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      Hello reader,

      If you’re here, you’ve no doubt already read Eclipse, so I want to ensure there are no surprises going into its sequels. As we get deeper into the Loop and the tragedies it contains the series does grow somewhat darker. As in Eclipse, Chimera contains death, murder, conspiracy, and violence.

      While Chimera maintains a similar tone to Eclipse, this book also contains kidnapping, suicidal thoughts, human and sex trafficking, as well as non-consensual surgery and body manipulation.

      While these topics are part of the story’s narrative, none of them are covered in-depth, described in an overly graphic way, or glorified.
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      Abigail Monroe

      The Redemption

      

      Revolution is rarely as straightforward as it seems.

      History projects an image of change being propelled by a solitary unit, united in cause and in deed, but life is messier than that. Instead, uprisings are usually a combination of a mismatch of entities that have been pushed down long and hard enough to come together in a messy and oddly coalesced group―and, not to mention, a little luck.

      Within this group are individuals, each playing a haphazard part that might be neither planned nor cohesive, but will add to the uprising’s momentum.

      Whether the uprising inevitably succeeds or fails . . . Well, that’s where the luck comes into it.

      This group is like the chimera of Greek mythology, a monstrous hybrid formed from various beings: a goat, a snake, a lion, and sometimes other creatures that would rattle even the most vivid imaginations. But when their features are combined, they form a formidable entity: one that breathes fire, devastates its enemies, and makes a name for itself that transcends history into myth and legend.

      Chimera. Abigail Monroe certainly liked the ring of that. She tucked the word away in the back of her mind for future use.

      “I wasn’t looking to lead a rebellion, Abi. I just wanted off that damned station. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve had a half decent dram of whiskey? Send me to a hole on one of Jupiter’s moons where I can spend the rest of my days in peace.”

      Marvin Alejandro sat across from Abigail on an unmarked, empty crate. His uniform was rather pedestrian, even for a fraudulent cargo hauler. The color had faded—what was once a flattering stark charcoal had long ago transitioned into a dull gray—and time had frayed the cuffs. Someone on that station should have offered him a replacement years ago.

      Marvin was thinner than Abigail remembered, but not gaunt. The jacket he wore hung loosely on him and would have been in fashion among the trader markets of The Belt half a decade ago. Perhaps some of the outermost colonies on Saturn’s moons would probably still think it voguish. But he had the look of someone who wasn’t quite getting enough nutrients rather than the look of someone who’d stopped eating due to depression or sickness. Age had been kind to him, but the wrinkles around his eyes and the sprinkle of gray in his stubble betrayed that nearly a decade had passed since Abigail had last seen the man, though they were the kind of wrinkles one earned from laughter, rather than stress. With that clue alone, she guessed that Marvin had been fortunate enough to find some reprieve aboard the FLOW station. Heavens knew the man deserved it after everything he’d endured before disappearing.

      Even though Marvin appeared less willing to jump headfirst into action than he had back when they’d first met, he hadn’t lost the spring in his step. Youthful passion still burned behind his amber-colored eyes, but those same eyes danced around as though they had forgotten what they had once been passionate about.

      The Redemption hummed around them. Hours had passed since they had left the Eclipse. The two of them sat in a small enclave toward the back of the ship, away from the prying ears of the ship’s captain, Mikka—the ex-pirate who was dreamier than Abigail had expected. Something about Mikka’s commanding presence and no-nonsense attitude had a way of getting Abigail’s blood flowing.

      Then, there was the ship’s pixie of a co-pilot, Kiara, who possessed an attractive renegade quality of her own, but she was a little too no-nonsense for Abigail’s taste. There was a fine line between commanding and hostile, and Kiara stepped way over that line, becoming downright abrasive. There was the potential for her posing a problem to Abigail’s mission, but it was one she’d have to deal with another day.

      It was a shame, too, because by Mikka’s own admission, the purple-haired hard-ass was one of the best navigators in the Loop.

      At first, Abigail hadn’t believed her luck in finding both Mikka Jenax and Marvin Alejandro in the same brushstroke; two components of the chimera creature that would be instrumental in burning the Syndicate Empire to the ground.

      Or at least, so Abigail had been led to believe.

      Sometimes the cards were dealt in her favor, even if she had to navigate through the direst of circumstances in order to play them. It had helped that Abigail had stacked the deck, but even she couldn’t have expected things to work out as well as they had.

      But unfortunately, she wasn’t finished yet.

      She brought her attention back to Marvin. She had expected the man to be a little more receptive to rejoining the organization he’d founded.

      “You won’t find a half decent whiskey out here either, love. And Jupiter’s moons have the worst distilleries in the system, except for wherever the bootleg bog water they pour in The Belt is made. So, if your sole motivation in joining me was the promise of a good drink, you’re gonna be disappointed.”

