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WAKING UP NEXT TO A stranger wasn’t a surprise for Miriam Ancell. The fact that he was floating overhead was the part that she found unusual. The man gently glided above the bed like a carefree comet, only he was burdened with a stiff morning erection to guide him. Miriam groaned as she remembered meeting him in the station’s bar. She had made the first move, and alcohol makes fools of proper romance. Her proposition was sloppy, and the sex afterwards even more so. All grunting, sweating, awkward apologies, then they were both passed out on a bed barely big enough for one. 

A terminal on the wall read “Artificial gravity has been temporarily disabled for system maintenance. Thank you for your cooperation.” Miriam was still close to the bed, held in place by the blanket that she’d torn away from the man in the night despite his mumbled, drunken protests. The wall was plastered with posters of A.I. bands, ones that synthesized new music constantly through algorithms that made her head hurt worse than the whiskey last night.

Miriam slowly sat up as the man bumped into a wall with his head, but he didn’t stir. She tried to summon his name up from the cobwebs in her mind, but that was lost to her. “Ah, shit,” she groaned and pulled herself up. 

Miriam pulled the blanket off, and she felt herself lift up on the mattress. With an easy push, Miriam glided to the bathroom in the corner of the man’s room. She slid her hand over the wall panel, and the door opened briskly. There was a sink, but the station’s water wouldn’t be running if the artificial gravity was shut off. A medicine cabinet over the sink seemed to be her best bet, and she pulled it open before she could get a good look at the mess she must have been. There were bags inside with water held in place by hooks, and she pulled one out. Miriam unscrewed the cap on top, and she squeezed a bit of cool water out onto her face. She sighed in relief as she gripped onto the sink to hold herself in place. 

Her clothes were tangled in the air with the man, again his name sunken in her memories like a rock dropped in the ocean. She pushed herself up and nabbed her space suit. Silver and orange with her name emblazoned on the front along with the words “Colonial Investigator”. Miriam made sure to carefully dance around the man, his jaw slack, his member not so much. She’d had plenty of practice getting dressed in zero gravity, so her suit was on easily enough, and she pulled her curly, red hair from the collar. Her boots clanked loudly against the ceiling, and she grabbed those next. She slipped them on, and she felt at her belt for anything that might be missing. Her badge was there, simple first aid kits, wrist terminal, ammunition clips. But there was something important that was gone. 

Miriam heard a clanging, and she saw that her gun was spinning in place, twirling around in a whirlwind. She sighed and snatched that as well. Miriam pushed herself back to the floor, and with a click of her heels, her magboots locked her in place to the metal. The thought that perhaps she should leave a note for the man occurred to her. “Thanks for the fucking, live a good life, whatever your name was.” Didn’t seem to be the best idea now that she thought about it. No, best to do what she was good at, slink away unseen and hardly remembered like a dream you just woke up from. 

As she stepped to the door, her magboots catching loudly with every step, but the man in the air paying no mind, she was startled when it opened itself. And it was no more a pleasant surprise when a burly man stepped through the doorway. Another, with medals from some war pinned to an old jacket, folded his arms and waited casually behind him. And a third with a slightly droopy eye watched from the back. None of them missed the gun that she had holstered now in her belt. And she couldn’t help but notice the ones they had as well.

They all stood in an awkward little silence, while everyone gauged how best to go about this situation. All the while, the man floated above them like a ship without a captain. Miriam took the lead on resolving this situation. “Hi, fellas, I was just leaving. Pay no mind to me.”

The one at the front sneered. “You’re outside of Colonial Space, Investigator.” The man behind him in the door chuckled, and the one behind him did the same after a pause like he was pretending that he understood what there was to laugh about.

Miriam had made a stop at this station to refuel her ship, stock up on supplies, change some batteries, and eat something. Fuck a stranger hadn’t been on the list, but spontaneity was the spice of life. The closest station had been in Neutral Space, outside of where her badge meant anything. “I’m aware of that, but I couldn’t resist the hospitality.” A sarcastic retort at the wrong time was a specialty of Miriam’s.

He pointed a finger at the lazily turning form of the man above them. “Johnny there owes us plenty of credits.”

