him. “Four credits.”
Grinning, he quickly dug out the station currency from an inner pocket, sorting the denominations by feel, and dropped them into the merchant’s hand. Using an elastic cord to secure the toy in the cargo area, he hopped back onto the skid plate of his cart. Engaging the electric motor, he eased the vehicle through the throng of people, leaving the merchant’s voice echoing behind him as he continued his deliveries.

      [image: ]“1797 Mourning Lane, C-Ring,” he muttered, squinting at the upside-down address tag on the package in his cart. “Not that the street layout makes any sense,” he added under his breath.
Reverie Station, like most of the independent outposts in the loose confederation known as the Void, began life as a simple colony hub. When the Interstellar Gate was discovered in Jupiter’s great red spot back in 2257, it sparked a “gold rush” on Earth, Luna, and Mars. Rival governments set aside their distrust under the banner of the Sol Alliance Government, towing the alien gate from the storm and into Jupiter’s orbit, and built a research station beside it. Meanwhile, a network of self-sustaining waystations, modeled on old Hudson’s Bay trading posts, sprang up to support the growing mining and exploration fleets.
Liam sometimes wondered if one of his ancestors had leaped into that mad rush to space, leaving home on Earth never to return. But he’d likely never know. He was just another of the millions of climate orphans taken in by the nuns of the Saint Theresa Society and grateful for a home, however humble. The debt of kindness he inherited was too strong for gravity and followed him into the void.
And a home nicer than this, he thought as he compared 1797 Mourning Lane to his neat room back at the orphanage. At least my door shut properly, and the gravity was consistent.
A blush rose to his cheeks – the nuns would scold him for mocking his surroundings, and he offered the dwelling a more charitable glance. The overhead lights flickered unpredictably, and the yellow paint had faded to a jaundiced pallor, but someone had once tried to make this place feel like home.
He rapped his knuckles against the ill-fitting metal door, hand hovering over the heavy pinch-pliers on his belt.
Better safe than sorry. It wouldn’t be the first time someone tried to roll me. And if I ever find the fool who started the rumor that bonded couriers are rich, I owe them a knuckle sandwich.
Slow, shuffling footsteps approached. Queenie’s drone clamped its pincers to his shoulder until he was sure blood would ooze, but when the door swung open thanks to a stout metal cane, a lopsided older woman appeared, one shoulder ten centimeters higher than the other. Liam suppressed a self-deprecating laugh at his foolish concern for his safety.
“Been a while since I had a gentleman caller,” she croaked, her spine twisted and head permanently tilted. “You selling or buying?”
At least she wasn’t hostile like the merchant in The Crumbs. Liam relaxed and tipped an imaginary hat.
“Neither. I’m Liam O’Fallon, bonded courier from the ship Caissa.” He raised his gauntlet and pressed a button, watched the hologram of his own face glow to life, his credentials scrolling below.  
The woman cocked her head, eyes flicking between him and the projection. He forced himself not to fidget. Maybe Rosario’s right; it’s time for a haircut and a shave.
“I’m…me,” he said with a crooked grin.