      Marvin sighed. “You know that’s only half of what I meant. I couldn’t pretend anymore. Those people on the station were honest―more so than either of us.”

      Abigail smiled wryly. “That’s a low bar if ever I’ve heard one.”

      “I couldn’t handle lying to them any longer. People deserve to know the truth about what’s out here. But I’d barely scratched the surface, and already my meddling was getting them killed. I finished dealing out death a long time ago. It’s not a part of my past I want to revisit.”

      Marvin Alejandro. Did the poor saps aboard the Eclipse have any idea that a man living among them was actually a hero? Doubtful. The man himself had no idea how iconic his status had become in his absence. And by his own account, those living aboard the FLOW stations didn’t realize there was anyone else inhabiting the rest of the system.

      Once his followers learned he’d risen from the dead, Abigail was confident they would follow him to the edge of the system―and climb into their own graves if he asked it of them.

      And before this was all over, that might be exactly what awaited them.

      “As long as the Syndicate’s involved,” she said, “you’ll never be done with death. No matter what they preach.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.”

      “Well, isn’t it your lucky day? Now you're being given a chance to help them—all those people on the Eclipse, the supporters you left behind when you disappeared, and the rest of Loop as well.”

      “Nobody’s going to give two shits that I’m still alive, Abi. I’ve spent seven years hiding. When I got stranded on that damn station, the Resurgence was little more than an idea—a group of disgruntled pirates, mercenaries, and thieves. I have nothing to offer here. Not anymore.”

      “I still came to haul your ass out, didn’t I? I may strut around as though I have a heart of stone, but I haven’t forgotten what you did for me, and I don’t believe for one second the people who have continued your vision will have forgotten either. Sometimes an idea is enough to shape the world—or in this case, the entire system.”

      Marvin scoffed. “And this Zee fellow you claim sent you—is that what he has? Ideas? Ideas are cheap. I’ve seen too many people risk their lives on foolishness.”

      Abigail couldn’t help but grin. She couldn’t tell him everything—not yet. The transformation of his old Lunar hideout in Asteria would already be an overwhelming change, and he’d have to figure out the rest later. It had been her lucky day when she’d found Zee in that Martian tavern. Rarely did she give in to being sympathetic to a poor soul down on his luck, but she’d seen what the lad was capable of―him and that malfunctioning implant that could see things nobody else could.

      It was only through sheer luck she realized Zee could see a path leading to the end of the godforsaken empire that had left most of humanity to rot.

      But that was a tale for another time.

      “He’s got so much more than that,” she said.

      “What, then? Hope? That’s still an idea. Just one of a fool.”

      “Zee’s our secret weapon. He’s seen how this all plays out—and it starts with you.”

      “Surely you can see this is a hard sell? You’re asking me to take his word that I’m somehow important to the defeat of the Empire. If you’re going to convince me of that . . .”

      “I don’t need to convince you of anything, love. All I was told to do was find you and bring you home. I wasn’t told I’d nearly get blown out of orbit in the process, though.”

      Losing her favorite ship, the Black Swan, was still a bit of a sore spot. She’d have to bring that up with Zee when she saw him next.

      “Regardless,” she persisted, “both you and that delicious pirate driving this thing have a role to play, and being honest, I couldn’t care less if you believe it or not.”

      Marvin shook his head in protest, but his eyes danced, clearly intrigued. “I had dreams of taking on the Empire once, but I was a young man then. Seven years with nothing to do but drink with the locals kinda knocks down a man’s drive. It’s time to pass the torch.”

      “Maybe you just need the right inspiration. Perhaps some eager-eyed rebels who need a leader will persuade you.”

      “I don’t think anyone will look to me after being away for so long. Everyone thinks I’m dead.”

      “The legend of a man grows in his absence. Besides, you’re telling me you’re going to bugger off to Jupiter before saying hello to the old gang? No ‘Hey, guess what, not as dead as you might have thought?’”

      Marvin waved it off. “I suppose not. I guess a few nights on Lunar will help me gain my bearings. But I was actually quite happy to leave my past behind me.”

      Abigail smirked. “I’ve gone down that road. Running away from your demons is more difficult than you might think—for you and the captain both.”

      Marvin shrugged. “Speaking of difficult . . . do you have a plan to get off this ship? I can't imagine the Port Authority will take kindly to a dead man with a lengthy criminal record stepping off of a short-haul flight.”

      Abigail chuckled. “You have been gone awhile. You do realize the list of charges the Syndicate has filed against me? Most of them are dreamed up, mind you. Do you think I’d have made it this far without learning to dodge the PA every now and again?”

      Marvin returned the laugh. “You always were full of surprises. Even when you were young. I knew you’d be one to watch with that charm of yours. Just didn’t know you’d have fanciful notions of saving the Loop.”