Miriam snapped her fingers as the memory hit her like a whip. Johnny, that was his name.

“He come crying to you about it? Get the big, bad Colonial Investigator to protect him, keep his ass safe for another day.”

Now that he mentioned it, Miriam could recall some talk about gambling debts, but that was about four drinks in, and that was where memories went to die. “I can’t say that I know anything about it. And like you said, we’re outside of Colonial Space. I couldn’t arrest you even if I gave a shit. So, I’ll be going, and I’ll leave you to the civilized talk you’re sure to be planning.”

The men didn’t move, didn’t budge an inch. Miriam let out a deep sigh. “Well, seeing as you're a civilian on this station, I think that means that the same rules should apply to you as they do to everyone else.”

“Yeah, a civilian,” the man behind him spoke up for the first time with a meaningful contribution.

“Civilian,” the rather slow one at the back added after a long silence.

“And what rules would that be?”

“Oh, they’re actually quite simple. On this level, you pay a fee to us, and we don’t break your legs.”

“A very fair system,” Miriam said dryly. She kept her hands down by her sides where they could just brush the handle of her gun. There were at least two lessons that Miriam took with her from the academy. One was to always look like you were the one in complete control. That was half the battle after all, looking like you knew what you were doing. So even though Miriam could have vomited into zero gravity, and the sweat on her neck was ice cold, she didn’t shake, didn’t let them get the satisfaction. “But I’m afraid I don’t have any credits on me right now.”

“A Colonial Investigator without any money? Not much of a liar, are you?”

Actually, Miriam was a great liar, the fact that she wasn’t doubled over puking in fear was a testament to that. The part about being out of money was quite true. “I had a few too many at the bar last night. I’m afraid I’m tapped out.”

“Well,” the man said as his hand twitched next to his own gun. He couldn’t pull off the liar routine as well as she could. His hair was matted to his forehead from sweat, but he was confident with the other two backing him up. Johnny floated above without a care in the world. “How should we resolve this then?”

The other lesson that Miriam had learned in the academy was simple. Shoot first. She ripped her gun from her holster and fired a plasma shot that burned the air between them and singed her nostrils. Before the man could even go for his gun, the shot scorched his hand and blew through his palm into the door panel behind, leaving crackling blood and wires as sparks flew from it. A welcome accident as the door slammed shut on the thug in the middle and pinned him to the frame. The man with the smoking hand collapsed to his knees and howled in agony as he gripped his blackened limb. The other caught in the door yelled at the man behind it for help, and they both struggled to push it open. Miriam didn’t stop to think about what she did next, that was for the best. She reached up and grabbed Johnny by the wrist and yanked him towards her. 

He opened his bloodshot eyes and drool came off him in strings. “What,” was all he got out, before Miriam launched him towards the door. He spun like a capsizing ship, his mast pointing this way and that as the two thugs slammed open the door. Johnny crashed into the two of them, and they fell backwards, but they were still caught in place by their magboots. Miriam didn’t waste any time, she clicked her own magboots off to release her, pushed off towards the door, and she passed over them as they all fought to untangle themselves. She flew into the wall outside, while Johnny yelled in confusion. They kicked him away, and his bare ass went spinning down the hall. Miriam pushed herself down the corridor. Heads poked out of doors along the halls as onlookers wondered what all the screaming was about. They went back in as the men behind Miriam let loose a torrent of plasma shots.

There was suddenly screaming and confusion as purple plasma left blasted holes down the corridor. One caught a lock of her hair and left only scorched ends. Miriam hardly remembered how she’d gotten to Johnny’s room, but she knew there was an elevator at the end of the hall. She could hear a voice say, “Arrived on level thirty-seven.” Miriam hovered her feet over the floor and activated her magboots. She came to a halt, pinned to the metal, and made a dash for the elevator as two women came out laughing. Behind her, she could hear shouting, cries for help and security. Miriam shoved her way past the two women, who gasped at her rudeness. There was a terminal inside the elevator, and Miriam chose the ship dock. Then she made for the corner and threw up. She didn’t watch it float around the elevator. 

