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      Stars, rock, stars, rock, stars, rock…

      The now familiar nausea returned. Swallowing, Lucas opened his eyes and focused on his hands resting on the table in front of him. He wasn’t floating in space anymore.

      “Commander Ordaz, you need to answer my questions.”

      Lucas glanced up at his interrogator. Precision defined her—from her conduct during this interrogation to the perfect knot at the back of her head from which not a single wisp of inky hair escaped. Even her Conglomerate uniform fit perfectly, tailored to enhance her every curve, yet augment her severe expression.

      Except... Lucas leaned forward. Something was missing. The expanse of her indigo uniform lacked both a branch insignia and a name tag. In fact, she hadn’t introduced herself when she entered the room.

      He glanced at her face trying to determine if he’d seen her before—on the main concourse on Maximillian Station, perhaps? He pictured the minimalist lines and stark colour palette inside his employer’s space station. Even though he’d walked those halls hundreds of times, a memory of her face didn’t come to him.

      He let out a long exhale and shifted his gaze back to the table between them. Of course, they don’t want me to know who my interrogator is—they’re playing games to keep me unbalanced. He swallowed and wished he was elsewhere.

      “How about you start from the beginning? What was your mission?” Her firm tone made it clear he had no choice but to comply.

      Without moving his head, he looked up. A fringe of his black hair obscured his vision, it was longer than he’d ever let it grow before. How long was I out? He closed his eyes as another wave of nausea swept through him. For a moment, he was somewhere else, somewhere that reeked of a neglected aquarium. Somewhere radically different to Maximillian Station. But where? He tried to remember.

      His interrogator snapped her fingers. The sound startled him, bringing his attention back to the interrogation room.

      “Commander Ordaz, I need you to focus,” she said. “Stay with me and we’ll get through this as efficiently as possible.”

      “Right.”

      Lucas stared at the table. It was beige, like the walls and coveralls they had given him to wear. The space didn’t even have a defining scent. The only decoration was a portrait of the smirking face of the head of The Conglomerate mounted on the wall next to the door. He did his best not to look at Nigel Maximillian West’s pompous face.

      Since waking, there hadn’t been a single hint of the time or his location—not even a window through which he could glimpse a clue of where he was. At first, a trickle of medical staff flowed past his bedside, but not one of them would talk to him directly, leaving his questions unanswered.

      He ran both hands over his face and through his hair. He was on Earth—that he remained certain of. The gravity beneath his feet felt solid in a way no spinning space station ever did.

      Camila lived on Earth. His wife’s face surfaced in his memory. He longed to gaze into her dark eyes, taste her lush lips… Stop it.

      “Does my wife know I’m alive?”

      “No.”

      Lucas clenched his jaw, but said nothing.

      “You were presumed dead after the Angler’s crash. Mrs. Ordaz was informed at that time.” His interrogator’s tone remained as flat and emotionless as a cheap robot. “That was three weeks ago.”

      Lucas bit his lip, shifting his gaze back to the table. Camila had begged him not to go on the mission because she’d been convinced his mission would be a disaster. In the end, she’d been right.

      Taking a deep breath, he looked back at his interrogator. Thinking Camila believed him dead made his stomach turn—she must be going through hell.

      “I need to let her know I’m okay.”

      “First, answer my questions.”

      Anger flared within him. He ground his teeth together keeping his gaze fixed on his interrogator’s eyes. “And if you aren’t satisfied with my answers? Will I still be allowed to contact my wife?”

      She glanced down at her tablet, ignoring his question. After frowning at the screen, she met his gaze. “I have been given only a limited window of time for our discussion—if they don’t proceed at the expected pace, other options will need to be explored.”

      Lucas froze. What ‘other options’ did she mean? But he didn’t dare ask and she didn’t explain.

      “Three days ago we intercepted your escape pod in a low Earth orbit.”

      Lucas scratched his head as his anger dissipated. His last coherent memory was of drifting towards the asteroid, his view alternating between stars, rock, stars, rock… Another wave of nausea surged inside him. He took a deep breath.