      “When I was young?” Abigail lifted a hand to her chest in feigned offense. “As for my ‘fanciful notions,’ I blame you for putting ideas in my head, old man.”

      “I did no such thing; I just didn’t want you to wind up in the mines. You were so fragile when we found you. You wouldn’t have survived the trip.”

      Abigail rarely showed emotion, and she wasn’t about to start now. “You put wild dreams of saving the system in my head when you dreamed up the Resurgence. I was young and impressionable: barely thirteen. I had no business being on a mercenary ship, you know. After you left, I had to do a lot of questionable things to survive and keep the perverts at bay. But despite that, I’ve still been searching for a way to save the system ever since. I just had no idea my quest would lead me back to you.”

      Marvin tapped his fingers on the crate beside him as he shifted in his seat. “So, this Zee . . . He told you to come find me?”

      “Zee said, odds were, you were still alive. I didn’t allow myself to believe it, but here you are, and he's proven himself to be right once again. He’s got a knack for that.”

      “Odds.” Marvin’s gaze was still focused on the crate beside him. “As if life comes down to a random throw of the dice.”

      “More like a deal of the hand. We’re only able to play the cards we're dealt—but Zee can help us stack the deck. The rest comes down to the odds.”

      “Yes, well . . . What are the odds of us getting out of here still breathing?”

      Abigail smiled. “There’s a hidden compartment beneath the cargo hold. Captain Gorgeous had already locked me down there once, to hide from the Orbital Guard a couple days ago. During my stay, I discovered she’s installed an escape hatch. We just have to wait for the PA to be sufficiently distracted and we’ll pop out and be on our merry way.”

      Marvin raised a skeptical eyebrow. “That easy, huh? It's plans like those that make a guy wish he stayed on the station.”
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      Django Alexander

      The Redemption

      

      Home.

      Django's last glimpse of home was an eternity away. Each agonizing hour since he’d left the Eclipse had been filled with soul-crushing darkness and echoed the chilling possibility: he might never see home again.

      In an instant, everything he’d expected his life to be had changed. Now, he was caught in between worlds, and he would remain there until the ship he and Eventide had clambered aboard arrived at its destination. It didn’t help that he sat in complete and utter darkness.

      How long have we been traveling? Hours? Days?

      It felt as though he and Eventide had been swimming in darkness for an eternity, and each second that ticked by was another insufferable void between everything familiar and the complete unknown.

      Sleep should have come easily. The space they were in was blacker than any night, even than those he’d spent within the chambers of the Eclipse. But the hard metal flooring was anything but comfortable, causing his bones to creak and his muscles to scream as he struggled to find a comfortable position.

      Not to mention that his stomach lurched at the artificial gravity that held him to the floor.

      It was a feeling Django had never had the chance to get used to on the station, as the only place on the Eclipse that utilized gravity plating was the tram that ran between the Rings.

      The artificial G-forces of the plating tugged unnaturally at his insides, inducing nausea. Now, without sight, the pull felt even more pronounced, and Django worried he was going to be sick.

      It made the turbulence of their journey that much more grating, as weightlessness threatened to latch onto him for a split second before the plating compensated for whatever direction down should be. Most people would never have noticed the plating’s hesitation—it was so subtle that Django sometimes wondered whether he was imagining the sensation, but his stomach told a different story.

      He tried not to dwell on it. Growing sick in a darkened cabin with only Eventide for company would make the rest of the trip both embarrassing and unbearable because of the smell.

      Instead, Django did his best to sleep. Patterned holes, an inch in diameter, had been drilled into the floor’s surface, giving his hands something other than his gut to focus on. Beside him rested a crate. Made with rough wood, it contained slivers that stabbed at him when he leaned against it.

      The cabin smelled of must, wet grass, and a nutty odor that could have been barley or another grain. He should have been grateful this shuttle didn’t have chickens as part of its load.

      Eventide, who had been curled next to him when they left, had moved after the first hour. Her affinity with her own physical space winning over the need for comfort after abandoning everything they had ever known.

      Everyone else is dead. Except Nova, who I’ll probably never see again.

      Everything about his sister staying behind on the Eclipse worried Django. He prayed to the stars that Commander Benson would leave her alone; that he wouldn’t lash out at her as a way of retribution. He had no choice but to trust the guard, Avery Inglewood, who had taken his sister into her care. For some reason, Uncle Marvin had trusted the guard before he’d died, so Django supposed he would have to do the same.

      The Redemption shook, the vibrations within the cargo hold rattling his skull relentlessly and ensuring sleep wouldn’t find him. Without breaking the silence between them, Django had no way of knowing if Eventide was sleeping or not. The warmth of her body lay an arm’s reach away, but as always, he wanted to be respectful of her need for space. Eventide needed time to process recent events, and for her, the best way to do that was to be alone with her thoughts.

