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For everything there is a season… 

Liz Laika and her crew have gone undercover for the Fleet, posing as an off-the-books crew looking for their own space craft. Officially, they've been dismissed from the Fleet, and need to find a new ship at the Centarius Outpost. Unofficially, they're investigating a black market ring of stolen Fleet equipment.

Unfortunately for Liz and the gang, their mission to investigate stolen equipment goes off the rails on Day 1. Liz stumbles over a woman who was attacked and left for dead in an alleyway. When officials deem it a coincidence that her attack is similar to others, Liz smells a rat. One way or another, her team will get to the bottom of the case...even if Eugene has to use his artificial intelligence in ways that may not strictly be legal.

Danger is around every corner. From illegal races to a potential new love, can Liz manage to find what it is she really wants? 
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CHAPTER ONE

I reached down to rub my ankle. The deep ache was worse than it had been in months, but that made sense, given the day. 

The shuttle trip from the rehab center, Marvius-5, to the space station, Centarius Outpost, was only a few hours, but between the last-minute packing, the pressure changes after each leg of the journey, and the cramped seating position, my injuries were on fire. I was lucky I hadn’t lost my entire right leg after the damage it had received, but even after six months of medical treatments and rehab, it would never be quite the same. 

The familiar resentment rose in my throat, and I pushed it back. I was thankful to be alive and appreciative of all the healing I had done. I couldn’t let bitterness overcome me. We had an important job ahead of us, and I needed to prove I was still as capable as I had ever been. 

Chloe, who had been our chef and all-around steward on the two ships where she had served under me, was looking down at the tablet in her hand. “We can talk freely in here?”

We were in a small private cabin of the transport shuttle taking us and a few other passengers to Centarius Outpost. “Yes. We can talk freely here. No one, not even General Warfield, is monitoring us here. Our housing unit is being cleaned of all listening devices, but even so, we need to limit our conversations there. So if anyone has any questions, now is the time to ask them.”

Raph, my navigator, opened an eye and sat up fully. “How are you feeling about all this, Cap?”

I shifted uncomfortably. “I’m just happy to get another assignment.” 

Through my whole rehab, I hadn’t been sure if that would be the case. Captains had been let go for far less, especially ones like me who were seen as problems. Of course, that was exactly why I was perfect for this undercover job. No one would question that our release from Fleet service was real.

Pox, my caline companion, crawled next to me to lay his head on my left thigh. He had been faithfully by my side since my injury. He used to crawl all over my lap, but he was now careful of how he touched me, and as I walked, he stayed out of my way. He had even woken me from sleep when I had nightmares about my experiences in the jungles of Epsilon Violet, though those had faded with time.

I stroked Pox as I formulated a longer reply. 

I turned to Horton and Eugene. Horton was a seven-foot-tall scaly green engineer with talon hands and an affinity for machinery of all kinds. Eugene was evidence of that, being the only artificial-intelligence robot with Fleet-authorized citizenship. 

They were all that was left of my crew, and all that I needed, frankly. None of them had complained throughout my six months of rehab and were at my side whenever I needed them. And when I hadn’t needed them, they had enjoyed the rest and relaxation they had earned. I turned away and blinked to clear the tears that were forming in my eyes. 

I turned back to my team and smiled. “I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t have all of you with me. We are in this together.”

“That’s been the case for a while, Cap.” Raph smiled. “And I have to say, I am pretty excited about this. Sounds like a good time, and I am ready to party. But I have a few questions. We all do.”

Chloe and Horton were nodding along.

Eugene’s red light flashed on the front of the cube that housed his circuitry and programming. He had a track on each side that could maneuver the cube, which was about the width of my forearm, and he had two spindle arms that he mostly used to throw toys for Pox. Despite all this, he preferred to be carried around by Horton so they could communicate. 

Eugene’s thin, tinny voice spoke up. “I am most concerned with knowing if the money is really ours. Do they expect it all back?”

Horton added to that. “Exactly how closely are we being monitored? Do we have to check in?”

Chloe pointed at the tablet in her hand. “We aren’t really dismissed from Fleet, are we? I mean, General Warfield just made this paperwork up, right?”

I looked at them in surprise. “Why didn’t you ask General Warfield all this when we met up yesterday?”

Raph leaned forward on his seat. “We didn’t want to ask too much, in case she pulled us off the assignment.”

“You could have asked me anything before we agreed.”

Raph shook his head. “I didn’t trust that place.”

I nodded. Our faith in the Fleet had been destroyed over the past few years, for different and sometimes shared reasons. “What don’t you know?” 

They turned to Raph. He had taken over as leader while I was healing, a mark of how much he had matured. They felt he could handle the conversation. “It might be easier to say what we do know. We are going undercover as disgraced Fleet members to locate who is selling stolen Fleet spacecrafts, and then buy one.”

