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Exile was just the beginning. Survival will cost everything.
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Steven Sinclair’s life sucks. All he wants is a professional career, a strong union to protect him, and company housing far from the welfare slums he grew up in. As a senior engineering student at the University of California, Berkeley, he’s on the verge of achieving everything he has worked for.

His dreams shatter the night a street gang—the Crips—attack him. Steven kills one in self-defense and becomes a fugitive. Not from the law... from the gang. On Earth there is nowhere to hide, and the system that raised him now hunts him. His only chance at staying alive is fleeing the planet.

Then he meets Helen Hart—beautiful, brilliant, and hunted. What begins as a spark in the spaceport deepens after he saves her in orbit, drawing him into a danger he never expected.

Aboard the Harbinger, what seemed like escape becomes a reluctant partnership. Helen is guarded and pursued by factions far more dangerous than street gangs, and proximity—and danger—draws them closer. Their bond ignites quietly at first, simmering beneath the surface long before Steven understands how far he’ll eventually go to protect her.

Perfect for fans of The Expanse, Richard K. Morgan, and Martha Wells, Exiled from Earth blends gritty dystopian survival with sweeping space-opera stakes—and the kind of raw, high-heat romance that can tip the balance between survival and oblivion.

Thrown into sewage bays, zero-gravity humiliation, conspiracies on Ceres, and survival on a dead rock, Steven learns that exile is only the beginning. Because staying alive means protecting the one woman every power in the system wants dead... and the one woman he’s willing to risk everything for.
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The first expedition to Ceres in 2047 was financed by Hartwell Enterprises, Inc., headquartered at New Beijing, Luna. Interplanetary Holdings subsequently made extensive investments in mining and refining operations on Ceres. The commercial future of this venture is uncertain due to political and economic instability.

***

THE CLICK OF A SWITCHBLADE knife is Steven’s first warning that he is in trouble. It is followed by a whining voice, “Hey, man, gimme all your money!”

There are four of them, are all wearing hoodies to hide their faces. Two of them are standing on the sidewalk blocking his route, and the other two slouch against the wall next to the alley entrance. Dwight Way is deserted with the businesses closed, not that many of them open for business. Over half of them are boarded up—closed permanently. Up ahead, the glow of lights from the University of California, Berkeley campus glows, but it may as well be in another city for all the good it will do him. Steven tastes the sour bile rising in his throat, and feels the twisting knots of fear in his stomach.

They move closer, and the red bandanas tied around their left arms become dimly visible in the light shown through barred windows across the street—gang colors from one of the many street gangs that roam the streets of Berkley and the nearby city of Oakland. It is especially bad in the streets and narrow alleys surrounding the campus. The students, when caught alone, are easy marks for muggers.

Steven is two meters tall, well-muscled, and had played for the Golden Bears football team. He had lettered in his junior year before the pressure of studies forced him to drop from the team. He is a match for any one of them, even two, but not four and with them armed with knives. The knife being waved in front of him is hungry for blood. He feels fear and shame. His legs barely respond, slowly backing away from the thugs, moving further into the alley away from any hope of escape. He reaches into his pocket, and removes his wallet, opening it, he says, “I’m broke.”

The mugger takes the wallet. “Watch and ring, take them off!” he demands. The whining voice is filled with contempt, and a sadistic lust for power. “Turn out your pockets. Jake, rub him over, make sure he isn’t hiding anything.” 

Another of the gang—they couldn’t be older than sixteen, comes up from behind, rubbing his hands in insulting places, pausing, and giving his groin a squeeze before reaching in his pockets and pulling out Steven’s lighter. “Mans got junk in his trunk, and he has smokes,” Jake says, and hands the lighter and almost full pack of cigarettes to the leader.

“The shoes. He’s got good shoes. I want them.”

This is humiliating, Steven thinks. The gang member, Jake, unties and removes his shoes, one at a time.

“Good thing you got smokes,” the mugger wielding the knife says. “We cut you good if you don’t have any. Now we miss the fun. Move back!” He waves the knife menacingly, and presses its tip against his throat.

Steven is beyond being terrified. He has never experienced the feeling before, not like this. They push him deeper into the dark alley. The dim light from the street fades to near total darkness. The passage between the buildings reek of urine, and rotting trash.

His foot kicks something, trash, or a dead cat, that causes him to stumble. He thinks of the city-wide garbage strike. Would anyone find him for weeks? He is certain that the gangsters are going to kill him. Would the strike end in time for his body to be discovered? What would be left of him to bury after the rats have finish gnawing on his flesh and bones?

He feels warm liquid being poured on him that reeks of naphtha, strong enough that it overpowers the stench of decay and piss in the alley. It’s lighter fluid. They are going to burn him alive!