      Besides, the rattle of the walls prevented much in the way of conversation, so the two of them hadn’t spoken since leaving the station’s shuttle bay. Their shared patience as they waited for whatever lay before them was enough. This was a path neither Django nor Eventide had wanted; a path they hadn’t known existed only two days ago.

      As far as either of them had been aware, the Eclipse was humanity’s last refuge. Along with their ancestors, the station’s inhabitants had been patiently waiting for the Earth to become habitable once again.

      Until one flicker of a viewport had changed everything.

      That had only been a few days ago, but it seemed like another life.

      Before Commander Benson had murdered his entire family. Before Benson had turned his entire life upside down.

      A whirlwind of events had followed, circumstances that had brought Django to where he sat now: on board the space shuttle Redemption.

      He would have been a bit more willing to explore his surroundings if he didn’t have Officer Inglewood’s words echoing in his mind: Don’t come out until you’ve reached the ship’s destination, no matter what happens.

      If Django could actually see the hand he held in front of his face, ignoring that warning would have tempted him more. There had to be a way to reach the bridge above, which would give them a better insight into their destination, and perhaps even how much longer they would have to be on board.

      But with no way of seeing the surrounding space, Django knew he would just be feeling around in the dark, hoping to come across a doorway or a hatch—and something told him that opening random doors on a transport ship flying through the vacuum of space was a bad idea.

      Granted, a door could lead to another part of the ship, but it could also lead outside. He supposed there would be safety mechanisms to prevent that from happening, but as this was his first time on a spaceship, he didn’t want to take any chances.

      Besides, Avery had told them that whoever was piloting this craft wouldn’t treat stowaways kindly. But she hadn’t seemed to know for certain, and it was always possible that Uncle Marvin had made arrangements ahead of time without telling him.

      Before he died.

      The pang of his uncle’s death still burned. Of all his family members, Django had been closest to Marvin and Nova, and now Marvin was gone, leaving only the double circle pendant hanging cool against Django’s chest as a memento. It was Marvin who had convinced Django to leave.

      But any further plans he’d held for Django and Eventide had died along with him.

      Which left Django with nothing to hold on to other than a pendant and a station guard’s word of caution to stay hidden until they reached their destination.

      Wherever that might be.

      The best he could hope for now was that help would find them once they landed.

      His eyes grew heavy, despite the churning of his stomach and the discomfort caused by the hard metal floor. He tried to add together how many hours it had been since he had last had a full night's rest, but his brain was already hurting. And he had nothing to judge the passing minutes or seconds other than his own heartbeat.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A sudden jolt jarred Django awake, shaking him out of a sleep he hadn’t realized had overtaken him.

      The violent movement was immediately followed by the ship’s systems quieting—subtle at first, but noticeable.

      It seemed the craft was slowing.

      The turbulence had eased off, but Django’s stomach was still being pulled in all directions. The shifting momentum suggested the Redemption was descending.

      Earth was the only destination that made sense to him. If shuttles from the Eclipse flew to the planet’s surface and back, then this one had to be heading there, too. Despite everything Django had grown up believing to the contrary, his uncle had claimed people still lived on the planet’s surface.

      Finally being able to step onto Earth’s surface was something generations of station dwellers had fantasized about, though none of his ancestors could have possibly imagined the circumstances that had brought Django here.

      The uneasiness in his gut lessened as the craft continued to decelerate. A loud crack against the ship’s hull made him jump, and the rumble of the engines whirred to a stop. Beeps and clicks sounded above them, followed by footsteps clearly in a hurry to disembark.

      Wherever this ship was headed, it had arrived.

      Voices replaced the ship’s noises, though none were even close to being intelligible. Passengers who had the luxury of being on the flight deck above them were talking excitably among themselves.

      Django swallowed his fear. For better or worse, he was here now, but at least he was still with Eventide. They just needed to figure out what to do next.

      “How are you doing, Evie?” Django didn’t allow his voice to rise much above a whisper. If he could hear the voices overhead, it made sense they’d be able to hear him, too.

      “As good as can be expected, considering. Stiff and sore. This floor makes for a lousy bed.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “Did your uncle give you any idea of what to do once we were off the ship? What about any more details on that magical paper of yours?”

      Even though Django couldn’t see it, there was a smirk to Eventide’s voice, but also a hint of sass. She knew damn well there wasn’t anything else for them to go on. The paper she was referring to was the note Uncle Marvin had left behind for Django before he died: instructions on when and where to board the Redemption.

      “No, nothing. We’re just going to have to wait and see what the planet has in store for us.”

      Hopefully, a new life. A better one. One with Eventide.

      But if he wanted any semblance of that life he had always dreamed of, he couldn’t continue to hold back his feelings for her. He had to let her know.