      “How’d I get back to Earth?”

      “That’s what you need to tell me.”

      He studied her face. He’d been wrong earlier—she wasn’t perfect. A small scar marred the left end of her upper lip. It drew his attention until all he saw of his interrogator was her flaw.

      “There’s only seven days of air in those escape pods,” Lucas said. He ran a hand down his face. Three weeks was a lot of time he couldn’t account for. Then he remembered he hadn’t been alone on the Angler. “What happened to my crew?”

      “How about you start at the beginning?”
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      With his duffle bag slung over his shoulder, Lucas entered the gangway to his ship. The Angler’s scent always struck him first—not that his ship smelled bad exactly; it was just that the air on Maximillian Station smelled exceptionally fresh, even in the docking bay. As he pondered why a commercial enterprise spent so much on air purification, he continued down the narrow passageway.

      This mission was supposed to be short, and his last before his scheduled time off—he couldn’t wait to be back with Camila.

      With each step, his footfalls rang out on the metal flooring.

      “Well, you’re not subtle.” Ash stepped into view from the ship’s side. Her black skin shone, suggesting she’d been doing something physical, yet her grey and sky-blue uniform was crisp as though just pressed.

      Lucas smiled at the sight of his first officer and long-time friend. With a final stomp on the metal flooring of the gangway tube, he entered the Angler’s cargo hold.

      “It’s my ship, I can make as much noise as I like.”

      “I’m not complaining.” She crossed her arms and leaned against the packed grappling equipment stacked in the centre of the space. “It’s always good to know when the captain is coming.”

      Lucas shrugged his bag off his shoulder and let it fall onto the deck. While docked to Maximillian Station they had gravity, which made most things easier.

      He sized up the new equipment already in the hold. The stack of crates was big and probably heavy. Whatever was inside still needed to be installed—having gravity didn’t make everything easier.

      “Aren’t you supposed to blow a whistle or something whenever I show up?” Lucas raised an eyebrow.

      “I think you need to find a ship with sails for that kind of shit.” Her deadpan delivery hid her sense of humour, as always.

      “On a different note, is Werner on board?”

      “He’s up on the bridge doing pre-departure checks,” Ash said. “Are we really going to get close to the incoming asteroid?”

      “101946 Tlaloc,” Lucas confirmed. “And yes, those are our orders.”

      “But why?” Ash uncrossed her arms. “At our maximum speed, we’ll arrive only hours before Earth’s defences blast it away.”

      He shook his head and took a long inhale. “I just spent an hour in a room full of middle management, and I still have no idea why they want us to go.”

      “Oh, shit.” Ash ran a hand over her closely cropped hair. “It’s going to be that kind of mission.”

      “And it gets worse.” He frowned. “We’re getting a passenger for the trip.”

      Just as Ash opened her mouth to retort, a second set of footfalls sounded in the gangway tube. A moment later, a stout woman in civilian clothes emerged, towing an oversized suitcase with undersized wheels. In her other hand, she gripped a briefcase so tightly that her knuckles shone white. The pasty hue of her skin revealed she’d spent a lifetime on a space station far from any natural light.

      “Can we help you?” Lucas asked, hoping the woman was just lost. She appeared more ready for a trip on a passenger liner than on a working ship like his.

      “I’m Dr. Paxton.” Her buckteeth and darting eyes gave her a rodent-like air. After surveying the space, she fixated on Lucas with an expression like she’d just sucked a lemon. “Is this the Angler?”

      Both Lucas and Ash nodded—big, bold letters listed the name of the ship above the entry to the gangway.

      “I’m here to oversee the extraction from the asteroid. Has the grappling gear been delivered?” She shifted her gaze between Lucas and Ash as though she was uncertain who she should talk to.

      “It’s here.” Lucas pointed to where the equipment sat, still packed in crates. “We’ll get it installed en route.”

      Paxton frowned as she stared at the equipment. “Our timeline is tight, why hasn’t it already been done?” She turned her glare on Lucas.

      Ash cocked her head to study the other woman. “Moving heavy stuff is easier in zero-g.”

