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        For my cousins,

        I love you all.
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            There’s more to the story!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        … in Rogue.

      

      

      

      Years before the events of Deviant Flux, a young orphan named Willem Jaantzen is just getting his feet underneath him.

      A tricky job is starting to go south — and it only gets worse when Jaantzen comes face-to-face with the most notorious space pirates in the Durga System: Raj and Lasadi Dusai.

      
        
        Get your free short story!

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Author’s note

      

      
        Cover

      

    

    
      
        1. Starla

      

      
        2. Gia

      

      
        3. Starla

      

      
        4. Gia

      

      
        5. Starla

      

      
        6. Gia

      

      
        7. Starla

      

      
        8. Gia

      

      
        9. Starla

      

      
        10. Gia

      

      
        11. Starla

      

      
        12. Gia

      

      
        13. Starla

      

      
        14. Gia

      

      
        15. Starla

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        The adventure continues…

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About Jessie Kwak

      

      
        Bonus Excerpt

      

      
        Double Edged

      

      
        Also by Jessie Kwak

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s note

          

        

      

    

    
      Deviant Flux is a standalone prequel novella to my Bulari Saga series. You don’t need to have read any of the other of my work in order to enjoy the adventure — though it won’t hurt to have read Starfall.

      Happy reading!

      – Jessie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Deviant Flux cover: young south Asian woman standing in front of an asteroid station]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Starla

          

        

      

    

    
      The air here is thick with memories.

      Starla Dusai breathes deep the sharp tang of oil and sweat, the sweet musk of antifreeze and unwashed bodies passed through the recycler too many times to count: Maribi Station smells like home.

      At least, it’s the closest she’s found since she watched Alliance missiles shatter her family home into stars five years ago.

      There are differences, of course. For one, there are too many people here, bodies crowded into every corner, in every corridor and doorway, brushing past her from every direction. The air is more electric than in her childhood home of Silk Station, too, geared towards entertaining the thousands of travelers who arrive here to catch shuttles deeper out into the black or farther into Durga’s Belt, or who are waiting for the bigger transports to shuttle them back to the surface of one of the two sunward planets, Indira or New Sarjun.

      On Silk Station there was breathing room — even when her parents’ ship was in port and Silk Station swelled with crew, it was all family. And in her new planetside home on New Sarjun, Starla can go for hours without seeing another soul if she wants. In a way, her godfather’s home ebbs and flows just as Silk Station did, especially in the past few years with his soldiers and hired mercenaries flooding in and out, thudding footsteps and the tang of blood in the dry air waking Starla more than once in the middle of the night.

      She’s taking the long way to meet Gia at the boxing gym, through Terminal A, which is doubly packed with people this close to the shift change. Starla hopes this will give her better odds of finding the one person she’s desperate to find — even if the press of people is making it more difficult to actually pick an individual out of the crowd.

      She hadn’t counted on the newcomers. Terminal A isn’t just packed with station inhabitants today. A ferry from elsewhere in Durga’s Belt has just docked, judging by the glut of travelers shouldering duffel bags and stopping in the middle of the passage to frown at the station transit maps and mouth questions to each other.

      Starla slips through them, ignoring the few that seem to ask her for directions.

      Her comm buzzes with a message from Gia.

      You skipping training?

      Starla’s beginning to regret coming this way. She thought heading through a large swath of the population would give her a better chance of spotting her target, but it’s just chaos, a constant swarm of people.

      It’s hard to take it all in.

      The terminal’s length is lined with shopping and entertainment, callers beckoning from the neon-clad doorways of casinos and brothels and bars — a heady pulse thrums through Starla’s chest as she passes one, and she catches a glimpse of a room packed with bodies and smoke and flashing lights, the mass of people dancing. For Starla, it’s just after lunch. But in such a transient place, you can choose your own time.

      So long as you keep moving, it seems. In the stream of Terminal A, she can’t find a single spot to just stand for one second and type out a reply to Gia without being in the way. Somebody always needs to get by, or set something where you’re standing, or open the door you didn’t notice behind you.