      “Evie,” he said, reaching out to put a hand on her shoulder in the darkness. It was a bold move—Eventide wasn’t one for physical affection—but she didn’t recoil, and if he didn’t take his shot now, Django knew he never would.

      He repositioned himself on shaky knees, stiffness screaming at him as he did so. Eventide hadn’t been kidding: the metal floor had made all of his joints ache, and the endless vibrations of the journey had made it difficult for him to trust his own balance.

      He did his best to ignore his bodily protests.

      Commander Benson had almost killed them both, and if there was one thing he’d learned in recent days, it was that you never knew how much time you had left. There were so many things he wanted to say to the woman who sat beside him—his best friend and the woman he wanted to be with. And he’d almost missed his chance.

      “I’m sorry. For everything.”

      “Hey, now! None of that,” Eventide said. “None of this is your fault.”

      Part of it had been, of course. Django had stuck his nose where it didn’t belong, and, to top it all off, he’d punched a station guard in the process. Maybe if he had just let things be, they’d still be on the Eclipse.

      No. He couldn’t let himself think that way. Benson had killed his family before Django had done anything that would have warranted retribution. The station’s commander had also gone out of his way to try to kill both Django and Eventide.

      Benson was the one to blame here.

      “I know, but I mean . . .” What do I mean? “I know how hard you worked to become a technician, and Benson’s a bastard for taking that away from you. I just wish things hadn’t ended up this way. You deserve better.”

      “I should have realized . . .” Eventide’s voice lowered, her pitch a blend of anger and sadness. “I should have known they’d never let a D-Ringer into the technicians’ program. I’m just lucky I got out in time.” Despite the darkness, Django could feel her eyes on him. “I’m lucky you were there to get me out.”

      Django forced an exhale. He had to take the chance before they ventured into this new world. With their future now uncertain, he didn’t know if he’d get another shot.

      “Look,” he said, “I know this isn’t what you hoped for. Stars know, it’s not what I ever wanted. I just wanted to settle down on the station. Work the farm, you know?”

      “You might still get to do that. If the Earth’s habitable.”

      He nodded, even though she couldn’t see it. “I know, but now . . .”

      How do I say this? How do I tell my best friend I’m in love with her?

      This was the woman he’d been in love with since they were teenagers. Hell, they were barely more than teenagers now. Eventide had been his best friend for as long as he could remember, and that was a line he hadn’t dared to cross. There had always been the possibility that admitting his feelings to her could ruin their friendship. That was the last thing he wanted.

      But the two of them had just been through hell and back. Either of them could have died back on the station. Who knew what awaited them on the planet? He’d already come close to losing Eventide for good, multiple times over the past couple days. If he didn’t take the chance, he’d regret it for the rest of his life.

      Django’s heart raced as he tried to form adequate words, a cold sweat building on his palms as he worked out how to express what was in his heart.

      “I don’t know . . . When I was told I wouldn’t be able to see you again, part of me died. You’ve always been a part of my life, and I don’t want to risk losing you again.”

      As soon as the words left his lips, the ship’s engines fired again, their roar drowning out any possibility of further conversation. Django cursed, but even he couldn’t hear his own voice.

      The ship shook for several minutes and then slowed again, the engines eventually quietening to a dull hum. Django’s stomach lurched as the Redemption jolted, knocking him off-balance, and he fell into Eventide. She must have been surprised by the movement, too, because she grabbed onto him for support, her arms wrapping around his shoulders as his hands found the small of her back.

      Even through her sweater, the muscles of her back were noticeable. Eventide had worked the fields as a teenager, but never to the extent Django had; her athletic build came from the physicality mandated by the technicians training program. The instructors aboard Eclipse had worked their recruits hard.

      He tried to right himself as the ship shuddered again. This time, the jolt threw Eventide against him, and with his face centimeters from hers, he could smell traces of sweat and her usual fragrance of vanilla.

      His nose grazed her cheek, and with no further thought, he planted his lips on hers.

      The kiss was everything he had ever imagined it would be. Hesitant at first, but as he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, it deepened. Her lips moved against his, her tongue tracing the contours of his mouth. Django moved his hand to the back of her head and ran it over the smoothness of her neck, the softness of her hair.

      This was where he was meant to be. Everything he had ever wanted was wrapped in this moment. Suddenly, he didn’t care if he was on a farm, the B-Ring, or on a spaceship headed for Earth.

      He wanted the kiss to last forever. This was the moment he had been dreaming of for as long as he could remember. The universe narrowed to this one stolen moment. The weight of their escape, the looming unknowns, all faded. Here, in the darkness of the ship’s hold, there was only Eventide. And everything about her was perfect.

      Until she pressed her hands on his chest and gently pushed him away. Her touch was caring, but firm.

      It was such a slight movement, but even with the compassion behind the gesture, Django's heart collapsed into the blackness of the space they were huddled in. Silence hung between them. There was nothing to say.