Miriam’s captain, Laramie Manning, had once told her that Neutral Space was like the wild west. That was a reference to a time so long ago that it meant fuck all to her. The nearest ancestors that Miriam could trace herself back to were already on the first shuttles off Earth. But she’d looked up some of the history. Stories about gunfights, train robberies, and outlaws broken up by long stretches of deserts and snakes. Most of the old tales hadn’t mentioned the lawmen heroically running away or throwing your one night lover into the story's villain, but those old tall tales always left out the best parts.

Miriam arrived at the dock, ships were passing through the Wardstrom Barrier that separated it from cold, empty space. A pale shade of red and a field of stars beyond the gray metal. She always found time to stop and admire the view, but today she was in a hurry. Ships were moving in and out of the barrier, and Miriam ran past rows of them to the central terminal. The dockmaster was an android in a station at the center. It hadn’t been made to pass for a human, so it was a wiry tangle of smooth parts, white-painted chrome, and spindly limbs. At any moment, its arms could split like a Russian nesting doll to produce other arms with their own fingers. It worked like a spider with appendages pointing at several holographic terminals, releasing or engaging clamps, processing ship data, while offering directions if needed at the same time. Pilots passed by inputting their ship codes with their wrist terminals or paying their credit fee if they were leaving. 

Miriam quickly pulled up the terminal on her wrist. She’d paid her credits already for three days of leave, and she’d managed two before things had gone entirely to shit. She found her ship with the clamps disengaging, steam pouring out of them as they came loose. Her ship was small and sleek, the standard for a Colonial Investigator. Black and red edges, it sat in the shadow of a great freighter.

“Security alert, security alert,” came a blaring, robotic voice. Miriam picked up her feet and ran to her ship. She noticed that she wasn’t the only one doing so, probably plenty of criminals conducting business on this station. If they ever made it to Colonial Space, Miriam would get around to investigating them.

The hatch slid open, and Miriam threw herself inside. “Welcome back, Investigator Ancell,” the ship's A.I. said to her. 

She was in the cockpit and slamming buttons as security personnel, along with some androids began to march down the row of ships. If they stopped her now, being a Colonial Investigator would only get her so far. A shooting on a Neutral Space station, she’d likely be fired if nothing else. They pointed at her ship, and the steam started again as the clamps began to come back. Miriam slapped at the launch controls, skipping all safety procedures directly to the end. 

Her ship shook under her as the launch initiated. The security all stepped back from the blast of hot air as Miriam took off vertically. She gave them a small wave and mouthed, “Sorry,” before she spun around towards the Wardstrom Barrier. It was generated between two whirling, red generators that spun with a quiet fury as ships passed through to space. Miriam put the hammer down on her thrusters, breaking the queue of ships and passing through the Wardstrom Barrier. She breathed a sigh of relief and leaned her head back. Her time off was over.
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THERE WAS A FAMILIAR beeping that usually preceded a deep sigh as Miriam stepped out of her ship’s shower. She toweled herself off as the terminal inside the cabin displayed “Message Incoming”. Miriam hit the button to play the message, and she wasn’t shocked when Captain Manning’s face appeared before her, stern and gaunt with hair that didn’t move an inch. A man who’d seen plenty of action in his younger days and was happy to sit behind a desk and send out assignments instead of going on them.

“Investigator Ancell,” he said in a tone so dry that it could have served as another towel. “I hope you’re well-rested after your leave. I noticed that your ship’s coordinates were in Neutral Space. Be careful, it’s like the wild west out there.”

“So I’ve heard,” Miriam muttered.

“Fools and criminals from the Galactic Imperium run amok in those systems.” Miriam rolled her eyes. Captain Manning was usually curt with most of his messages unless they pertained to the Galactic Imperium. “They run to Neutral Space every time we so much as gain a millimeter of ground on a planet or a moon. Always showing their true colors at the slightest hint of the power of the Colony.” The Imperium had begun as a part of the Colony many millennia ago when the ships left Earth. The moon was colonized and terraformed, then Mars, and humans moved on from there taking resources and planets on a whim. It didn’t take long for people to differ on who should get the lion share of any one new planet. Those cracks turned into fractures in an arms race that encompassed whole systems as technology developed at an exponential rate. Now, the two were at a constant war, and Miriam, having been born on the Colonial side of things, had made it her mission to avoid dying on a cold moon.