“You got the gist of it. As far as everyone is concerned, including the Fleet, we are no longer members. That paperwork you have on your tablet is real. General Warfield can’t make promises about what will happen after this mission, but for now, we are officially free.” 

A funny little chill went down my spine and I felt a flutter in my chest I didn’t want to examine too deeply. Instead, I continued. “The money is real, as well, though it is assumed we will return the extra once we buy the starcraft and leave Centarius Outpost. She has no idea who is involved, and it could be someone with the Fleet, so all the internal documentation needs to be there if someone looks into us. That is why she wanted all of you involved. I received the highest payout ever given to someone of my rank who was released from duty, but we needed more. That is part of the reason she had the news about what happened to us at Cerulea leaked. Anyone who digs into the story would believe the payouts you four received were legit once they knew about our exploits.”

I could sense the growing excitement in the room and needed to corral it. “So yes, that money is yours, and you can spend it, but you want to be careful it is in line with what you would really do if you were just let go from the Fleet and were looking for a ship to go into business for ourselves. So don’t go too wild.”

Raph nodded. “That’s the key to the whole thing, Cap. We have to go at this for real. We have to have fun. Buy some things for ourselves. Really look at the ships like you are going to spend the rest of our career there. Are you ready for that, Cap?”

“Maybe you shouldn’t call me Cap, then,” I countered, though not harshly. 

“Nah, you’re still our Cap. I’m still the navigator. We’re still a team. That wouldn’t change, but a lot else would. In this scenario, you need to think about how you would feel. You’ve had a bad few years that led to a career-ending injury. Even with the big payout, you would be angry at the Fleet, maybe a little depressed, and probably ready to cut loose. If you want people to sell you a black-market ship, they have to really believe that you are done with the Fleet. Forever.”

My leg was throbbing, and I shifted to rest it on the seat opposite me and threw a lukewarm cold pack on my ankle. “I get what you mean, and I don’t doubt I can pull it off. If nothing else, time is on my side. There is no rush to move, and our lease is set for twenty weeks, which is longer than our last assignment.”

Horton cheered up. “Oh boy, that’s great. I can’t wait to learn more about the programming of the space station. I heard some interesting things when we were there last.”

Chloe broke a smile. “I want to shop. No more Fleet uniform for me. But… I’m worried about my family finding out. Mother is going to want me to come home if she hears.”

I shook my head. “Hopefully she won’t hear about it. There was a small official release, mostly about my payout, though it includes yours as well. We had to make sure that if anyone looks us up, everything looks legit. And they probably will. And please, try to be careful where you go and who you trust. I really think we should stick to traveling in groups, for safety.”

Raph rolled his eyes. “Cap, we can handle ourselves.”

“I’m serious. The money is going to put a big target on our backs. Be smart, and trust no one. If anyone starts getting too interested, just shut up. This is not the kind of place where openness will be rewarded.”

“I get it, but we have to say enough so people will try to sell us a stolen ship. What are we going to do with it?”

“From a practical point of view, to be in line with our story, it needs to be a comfortable, long-term home for us. So at least five rooms, bathroom facilities, and the capacity to carry a few more passengers. Fast, agile, and able to defend itself from potential threats.” 

Horton raised a talon to get my attention. “Eugene and I get to inspect all the potential ships? Give it a good once-over.”

I nodded. “Yes, and Raph and I would insist on test flights. We treat this just like the real thing. I mean, if anything happens to Warfield, it will be the real thing.”

“What about me?” asked Chloe.

“You can come along as well. Inspect the kitchen and such.”

Her face fell. “That will be my thing? The kitchen? We get an exciting new career, and I am just the cook. Do I get to be the maid as well?”

Horton, Raph, and I exchanged confused looks in the silence that followed before I replied, “Are you upset, Chloe?”

“No. Wait, yes, I think I am. I’m just sitting here thinking. If we were doing this for real, what would I do? Nothing. I would contribute nothing. Horton and Eugene would fix the ship and keep it running. Raph would do all the flying, and you would be in charge of deciding what we do and where. But me? I guess I would just put bandages on and cook meals. I don’t want to do that for the rest of my life.” She was sniffling by the end. 

I leaned back and turned as much as possible without shifting my leg. “Chloe, you have saved my life twice over.”

“That was all of us.”

“Yes, all of you. Each of you contributed in vital ways, and I wouldn’t be here otherwise. That being said, you want to do more? Figure out what, and learn about it. You could find what you are passionate about.”

Raph nodded. “They have a training facility. I didn’t see what classes they taught, but it might be a good idea to sign up for something.”

I nodded along. “That’s a great idea. Our housing unit has security at the entrances to make sure no one unauthorized gets in, but they will also act as escorts for shopping trips and classes, if you want. I am serious about being careful. Groups of two—at least—and watch each other’s back.”