      He had been terrified of this exact moment; the moment where he laid his soul bare, and it was crushed into a million pieces. The seconds that followed dragged on in agony, punctuated only by the hum of the ship and their own labored breathing.

      “Django,” Eventide finally said, moving further away from him, her voice no more than a whisper. “I can’t.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, but he struggled to find meaningful words to convey the tumult he felt within. His first impulse was to apologize, but Django didn’t feel sorry. She had kissed him back. She was open to it. Passionate, even. Apologizing felt like betraying his feelings.

      “I . . .” she stammered, as though looking for the words to say. She scooted herself back, creating a gap between them that was like a chasm―cold and distant.

      Django braced himself for what he knew was coming.

      “I don’t think we should . . .” She sighed heavily as she searched for the right words to say. “I don’t think this could ever work.”

      His gut sank as his heart pounded wildly. Django moved his mouth in protest but found no words. What did she mean? Was she not even willing to try?

      “Eventide . . .”

      There were a hundred things he thought of to say, but every one of them refused to reach his tongue.

      “I’m sorry.” Her voice was still low, but firmer than before. She somehow sounded so sure and yet so confused at the same time.

      A slit of light pierced the darkness at the tail end of the ship, interrupting them. White artificial light flooded the cargo hold, exposing its contents for the first time in hours, revealing the bright blue tint of Eventide’s hair and casting unnatural shadows across her pale white skin. But all Django could see was the mascara running down Eventide’s cheeks.

      She’s crying? Stars, what have I done?

      In that moment, the last scrap of his old life slipped through the cracks of his rough, calloused fingers. He’d ruined everything. He’d crossed a line with his best friend he had sworn he never would.

      But she’ll forget this, right? It’s just a kiss . . . We’ll move on and laugh about it someday.

      His gaze focused on his friend, hoping for some acknowledgment, some sign that everything would be okay. Whenever Eventide had an important decision to make, she usually consulted her deck of playing cards. Whether she was seeking some confirmation in their faces or feeling their edges to help her focus, it was an odd tick for an otherwise level-headed scientist, but it was a superstition that she clung to. But there were no cards flipping through her fingers now. There wasn’t even the twitch of her fingers that would have suggested she was mentally running through them to seek clarity. She wouldn’t even meet his gaze, instead, focusing outside of the open door.

      Django turned to follow her stare.

      Suddenly, what had just happened between him and Eventide became a blurry memory; a reality held beneath the surface of a murky tide. Whatever lay outside of the cargo hold door was about to change his life forever. He’d dreamed of this moment, too, conjuring visions of lush trees, blue waters, and majestic mountains; hues of blue and green like those that had appeared for several magical minutes on the Eclipse’s malfunctioning viewports before the technicians had restored the illusion of a dead planet.

      Django peered over several crates, forcing his aching legs to stand to get a better view. A wave of noise washed through the slit as it opened: voices and shouts of what could have been hundreds of men and women, engines firing and decelerating, the rattles of the ship and other vehicles and equipment, all mixed with an even greater spectrum of sounds that were foreign to him.

      Despite everything he’d imagined, there was no green, no blue. Glimpses of steel and other dull metallic surfaces were all he could make out through the open bay. At least two or three other ships were parked nearby. Muffled voices―digitized, as though being broadcast through a speaker system―were amplified over the rest of the noise, yet the walls of the ship filtered out the actual words being said.

      Of course, it made sense that the Redemption had landed at a port or docking station of some sort―and one much larger and much busier than a single cargo bay of the Eclipse. That hold had the capacity for a single ship the size of the Redemption―and nothing more. Django imagined that any port planet-side would have the space for dozens, if not hundreds of ships.

      Two days ago, he would have said such a place couldn’t exist.

      He barely heard Eventide hissing for him to sit. She appeared to have already gotten over the kiss, fear replacing her upset.

      Yet, her words still slapped at him. I don’t think this could ever work.

      With his pulse echoing in his ears, Django pushed his feelings deep down, to that hidden place where the pain of his lost family still resided and where the vow of vengeance against Commander Roy Benson for their deaths persisted.

      He swallowed. There was a universe waiting beyond that slit of light, and he wasn’t going to miss a single second of it, no matter what Eventide had said. They’d be okay, eventually. Deep down, he had to believe that was true.

      The sound of steel plating grinding against itself filled the hold as the bay opened fully.

      Metal paneling, similar to the floor of the Redemption’s hold, was now visible beneath the ship. A partially silhouetted, tall man appeared, with beady eyes and a haircut that hugged his skull, making him look like some sort of elongated bug. It was hard to tell with the light of the world beyond shining behind him, but Django swore he was wearing a uniform nearly identical in appearance to the guards back on the Eclipse. It even had a similar glowing patch on the chest.

