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Pirates and corporate criminals will never die out

	 

	In 2337, Earth has expanded its domain into space, colonising the dark abyss as far as Jupiter. The need to travel faster than light, to stretch farther into the galaxy, comes with humanity’s growth—and with it, corruption and greed.

	 

	Captain Alanis Grosjean of the Commonwealth Corp always thought she had life figured out. Be honest and dedicated in protecting and serving Earth and its citizens, do the job right, follow orders, finish the mission. But when one space pirate dies, despite ending the mission, the next thing she knows, it’s a dull routine of patrolling space like a traffic warden. She may have kept her rank and ship, but the “deserved reprieve” seems more like a demotion.

	 

	The elusive space pirate Norstrom may have led the world to believe he was dead, but lately it seems the dead can be killed again. Death threats force him out of hiding to seek the help of the one person he trusts, his old lover, Grosjean.

	 

	As Grosjean and Norstrom join forces to ferret out the source of the threats, they discover the gruesome truths behind the destruction of a Commonwealth Corp scout ship, underhanded corporate deals, greed, and terrifying research. Before long, Norstrom’s pirate crew from the Drunken Sailor, long written off as dead, make a dramatic reappearance.

	 

	Will they be in time to save the galaxy from corporate criminals? Will their history hinder them, or make them work together like a well-oiled engine? And will Captain Grosjean finally figure out her life and what makes her happy?
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Three Years Ago…


	“Dammit in hell, Norstrom!” Captain Grosjean yelled, dodging a concussion blast as she ran. It hit a tub of engine grease to her right, sending oily splatters everywhere. She shielded her visored face with an arm to avoid the grease shower.

	Norstrom didn’t look back. Instead, he scampered down the passageway heading towards the docking bay, weaving through the pile-up of junk that littered the bowels of the Drunken Sailor. The old pirate ship had items stacked everywhere; some, no doubt, stolen goods.

	“You couldn’t hit the side of a cargo vessel!” Grosjean shouted, jumping over a boxed tower of loose nuts and bolts. She tore around a corner, but there was no sight of the elusive space pirate. “What in hell…” She frowned, slowing to scan the rectangular area that offered three hatches he could’ve gone through.

	Listening, she tried to filter out the noises the old vessel made, especially the incessant clanking bangs Norstrom’s crew made as they tried to break through the hatch she’d locked when the chase led her to the below decks. She checked the first hatch, peering through the portal—storage hold, no exit. The next, environmental suits. That meant Norstrom had gone straight to the docking bay, hoping to escape. She sprinted ahead and, checking first to make sure the outer bay doors remained secure, opened the hatch. Weapon first, she pushed through, and spotted Norstrom stepping into a skiff.

	“Stop!” she yelled, and ran towards him. Too late, the skiff’s hatch slammed shut. Grosjean growled. “Dammit in hell, Norstrom! You’re dead!”

	As the skiff’s engine roared to life, she headed to the skiff docked on a platform directly above, taking the metal stairs three at a time. Two skiffs? She snorted to herself. Where’d the scrappy crew manage to steal them from?

	Grosjean hadn’t planned to force-board the Drunken Sailor, but while she and her small strike team chased the pirates after their failed attempt at stealing from the Happy-Go-Lucky cargo ship, she’d herded them between the Commonwealth Corp battleship—the Golden Star—and the Renwick. She’d set the trap with the cargo ship, broadcasting its load of shiny new electronics, which was irresistible to the pirates. When Norstrom and his group took the bait and boarded, the look of surprise on his face had been enough to make her grin. She had him—at last! But the pirates had split up, scattering like mice and jettisoning out through hatches to spacewalk back to their ship. She’d followed Norstrom, keeping her eyes trained on him. She would not miss this chance to finally catch him.

	She readied the skiff’s controls and, with a flip of a switch, engaged the vessel’s engines and took chase after Norstrom’s skiff, which had already reached the primary bay doors. As they opened, her skiff shuddered from the pressure change. She accelerated. Norstrom’s skiff shot out before the outer doors were fully open. Grosjean punched the accelerator and passed through before the bay closed!

	“Hello, Pet.” Norstrom’s cocky voice crackled through her helmet comms. “Hate to dash off so quickly, but I’ve places to go, people to see. You get my drift, right?”

	Norstrom’s skiff zigged and zagged as if he was uncertain which direction to take.

	Grosjean laughed. “What’s the matter? Lost?”

	“Me? Come on, Pet. I’m never lost.” He chuckled, but sounded distracted.

	“Give it up, Norstrom. You’ve nowhere to go.”

	“Except the prison outpost.” Norstrom chuckled. “No, thanks. I’ll take my chances out in the wilds of space.”

	“Suit yourself.”

	While she kept close pursuit, she noticed the Drunken Sailor heading away. To her left, General Midori’s Golden Star veered as if to chase after the pirate ship—its weapons bores across the hull came alive, readying for a volley.

	Activating her helmet comms, Grosjean attempted to reach the Golden Star. She and Norstrom were directly in the line of fire! Chances were, the ship didn’t know she was in one of the skiffs. “Golden Star,” she belched into the comms. “This is Captain Gro—ahh!”

	A spray of weapons’ fire dashed across her cockpit, missing her by metres. Who was shooting? She swerved to avoid the next round and scanned the area. The Renwick—her own ship—was shooting at her.

	Switching channels, she contacted her ship. “Lieutenant Ashok! I’m in the skiff. Cease fire! I repeat, cease f—”

	A brilliant light seared through the blackness of space. Where the Drunken Sailor had been, nothing. Grosjean shielded her eyes with an arm. The ship was gone, vanished.

	“What in hell?” she muttered.

