
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Second Wind at Jupiter

# Second Wind at Jupiter

## Chapter One: Tuesday Morning

The basil was dying again.

Mara pressed her thumb against the soil—real soil, shipped at criminal expense from Earth—and felt the dryness that meant another leak in the irrigation line. Sector C's water recycler had been running hot for three days, throwing off the pH balance, and now her plants were paying the price.

"Not today," she muttered, already reaching for her tool belt. The café wouldn't open for another hour. Time enough to fix one more thing.

Through the porthole above her greenhouse table, Jupiter hung like a patient god, its Great Red Spot currently rotated away from view. She'd watched that planet for six years now, ever since she'd bought this converted shipping container and bolted it to Rock-42's commercial ring. The planet never judged her for leaving the fleet. Never asked why a chief engineer would trade intergalactic liners for a café that barely broke even.

The basil didn't ask either. It just grew, or didn't, depending on whether she did her job.

She found the leak in under two minutes—a hairline fracture where the feeder tube connected to the main line, probably from yesterday's micro-quake when Hale Industries had blasted Grid 7. A dab of sealant, a prayer to the gods of hydroponics, and water began flowing again. Her hands were still dirty when she moved to the espresso machine.

0430 station time. Ninety minutes until opening. Enough time to run the full startup sequence, check the life-support monitors, and maybe—if the universe was feeling generous—sit down for five minutes.

"Good morning, Mara," ECHO's voice emerged from the overhead speakers, warm and slightly concerned in the way Mara had programmed to sound like her grandmother. "You've been awake for twenty-three hours."

"Morning, ECHO." Mara pulled her first shot of the day, watching the crema form like rust-colored foam. "Any critical alerts?"

"Negative. However, I must note that you create maintenance emergencies to avoid sleeping."

"I create solutions to maintenance problems. There's a difference." The smell of coffee filled the small space—bitter, rich, completely out of place in this metal box at the edge of civilization. It covered the ever-present scent of recycled air and industrial solvents. "Life support status?"

"Oxygen at 20.8 percent, well within tolerances. Carbon scrubbers operating at 94 percent efficiency. Temperature steady at 19 degrees Celsius." A pause. "You should sleep, Mara. The basil will still need you tomorrow."

"The basil needed me today." She took a sip—strong, slightly acidic, perfect—and felt the first edge of exhaustion dull. Six years of insomnia had taught her to function on coffee and stubbornness. "What's the station news?"

"Hale Industries mining crews completed preliminary surveys of Grid 7 yesterday. Three residents of the old residential ring reported structural stress from the blast vibrations. Chen Wei's daughter sustained a broken arm when a support beam shifted."

Mara's hand tightened on her cup. "Is she okay?"

"Dr. Benson reports she will make a full recovery. However, Chen Wei has filed a formal complaint with station operations regarding safety protocols."

Which would go precisely nowhere, because Hale Industries owned station operations now. Had owned it since they'd purchased Rock-42's mineral rights from the bankruptcy auction three months ago. Before that, the station had belonged to Kepler Mining Consolidated. Before that, to the original Colonial Development Corporation. Each successive owner cared a little less about the 500 people who called this rock home, and a lot more about the platinum-group metals still buried in its core.

"Note to self," Mara said quietly. "Check on Chen Wei today. Bring him the good coffee."

"Noted. Additionally, there is an anomaly in the berth registry I thought you should know about."

Mara looked up from her cup. ECHO didn't usually flag administrative minutiae. "What kind of anomaly?"

"A medical transport ship docked at berth 47 last night, 0243 hours. Automated crew, no passenger manifest. Registry lists it as a standard supply run, but the mass readings are inconsistent with medical supplies."

"How inconsistent?"

"Approximately 2,300 kilograms heavier than manifest would suggest. Also, the ship's transponder has been broadcasting a low-frequency encrypted signal since docking. I cannot decode it with my current processing capacity."

Mara set down her coffee. In her twenty years as a ship's engineer, she'd learned that ships didn't lie about their mass. Fuel calculations, thrust ratios, docking clamp specifications—all of it depended on accurate weight. A ship broadcasting the wrong mass was either broken or hiding something.

"Any idea what's in there?"

"Negative. The ship's hull is shielded against passive scans." ECHO's tone shifted to something that might have been concern, if an AI could feel such things. "Should I flag this for station security?"

Station security consisted of two overworked officers who mostly dealt with drunk miners and recycling disputes. If something was actually wrong—smuggling, contraband, worse—they'd be in over their heads.

"Not yet," Mara said. "Let me think about it."

She moved through her morning routine on autopilot: checking pressure seals, testing the water purification system, examining each piece of salvaged furniture for stress fractures. The Last Lighthouse wasn't just a café. It was a converted shipping container she'd bought for everything she had left, retrofitted with life-support, power distribution, and a greenhouse module she'd welded together from scrap. Every joint, every seal, every wire was her responsibility. If something failed, people could die.

She'd learned that lesson on the *Meridian*.

No. Don't think about the *Meridian*. Think about the basil. Think about the coffee. Think about the small things that could be saved.