      “Shit!” The man’s eyes met Django’s. He ducked out of sight, pushing the steel door closed again and plunging the cargo bay into darkness once more, except for the narrow slit between the hatch door and the shuttle wall that provided just enough light for Django to make out Eventide’s features.

      Eventide’s eyes focused on the opening, but they didn’t betray any emotion. She shook her head. “So much for staying hidden. Whatever’s coming, it’s not going to be good.”

      “Uncle Marvin only said to stay hidden until we reached our destination. We’re here, aren’t we?”

      “We have a problem.” A man’s voice, filtered by the cargo door, echoed from somewhere outside the shuttle.

      Django’s heart raced. Had Benson realized they’d escaped? The commander was bound to have figured it out eventually, but Django had hoped for more time—time, at least, to make it off the Redemption.

      An unintelligible reply followed.

      “You’d better see for yourself. I’ve never had to . . .”

      The metal hatch scraped against the wall, cutting the voice off as the bay reopened.

      Three guards replaced the lone man. They stood at the end of a ramp that now extended from the cargo hold hatch. Each guard held a long-barrelled weapon, similar to those the guards on the Eclipse carried.

      Django knew all too well not to mess with the guards. He could still feel the ache in his ribs from where Officer Geoffrey Isaacs had planted a heavy boot.

      The uniforms these guards wore were similar, but now that there was ample light reflecting off them, Django could spot the differences. Unlike the station’s white uniforms, these were gray, but they were still composed of the familiar armored plating, as though they were expecting resistance. The material appeared thinner than their station counterparts, equipping their wearers with less bulk. Red LED lights edged the shoulder and elbow pads, giving them a similar glow to the familiar red and blue hexagonal logo on their breastplate. The logo differed as well: instead of the four blue rings of the station at its center, a yellow semicircle sat above a gray one facing in the opposite direction, like the sun hanging over a silver planet.

      Eventide lifted her arms to the sky, and Django mimicked her as the guards aimed their long-barrelled energy weapons at them.

      The game’s up. Benson’s found us.

      If it wasn't for the guards’ uniforms, the alien noises coming from outside of the Redemption, or the multitude of ships parked nearby, Django would have sworn they had returned to the station.

      But this place wasn't home.

      “Keep your hands where we can see them!” the foremost guard yelled. He was taller, at least Marvin’s height, but a little rounder in the middle. “Stand up! Nice and slow.”

      Django’s breath caught in his throat. His heart pounded so loudly, he was sure the guards must have been able to hear it.

      Eventide was on her feet, her arms still in the air, but Django could have sworn her brow furrowed in irritation rather than fear.

      “You are under arrest for stowing away aboard a transport vessel. If you resist, we will shoot you. If you run, we will shoot you. Now, walk toward us, keeping your hands in the air. Slowly. Do not make any sudden movements!”

      Django swallowed. As he shuffled uncomfortably, he felt his father’s weapon tucked behind his belt; the one he’d found under his parents’ bed when he was cleaning out their belongings back on the station. He was under no illusion that pulling it on these guards was a bad idea, but he didn’t want to lose the weapon, either. If he tossed it into the ship somewhere before he was frisked, he might be able to come back and find it later, but there was a good chance the guards would mistake his intentions and open fire, so he thought better of it.

      Being caught was bad enough, but being armed? Django hadn’t come all this way to take a bolt to the chest over a misunderstanding.

      He had fled the station hoping to find safety and an end to their problems, but as the guards authoritatively ascended the ramp with their weapons at the ready, one thing seemed clear: whatever was about to happen in this new world, their problems were far from over.
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      Mikka Jenax

      Shackleton City

      
      “What the hell is going on here?”

      Mikka Jenax was in no mood for the Port Authority’s games, and the two bumbling idiots that had marched onto her ship seemed hell-bent on pissing her off.

      Not only did they have the audacity to barge onto her bridge—almost before the docking clamps had engaged—but the two officers also trained their energy weapons―military grade SC-097 rifles, no less―on both her and Kiara. Like they were the threat here.

      Port Authority personnel were slightly more competent than the Orbital Guard, but not by much, as shown by these clowns testing those boundaries.

      Thankfully, Abigail and Marvin had disappeared. They were likely still whispering at the back of the cargo hold, like they had been for the entire trip, exchanging secrets about the mysterious pirate who had orchestrated Marvin’s extraction.

      As per port protocol, Mikka had registered the two passengers for entry, so their presence wouldn’t have been a problem on its own. But if Abigail was to find herself on the receiving end of one of those rifles, Mikka knew she’d have a hard time keeping her mouth shut, and the last thing Mikka needed was a run-in with the Authority on top of everything else that had gone wrong this week.