She scrubbed through the message hoping to get past the ranting. “Bastards that have no respect-,” she scrubbed some more, “cowards without an ounce-,” and some more. Captain Manning cleared his throat, “But as to your assignment, we’ve received an automated distress signal from a Class A star freighter named the Selenite.”

“Hmmm,” Miriam grumbled to herself. She didn’t recognize the name, but distress signals were never welcome news. 

“You are the closest Colonial Investigator within range of the freighter, so I’ve dispatched you to look into the matter.”

Miriam finished toweling her hair and threw it on the floor of the ship. “We’ve spoken with the captain of the vessel, a man named Conrad King. He claims that the distress signal was a technical error, but we analyzed the Selenite’s flight data, and it recently made a stop at Artoxia.”

“Shit,” Miriam said as she retrieved her clothes. Artoxia was a notably unscrupulous little moon in Neutral Space that made a habit of running any kind of illegal contraband it could get its hands on.

“Artoxia is a notably unscrupulous moon in Neutral Space-,” Miriam scrubbed through this part as well.

“Yeah, yeah.”

“A further complication has presented itself with an Imperium freighter located just within the boundaries of Neutral Space. The Selenite might attempt to make contact with them if they haven’t already. If they are moving weapons then they’ll deliver them right into the hands of our enemies.” Manning said this while shaking his fist dramatically. “The Colony won’t risk sparking another war, so we can’t pursue them outside of Colonial Space. But if they’re moving weapons, we want to know.” 

“The Selenite will be awaiting your arrival, which from your location at the time you receive this message will be about two days. On its current heading, the freighter will be out of Colony Space in three days after you get there, but it’s been told to stay where it is until the investigation is done or there will be severe penalties. We’d prefer not to have to send our own ships after it. I want you to investigate this distress signal quickly and get back to me. I’m sending you the coordinates for their position.” Captain Manning was back on the Colony’s main headquarters, so any transmissions from there could take some time to reach Miriam. Never enough as far as she was concerned. “Send back a transmission confirming your heading, and then another when you’ve reached the Selenite. If there are any problems or things to discuss, I’ll make myself available. Captain Manning out.”

Miriam zipped up her flight suit and stiffened her back. Then she started recording her own video. “I’ve received your message, captain, and I’m inputting the coordinates for the Selenite. I’ll notify you when I arrive. Ancell, out.” 

Her shoulders slumped as the weight of all that formality rolled off her shoulders. She sent the message, which would take about two hours to arrive back at the Colony’s headquarters. Miriam went to the cockpit and input the coordinates for the autopilot.

Two days in space flying at near light speeds wasn’t as exciting as some made it out to be. Sure, there was the occasional escape from a space station after a one night stand, but for the most part it was long stretches of boredom punctuated by masturbation. Miriam tried to stick to a routine for these times between the work. Long days of nothing but pitch black and cold stars could start to wear you down. So the best thing for that was to maintain a certain rhythm. She woke up and did an hour of fitness on a strict diet of steroid injections only for Colonial Investigators. They were also good for a hangover. Then she’d have a meal of paste from a tube that provided all of the necessary nutrients and calories. The package made high claims that it had the taste of an omelet for breakfast or a medium rare steak. But there was more to food than taste, and when it came out of a tube it basically all tasted the same.

Miriam would usually end the day with one of the many pieces of media she had downloaded to her room’s terminal. Colonial HQ had training videos sent to her that she hadn’t gotten to yet with titles like How to Calm an Angry Starship Captain, Rogue Androids, or Genetic Terrorism and You. Miriam skipped over those and found an old movie called Burnt Fuses. It was about a malfunctioning android abandoned on a moon. It was trying to call out to any ship using the carcasses of computers and machines left behind, but it got no response. Miriam fell asleep part of the way through, and she woke up to see the ending. The android’s message had been received, and humans had come to find it. But the android had gone completely haywire, and it killed them all. Then it sat to die alone in a crater, while a great star winked out of the night sky. Miriam quickly shut it off and went back to sleep.
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