Desperation drives him forward, away from his tormentors for a moment. The knife has terrified him, but the threat of becoming a human torch for the amusement of the muggers does something else. He is no less afraid, if anything, he is more so. But now there is rage and hatred fueling him. His heart beats faster, stronger, and adrenalin is rushing into his veins giving him strength.

He casts about for a weapon, anything to defend himself. He is going to die, but he is going to make the gangsters pay for the humiliation. He is going to take them into death with him, and show them that he is a man!

His probing hands find a trashcan, and it has a lid on it.  He seizes the lid by the handle. Years before, when he was the same age as the gangsters tormenting him, he had participated in a medieval reenactment held by the Society for Creative Anachronism. The fighters, knights, had used wooden swords, but their suits of armor, shields, and bracers, were real.

He had been fascinated by the use of shields as weapons during his training. A hand grabs his hair, and despair gives him strength of a different order than when he had fought in the SCA tournament.  He swings the lid blindly and feels it strike, then again backhanded against the leader’s face, feeling the satisfying crunch of breaking bone.

The gangster screams. Steven uses the shield to deflect a half-seen knife attack, then again, swinging the lid backhanded with all of his strength. He couldn’t see what he had struck, but he felt it connect solidly. Hatred fuels him; he wants all of them to suffer; he wants them to feel the humiliation they have made him feel. He wants them to die in agony. He strikes out again, and again with the improvised weapon, feeling it find its target once, twice, three more times. Then he is past them, and in the street.

The sight of freedom robs him of his strength. He drops the trashcan lid, and flees in the direction of the campus lights. Two of them chase after him, but they don’t have the wind to keep up with him, and soon fall behind. He keeps running, long after the footfalls from the gangsters has stopped.

***

THE POLICEMAN SHOWING his badge at Steven’s door is big and burly, and looks out of place wearing a tee shirt and jeans instead of a uniform. The landlady looks disapprovingly at him.

“Detective O’Brian,” he introduces himself. “May I come in?”

Steven couldn’t think of anything he had done to warrant a cop showing up at his door. He is exhausted from standing in long lines to collect his welfare dole, and wants to send him away, but doing so, would send the wrong message to the landlady. That he is in trouble with the law.

Mrs. Jenkins, is a good friend to her student tenants, often letting them be late with rent. Her rooming house is an island of calm in a troubled neighborhood. She wouldn’t appreciate the police coming here, or any of her tenants causing trouble. “Have I done something wrong, Officer?” Steven asks.

The policeman holds up a wallet. “This yours?”

“Uh...”

“It has your ID inside it. I’m returning it. Do you want to talk about how you lost it?”

“Yes, it’s mine.” He winks at Mrs. Jenkins, and says, “No problem with the law. He is just returning my wallet.” 

Detective O’Brian affirms, “No problem with Mr. Sinclair, Ma’am.” Mrs. Jenkins loses her worried look, and smiles at Steven reassuringly before leaving.

He steps aside, and the policeman enters his apartment, a small one room studio apartment. There is a small kitchenette, a desk, and a sleeper sofa that folds out into a bed. It is long enough for Steven to sleep on, so he rarely unfolds it. The shelves on the walls are filled with textbooks. Prior tenants had added to the shelving, and left their books behind after graduating. There is no empty wall space left for additional shelving. The desk is littered with papers, an open text book, laptop computer, drafting tools, and junk mail.

“Reminds me of my student days,” Detective O’Brian says. I stayed down the street in a joint just like this one. What class are you?”

“Senior, I think.”

“Steven Sinclair...” The detective’s manner is unusual, hesitant, as if he is trying to think of a way to give unpleasant news. He doesn’t think the policeman had come here to arrest him, not with him being alone, but why is he acting strange?

Steven had never had much contact with the police. In the neighborhood where he grew up, they were to be avoided. Cops don’t have much respect for people living on the dole and unemployment. It didn’t use to be that way, but when President Brandon had won the White House for a second term, and the Dems took over congress and the senate, society had changed for the worst. Hyperinflation, endless proxy wars, depression, and over taxation led to economic collapse and poverty for all but the elite. The rich got richer, and the poor were left to scramble over the crumbs.

His reverie is interrupted by Detective O’Brian. “Here.” He hands Steven the wallet. “Put it away. Officially, I never saw it.”

“Huh?”

“Look Steve, you don’t mind if I call you Steve? We took this off of some bad dudes last night. The guy carrying it had a shattered jaw. His buddies, also messed up good, were trying to get him to the hospital.”

“You caught the bastards! Good work,” Steven exclaims. He looks at the policeman with new respect. His mother, who once had a better life prior to the Brandon Administration, had always told him police could be trusted. Their job was to serve the people. “But isn’t the wallet evidence of a crime?”

“You don’t want to prosecute.”