She grunted. “If you’re you, what do you want?”
He pulled the last parcel from his cart. “If you’re Madelyn Arbres, I have something for you.”
Her eyes brightened, then dimmed. “Who’s it from?”
“Key-corp,” he replied softly. “Postage paid on behalf of Sebastian James Arbres.”
“Open it.” Her voice was suddenly labored, and not from the dry air.
“It’s addressed to you.” He hesitated, glancing down the dead-end lane as if a friendly neighbor might appear.
“Please.”
The heart-aching desperation in her voice convinced him to do as she asked.
He set the package on the cart’s edge, removed Queenie’s drone from his shoulder, and stowed it beside the broken toy. As Madelyn shuffled closer, he unlatched the plastic case. Inside lay a pair of well-worn work boots, lovingly cared for, followed by an antique rosary, a frayed sweater, an expired ration booklet, and a couple of entertainment data crystals. A bright yellow Key-corp envelope perched on top.
“There’s a letter,” he said.
“Read it,” she whispered, voice trembling.
He unfolded the hardcopy and cleared his throat. “To whom it may concern: As per the verified wishes of Sebastian James Arbres (Employee ID. tKr8XXNng), we regret to inform you that James Arbres suffered fatal void exposure during a routine satellite-refuel delivery.” Liam frowned in concern as Madelyn gripped her cane tight before continuing. “An internal audit found Key-corp not at fault. To sympathize with your loss, we have released Sebastian James Arbres from his indentureship, thirty-nine weeks early.” His jaw clenched as he flipped ahead. “There’s more legalese, but you can read that later. I’m sorry for your loss.” 
These mega-corps couldn’t be more heartless if they tried.
Madelyn absently slipped the envelope into her robe pocket and reached for the nearest boot.
“My grandson. Last of the family. His parents died in a blowout when he was a child. I always told him to invest in good boots. You spend most of your life in them. I wish I’d given him better advice and something more than my old rosary when he left.”
Realizing how close she stood, Madelyn tapped her cane on the porch and retreated a shuffling step. “I don’t have credits to tip you, but if you bring that box upstairs, I’ll make us tea. Maybe show you a photo of Sebastian?”
Liam checked his gauntlet—he had over an hour before Stock & Station closed. “I’ll fix your door first, then I’ll be up. Promise. I’d like to hear about your grandson.”
Here goes our profit. Refueling might be tricky this month.
As she climbed the dim stairs, he retrieved five ten-credit chits from his shrinking stash and tucked them into the toe of one boot. A flash of red caught his eye: three youths in amateurish Red Skulls gang capes emerging from a nearby doorway. Homemade clubs and knives flashed in their hands as they stood in too-big boots and capes they’d grow into if they survived their teens.
Suppressing a grin, he lifted Queenie’s drone from the cart and balanced it on the rim. “Queenie, full defensive mode. Lethal force authorized.”
“You’re so funny, Tiger,” came the AI’s playful reply in his ear.
The drone straightened on its hind legs, pincers snapping at empty air. The Red Skulls melted back into the shadows as he retrieved his pinch-pliers from his tool belt and set to work on the door, the distant wail of a tea kettle echoing above.
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Chapter 5