      It makes her skin crawl. Silk Station didn’t use to make her skin crawl — it fit like a glove. Is it this station in particular? Or is it that she’s become used to wide open spaces after five years living on New Sarjun?

      Gia’s message blinks insistently at the edge of her field of vision.

      She sidesteps a hawker in religious headgear who clutches at her arm and tries to hand her a saint token, saying something to her around blue-painted teeth. Starla brushes the woman back and slips into the lee of a pile of crates for a second’s breather, grabs her comm.

      Be there in 5.

      She pushes Send; Gia’s message disappears from her heads-up.

      Gia has a thing about timeliness that Starla should probably try to emulate, but she can’t be bothered this trip. Despite being comfortable with the station’s layout, she keeps misjudging the time it will take her to get through Maribi’s labyrinth — and she’s always hesitant to leave off her search.

      Because her cousin Mona is here, she knows it. And in her imagination, every instant she turns away from an open doorway, Mona walks past. Near misses, it has to be — she’s been all over this damned station.

      And she’s running out of time.

      Be here in 2. Had any luck?

      Gia’s response blinks on the bottom of Starla’s heads-up. Starla swipes it away without responding, because, no, she hasn’t had any luck. Anyway, Starla can tell Gia in person when she gets to the boxing gym. In five.

      Starla stops to scan the terminal, turns to find a woman in a forklift suit yelling at her. Probably to get out of the way so she can get to the crates; words blink at the bottom of her heads-up, the unit’s attempt to transcribe the forklift operator’s diatribe. It’s coming out garbled — maybe she’s got an accent, maybe it’s too loud for the unit to work properly.

      Or maybe she’s using too many expletives. One thing Starla has realized on this trip with Gia is that the software isn’t programmed to transcribe swear words. She’ll have to fix that.

      Starla waves both hands at the forklift operator — All right, all right. — and ducks back into the throng. She keeps scanning the people passing, out of habit, but doesn’t see anyone who looks like her cousin.

      After five years of searching, she’s seen nothing of her family but obituaries. Auntie Faye’s ship was shot down shortly after the attack on Silk Station. Amit was picked up by the Alliance and has since disappeared. Uncle Ro was cornered on the volcanic moon Pele, shot himself before he could be arrested. Deyva hasn’t been heard from in years and is presumed dead.

      Her parents and countless others died in the initial attack.

      So when one of her godfather’s smuggling contacts saw someone matching the description of Starla’s cousin, Mona, working on Maribi Station, Starla had to see for herself — and fast.

      There are still a few bounties on the boards for missing members of the Silk Station diaspora, and others are out there hunting her cousins, her aunts, her uncles. It’s what worries Starla the most, that maybe the reason she hasn’t found any of them is because they’re being snatched up by bounty hunters first, trundled into cargo holds and whisked off into secret Alliance prisons.

      Like she’d been shipped off to Redrock Prison right after the attack. She’d had the help of her godfather, Willem Jaantzen, to escape, and now she’ll do anything she can to help the others.

      If she can find them.

      But there are dozens more Alliance prisons throughout the Durga System.

      And a hundred more hub stations like Maribi bored into Durga’s Belt and Bixia Yuanjin’s moons.

      It doesn’t matter. Starla will find Mona, even if she has to open every door in this place.

      A change in the current of foot traffic catches her attention. Somewhere up ahead, the crush of people is getting more packed on the edges, and individuals are looking up and turning back around, slipping into open doorways, making themselves scarce.

      Starla’s been paying so much attention to the faces of the people around her that she’s nearly in the middle of it before she realizes what’s going on: an Indiran Alliance squadron marching through the center of Terminal A, five soldiers with hands on weapons like they think Maribi is theirs to police — or like they’re expecting to stir up trouble. Their riot visors are down and scanning the crowd, and Starla’s mouth goes dry.

      She knows what they’re scanning for. Known criminals. Terrorist group members. Exiled freedom fighters. The daughters of notorious pirate families.