“But—”

“No.” The policeman is very firm with his assertion. “Look, these guys belong to the Southside Crips. If you identify them, you won’t live until the trial. Actually, you are probably in trouble anyway; they wouldn’t have kept your wallet if they didn’t have something in mind for you. Usually, they just take the money, put the credit cards in an envelope, and mail them to friends—and dump the wallet so there is no evidence on them if we shake them down. They kept yours. You did a good job on the guy with the shattered jaw, and a better job on another.”

The policeman looks carefully at Steven’s face for signs of remorse. Steven doesn’t care. He is glad he hurt the bastards.

Whatever the policeman saw, seems to have pleased him. “You don’t know, do you?” the detective asks. “You killed one of them. The trashcan lid caught him at the base of the skull—shattered the C-1 vertebrae and crushed the spinal cord. He was DOA.”

“Holy shit!” Steven feels a rush of shock, fear, and anger. “I never meant to kill anyone! Am I in trouble? Are you here to arrest me?”

“You would be, if we knew who had done it. But of course, we don’t. We never found anything on them that would identify the killer. They must have dumped the wallet before they were apprehended. And, uh, none of them are talking about who messed them up.”

It takes Steven a moment to catch on. “But—”

“But nothing,” Detective O’Brian says. “Dems have the judges and prosecutors bought and paid for. They won’t approve of anyone who isn’t on their side politically. Someone killed one of their foot soldiers last night. That is bad news for whoever did it. If they knew who had done it, they would see to it that he is thrown in the slammer and never sees the light of day.”

“It was self-defense. They were going to kill me. They poured lighter fluid on me, and were going to turn me into a human torch!”

“Can you prove it? Do you have any witnesses?”

“How the hell could I prove it? It happened in a dark alley where no one could see us. The only witnesses to the mugging and attempted murder are the gangsters that did it.”

“Exactly!” the policeman says. You can’t prove it, and we can’t do one damned thing to help you—officially. Steve, if we were to give you protection, the DA will want to know why. We can’t tell him, or he would have you up on murder charges of a juvie. People who kill children, don’t live long in jail.

“It gets worse. Those were black kids. Ever say anything about blacks? Africans taking jobs? Say anything about the quota system? Preferential treatment for welfare? Government housing? Even if you didn’t the DA will still go after you for hate crimes. You could get life in prison for the hate crimes alone, not that you will live long enough to serve your sentence.”

“That can’t be true.”

“I wish it wasn’t. Look, Steve, I don’t make the rules. I’m breaking a hell of a lot of them coming here and returning your wallet. I’d be busted off the police force and thrown in jail myself if anyone was to find out.”

“I know you are. Thanks, but—”

“It stinks to high heaven! The DA isn’t the worst of your problems. He doesn’t have a clue as to who you are. The Crips do, and they will be looking for you. If you are smart, they won’t find you.”

“You are telling me I ought to run because some muggers tried to kill me, and I defended myself?” Steven’s face shows the rage he is feeling; his fists clench, and he feels the rush of adrenalin.

“Nope.” The detective’s calm demeanor is maddening. “I don’t know who you are. I’m just returning some property I found while I was off duty. Which, by the way, I am. Do you have any beer in the fridge?”

“Sure.” Steven goes to the refrigerator, opens the door, and removes a bulb of beer. He hands it to the detective.

Detective O’Brian pops the top of the beer bulb, and grimaces. “I like this stuff better in glass bottles or cans. Now it is packaged in biodegradable cardboard—to save the planet—climate change nonsense. It doesn’t taste the same.” He chugs it anyway, a long healthy gulp. “Can you change apartments?”

“I’m a month behind as it is. There is no way I can get the money for a new place.”

“It probably wouldn’t help anyway. It might slow them down a bit, but they’d follow you when you move. What are your plans?”

“I graduate this term...”

“You might last that long. Take my advice. Keep out of dark places. Don’t have a routine. Come home at different times, taking different routes, and don’t eat in the same eatery every day. Keep the shades pulled down, and your shadow off of them. Lock up good when you go out. Get a better lock—Get two good locks. And stay with people that you know and trust.” O’Brian drinks again emptying the bulb. His lips tighten as he sets it on the couch arm. “Ruining good beer by putting it in this cardboard crap is a crime I wish we could punish. 

“Steve, I don’t like this. I’m a cop. When I joined the police force, our job was protecting people. Now it’s... What I’m trying to say is that I can’t protect you; that the bastards in City Hall won’t let me. I don’t like it the least bit.”

It seems appropriate, nee an omen of ill tidings to come that the lights dimmed just then. The green energy windmills never deliver enough power, and many of the backup generators are constantly down for maintenance. Rolling blackouts are all too common, and getting worse every year.

Long after the policeman left, Steven sat at his desk reading a book. He reread the same page three times, but none of it sank in. He is afraid. His textbooks say that he lives in a post-industrial society, and described the benefits in glorified words, but the police are powerless to help him.