“Cops ain’t welcome here,” the burly bouncer on the left side of the door to the entrance of The Old Crew said as he crossed his arms, bulging muscles that were never produced by Mother Nature making the seams of his off-the-rack black dress shirt strain. His smaller and older coworker just shook his head. 
Wrinkling her nose at the scent coming from the poorly healing steroid ports surgically implanted in the quivering muscles, Rosario slowly widened her stance and wished her arms weren’t full of fresh vegetables.
Well, I wouldn’t suggest necrotizing flesh and tomatoes as this year’s must-have cologne. It isn’t a match made in heaven.
Thinking of unconventional matches, she thought of her and Liam and admitted to herself that as much as she loved him, she was glad her husband was safely making deliveries.
It’s that Earther mentality in him. As much as he denies it, he thinks his opinion needs to be heard. Those days are long gone.
The threatening expression on the bouncer’s face lost its rough edges, like the sides of a candle under flame, as she ignored his declaration.
I’m not a cop any longer. Well, technically, I might still be—extended leave of absence is kinda vague.
A thick finger stabbed the top crate of produce, but if the bouncer expected her to be rocked back on her heels, he was going to be very disappointed.
“You hearing me, cop?”
Yeah, I hear you loud and clear.
Weighing the potential damage to the produce in her arms if she dropped the crates, pulled her service pistol, and dropped the fool where he stood, she sighed.
“Would a cop be carrying crates of vegetables? Heck, I even have some strawberries in here. One of them is yours if you just tell Hugo I’ve got a delivery for him. This is all a misunderstanding.” 
Her ears flushed as she heard the caustic edge in her voice.
“Wess, I’m telling you, she and the boss are—” the older bouncer started, but the stabbing finger redirected itself toward him.
“I don’t care what she is now, Nikolai, but this Rustie bitch—” the revolving finger stabbed Rosario’s crates again, only for a ripe Roma tomato to tumble free and split open, its juices joining the grime of D-Ring’s floor. “This bitch—” the bouncer repeated as a vein bulged at his temple, “—cost me three years at a Martian penal camp for moving some Stripes.”
Rosario lowered the full crates in her arms an inch and looked at the angry bouncer more closely.
Okay. Maybe.
She checked past the obviously recent muscle gain, the fading black eye, and the slicked-back icy blue hair at the man beneath. She went through her mental roster, and something clicked.
“Whiny Wess, right? You were a runner for the Power Hammers in the old quarter. You sang like a bird when we brought you in. Your time in the camp must’ve been entertaining. I can see why you bulked up; they must have loved you.”
As Wess began sputtering, his eyes going wide as exiting bar patrons started to pay attention, Rosario carefully lowered her crates to the deck and squared off with the red-faced bouncer.
“You might want to lay off the ’roid juice. That stuff messes with your body and makes the mind a little soft, like that slop they serve in the penal camps. Now, are you going to let me pass, or do we make things messy? Like you said, I might not be a cop anymore, but I’m still armed like one.” She shifted her stance, smoothed down her favorite sweater, and rested a hand on the worn grip of her old service pistol. “And I’m within my rights as a registered visitor to Reverie Station on paying business to defend myself and my property. The choice is yours.”
Confusion cascaded down the bouncer’s face like the bank of a ravine after a monsoon, losing a battle against forces more powerful than it. Lips opened and closed as a fat tongue flopped like a fish out of water, but the moment passed as Nikolai leaned in close and placed a calming hand on his companion’s shoulder.
“Be smart, Wess. You’re new here. She and the boss have been doing business for years, and you don’t want to get between credits, do you? That never ends well. You’ve already had a hard week. Go take a walk and cool down.”
The fish out of water stilled, and a grimace took up residence on Wess’s face.
“Get off me,” he snarled, throwing the calming hand off his shoulder before storming away, only to punch the corrugated steel paneling of the wall as he went. The chatter of the onlookers covered the dull ring of the abused metal. 
“Sorry about that,” Nikolai said. “I told Hugo that Wess wasn’t cut out to work the door. Too many punks with a chip on their shoulders. He’d be better off working the docks, but with his record, none of the corps will take him on.” Picking up Rosario’s crated produce, the older guy continued. “He’s scared. We’ve all been there, haven’t we?”
Looking at the broad back of the retreating bouncer, she took a deep breath and nodded.
Yeah, I guess so. And maybe you let yourself feed off his aggression too much. Maybe a walk isn’t such a bad idea.
“If you let this pass, I’ll talk to Hugo about putting in a word for him with station maintenance. It isn’t glamorous, but he can take his frustrations out on the recycling machines when they jam. What do you say?” Nikolai finished, offering Rosario her crates.
Chewing the inside of her mouth, she nodded and took the proffered crates. “Maybe you’re right. I’ve heard it isn’t easy in those penal camps. Must’ve been hard on the scrawny kid he was. Okay.” She nodded for the door to the bar to be opened and stopped at the threshold. “You keep him on the straight and narrow, and I’ll put my past with Wess behind me. Maybe I shouldn’t have come on that strong. I’m as much at fault.” Pausing, she dipped her head an inch and wondered if she missed the certainty of her old life. “Neither of us is who we used to be.”