      It had only taken a few hours for Mikka and her ragtag crew to fly back to Lunar from the Eclipse, but she had been running on a lack of sleep. The past few days hadn’t exactly leant themselves well to rest, and it had been―what? Forty-eight hours since she’d slept in a warm bed? Mikka was looking forward to nothing more than a hot shower and a chance to catch her breath.

      And the only thing in her way right now was a douchebag customs officer with a gun.

      “You registered four crew members for entry into Shackleton City, Captain: three women and one man,” the female officer stated disdainfully.

      She was about the same age as Mikka; a woman with hard eyes and a crooked nose who had likely lost her fair share of bar fights. It always amazed Mikka how many fights were started by off-duty patrol officers, as though they needed to let out all the pent-up aggression their job prohibited them from unleashing. Though, the amount of civilian beatings the PA dealt out made that sentiment hard for Mikka to believe.

      The PA uniforms always seemed like overkill: the retractable helmet embedded beneath the slate gray collars, as though there might be a chance of being sucked into the void of space at any moment. The suit had been designed to seal off the wearer’s air supply in the case of an emergency, but there hadn’t been a loss of air in any of the moon colonies in recent memory. Not since the early days of construction. But as with all bureaucratic organizations, some protocols lasted long past their necessity.

      The double hexagon pattern of their emblems glowed light blue in the relative darkness of the Redemption’s cabin. The woman’s long auburn hair hung over her shoulders in a peculiar deviation from the approved military style the guards were usually expected to wear. Her colleague, however―the dark-skinned man behind her―followed protocol, with his hair cropped tight to his skull. Both wore an impatient look, as though they suspected Mikka knew exactly why they were there and was intentionally being difficult.

      She’d had enough of surprises. There’d better be a warm bath waiting for me somewhere―although that’s probably too much to ask from my arrangement with Aries. Hell, at this point, I’d even settle for a mattress in the corner of a prison cell.

      “That’s right. We registered four crew members,” Mikka replied, unable to disguise the irritation in her tone. Tiredness clung to her mind, and she was in no mood to refrain from pushing back against authority. “Is there a reason you’re up here? If you need any further proof, you’ll be scanning us all when we disembark, or have policies changed overnight?”

      The woman sneered. “You’re either smuggling or you’ve got stowaways―which makes you either stupid or sloppy. Either way, you’re being detained.” She touched two fingers to her lapel. “Bring the kids up.”

      Kiara cleared her throat and straightened her charcoal bomber jacket by tugging on the bottom of it. “Our two other passengers are at the back of the ship. I’ll go get them,” she offered.

      Mikka cringed. Kiara hadn’t been in enough of these situations to be quick on her feet. If she’d simply kept her mouth shut, then Mikka could have argued that the people the guards were referring to were, in fact, Marvin and Abigail―though, it probably wouldn’t matter, anyway. The officer was unlikely to just take her word for it. Orbital Guards might have been too lazy to double-check the back of the ship, but the Port Authority didn’t mess around. And Mikka was prepared to bet the Redemption’s entire load of Corielus seed that the stern-faced woman didn’t cut corners.

      Times were tight, even for the patrols, and it wasn’t unheard of for Port Authority guards to plant a couple ‘stowaways’ in order to extort a bribe from an unsuspecting captain in exchange for turning a blind eye. Trying to contest a charge of people smuggling would be Mikka’s word against the Authority, and there was no way she’d be winning that fight.

      A few credits in the pocket of the right officer, though, would “convince” them to drop the bogus charge. In Mikka’s experience, the bribe usually cost less than the fine, and it was a hell of a lot less paperwork, so pilots caught out by the racket rarely filed complaints.

      The officer nodded, and Kiara scurried to the rear of the vessel in search of their absent passengers.

      But if these officers were playing it straight . . . well, that would complicate things. There was only one place stowaways could have accessed the Redemption. Did they know the ship’s destination when they’d boarded? Marvin had mentioned that he’d tried to convince people he knew on the Eclipse to join him in his escape.

      “Is this about money?” Mikka said. “Because if it is, just let us know how much it’s gonna take for us all to pretend this whole thing never happened.”

      “I wish it were that simple. But these two? They didn’t scan. They’re going to cause a hell of a lot more questions than I’m willing to answer to my commanding officer.”

      “Wait,” Mikka interjected. “What do you mean, ‘they didn’t scan?’ You mean there’s no record of them? That’s not possible . . .”

      The Redemption wasn’t exactly big, so it only took Kiara a couple minutes to come back to the main cabin with a wide-eyed look of worry and confusion. It didn’t take Mikka more than a passing glance to know that the pirate and her new buddy weren’t with her.

      Abigail was a crafty one indeed. She’d no doubt sniffed out there’d be an inspection upon docking, though how she’d known, Mikka couldn’t begin to guess. But the best pirates had their methods, and it was becoming increasingly clear to her
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