      She tries not to look frantic, tries to blend in, but she’s caught at the edge of the crowd — even those who aren’t on an Alliance wanted list aren’t too keen to mix up with a troop like this. If she runs, if she pushes through, she’ll only attract more attention.

      But in a second she’ll be face to face with the soldiers, and that close, their facial recognition will uncover her for sure.

      She’d rather run and look suspicious than get caught — but as she tenses, someone grabs her from behind, pulls her through an open doorway and out of sight.

      A hand clamps over her mouth, though Starla doesn’t think she’s cried out. Gia’s been training her well, though, and Starla breaks free in seconds, spins to meet her attacker.

      She doesn’t recognize the woman’s face at first, not with the wild mane of magenta hair and the scar slashed across her nose and cheek. But she would recognize the way those hands formed her namesign anywhere.

      “Starla,” she signs, “it’s okay. It’s me.”

      Mona.
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      Giaconda Áte is not a fan of space.

      She admittedly doesn’t get out much back home, but after two weeks either in a transport or on Maribi Station, she’s realizing how nice it is to know that she can. To know that she could go hiking in the desert plateaus around Bulari, or even hop on a train and head out into the hinterlands around the capital, visit some podunk town or other whose name she’s only seen stamped on shipping crates and freight trains. Get wild and drive out to the family farm, see if anyone from the old commune is still alive and kicking around.

      Here, it’s like living in a coal mine, all tunnels and cables and tight spaces and too many sallow people. She’s never realized how necessary it is to have a horizon — combine that with the knowledge that if you walk too far up, down, left, or right, you’re through an airlock and drifting.

      Gia feels the loss of possible directions like a missing limb.

      She checks the address on the doorway to the Manilan coffee place, notes with disappointment that she’s still a few numbers shy. She’ll have to come back later, because she could use the caffeine boost and this place smells amazing — coffee, cardamom, orange, honey. It looks like the sort of place that would help her unwind.

      She can’t even remember what being unwound feels like.

      In a way, that’s part of this trip. Head off-planet to keep Starla out of trouble, take in the underwhelming sights of Maribi Station, and forget for a minute about how she’s spent the past few years digging bullets out of her friends and putting them into her enemies. After a mess like an all-out war, a girl needs a getaway. Needs to drink a cup of decent coffee without worrying that it’s too quiet, too crowded, an ambush, a trap.

      Back home on New Sarjun, it’s a fresh new world. The losers of Bulari’s underground civil war between the crime families have been killed or pushed into exile, and the rest of the families are licking their wounds and sniffing at new opportunities. The lingering atmosphere of grief and opportunism is almost as exhausting as the war had been, so when Jaantzen needed someone to go with Starla to find some long-lost cousin on Maribi Station, damn sure Gia had leapt at the chance.

      The next stall in this row of restaurants is a respectable-looking empanada joint: sweet corn pastries stuffed with vat shrimp and curry. It also smells amazing. And the address is also a few numbers shy. Dammit.

      She’s on one of the lowest levels of Maribi Station, and despite the bustle of people and heat from the kitchens, Gia can’t shake the chill. Mentally, she knows there’s no difference between the heart of an asteroid and a spaceship, but it feels like being buried.

      Maribi Station wasn’t founded by a corporation like most of the larger outposts in Durga’s Belt. Instead, it began as a scrappy claim settlement, with prefab units glued to the asteroid’s surface while miners tunneled below, eventually fortifying the tunnels they dug and boosting the number of services and amenities on offer until it became the unmatched transit and shipping hub it is today.

      Because of this, it’s not a slick company town like so many of the others are, impossible to break into for business unless you have an ID number with the Alliance. Instead, control of Maribi has fallen into the hands of one main family, which acts as an umbrella organization for a whole host of smaller operations on the station. Want to start a competing operation? You’ll find yourself out an airlock in no time. But if you have an idea for a complementary business, you’re welcome pay tribute to the Maribi Cartel.