	She refocused. Norstrom! She manoeuvred her skiff as the last of the Renwick’s railgun rounds streaked by, followed by Lieutenant Ashok’s horrified apology. She would have words with him later, but first, Norstrom, who was now…

	“Merde! What are you doing?” Grosjean gasped as a sickening sensation spread in her stomach. He was on a collision course with the Golden Star! Could he have been injured in the crossfire? No, his vessel was intact, so what was he—

	“Norstrom!” she screamed.

	Norstrom’s skiff slammed into the hull of the hulking battleship. Grosjean jerked her skiff aside as Norstrom’s skiff exploded in a fiery ball. Turning, she circled back and stared as the vacuum of space snuffed out the last glowing embers of the wreckage—and what remained of the pirate Norstrom.

	She stared at the blackened hull of the Golden Star. “Norstrom?” Out of breath from the chase, a flurry of emotions ambushed her. As she stared, her throat constricted. She clutched her chest, and a single tear fell from her eyes.

	“Norstrom. You’re…dead…?”

	




Chapter One


	Dangers lurked. Dangers always lurked. Captain Alanis Grosjean stepped off the small exploration shuttle and surveyed her surroundings. Half the docking bay of the agrostation lay in disarray and, according to the probe she’d sent ahead, was covered in an unidentified foreign substance. Reluctant to go any farther, she twisted her mouth and gave the docking bay another detailed inspection.

	The probe had deemed the station safe, free of contaminants and hazards, and supporting one human male in distress. His vitals were stable, and whatever injuries he’d sustained weren’t life threatening. An ID signature tagged him as Dr Alex Mica, one of the verified agronomists listed for the station.

	Grosjean took a moment to take a better look of the scene. The docking bay resembled a science experiment gone wrong. Though a distress call was still a distress call, this sort of messy incident frustrated her—and occurred with increasing frequency of late. And it seemed she was the only one willing to spring into action to accept them. After all, she usually got a thrill of excitement.

	But, she frowned, she was the captain of a deep space war-class gunship, trained in warfare and combat, not some field marshal for petty crimes! She used to be a major player in the Corp, and her authority and word had weight. But now, though still respected, it seemed she’d been shoved aside into the shadows. How the mighty have fallen. Lose one criminal and everything goes down the toilet. She’d hoped that, with the recent spate of terror acts, her superiors might find something more productive for her to do. Nothing so far.

	But then, did she even want a new assignment? If she were honest with herself, her motivation, her need to prove herself a valuable asset to the Corp, didn’t seem as important as it once had.

	Enough! She grit her teeth and tried to focus. She was only in a mild funk…had been for the last three years.

	She treaded deeper into the docking bay, but hadn’t got far before she came to an abrupt halt, raised a fist and narrowed one eye. Her two lieutenants, who’d been following close behind, almost ran into her.

	On the floor lay a prone man, limbs spreadeagled as though he’d belly-flopped into water, or like an unfortunate bug that had splatted against the windshield of a moving vehicle. While the right side of his face was partially submerged in the goo, the rest of his body was covered in the foreign substance, the colour of which the probe had not relayed. A milky-blue slushy goo. The scene conjured images of pranks gone wrong. Juvenile.

	Dressed in the sharp Commonwealth Corp—Marine Division—uniform of black with midnight blue trim that seemed fused to her small frame, Grosjean grunted a dissatisfied snort. Tapping her holster to unlock her concussion gun, she rested a hand over it, cocked a hip, and let her fingers dance a rhythm over its butt. Something didn’t smell right.

	“What in hell?” she said, her tone an easy blend of Euro-Gallic. Jerking her head, she motioned for one of the lieutenants to step forwards. Then she scowled, not missing Lieutenant Ashok’s sigh, which sounded more like a miserable groan.

	“Is it still alive?” She pursed her lips and stared at the agronomist—for the body could only belong to Dr Alex Mica.

	The mysterious substance was of unidentified origin, but sugar-based, and harmless. Nevertheless, Grosjean wasn’t keen to step any closer and risk soiling her uniform. The goo reminded her of snot. In fact, with half the wrecked room covered in the slushy substance, it looked like someone’s blowout from a mega-flu. Perhaps she should’ve stayed in the shuttle and let the lieutenants handle it. After all, they needed more on-the-job experience now that they’d been reassigned as support investigators with no real missions to complete. However it had been worded— “a well-deserved break” or “an earned ease of duties for exemplary service” —it still felt like a step down. Whatever happened to promotion? An elevation to major would’ve eased some of the insult. Then again, at least she still got to roam around space and poke where she liked. An added bonus: she got to annoy people, and that made her feel better.

	“He remains immobile.” Ashok, standing about two metres from the body, seemed reluctant to go any nearer. He set the Corp-issue trauma case on the floor, where it sank into the goo with a wet sound. “I’ll check vitals again, Captain. We should turn him over—get him out of the…goo.”

	Grosjean nodded. “Fine. Ellis, go help.”

	While Lieutenant Ellis went to assist, Grosjean pulled out her datapad and retrieved the personnel files for the agrostation. The Marigold substation…she shook her head—Where do they get these names?—was a five-crew micro-station, a mix of botanists and agronomists, with one service robot. The scientists had been stationed in this sector, several thousand kilometres from the certified trading routes, for three years, orbiting the outer rim of Mars. The work they did on the substation was listed as “sustainable renewal resources”. Grosjean scrunched her face. Whatever that meant. She glanced at the goo again. It didn’t look like anything sustainable to her. In fact, it looked riddled with untold germs and equally vile variants.

	The agronomist moaned. Startled, Ashok leaped backwards, going high. Ellis flinched but, crouching closer, tried to revive the man by gently prodding him with a finger.