      Paxton’s cheeks flushed as she scrunched up her face in a way that made her appear more like a mouse. She brushed a lock of brown hair away from her right eye before angling her body towards Lucas. “You’re Commander Ordaz, right?”

      “Yes, I’m in command of this ship,” Lucas said. “Our window for departure is at 1400hrs. How about I show you around?”

      She let out an audible exhale. “Fine.”

      “This way.” Lucas turned and walked into the corridor leading forward from the cargo bay and currently attached gangway. Paxton followed close behind.

      The only compartment further aft of the cargo bay was the engine room, which he made a mental note to put a passcode on. Paxton struck him as someone who wouldn’t keep her nose out of how he operated his ship.

      “The Angler has a crew of three. You already met Lt. Jones, my first officer. My pilot, Lt. Werner, is on the bridge getting us ready to go,” he explained as they entered the common space and stopped. In an alcove next to a minimalist kitchen counter was a banquet-style table and seats. Even though there were no facilities for cooking anything from scratch, the room always smelled slightly of bacon.

      With a thunk, Paxton pulled her suitcase over the doorframe lip and into the room.

      “Only three? Do you understand how important this mission is?”

      He looked her straight in the eye. “Perhaps I don’t. How about you fill me in?”

      She swallowed and glanced around. “It’s classified. You only get what you need to know, nothing more.”

      “Fine.” He took three steps over to the wall and slid open an accordion door on the bottom half. Inside was just enough space for a narrow mattress. “This is your bunk.”

      “What?” She stared at the coffin-sized space with wide eyes. “I need a cabin.”

      “Nevertheless, this is your bunk. You can have the bottom two drawers over here.” He gestured to a bank of drawers on an adjacent wall.

      “I’ll take your cabin then.” She glared at him. “My status as chief scientist demands a cabin.”

      “My bunk is the top one.” He pointed to the one above hers. “I haven’t changed the sheets in a while, but you’re welcome to it. There aren’t any cabins.”

      She continued to stare at him.

      “Through here is the bridge.” He pointed to an open doorway leading forward. “And through here is the bathroom, complete with a shower that only works when we have gravity.” He gestured to a smaller, closed door. “And that’s the entire ship.”

      She let go of the suitcase handle, but it wasn’t balanced on the wheels. It tipped, then crashed onto the rubberized floor. Her face went red as she tossed her briefcase onto the table.

      “This is unacceptable.” She put her hands on her hips and tried to stare down Lucas—which didn’t work, as they were roughly the same height. “I need to make a call to my boss.”

      “Sure,” he suppressed an urge to laugh. “Let’s head up to the bridge.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Lucas floated just behind the pilot’s seat. Over the top of Werner’s head, he watched the grey of the lunar surface stretch to the horizon. Behind him, Ash and Paxton crowded onto the small bridge.

      Werner twirled a tennis ball between his fingers, his gaze also fixed on the landscape. He held the yellow ball up to the moon’s view. “If this were the moon, I’d need a basketball to be Earth.”

      “You’re an endless font of random trivia.” Lucas pushed off the back of the pilot’s seat and grabbed hold of the bar right in front of the port window.

      The lunar surface rushed by, creating the illusion that he was looking down. Shimmering habitat domes punctuated the undulating surface of craters as they approached the outskirts of Lunar City. The density of human habitation increased until they were above the main domes. Staring down at the bubbles of breathable atmosphere, he could see the chaos of humanity below.

      “Ever been to Lunar City?” he asked no one in particular.

      “Yeah, just once.” Werner started tossing the ball from hand to hand. “Just existing there was too expensive for my pay grade.”

      Lucas twisted to look at Paxton. “How about you?”

      “No,” she said without moving her head. Her hair floated outwards in all directions, creating a dull halo around her green-hued face. Space sickness had hit her hard.

      “Still mad that we couldn’t find you a stateroom?” Ash tilted her head and smirked.

      Lucas sighed before turning to his first officer. He shared her frustration with their passenger, but couldn’t let
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