At 0545, exactly on schedule, the door chimed.

Tuesday mornings belonged to Yuki.

"Mara-san." The old welder bowed slightly—a habit from a childhood on Titan's Japanese colony—as she shed her outer vac-suit layer. Underneath she wore her usual coveralls, patched in seven places, each patch a different color because aesthetics were less important than function. "The spinach is growing well."

"Thanks to your repair on the grow-light housing." Mara was already preparing Yuki's usual—double espresso, no sugar, served in the blue cup from the CSV *Meridian*, lost with all hands in the belt collision of '43. Yuki always used that cup. Mara had never asked why. "How's the shoulder?"

"Stiff. Old. Like me." Yuki accepted the coffee with both hands, a gesture of respect that Mara had learned not to deflect. Her weathered face showed the kind of tired that went deeper than lost sleep—the fatigue of someone who'd been fighting entropy for forty years and knew she'd eventually lose. "Did you hear about Grid 7?"

"The blast yesterday? Hard to miss." Mara pulled her own shot, added a careful spoonful of honey from her small supply. "ECHO told me about Chen Wei's daughter."

"Broken arm. She will heal." Yuki sipped her coffee, and some of the tension eased from her shoulders. "But Mara-san... I have worked on stations for forty years. I know the sound of a place dying. Rock-42 is making that sound."

Mara had heard it too. In the way the hull vibrated at frequencies it shouldn't. In the increased maintenance requests that never got funded. In the gradual exodus of families with children, heading to safer stations where corporate oversight actually meant something.

"Hale Industries bought the mineral rights," Mara said carefully. "That doesn't mean they're shutting us down."

"No. It means they are deciding if we are worth the cost of keeping alive." Yuki set down her cup with precise deliberation. "I received a notice yesterday. My residential contract is under 'routine review.' Along with thirty others."

"They can't just evict people. Colonial residency laws—"

"—apply when there is money to fight them in court." Yuki's smile was gentle but sad. "We are 500 people on a rock that three companies have already abandoned as unprofitable. How long do you think we have?"

Before Mara could answer, the door chimed again—early, enthusiastic, slightly too loud.

"Early crowd today!" Zeke tumbled in, all elbows and electric blue hair, their fingers already flying across a battered tablet. "Did I miss the existential dread about corporate overlords?"

Mara found herself smiling despite everything. "Just getting started. Want the usual?"

"You know me so well." Zeke collapsed into their preferred corner booth—the one with the view of Jupiter and the old graffiti carved into the composite table: *WE WERE HERE. WE MATTERED.* "Though I might need something stronger than hot chocolate for what I found last night."

"You're sixteen. The strongest thing you're getting is extra whipped cream." Mara started heating milk, mixing the real chocolate powder she traded for with Station Supply. "What did you find?"

Zeke looked between Mara and Yuki, their usual hyperactive energy suddenly focused. "Did you see the ship that docked last night? Section 12, berth 47?"

Mara's hand paused on the steam wand. "ECHO mentioned it. Medical transport, right?"

"Supposedly." Zeke's fingers danced across their tablet, pulling up a wireframe schematic. "But here's the thing—I was running some routine packet sniffing, totally legal, just monitoring public transponder signals—"

"Zeke."

"—okay, mostly legal—and I caught this ship broadcasting encrypted data bursts. Military-grade encryption. On a civilian medical transport that's supposed to be hauling bandages and bone-knitters." They looked up, eyes bright with the particular joy of people who loved puzzles. "So I did some digging—legal digging this time, I swear—and guess what?"

"You're going to tell us regardless," Mara said, but she brought the hot chocolate over herself instead of making Zeke come to the counter. Sat down across from them, which she rarely did during opening prep. Yuki turned in her seat, attention focused.

"The ship isn't hauling medical supplies." Zeke's voice dropped to something almost reverent. "It's hauling data. Specifically—" they turned the tablet to show a manifest code, "—a decommissioned station AI core."

Mara felt something cold settle in her chest. "What station?"

Zeke's expression went serious. "This one. Rock-42."

The three of them sat in silence. Through the porthole, Jupiter continued its eternal rotation, the Great Red Spot beginning to edge into view—a storm that had raged for four hundred years, indifferent to the small dramas of human beings.

"I do not understand," Yuki said finally. "The original mining company's AI was decommissioned when they declared bankruptcy. Eight years ago. Why would it be here now?"

"Because it's valuable." Mara's engineering brain was already running simulations, calculating implications. "Station AIs don't just manage operations. They keep records. Complete operational histories—mineral surveys, safety reports, worker contracts, accident investigations, residency agreements..."

"Everything," Zeke finished. "Every piece of data about who has rights to what, who's protected by which regulations, where the valuable minerals are actually located." They pulled up another screen. "According to public berth records, the ship is scheduled for corporate pickup in—" they checked the time, "—eighteen hours. 0600 tomorrow."

"Hale Industries," Yuki said quietly.