	Grosjean tugged Ellis out of the way, drew her weapon and took aim. “He may be injured, but we never take any chances. Remember that.” She inspected the man. Covered in the substance, he didn’t resemble the Dr Mica listed on the personnel file. One couldn’t be too careful these days, especially with the recent crime rate. The latest, and most brutal, incident had been the complete destruction of the Corp’s scout cruiser off Jupiter; all two hundred crewmembers had perished. That hurt. Everyone.

	With the tip of her booted foot, she gave the figure a light prod.

	Silence.

	“Check his vitals again.” The bluish-white goo coating the man made her hesitate. She really preferred not to ruin her gloves.

	Another moan.

	With her weapon still trained on the agronomist’s head, she lowered to a crouch and squinted. She detected a faint smell of something sweet. Her nose twitched. It smelled familiar.

	“Oh, oww… Wh-what happened?” the man moaned hoarsely.

	“Medical is en route,” Grosjean replied. “Are you hurt anywhere specific?”

	With the muzzle of her gun, she poked the man’s shoulder. The tip sank into the gooey substance. She made a face, but brought it up to her nose to sniff. Definitely sugar—melted sugar.

	“Where are you hurt?” She leaned closer and tried to find any tell-tale signs of injury. No visible injuries. Nothing amiss other than this weird substance.

	He shifted and turned his face a little, away from the milky-blue goo.

	Taking the medi-scanner from Ashok, she turned to Ellis. “Check the rest of this facility. Weapons set to high stun. Ashok, check the docking logs.”

	“Sir.” Lieutenant Ellis hesitated. “We should wait for backup.”

	Grosjean stopped the eye-roll in time. “So, find out what’s taking them so long while you’re patrolling the facility. Honestly, Ellis. I know you didn’t buy your rank.”

	Ellis nodded and drew his weapon, then poked a finger into his ear to activate the comms.

	As she directed the medi-scanner at the agronomist, Grosjean listened as Lieutenant Ellis summoned backup again. His reporting was to the point, stating straight facts. Good, she thought. There was hope for the young man still. She spared a moment to glance at Lieutenant Ashok as he made a sweep of the docking bay, careful to avoid the goo on a portion of the bulkhead, where it had travelled right up to the ceiling grid panelling and up the metal staircase leading to the next level. Some had splashed into another room neighbouring the bay, which looked like a storage hold. Bits of wood and odd clumps of brown and green matter were strewn everywhere. Ashok stepped over an upturned maintenance cart—its contents littered the deck around it—and made his way to the docking log panel, where more smears of the bluish substance had collected.

	Satisfied her charges were doing as they were told; Grosjean read the man’s vitals. Steady, but elevated heart rate, blood pressure above normal. No broken bones or internal injuries; several bruises on his arms, shoulders and legs. Lungs contained tiny amounts of a foreign substance. Brainwave patterns suggested he was under duress—obviously.

	“I’m going to move you—get you off your stomach. Understand?”

	No response.

	With a sigh, Grosjean removed her gloves and tucked them under her belt. “Lieutenant, a hand please.”

	Ashok rushed to his captain’s side, and together they eased the man onto his back. It was slippery work, but when they finally managed, he moaned and twitched as if having a bad dream.

	“Wipe that stuff off his face,” Grosjean instructed her lieutenant. She shook her hands free of the goo. Unable to resist, she sniffed the substance on her fingers again. “Why does this smell so familiar to me?”

	Ashok sniffed his own hands, then knitted his brows.

	She prodded the man’s shoulder. “I think he’s coming around. You there.” Grosjean leaned in and pulled up his eyelids to check his pupils. They appeared normal, if a bit bloodshot—but that could be from lying on his stomach. “Hello in there. Can you hear me?”

	The man jerked and thrashed, forcing Grosjean to leap back. “Dammit in hell! Calm down! We’re here to help you, not kill you.” Though the temptation was great, considering the man’s thrashing had flung a glob of goo onto her chest. She brushed it off with distaste.

	The man’s eyes popped open and he stared at her. Then he moved his head to look around the room. “What… Did you see that? It—it just blew!”

	Grosjean cocked her head. “What did?”

	He started to pant—a sharp gasp—and clutched himself as though checking to see if he were still whole. Then he laughed, as if having a fit.

	“Dammit,” Grosjean muttered. “I always get the lunatics.”

	Ashok glanced at her. “You think he has a head trauma?”

	Ignoring her lieutenant, Grosjean cleared her throat. “Stop laughing like an idiot. Tell me what happened to you. What is your name?” Grosjean tilted her head, waiting to see how coherent he was.

	The scientist had his hands to his face, rubbing it as he laughed. “M-my name, my name is…oh, dear me! It just blew.” Sobering, he stared up at Grosjean. “My name is Mica. Dr Alex Mica. Wait. Who’re you?” He glanced at her uniform, and the two silver bars on her collar. “Uh. The Corp? Captain. I’m sorry…but it’s just…amazing.”

	“What day is it?” Grosjean continued.

	“What? Uh, Tuesday? August 17, 2337.” Mica quirked a brow. “It is still 2337, right?”

	On any other occasion, Grosjean would’ve wound him up, but right now she didn’t have the energy. “Unfortunately, it is.”

	“Oh good.” Mica shook his head, then clambered to his feet, spreading his arms for balance. Excess goo slopped off and fell to the deck to join the rest of the substance with a wet splat. “You should’ve seen it. The whole thing just exploded! Look at this place! You’d think a bomb had gone off.”

	Grosjean raised a brow. “This was not a bomb?”

	“No—no! Of course not. It was a plant; a whole tray of them. Wait? Is that what you think? Is that why the Corp is here?”

	“Beg your pardon?”

	Dr Mica stared at her.

	“We’re responding to a distress call.” Grosjean stared back, trying to determine if Mica looked suspicious. “What exactly exploded?”