Out there somewhere, a gang of ruthless thugs and murderers are looking for him. The DA would call them children, and Steven—a child murderer. Those children would kill him if they could, and the police are helpless. The USA and all its majesty has fallen. The police, once charged with protecting the public and enforcing the law, have become little more than revenue collectors for the state. They can issue tickets, but they can’t do a damn thing to protect the citizens. 

His life has been settled and orderly, completely planned. He would get his aerospace engineering degree, and go to work for one of the major corporations, maybe even one of the orbital factories. Junior engineers aren’t paid much for a starting salary. But when Steven gets his degree, he’ll be eligible to join a strong union that would keep the pay raises coming. He looks forward to marriage, a house in a neighborhood where the police protect the citizens, a car, perhaps a camper and a small boat.

When he tells his friends of his dreams, they laugh, and say it sounds boring. He is okay with a boring lifestyle, providing it is secure. After the years spent living with his mother and brother on the welfare dole, eating ramen noodles, split pea soup, chicken once a week if they were lucky, and wearing second-hand clothes purchased in thrift stores, boring and secure is fine with him.

Boring means buying food in private stores instead of standing in long lines to receive welfare rations. Boring means living in a neighborhood where the police are polite and respectful. Boring means all the things Steven had never had and always wanted. His dream of a boring lifestyle with security is vanishing with the memories of the trashcan lid shattering human bone.

The book stares back at him. “The most crucial questions that will be faced by every post-industrial society will deal with education, talent, and technology. The rapid expansion of a professional and technical class, and the increased dependency on government for the masses, suggest a turn away from capitalism, to socialism, and communism.”

The words blur. Steven’s thoughts turn to how he will stay alive long enough to graduate, get his union card, so he could find a job that would get him out of Oakland, far away from the gangsters searching for him.

***

STEVEN OPENS AN EMAIL flagged urgent from University of California, Berkeley, administration office. It tells him that two of the summer classes he had taken at California State University, Fullerton are not recognizable as transferable credits. “As these credits are prerequisite to other classes required for graduation (See attached Schedule A) you may not hold credit in the classes named in attached Schedule A, and thus you have not completed the requirements for graduation. Your application for graduation has been declined, and your class status has been amended to second year—sophomore. Upon completion of the required prerequisites, and following that satisfactory completion, the satisfactory completion of the courses in the attached Schedule A, you may again make application for graduation.”

What the fuck! He reread the email three times. It said the same thing each time he read it. Instead of graduating in two months, he has two more years of school. No fucking way can he survive that long with the Crips looking for him.

These things happen. It is futile to get upset. Obviously, someone made an error. He removes his cell phone from his shirt pocket, and places a call to the administration office—appointments. After repeatedly pressing one for English, only to hear the menu options spoken to him in Spanish, he is led down a rabbit hole three times, before finally selecting the correct menu choices to make an appointment with a guidance counselor. Whoever designed the customer service software is either sadistic, or a complete moron—probably both. 

His request for an appointment finally goes through. “Your appointment with Mrs. Whitmer is scheduled for 2 p.m. on the third of May. Please arrive fifteen minutes ahead of your scheduled appointment time.”

“Three weeks! You have to be kidding.” Steven complains. There is no one to hear him other than the automated service, which ignores his outburst.

“To keep this appointment, press one. To reschedule your appointment to a later date and time, press five.”

Steven rages at the phone silently, then presses one. He slams the phone down, fortunately not breaking its screen, really wanting to hurl it out into the street with the accumulating trash. It takes a moment for him to calm down, and rationalize that with sixty-five-thousand students at Berkeley, it takes time to schedule an in-person interview.
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Steven takes the policeman’s advice, and varies the ways he takes home, and times he arrives. Since dropping off the football team, he had become somewhat of a loner. His girlfriend had dropped him two days before the mugging—for another girl. Against another guy, he can compete, but a girl? That she had left him for another woman was a blow to his confidence—a humiliation.

If something were to happen to him, there is no one that would miss him, except for maybe Chad, Chadsworth Hanson. He had graduated a year ahead of Steven, but stayed on to specialize in the space industry. Engineering students were never popular on campus, and those going to space are outright hated!

The One Earth Society, Zero Growth, climate change activists, and other anti-technology groups picket the engineering building daily. Their lunchtime activities rarely get out of hand and Steven had become accustomed to their insults when he entered, or left the engineering building. Today however, they struck a nerve. When they ritually shouted murder at him, he suffers a flashback of that day in the alley when the gang members shook him down, and tried to kill him. He remembers vividly the satisfying crunch the trashcan lid made when it shattered bone.

“Hey, don’t let those liberal activists shake you. They will never amount to anything.” Chad raises his voice, so he is heard over the chanting while walking past the protesters, “The best they can hope for is
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