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Market day on Areth, the oldest Europa’s colony, was always a sensory assault. The wind carried the scent of native spices offered by the vendors, mingling with the earthy aroma of fresh bread from the colonial bakeries. However, colours remained muted compared to Earth, despite the colossal orbital mirror, reflecting a portion of the distant sun’s energy. Under its daylight, the market sprawled across the stone-paved plaza.


Lauren Kutyna pulled her hat low, shielding her face from the security cameras—the same cameras she’d used to track her quarry here. The Lark family’s recordings, a grainy image of Gisara meeting the woman hours before her disappearance, had been Lauren’s starting point. Facial recognition software had identified the woman and showed the market as a recurring location the woman visited. Her quarry was the only lead in this labyrinthine case of the missing girls.


Because apparently kidnappers loved their fresh produce too.


Sixteen girls, all between seventeen and nineteen, vanished without a trace from various corners of the solar system. A parent’s worst nightmare, and for Lauren, a pay-cheque. Every credit earned was another step closer to bringing down the bastards at Astra Corps who had tried to kill her and destroyed her career. Money for her ship upgrades was only the start towards revenge.


The local authorities of the different places of origin of the girls had hit a wall, and their investigations were stalled by jurisdictional nightmares and bureaucratic red tape.


According to Lauren’s intel, her target was a broker, a facilitator for those seeking things best left unseen. Her clientele ranged from petty thieves to high-ranking officials with secrets to bury, and Laren was trying to get close enough to her to place a tracker.


Suddenly, the woman veered off the main thoroughfare, disappearing down a narrow alleyway.


Because, of course, they never ran toward the well-lit, populated areas.


Lauren pushed through the crowd to follow. She reached the shadowed entrance of the alley, where the stench of stale urine and rotting garbage assaulted her nostrils.


Lovely. The universal constant: no matter which celestial body you were on, back alleys always smelled like a dumpster’s armpit.


The passage stretched before her, empty. Her quarry had disappeared. Or so it seemed.


Without hesitation, Lauren’s hand darted beneath her jacket to grip her stun gun as she advanced deeper into the alley.


Something shifted in her peripheral vision. A shadow where there shouldn’t be one moved against the natural fall of light from the skylights above. Before taking another step, a boot caught her wrist in a precise strike, sending the stun gun clattering across the ground.


This was so spectacularly not going according to plan.


Lauren tried to create distance, but the narrow alley confined her movement. A right hook whistled past her as she dodged. The wind of its passage ruffled her hair. She countered with a quick jab. The woman swatted it aside as if her fist were a fly.


They crashed together in a flurry of movements. The woman struck again, a lightning-fast combination of punches that Lauren barely deflected. Each block sent shockwaves through Lauren’s forearms. This was no amateur, but someone who’d spent years in combat training, more years than she had.


‘SSPF, freeze!’ a voice boomed down the alley.


Not now.


The woman’s eyes flashed as she delivered a devastating strike that sent Lauren crashing hard against the unforgiving brick wall. A sharp pain shot up her head, and by the time her vision cleared, the woman had vanished down a side passage, and a tall, broad-shouldered officer in the standard-issue Solar System Police Force uniform loomed over her. His face was carved from granite with a strong, square jaw, a straight nose, and eyes that were as blue and cold as Europa’s ice before terraforming.


‘Hold still!’ the officer said, pinning her wrists behind her back.


The movement sent a searing pain that radiated through her arms and into her shoulders.


He pulled out a pair of energy restraints and snapped them onto Lauren’s wrists, then reached for her wristcomms to read her ID chip. A fake ID she’d been using for this operation.


‘You’ve got the wrong person, officer,’ Lauren groaned, her body aching from the fight. Her chance of getting her hands on her tally had gone down the drain, thanks to this idiot. Clearly, it was too much to ask that law enforcement would catch the assailant rather than the victim of a crime.


‘It’s detective, and that’s what everyone says,’ he said, his voice as hard as his eyes.


‘You’re making a big mistake, Detective,’ she insisted, louder this time.


The man paid no heed to her words and patted her down roughly, locating the hidden weapon beneath her jacket—a military standard for which she had no licence—and a tracker concealed in the pocket of her jacket. He confiscated both. ‘You’re using a fake ID and carrying illegal weaponry. Move it! You’re coming with me.’ He pulled her away from the wall.


‘I’m telling you, you’ve got the wrong person,’ Lauren protested.


And the Most Obvious Statement of the Year goes to Lauren Kutyna.


The officer scoffed. ‘Sure. And I’m the Emperor of Mars.’ He tightened his grip on her arms and dragged her towards the mouth of the alley.


Lauren’s heart sank. Not only was this man taking her to the police station where she would waste her time for who knew how long, but she had also lost traces of her only lead to the case. The only consolation was leaving behind the reek of stale urine and rotten garbage in the dark alley. Though given the choice between eau de back alley and spending quality time in an SSPF holding cell, the garbage was starting to smell pretty good.
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Lauren sat stiffly in the interrogation room at the SSPF station orbiting Europa, her wrists still restrained behind her.


Across from her, Detective Hunter leant back in his chair with an expression of suspicion. He held her datapad after quickly perusing its contents. ‘Care to explain this?’ he asked with an accent common among long-haul Mars colonists: slower than Earth-standard speech but not as languid as the accent you’d hear from the space miners on the belt, and sharper than the rapid resonance that marked speakers from the low-gravity asteroids.


Lauren remained silent, her gaze fixed on a point beyond the man’s shoulder, knowing that anything she said would be twisted, manipulated, and used against her.