	“Uh… Our experiments, the tray of plants. We’re researching modified aloe plants to store not just the aloe jelly in the leaves, but sugar substitutes—for flavouring drinks,” Mica added, seeing her incomprehension. “We genetically removed the bitter aspect of aloes and replaced it with more natural sugars. Lots of them.”

	“That would explain this smell. Like soda pop.” Grosjean nodded, at last placing the scent. “But why did it explode? And where are the others who are meant to be here?”

	“I…don’t know.” Mica shook his head. Beneath the goo, his blond hair had darkened and turned greenish. “Just five of us. Two, and the robot, went offsite to the Scrap Yard to get parts and some R&R. The other two were carrying the plants into the storage hold… Oh my God!” Mica scanned the area then, frantic. His wide eyes focused on the brown and green substances on the decking. “Are they okay? Is that…” Both his hands pressed against his chest. “…them?”

	“You’re the only one we’ve found here. Our probe scanned this station and found no traces of anyone else. Nor can we pick up their ID signals—only yours. I think you’d better tell me everything. From the very beginning.”

	“We have to find them.” Mica glanced wildly about, then pointed to the storage hold entrance. “They were standing over there, moving the plants, when—boom—they just blew.”

	Grosjean walked closer, checking the floor to find any evidence of Mica’s colleagues. Amid the goo, small green bits were scattered on the deck. Unless the colleagues were alien in origin, she figured it was only plant matter.

	She poked her head into the storage hold, a relatively small space with shelving along the bulkheads. Large crates covered with protective material sat in the centre of the room, partially splattered with the sticky goo. No trace of Mica’s colleagues anywhere; not even footprints.

	Wide-eyed, Mica held his head with both hands. “What happened to them? Where are they?”

	“Ashok, scan this area again, and contact Ellis. Get him back here now.” Grosjean turned to Mica. “What is in these crates? Anything sensitive?”

	“Just soil, fertilisers, extra tray moulds for plants. But these ones are new. They arrived the other day from the weekly courier service, along with our food supplies. We’ve nowhere else to store them but here.”

	“Why store the plants here and not in the nurseries?”

	“Because the transport ship comes to deliver the plants to The Farmstead…uh, the main agrostation on Mars…tomorrow. It’s easier to store them here overnight than drag them from the other side of the station. These transport captains get very impatient when things aren’t ready when they get here. They keep reminding us that time is energy cells, and wasted energy means money—they’re private contractors and expect us to tip them with something they can trade, or even real money. Can you believe that?” Mica shook his head again. “But where’re Nalick and Soong? They can’t have just vanished? We have to find them.”

	Grosjean pursed her lips. “Did you send out the distress signal?”

	Mica shook his head. “Distress call? No. I was…well, a little out of it.”

	“So it’s possible your colleagues must’ve done so.” She glanced at Ashok. “Anything?”

	“No, sir. Ellis is on his way. He said the prelim walkthrough showed nothing. The station remains deserted but for us, and plants. The dock log shows this station only has one deep space shuttle—it berths below in the landing hold hangar. It was logged out with the Scrap Yard as its destination two days ago. We’re the only ones to come since they left.”

	“Check again. See if the log’s been tampered with.” Grosjean turned to Mica. “So, either your colleagues were vaporised on the spot by the explosion, or they somehow managed to get off this station. Any ideas how?”

	“Vaporised?” Mica shook his head again and swayed as if he needed to sit. “How long have I been out?”

	“We received a distress signal three hours ago our time—” She checked the station’s time on the wall. “—approximately eleven thirty-three this morning by your time.”

	“That’s about the time we moved the plants. Nalick, he was joking about them looking like a fat lady’s legs upside down. Soong didn’t like that comment, so she let him have it by saying they were like his dick, when, and if ever, he got it up. They’re involved, you see. Then they started arguing some more. I told them off—I’m senior agronomist here and they shouldn’t be fraternising, but I let it slide because, well, they were involved before they came here. Then, I don’t know…I think Nalick sort of lost his grip on the tray…dropped his side. Soong cursed him for being clumsy. The plants sort of slid to one side. Next thing you know…”

	“Boom?”

	“Exactly.”

	“Did you know these aloe plants were so volatile?”

	“They were genetically enhanced and modified. And no, that’s not likely. As far as we know, what we created is an alternative to sugar cane and other sugar-based plants. But the aloe’s natural jelly substance made the sugar substitute more gel-like, syrupy, and we just—”

	Grosjean put her hand up to halt Mica. She remembered her science lessons. Sugar, fermentation, alcohol, incendiary agent, boom. It took a spilt second to process the possible chain. One never knew what geeks cooked up these days and called science.

	She gave Mica another cursory inspection to see if he appeared mad scientist enough to manufacture explosives. “Possible fermentation?”

	“As I said, Captain, not likely. The plants would have to go rotten for that.” He glowered at Grosjean. “Look, I don’t know. It blew. I was knocked back where you found me. Where I’ve been, apparently, for the last three hours.”

	“Captain.” Ellis returned, a little out of breath. “I found something interesting.” He held a medium-sized pulse gun between his gloved fingers. “Found it right outside a hatchway—like it was dropped there.”

	She turned to Mica. “Yours?”

	Mica shook his head. “Captain, you know we’re not allowed weapons like that. We’ve the standard stunners, set to medium stun. The only real weapons we have are in the shuttle’s weapons system. And even then, it’s limited to a single railgun.”

	Grosjean considered something. “Even a pulse gun couldn’t cause this much damage unless it hit something volatile. This means your station has been breached. Did you see anything out of the ordinary?”

	Mica made a series of blinks, and his mouth fell open. “Uhh…” And shrugged.

	“Ellis—” Grosjean glanced at her lieutenant. “—scan the weapon for DNA.”