Raph opened his mouth but hesitated before speaking. “I don’t want to alarm anyone, but Cap is right.”

I tried not to look too surprised as I turned to him. “Last time we were there, you said I was overreacting.”

“I know, but people I have been in touch with since then shared a bit more. Murders are up, slightly, and there is a bit more shady behavior than I knew. As long as we are careful and keep our wits about us, we can have a good time. Especially during A and B shifts, which are the safest.”

Since there was no star to set the day cycle, the space station used Fleet shifts of eight hours each. Primary officers used shift A to work, shift B to relax, and shift C to sleep. As such, most businesses used those same shifts to align their business hours, making C the optimal time for nefarious activities. 

A subtle tremor went through the room, followed by an overhead beeping and a voice on the intercom. “Docking with Centarius Outpost is complete. You are free to exit in an orderly fashion. Thank you for taking Omega shuttles.”

I pulled my collapsible cane from my bag. “It is the middle of C shift, so stick close. We need to go to the housing and finance department—which they call the Integration Center—to pick up our transaction keys, which should only take a minute, and then we can go check out our housing units.”

Chloe offered me a hand to help me get to my feet. “What about the rest of our things?” 

“They will deliver them to the housing unit, and security will accept it if we aren’t awake.” As I put weight on my leg, I winced but hid it under a yawn. “And remember, until I say so, no more talk.”

Chloe made a little noise next to me. “And what if we get into trouble?”

“We have a few code phrases to email General Warfield. One to indicate we need help, one if our cover is blown, and one for when we are all done. I’ll go over them when we get into our place. We ready?” 

Everyone gave me a nod of agreement. I moved to the door and opened it. 

A woman at the door with a slim-fit suit dress, neon-purple hair, and red skin smiled at us as we approached. “Welcome to Centarius Outpost. Enjoy your stay.”


CHAPTER TWO

I had been assured that checking in at the Integration Center would be a simple task, as all our paperwork had already been sent over and approved. But first, we had to make it to the front of the line, which hadn’t moved in thirty minutes, and with fifty people ahead of us to see a single teller, that was going to be a while. 

My leg throbbed. As did my jaw from clenching it so hard. Pox was riding on my shoulder, and even his delicate frame was starting to feel like too much. Chloe, Horton, Raph, and Eugene were furtively whispering all the things they planned to do over the next few days. They definitely sounded the part of excited ex-Fleet members ready to take on the brave new world before them. They had out their comms, the civilian version of our Fleet work units, to look up shops, events, and places to visit. 

I was debating getting out of line to sit on one of the benches when a voice shouted over the din.

“Woman in blue with the cane and the thing on her shoulder? Next to the giant lizard. Come here.” A man at a newly opened window was shouting and waving in my direction. 

I looked down at my blue shirt. 

He shouted again. “Yes, you! Come over here to check in.”

“Come on.” I tugged on Chloe’s sleeve and hobbled toward the open window. People spotted the open window and raced ahead, bumping into me as they passed. Even half a line had to be faster than the line we were in.

But as I got closer, I heard him shout, “Out of the way! I didn’t call you over. Let her through.” 

The crowd parted, and we moved to the front of the line. I stepped to the window. He had slightly wild eyes, was thin and bony, and his skin, which had a blue undercast, hung in folds over his cheeks and neck. 

He wiped his nose with the back of his hand and leaned over the counter to give me a once-over before shouting at the rest of my group. “Back behind the red line.”

I flipped the work unit over to show my authorization stamp for him to scan, and he gave me a smile. “I’m Daxvick. I just couldn’t let a beautiful woman like you stand in line. Does that thing bite?” He gestured at Pox.

“Yes,” I said simply. 

He scanned the stamp on my unit and looked at his display. “Elizabeth Laika, I read about you earlier today. Got kicked out of the Fleet?”

“Yes, that’s me.” I was uncomfortable with the way he watched me. Verticians tended to be quite direct. I had worked with all variety of officers and crew in my time, and I was comfortable with the similarities and differences. I wasn’t used to the informality of life outside the Fleet. 

“It looks like your housing unit has not been processed yet,” he commented as he typed on a keyboard portal.

“But I was told they would be done cleaning by now.” I couldn’t keep the despair out of my voice.

“Hey, sweetie, don’t be upset. They did. And put in an authorization order that hasn’t been filled. Centarius crew has to go and confirm that everything is still up to code, and it being C shift, we run on a skeleton crew. But how about this? As a personal favor from me, I’ll move it to the front of the queue. It will still be a few hours, but that is much sooner than expected. Here is your transaction card. It is tied to the financing and housing unit. You can hook up the Centarius app on your comm unit if you have one. Here, place your hand here for synching. It will notify you when your housing unit is ready to be occupied.”

I placed my hand on the unit and waited while the red scanner slid over my hand, verifying the info that I would use to make the card belong to me. 