      Problem is, when a group like the Maribi Cartel has no competition — either for control of the station, or from other nearby shipping hubs — they start to think they can do things like double tariffs and docking fees. Maybe that worked while the families of New Sarjun were occupied trying to murder each other, but now things are back to normal, and something’s got to be done.

      That’s the second reason Gia is here: to be Jaantzen’s representative at tomorrow’s meeting of interested stakeholders from the planets of New Sarjun and Indira, and a smattering of other outposts in Durga’s Belt. Some of the biggest names in organized crime throughout the system are here to do a little collective bargaining.

      But first, she’s got a one-on-one with a local shipping operator who’s not with the cartel. It doesn’t hurt to gather other allies, in case the cartel isn’t interested in negotiations.

      She finally matches the address to a deli two doors down from the empanada restaurant. Its plastic backlit menu is cracked in half, the lower half unlit, and reads like a mugshot lineup of humanity’s most uninspired sandwiches. Skimming through the options, Gia can almost taste the wilted lettuce and flavorless soy shawarma.

      “What do you want?” growls a young tough leaning in the doorway. Literally nothing about the deli is a customer magnet, but this guy and his buddy, who’s playing solitaire at the bistro table just outside the door, ensure that no one could possibly mistake it for a dining option.

      “I’m here to see Lorn,” she says, and that sparks a round of cagey glances from the toughs.

      “That right.” The solitaire kid slaps another card onto the bistro table.

      Gia crosses her arms, gives them both a look that says she doesn’t have time for shit and neither does Lorn, whoever he represents.

      “I can come back later,” Gia says. “Got all the time in the world, only it seems like Lorn thought it was urgent. I guess you can explain this to him, though.”

      That gets another look, and finally the tough in the doorway pushes off his lean, lazy like he’s been planning to get up at this particular moment anyway. He’s half her age and lanky as a string bean — they all are out here — but it’s clear he’s been training those low-G muscles.

      Gia’s not here to fight — and looking for a fight in every gesture is another relic of the past few years of civil war she needs to let go of.

      Chill, girl. Be chill.

      The lanky youth pushes open the door and pauses halfway in, mumbles something to someone on the other side. Glances back at Gia as though evaluating her. Says something else through the doorway.

      Finally he turns, pushing the door all the way open with a whipcord arm. “You can go in,” he says.

      “Thank you kindly.” Gia gives him a tight smile, then steps past; he hasn’t left her much room and she wrinkles her nose at the reek of his cologne. If she catches a whiff of that on her shirt later, she’s gonna be pissed. He grins down at her. She rolls her eyes.

      The restaurant is empty. When Gia walks in, the cook behind the window gives her a quick look, then suddenly remembers he needs to be elsewhere. Something’s sizzling, smells like burning onions and rancid fryer oil; Gia feels the cloud of it sinking into her pores. Forget the cologne. She’s gonna smell like this place for the rest of the day.

      The inside of the deli is claustrophobic, just like everything on this station. She’d suspected she was in the outskirts of this level, and since the far wall of the kitchen is literally dug-out rock, her suspicions are confirmed.

      The thought makes her shudder.

      There’s a lunch counter outside the kitchen window, a row of booths across from the lunch counter. Only one of them’s doing business: a single man, a pair of chipped coffee mugs, and a carafe.

      “We’re all just on a ball of rock hurtling through space,” the man says; he’s seen her reaction to the dug-out asteroid wall in the kitchen. “Some of us are just forced to acknowledge it more than others. And as far as I understand, getting tossed out into your Jupari Desert will kill a person almost as fast as getting pushed out an airlock here.”

      “You’re most comfortable with what you know, I guess,” Gia says, shoulders relaxed, guard up. It’s not the most pleasant conversation opener, but is it a threat? Or just what passes for small talk on Maribi?

      The man waves a hand for her to join him.

      “Coffee?” he asks, palming the carafe as if to pour.

      A rainbow of oils swirl on the surface of the brown liquid in his
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