	With a nod, Ellis took the pulse gun and retreated to their shuttle.

	Grosjean crooked her finger at Mica. “Walk with me and explain what happened again.”

	“Look, I don’t know. I told you what happened. I don’t know any more. I was out, remember.” Letting out a ragged breath, Mica ran a hand through his gooey hair, making it spike up. “We have to find them, not stand around talking about it.”

	“Calm down,” Grosjean said in a low voice. She stared at the agronomist, frustration nibbling at her. She hated dealing with civilians; they got emotional and digressed from the main point. “Focus. Tell me everything from the beginning—again.”

	Mica related what he remembered as they walked away from the storage hold to the centre of the docking bay. Grosjean paced as she listened, prodding fallen items with the tips of her boots. From an open hatchway, she spotted a small see-through decontamination room, and a lab beyond it.

	Something didn’t sit right. Frowning at Mica, lost in thought, Grosjean watched him speak. Unless vaporised, people didn’t vanish into thin air. And even then, there’d still be traces, remnants. The probe would’ve picked up any foreign matter—like incendiary agents—unless the quantities were too low to detect. She needed to scan the area again—she’d get Ellis on that right away while she…

	What in hell? Why is Mica looking at me funny? Was there goo on her face?

	Mica had stopped talking—for how long, she wasn’t sure—and stared at her with an amused expression. It was That Look men made. The corners of his mouth curled up into a smile, the typical guy-smile reaction when a woman stared at them. Even his pupils seemed dilated.

	Realising she was still staring, Grosjean narrowed her eyes but said nothing. She fixed her face so it went blank. She was strong, domineering and frosty, a bitch, and liked it that way. No matter what was whispered behind her back, and the disgruntled amorous advances she’d left in her wake. And it was the only way she knew how to be. She would not swoon like a damsel; that would only make her retch.

	She jabbed a finger in her earpiece. “Ellis. Use the handheld and run a scan around the blast area, check for incendiary agents. The quantities might be too low to register on first sweep, so check it good. Any luck with DNA on the gun?”

	“Nothing at all, sir.”

	Hand fisted on her hip, Grosjean turned away. “So, two of your scientists have vanished after an altercation—”

	“It wasn’t an altercation,” Mica interrupted. “They squabble all the time.”

	“—while transporting genetically enhanced aloe plants. As of yet, we don’t know if those plants were volatile, or how much. We’ve also found a pulse gun on the scene that you claim doesn’t belong to you or this station.”

	Mica shook his head. “Claim? It doesn’t belong to me. Or this station. Look, whatever you think, something terrible has happened to my team. Someone obviously boarded this station and did something. Maybe they kidnapped Nalick and Soong? Maybe they managed to trip the distress signal before being taken? Look, I don’t know!”

	“You were unconscious. I’ve not forgotten. I noticed your security cams are down. How convenient.”

	“They are?” Mica scrubbed his hands over his face again. Frustration seemed to overwhelm him as he fisted a hand in his hair. He glanced at his hands, staring at the goo. “I need to wash this off.” He turned to Grosjean, seeking permission.

	She nodded, and watched as he headed for a sink in the lab. According to the schematics of the station, there was nowhere for him to run if that’s what he planned. Beyond the labs was a nursery and crew quarters. No exits on that level, or none he could get to before she stopped him.

	“Ashok.” She activated her communicator. “Get into the control room and see if there’s any useable surveillance data. Anything at all.”

	“Already done, Captain. Nothing,” Ashok replied. “The data’s all scrambled. The last usable footage is from two days ago.”

	“Dammit in hell.” Grosjean tried to restrain a snarl and failed. She sucked in a few calming breaths. This odd incident was turning into a frustrating nightmare, and she had a good mind to contact the proper law enforcement authorities and let them handle it. The Commonwealth Corp had no business meddling with private sector affairs, explosions or not. Their purview was defending space from enemies within and without, whether human or inhuman (if ever encountered), intent on acts of violence and war against the known galaxy, and to maintain peace and order. The agrostation was private sector, and whatever had happened here reeked of plain old vandalism. Worst-case scenario, raiders or pirates. The Alliance Task Force could handle it from here.

	Mica returned, water dripping from his face. He appeared younger. Cleaner. Pinker.

	“What’s hap—” Mica shut his mouth in response to Grosjean’s dangerous scowl.

	“Is this some joke?” she barked as she stepped towards him, which made him back away. “Where are your scientists hiding? There is absolutely no record of anyone coming or going for two full days! The cam data is fried and useless. You see now how this is all looking? Start talking. Now.”

	“Hey, I’m not making this up. If this is a joke, I really would like to know as well. I’m going to search this place. They’re my scientists, my responsibility. And if they’re the ones pulling a prank on me, it’s not funny and their tenure on this station is over.”

	“Lead the way.” Grosjean swept her arms to the hatch. Though she didn’t need to use the com-link, she jabbed her ear again and bellowed, “Ashok, use the ship’s scanners and search this entire place again for anything remotely off. Heat sources, odd shapes, you name it. Scan it. Now!”

	“Captain,” Ellis cleared his throat. “I’ve picked up some traces of sulphur and small metal casings. Looks like someone let off a Snare Gun 3 in here.”

	“What in hell am I hearing?” Grosjean marched towards the storage area, where Ellis crouched with his handheld scanner. “Mica. With me.”

	Snare Gun 3s sent out a trio of tiny barbed explosive projectiles. They hissed out, latched onto their target, and exploded like small firecrackers. Enough damage to immobilise a person. Send it into volatile aloe plants, any number of things could happen. But, Grosjean wondered, how did the shooter know the plants would blow? Maybe they didn’t. Maybe they were as surprised as the rest of the crew…and got covered with goo themselves.