And with that, she walked into the shadowed gloom that was The Old Crew.
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The Old Crew was shaped like a decapitated snowman felled in battle: two shallow bowls, one larger than the other, sunken beneath the outer corridor levels. It gave the place the feel of an ancient Earth sailing ship’s belly.
Liam would know why it’s built like this. Mineral extraction? Life support? She rarely worried about architecture beyond finding a solid wall at her back and noting the exits. She stepped aside to avoid being silhouetted by the hallway light and gave the tavern a cop’s once-over.
Mostly working-class folks, grabbing a meal and a drink after long shifts for one mega-corp or another. She noted and dismissed the tables full of patrons dressed in the patchwork tunics and leggings currently in vogue. She vaguely recalled screens flashing similar fashion ads near where the Caissa had docked.
The generous servings of noodles and soy were being devoured with gusto, the click of chopsticks a testament to the kitchen’s reputation. Her attention shifted to the non-regulars. She exchanged a small nod with Captain Aloe of the Sly’s Safehouse before he turned back to his merchant companion.
Looks like all the drama stayed outside. Just as well. I’m fine with boring.
Trailing behind a server balancing a tray of empty bowls and beer glasses, Rosario caught the wildly swinging kitchen door and stepped into the chaos of fire and noise.
“Tisha, how many times do I have to tell you, don’t force the protein extruder!”
“What do you mean, table nine says their noodles are overcooked?”
“No, we’re not getting shrimp until the sanitation department does its monthly cull. I don’t care what the customer heard on the street; we don’t have any!”
“Who let the beer keg run dry?”
Rosario waited for Hugo Barbosa, former Martian cop turned tavern owner, to come up for air.
“Lend a hand?” she shouted over the din.
Pots banged, ovens smoked, cooks moved like a well-rehearsed crew, and for a moment, everything paused at the sound of her voice. Recognizing her, they got right back to work.
“Officer Vera, as I live and breathe!” Hugo boomed, wheeling toward her in his reinforced mobility device.
The cooks didn’t flinch or move out of his way. Long experience told them he wouldn’t stop, but he’d avoid hitting them.
Rosario barely had time to slide her crates of produce onto a prep table before Hugo’s chair lifted him to his feet. She braced as the bear hug engulfed her. Even through her reinforced jacket and muscular body, the slap of his back-patting arms forced the breath from her lungs.
“Easy, Sarge. Any harder and I’d have you up for assault,” she wheezed. “And it’s not Officer Vera anymore. Just Rosario now, your night-shift cribbage partner from surveillance.”
She wrinkled her nose as the scent of garlic, cooking oil, and basil flooded it. Pushing herself free from Hugo’s embrace, she held him at arm’s length.
He barely came up to her chin, but what he lacked in height, he made up for in bulk. Rosario might out-bench him these days, but back when they’d both served in the Martian State Police, that hadn’t been the case. She glanced at the sleek mobility rig that kept him upright now. She’d already been piloting the Caissa by the time his injury happened, but she’d heard the story.
To lock in a senior sergeant’s pension, Hugo needed eight more months in the field. On his third night, he’d spotted a known Night Thrasher gang member lurking near a restricted hatch in the Viento section. The chase had ended with an equipment crate falling on him, damaging his spine. He’d cashed out his pension, sold his family’s Martian land rights, and bought The Old Crew, turning the dive bar into a proper tavern with better-than-average food. His high-end mobility chair, not uncommon among GAUNT sufferers or disabled rockhoppers, let him run the place with his usual bluster.
“You never liked people in your space.” He grinned. “Remember when Juan Escudero tried to jump-scare you in the breakroom? Broke his own nose on your elbow.”
She flushed as he released her, ignoring her discomfort.
“Beets, radishes, tomatoes, watercress,” he said, inspecting the crates. “Always a hit. Like I said in the comm, I’ll take it all. Your veg always tastes better than anything I get on-station.”
Relieved at the change of topic, she lifted the top crate, revealing glistening red treasure beneath.
“Strawberries!” Hugo shouted. The entire kitchen froze in a way a bomb threat couldn’t manage. “You said nothing about strawberries.” He reached for one, then paused and fixed her with a look. “How much?”
Hopefully, enough to cover Caissa’s next refueling. Otherwise, we’ll have to delay the next run.
Rosario wrapped an arm around the crate protectively. “Well…these took some work. Liam had to build a new vertical garden rig for zero-G, and I’m only going to get a couple crops
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Want to know how Liam & Rosario met? Then grab
this free short story. https://payhip.com/b/VKFgX
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On Mars, survival is measured in breaths.

Officer Rosario Vera only wanted real police work—not
babysitting duty or guarding ceremonial cargo. But when a raid
on suspected oxygen thieves turns violent, she’s forced to choose

between the law she swore to uphold and the justice her

conscience demands.

Caught in the same chaos is Liam, a stubborn Earther
technician hiding secrets of his own—and protecting a group
of desperate children who’ve slipped through the cracks of
Martian law.

When bullets fly and loyalties fracture, Rosario and Liam must
decide if they’ll stand on opposite sides of the law... or risk
everything for a fragile second chance at hope.