Welcome to SSPF interrogation techniques 101: When in doubt, stare at the wall.


‘Playing the silent game, are we?’ Hunter smirked. ‘Silence will not work, Miss … Kutyna, is it?’


Lauren’s jaw clenched. He must have checked her through the system, dug into her past, but its dirty bits of it were hidden behind a classified wall. Of course, that wouldn’t prevent him from having his own wrong ideas about her. Not with a fake ID and illegal weapons as his starting point.


Congratulations, Lauren, for getting the police’s attention on you.


‘It’s not silence, Detective. It’s contempt.’


And if contempt could kill, they’d be planning his funeral right about now.


Hunter’s jaw tightened. ‘Contempt? What for? Me? Law enforcement? Or the law itself?’


‘For officers who arrest the wrong people. That and corruption.’ Lauren shot back.


Hunter raised an eyebrow, his expression sceptical. ‘You should talk. I’ve seen your datapad. Nothing to say about your extensive files on sixteen missing girls? Nothing to say about assaulting a woman in the middle of Areth’s streets?’


Lauren’s eyes narrowed. He was fishing, trying to provoke a reaction, to get her to slip up. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. ‘Those files are part of my investigation. I was hired by the Lark family to find their daughter, Gisara, given the incapacity of the local police department to discover the truth. But please, continue to waste our time while the actual perpetrator gets away.’


Hunter laughed. ‘I see. And I suppose assaulting strangers is part of your job. Not to mention using fake IDs and wearing illegal weaponry.’


‘Yes, it’s all part of my job, Detective. Yours should be to investigate criminals, not abandon the families of the victims.’


Hunter’s face hardened. ‘The local police force abandoned no one. They’re helping the SSPF with a thorough investigation.’


‘Thorough?’ Lauren scoffed. ‘You arrested the one person who’s making progress. What’s next on your brilliant agenda? Arresting the coffee machine for brewing evidence?’


A sharp buzz from the intercom interrupted the interrogation.


Saved by the bell. What a delightful cliché.


The detective pressed a button on the console, keeping his eyes on her.


‘Hunter, we’ve just received confirmation. Miss Kutyna’s story checks out. The Lark family hired her,’ said the woman’s voice on the other side of the device.


‘Acknowledged,’ he said, closing the comms. ‘It seems you’re telling the truth.’


‘Imagine that, a civilian telling the truth to the police!’ She mocked him.


He kept an even expression. ‘This doesn’t clear you from assaulting a stranger, using unregistered weapons, and a fake ID.’


‘The stranger, my only lead in the case, assaulted me first. I only defended myself. As for the fake ID and my weapons, they’re keeping me alive and allowing me to do the job the police should be doing.’ She punctuated her words with a sharp, frustrated jerk of her cuffed hands.


‘You didn’t seem to have the upper hand with your opponent,’ he pointed out.


She stared at him. The broker had taken her by surprise, but Lauren knew how to kick someone’s arse. She was still alive and in one piece after years in this field, after all. ‘Thanks for saving me. Now, can I go?’


He stared back, his jaw tight. Then, with a sigh, he reached behind her back and deactivated the restraints.


‘Can I have my gun and ID back now?’


Hunter narrowed his eyes at her. ‘I’m watching you, Kutyna.’


Shit!


Lauren rose to her feet, rubbing her wrists. ‘Wouldn’t have it any other way, Detective,’ she purred, and walked out, fuming over this blunder.


She strode out of the interrogation room, eager to get away from the confines of the SSPF space station and get back to her investigation.


Note to self: Add wasting time with law enforcement to the invoice.


As she pushed through the heavy doors leading to the main lobby from where transportation would take her back to Areth’s spaceport, she slammed into a solid wall of expensive fabric and warm flesh, almost losing her balance.


‘Whoa there,’ a smooth voice said, as strong hands steadied her. ‘Careful now.’


Lauren looked up. The man before her wore a dark grey suit, a crisp white shirt, and a silver tie clip glinting in the artificial light. His hands, still resting on her arms, lingered a moment too long.


A Ken doll in a thousand-credit suit. Just what this police station was missing.


‘Sorry,’ Lauren grumbled, pulling away from his grasp.


‘No harm done.’ He stepped aside, allowing her to pass.


She headed for the exit, groaning. The woman from the alley had been her only solid lead, and now that trail was ice cold. Back to square one. Will she ever find Gisara?
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Galileo Station hung suspended in the space blackness around Jupiter. From a distance, it resembled a giant, spinning wheel, its outer ring dotted with docking bays, habitat modules, and research facilities, all connected by a network of transport tubes. The station’s slow rotation generated artificial gravity, a gentle pull that kept its inhabitants grounded in a world otherwise unbound by the laws of Earth. Positioned between Jupiter’s inner moons—Io, Europa, and Ganymede—Galileo served as a vital hub for trade, research, and exploration, a gateway to the outer reaches of the solar system. And a perfect spot for all sorts of shadowy dealings.


Nothing says legitimate business like waiting for info in a station named after a guy who got in trouble with the authorities.


Lauren leant back against the grimy wall of the docking bay. Her comm unit buzzed, and Niko’s name flashed across the screen.


Lauren and Niko went way back to their school days on Earth, when she’d taught him how to throw a punch, and he’d taught her the value of a well-placed firewall. He was her best friend, her fixer, her lifeline in the tangled web of the solar system’s underbelly. The only person she trusted to have her back who hadn’t tried to stab it yet.


‘Took you long enough,’ she complained.


‘Men and women are after me by the thousands, my dear.’ Niko grinned, intending to charm, but his broken front teeth gave it a
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