	“Check the area for more of this sticky crap. We might find a trail.”

	




Chapter Two


	“What ducks?”

	“Ducts, sir.”

	“Speak clearly, Ellis.” Grosjean knew what her lieutenant meant the first time, but winding them up was the highlight of her day. It added to the scare factor she was known for, and it gave her a chuckle. Walking to the first metal grating on the deck, she grinned as Mica raised a brow.

	“Why do they call you ‘sir’?” Mica asked.

	“Why not?” Grosjean blinked. “I’m their lord and master.”

	“But, you’re a…” His eyes dropped to her breasts for a split second.

	“Your point?” She stared at him.

	“Never mind.” Mica raised his hands defensively. “Just thought ma’am would be the appropriate title. What do I know about the military?”

	“Ma’am is my mother. I am not her. Unless stated otherwise, in the Commonwealth Corp, it’s sir.”

	“Gotcha.” Mica cleared his throat. “And, what was your name again? Growdon?”

	“Grosjean.”

	“Grow-jon?”

	She sneered. “Close.”

	Civilians. Snorting in impatience, Grosjean bent down to the opening of a service duct. She turned to Mica with a scowl, sensing he stared at her backside. His eyes darted up to meet hers, wide. Typical guy; they couldn’t help themselves. Well, at least she had a nice ass. And he had a nice smile that made her think of surfing, sunshine and girlie drinks—

	Dammit in hell. What am I doing? Where did that come from? She blinked and tried to refocus as she stared down the grate. When was my last shore leave? Too long ago, in another life. Maybe after this incident is sorted—

	She cleared her throat, gritting her teeth. “Ellis?” she called down through the opening with a gruff bite. “Where are you?”

	“Not far. Under the lab, sir.” A dull scrape, footsteps, then Ellis’ head came into view.

	“Anything?”

	“Traces of the substance, like someone wiped up after themselves. I followed the station’s underbelly all the way to this maintenance service duct that leads to an exit. Hatch has been tampered with—from the outside. I can see a small descrambler stuck on the outside.” Ellis’ earnest grey eyes blinked as he paused. “Do you wish me to go…retrieve it?”

	Grosjean smiled and affected patience.

	Ellis huffed a breath and nodded. “I’ll go suit up then, sir.”

	“Captain,” Ashok called out from the tiny control room nudged into a bulkhead in the docking bay. “Our backup will be here in five.”

	Grosjean waved her hand dismissively. “Tell them to wait. Ellis is going for a walk—wouldn’t want him getting sucked in by their engines.” She poked a finger in her ear. “Ellis, did you hear? Make it quick.”

	“You think someone got in from the service hatch?” Mica leaned in, hands on his knees, and peered into the hole. “We’ve heard reports of pirates. You think Nalick and Soong were taken by them?”

	“Or caught them by surprise.” Grosjean glanced at Mica’s concerned face. It was distressingly close and she wanted to smack him for no other reason than that. “And if they weren’t taken, then the chances of them being alive are slight. Ashok!” she called out. “Still no luck on their signals?”

	“None, sir.”

	“So.” Her attention returned to Mica. “Either their ID signals have been disabled or their arms have been chopped off.”

	“My God.” Mica sucked in a breath and dropped to his knees. “You mean they could be dead? Oh, no…this isn’t happening.”

	Civilians. So emotional. She stared at him and hoped he wasn’t going to cry. “Possibly. You’ve been here long enough. You know the risks. Kidnappings aren’t uncommon. Killing them is easier—that is, if they weren’t seeking a ransom. However…” Grosjean paused to mull something over. “Why shoot at them in the docking bay? Are you certain plants are the only things you have on this facility? How well do you know your team?”

	“Three years—four, if you count the time spent in orientation on Earth.” Mica blinked in disbelief. “This isn’t happening. This can’t be true. We have to find them.”

	“You didn’t answer my question. How well do you know them?”

	“Well enough. That’s a long time to get to know people, especially living here. You can’t help but get into each other’s lives.”

	Grosjean sat on her haunches and waited.

	“And no, they’re not into anything illegal. I would’ve known about it.”

	“And the other geeks?”

	Mica clamped his mouth into a line. “The other scientists, two I can vouch for with my life. I’ve known them since university. The other, he’s…it’s an android. So you can rule him out.”

	“I rule nothing out.” Grosjean stood. “Ashok, run another background on all the…scientists on board, including the make and model of the robot. Alert Command of our situation, and alert the Mars Defence Group, Lunar Hub Security and Earth Alliance Task Force of a possible kidnapping of civilians. Tell our backup team to run a perimeter scan—make sure no one is monitoring us. Mica, come with me.”

	Grosjean strode back to the storage hold. With some reluctance, Mica shuffled behind her, his face furrowed with worry.

	The thought of pirates had her mind racing in all sorts of directions. Could the station be a drop-off point for illegal activities? It was too close to Mars and the Lunar Hub, which meant too many witnesses, but anything was possible. She considered the transport ships that docked here, bringing supplies—private contractors. It was a possibility, and since they never kept a set route and went wherever the money was, it would seem likely they’d have underhanded connections deeper in space. And Mica’s team members just happened to be in the way. But why would private contractors or pirates—if it was pirates—hit an agrostation? There was nothing here but plants and manure.

	And pirates made her think of someone else. Even after three years, the man found a way into her thoughts at least once a day—sometimes twice. And it would be so like him to pull a stunt like this, where questions outnumbered answers in the “what happened?” department. She pressed her lips together and pushed Norstrom out of her mind. He was dead.

	“Is anything missing from this hold? Look carefully,” Grosjean asked Mica.

	He scowled but glanced around, then reached for a small tablet hanging from a rack. He tapped it several times, and the tablet came alive. “I’ll have to cross-check with the hold’s log…give me a minute.”