“Great. Everything is all set. Now, if you ever need help, you ask for Daxvick. I’m always around, and you will be my first priority. I take care of people.”

“Thank you, Daxvick.” I stepped away from the counter and turned to Chloe, who was next. “I’m going to go sit on the bench until you are done. Then we need to figure out what we want to do until our housing is ready. There’s been a delay.” 

She nodded, and I limped away to a bench against a wall. It was a relief to sit down, and I set my comm unit to downloading the app. While I did that, I had some time to look around. The metal walls were some dark, bland color, and the industrial flooring of some dense material was a similar hue. The lighting seemed to sink into the materials, giving the space a dark feel, even while fully lit.

All variety of individuals moved about, as if one person from every planet had been gathered together and evenly spread through the room. Beyond the wide archway was an enormous hallway easily the size of a road that wasn’t crowded but did seem to have a steady stream of activity. 

I knew from our previous visit that there was a tram system that went the length, width, and height of the ever-growing space station. It was the size of a small city and held all the same challenges of a small government. Even with the Fleet running the outpost, it was still its own wild creature. Pox crawled off my shoulder to sit at my right side.

“Hello, can I sit with you?” a woman said on my left. 

“Yes, of course,” I said and even scooted a bit, though there was plenty of room on the bench already. She was looking at me and smiling, so I felt the pressure to say more. “How are you doing?”

“Okay, I suppose. It’s hard to get into a steady sleep cycle in a place like this. I’m still not used to it. Have you been here long?” 

“No, just arrived.” It seemed a safe thing to share with her. 

She wore ill-fitting clothes that hid her shape and clumsily applied makeup that was streaky and too pale for her pink skin. Her hair was a bright red that clashed. Not that I was anyone to judge on appearances as I had no clue what was even popular outside of the Fleet. 

“You really shouldn’t be all alone. It’s dangerous here. I’m trying to get information on a girl that was murdered here a few months ago.”

“Oh, that’s terrible,” I replied.

“Yes, she grew up next door to me, and I told the family I would come and find out what I could. But so far, nothing. Her name was Martra Finley. If you hear anything, please let me know. All of my info, and hers, is on this. Her parents so badly want answers.” She pressed a card into my hand. 

I slipped it into my pocket. “I’m sorry about your friend.” 

“Thank you. I think your crew wants you, so I better let you go. But I am sure we will run into each other again.” She bounced off the bench and scampered away. 

I turned in the direction she had pointed.

Chloe and Raph were approaching, while Horton and Eugene were still checking in.

“How did it go?” I asked.

“Good enough, Cap. We were invited to a party.” Raph smiled, and he sat next to me.

Chloe sat on my other side. “We should go. It’s one of Raph’s old friends. They’re in a band, and we missed the show, but they invited us to the after-party. He said everyone important will be there. This is the perfect chance for us to make some connections.” She was positively bouncing at the prospect. 

“It’s important that we get out,” Raph said with heavy allusion. “Besides, it would be good for you to sow some wild oats. Relive your glory years.”

“What glory years?” I scoffed. 

“You know, a wild teenager? Or maybe in your twenties. When did you party, Cap?”

“Never. I grew up on a warship. I went to the Fleet academy during a war. I threw myself into my work. Never really partied anywhere in there.” It was a quick summary of a complicated life. 

Chloe gasped a little. “Not even when you were engaged?”

“We studied together and planned our future. We were a boring couple,” I said. I had never felt bored. I had been very much in love, and even the memory twisted my heart a little. 

Horton approached, Eugene under one arm. “Are we going to the big shindig?”

Everyone looked at me expectantly, and I sighed. “We can’t go to our new place just yet, so why not. Maybe it’s exactly what I need.”


CHAPTER THREE

The party was not what I needed. But everyone else was enjoying themselves, so I sat down and shut up. It was in the back room of a restaurant where we met the band and supposedly their closest friends. And considering the number of people present, it was probably also their least favorite acquaintances. I picked up a sandwich and a glass of some fruity concoction but only sipped delicately, given the alcohol that had to make up a huge portion of the recipe. 

I sat at a table with Chloe, who was talking fashion, makeup, and all things pop culture with the guitarist for the band and a group of her friends. They were all adorned to the hilt and spoke in a fast, clipped tone that Chloe easily matched. She was an instant hit with the group.

Pox was in my lap, snoozing away, though his claws made sure he wasn’t going to slip. I had my bag at my side with my essentials, and I couldn’t wait to use them and then fall asleep after a long day of travel.

Raph nodded at me from across the room. He was speaking to a friend from the arts college he had attended before Fleet training. Near him, Horton and Eugene were talking with the tech crew from the performance we had missed. 

Everyone seemed so animated and happy. Definitely in a better mood than they had been since my accident. We all put on
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