	Grosjean strolled about the small room as she waited. It seemed likely that she’d have to relinquish this case—with pleasure—to the proper agencies to investigate. Unless military personnel were involved, which she hoped they weren’t, this appeared to be a straight hit on civilians and private sector property. And all she’d done was respond to a distress call. Fingers crossed, she hoped it stayed that way. But she wouldn’t hand over a half-assed preliminary investigation. She’d be thorough, as usual, and cross-check all the possibilities and angles.

	The room smelled of old cloth and dried grass. Her nostrils prickled to the point she wanted to sneeze. She rubbed her nose, sniffing, as Ellis reported back through her earpiece.

	“Captain, it’s a generic descrambler. Not high-end. Probably homemade, using second-hand parts. Untraceable. Scanned for DNA traces. And…uhh. Well, I found a match. You’re not going to believe this. There’s some elements of your old friend on it. It’s like he, well, umm, kissed the descrambler…”

	It took a moment for the words to register. To sink in. She blinked. Grosjean took a deep breath, held it, then slowly let it out. Had she had a moment of clairvoyance earlier, or was she losing her mind from boredom—hearing things? “If you mean Captain Norstrom, he is not my friend. Nor was his crew aboard the Drunken Sailor. They were galactic criminals, wanted all over the known universe. And they are dead.” Snarling, she kicked a corner of a storage crate. “What in hell! Are you sure? Are you absolutely positive, Ellis?”

	“Yes, Captain.” Ellis’ voice shook. “I’ve run it twice.”

	“How is this possible?”

	“Sir?” Ellis paused. “I don’t know. We all saw him die. Might also be that someone placed it there with his DNA? But who would do that?”

	“Check it again, Ellis.” Grosjean bit down the urge to scream. “Don’t worry, Dr Mica. Your geeks are safe. If it is Norstrom, then he isn’t into killing. Just theft. And tricks.”

	But Mica wasn’t listening. He scratched his still-damp head, making more blond tufts spike into the air.

	“What?”

	“Well.” Mica squatted down and stared at a box. “This crate isn’t logged in. I don’t remember it being here before. I oversee everything that comes in or out of this place. It’s my job.”

	“Lieutenant, scan it,” Grosjean said without looking at her subordinate.

	Ashok had entered the room moments earlier. He aimed his scanner at the box and shook his head. “It seems to be lined with a deflector or something. It’s repelling the scan. It’s reading as a solid box.”

	“Open it.” Grosjean directed this to Ashok, who stared at the crate. “Today would be good, don’t you think, Ashok?” Honestly, how in hell did he make lieutenant! I’m too lenient with them.

	Moving next to Mica, Ashok helped to drag out the heavy crate by grasping the corners. It had been tucked next to one containing organic fertiliser, then half-covered with a beige tarp. Resembling a regular grey plastic crating box about a metre high and wide, and three long, it weighed a considerable amount judging by the way the two men grunted with effort.

	Grosjean pulled out her concussion gun and took aim as her lieutenant and Mica began disengaging the locks at the top. With a sharp nod, she gave the okay and they removed the cover. They stepped back immediately and hunched, as if waiting for the box to explode.

	Some porous, straw-like synthetic packing material spilled out. Mica stood waiting for direction, glancing from Ashok to Grosjean.

	Ashok aimed the scanner into the crate, and gasped. “There’s someone inside—two someones! Quickly, take out the packing!”

	Ashok and Mica scrambled, and soon resembled digging dogs. Packing material flew, wafting briefly in the air before settling to the deck around them. Grosjean, still not taking chances, stood firm and kept her weapon aimed. If the resurrected Norstrom had a hand in this, she could expect any number of surprises from a spring-loaded clown popping out to an explosion of extra-bouncy jellybeans. She remembered one occasion when he’d crammed a space cruiser’s freezer with its captain and senior crew—naked except for thermal underwear. Okay, so that had been funny, but she still didn’t like surprises.

	“Oh my God!” Mica exclaimed, his voice frantic. “It’s Soong! Ellie, Ellie, can you hear me?” He pulled the sleeping woman’s arm. She made a low moan from under a breathing mask. “Quick, get her out. Nalick’s under her.”

	The unconscious, oxygen-masked and partially goo-covered scientists were pulled out and laid gently onto the storage hold’s decking. Grosjean scowled at them. Then, closing her eyes, she took a deep, calming breath. Someone had clipped a handwritten note on Soong’s shoulder that said: “Hello, Pet.”

	Mica removed the breathers. After a moment, Soong came around. She blinked and pushed her sticky dark hair from her face. “What happened? My head’s spinning.” She rubbed a sore spot. “I feel so sleepy.”

	“Can you tell us what you remember?” Grosjean crouched down before the woman. She picked up the oxygen canister. Did it contain a sedative? It would explain why they hadn’t come to sooner, or made a noise.

	Soong was a slight woman, no more than twenty-five, with a creamy complexion, narrow, dark eyes and a generous mouth. Her mouth, at the moment, was screwed up in a lopsided grimace while one eye rotated around the room; the other one was squeezed tightly shut. It was obvious her head spun like mad.

	“Some man came out from behind Pooks,” Soong said in a slur. Laying back down, she clutched her head with both hands. “He shot—missed Pooks by an inch. And then…boom.”

	Grosjean gathered Pooks was Nalick. She glanced at Ashok, who was taking Nalick’s vitals. “What happened next? What did this shooter look like?”

	“Damn good-looking.” Soong blew out a breath and managed a grin. “Handsome, scruffy and wicked. He looked right at me and…winked.” Soong giggled, then passed out again with a smile.

	Mica touched her forehead gently and glanced at Grosjean. “I’ll take her to sick bay.”

	“Not yet.” An arc of fury lanced into Grosjean’s brain. She ground her teeth. “Summon the medics here. Don’t move them. We don’t know how hard they were hit or what sedatives were used to keep them quiet.” She stood and stalked the confines of the storage hold with slow, purposeful steps.

	Ashok called for the medics, while Mica tried to make the concussed and drugged comfortable. Nalick was still out of it; in fact, the middle-aged man snored like he was in a deep sleep.

	Grosjean made a fist. Handsome, scruffy and wicked—of course he was. As if the note hadn’t confirmed it, the description most definitely did. Captain Norstrom, back from the dead. So the crash hadn’t killed him after all. It was so like him to fool everyone and have a grand old laugh.

	If he wasn’t dead, like they’d assumed, why would he choose to turn up now? And what was his motive for wrecking the agrostation’s docking bay with volatile aloe plants—she still believed them to be volatile—then knocking the two geeks out? Norstrom hadn’t taken anything, which was so unlike him. He’d only left confusing clues behind, which was so like him.

	But he was dead! So how, then, is he still alive?

	Grosjean kicked the end of a shelving unit and took a breath. She wanted to scream and belch out curses. Ashok hunched and turned away from her, knowing she was in another of her foul moods.

	Mica stood and faced her with raised a brow. “Who is this Norstrom?”

	She didn’t answer. Words jammed in her throat, violent expletives followed by screams. It was better to keep her mouth closed. Clamped shut.

	“A long story,” Ashok whispered, answering for her. He shook his head. “Don’t go there.”

	Grosjean ignored the two men. She reached a shelving post and gripped it hard to steady herself. Three years had passed, three years during which she’d thought him dead. Mild relief washed over her now. He’s alive! She wanted to smile, but knew that was the wrong reaction. They’d been involved—aeons ago, in her ignorant youth. No one knew. And it was only half the reason for her brief sadness when she’d thought him dead.

	She missed the chase.

	She also wanted to gouge his eyes out. He’d been the bane of her existence for so long. His foolish, childish antics and activities with his so-called band of pirates as they annoyed space was one thing, but that he affected her the way he did, time and time again, had only made it more aggravating. Even dead, thoughts of him had plagued her. She’d missed him. And now, to find out he wasn’t dead? She gripped the post harder. His supposed death! He’d tricked everyone yet again.

	From the corner of her eyes, she noticed as Ashok stole a glance at her, then leaned towards Mica. The lieutenant was unable to keep his mouth shut. “Norstrom used to be a good guy. Then he went pirate—but in a good way. The captain’s been after him for close to five years. She’d just made captain, and was given the Renwick for the sole purpose of capturing him.”

	“I don’t understand. Surely the Alliance Task Force would handle a criminal.”

	“He’s former military. We handle our own, and—”

	“He was a decorated Commonwealth Corp captain of the Marines Division.” Grosjean turned, finishing for Ashok. “Whether it was from his arrogant bravado or success during the numerous engagements between mercenaries and pirates in the Station Wars, I don’t know how he did it. Probably stole the rank,” she muttered under her breath. “He had superb diplomatic skills when it came to negotiations during stand-offs. He had the gift of the gab, and his efforts ended the war.” Because he cared, a bit too much, so he turned over to the other side.

	He’d always been a bit wild. No, liberated. She remembered he’d once claimed military life was too restrictive for him. Running wild through space, on the other hand, suited him, enabling his kleptomaniac tendencies. She had to admit, he’d been born to be a pirate, whether on the open seas or in outer space. Norstrom was a cheeky little bastard who had raised havoc and mayhem all across the known galaxy. From petty theft of consumer goods—a cargo-load of tampons being his most embarrassingly juvenile choice—to more serious navigational consoles, the odd pharmaceuticals, and his crowning glory: the theft of a space station. They were still looking for it.

	“So he’s a dangerous, wanted criminal then?”

	“Dangerous?” Grosjean snorted. “He’s only fifteenth on the most wanted criminal list. Norstrom had…has an aversion to killing, even in self-defence—he’d rather run fast or get beaten to a pulp before using lethal force. How he made it into the Corp has always baffled me. His preferred choice of mayhem was pranks and foils, and it frustrated everyone pursuing him. At every turn, he outsmarted and confused us… Me.” To the point she’d honed her now-famous snarl to perfection. That they’d once been involved only improved it further.

	“He was so handsome, and charming. It sort of added to his intrigue and, well, legend,” Ashok sighed. He cleared his throat. “I mean, is. If he’s alive, that is.”

	Not to mention the pile-up of women with stolen gems and broken hearts he’d left in his wake. Grosjean rolled her mouth, tasting the acidic bite of disgust. Her involvement with Norstrom was a secret, one she planned on keeping well past her grave and into the beyond. When the warrants were issued for his apprehension, she’d jumped at the chance and fought tooth and nail to get the assignment. After all, she’d had a score to settle with him.

	Involvement was an understatement. Norstrom had been the only person to bring her swooning to her knees like the silly damsel she professed not to be. Her face heated as she remembered how completely besotted she’d been with him. No, not besotted. Something worse.

	In love.

	That she still felt something for him was even more humiliating. He was her weakness and her strength, the thorn in her side and the salve to her wounds, the bane of her existence and the absolute joy of her life. And—a thousand curses—did he know it and never let her forget.

	Kissing the descrambler, honestly!

	For five years, she’d sought him out, to not only capture him but to smack him a solid good one in that smug face of his. Correction—his balls. Repeatedly. Even though the wedding had been a secret one, it didn’t excuse him standing her up at the altar. No one jilted her and left her holding a bunch of stupid flowers on a hot, sticky beach. The reason had been even stupider than her being left holding flowers.
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