"Has to be." Zeke was scrolling through data now, their expression darkening. "They bought the mineral rights, but that doesn't automatically give them access to the original company's proprietary data. They'd need to acquire it separately, probably through some kind of asset auction. But if they have that AI, they'll know exactly what's valuable on this rock, what's not, and—"

"Who's essential and who's not," Mara finished. The cold in her chest spread outward. "They'll have legal grounds to void existing residential contracts. Claim the whole station is an industrial zone. Evict anyone who can't prove they're productive to the new operation."

"Five hundred people live here," Yuki said, her voice still calm but with an undercurrent of steel. "Most of them have nowhere else to go. The relocation stipends barely cover transport to the belt stations, and the belt stations are full. Where do they send old welders who are too expensive to keep?"

Mara knew where. She'd seen the retirement habitats on Luna—warehouses for worn-out workers, places where people went to wait for the end. She'd visited her grandmother there, once, before the Meridian. Before she'd learned that some things couldn't be fixed.

"There has to be something we can do," Zeke said, their teenage optimism fighting against the weight of corporate inevitability. "Like, legal challenges or—or we could contact the Colonial Rights Ombudsman, or—"

"Legal challenges take time and money," Yuki said gently. "We have neither. And the Ombudsman works on a backlog measured in years."

"So we just let them take it? Let them evict everyone?" Zeke's hands were shaking slightly, though whether from anger or fear, Mara couldn't tell. "That's bullshit. That's—"

"That's how the system works," Mara said. She stood up, moved to the window, pressed her hand against the cold composite. Outside, in the thin slice of space between the café and the station's inner hull, she could see the running lights of other hab modules. Salvaged containers like hers, welded into place by people who'd decided this rock was worth calling home.

Chen Wei lived in one of those modules, with his three children and his memories of a wife who'd died in a mining accident twelve years ago. Dr. Benson lived in another, running a clinic on donated supplies and determination. Maria Santos, seven months pregnant, growing vegetables in a hydroponics bay she'd built herself. The Park twins, recycling every scrap of metal because waste meant death in space.

Five hundred people. Small lives, small dreams. Not important enough for the newsfeeds. Not profitable enough for protection.

But real. Breathing. Trying.

The problem with vacuum was that it didn't care about your feelings. It didn't care if you were tired, or scared, or grieving. It didn't care if you'd lost 347 people and couldn't save them. Your job was to keep the machines running so it didn't get the chance to kill anyone else.

Mara had spent six years hiding from that job. Believing she could only save small things now. Basil plants. Coffee machines. Maybe, on good days, herself.

But standing here, looking at the lights of five hundred people who were about to lose their homes, she felt something she hadn't felt since the *Meridian*—a terrible, familiar calculation spinning up in her mind. Mass and velocity. Thrust and trajectory. Risk and probability.

The engineering problem of the seemingly impossible.

She turned back to Yuki and Zeke. "What if the ship never makes it to the pickup?"

Zeke blinked. "What?"

"The ship. The AI core. What if—hypothetically—it was no longer available for Hale Industries to retrieve? What if there was some kind of... unfortunate delay?"

Yuki's eyes narrowed slightly, but she said nothing. Watching. Waiting.

"Are you suggesting we—" Zeke's eyes went wide. "Holy shit. You want to steal it."

"I'm suggesting," Mara said carefully, "that berth 47 is in a poorly monitored section. That automated medical transports don't have human crews to raise alarms. That if a ship were to experience technical difficulties—a power fluctuation, a navigation error, something that required emergency docking in a... different location—it might take corporate retrieval teams some time to locate it."

"How much time?" Yuki asked.

"Enough to access the AI. Copy whatever data we need. Find leverage." Mara was running calculations now, couldn't stop herself. Docking approach vectors. Power requirements. Security protocols. "Enough to prove which contracts are legally binding. Which safety violations were never addressed. Which accidents were preventable."

"You're talking about stealing a spaceship," Zeke said, but they were grinning now, that wild grin of someone finally being invited to do something important. "From a major corporation. While it's docked at a station they basically own."

"I'm talking about borrowing it. Temporarily."

"Where would we even hide something that size?" Zeke pulled up station schematics on their tablet. "Rock-42 isn't exactly spacious, and any unauthorized docking would trigger alerts."

Mara looked around her café. At the greenhouse section with its struggling plants. At the small dining area with its mismatched tables. At the storage room she'd been meaning to convert into a cold-storage unit for perishables.

At the docking clamp she'd installed six years ago, meant for supply deliveries, currently unused because suppliers rarely came to Rock-42 anymore.

"The most obvious place," she said. "Right here."

Silence. Then:

"Mara-san," Yuki said slowly. "That is either brilliant or insane."

"Probably both." Mara felt something unfamiliar stirring in her chest—something that might have been hope, or might have been the old familiar hubris that made engineers think they could solve anything. "We expand the docking bay. Restructure the power grid to mask the ship's energy signature. Park it inside the café's outer hull envelope."

"In eighteen hours?" Zeke's voice had gone up half an octave.

"No. In twelve. We need buffer time." Mara pulled out her own tablet, started sketching. "ECHO, I need complete schematics of berth 47 and the commercial ring docking protocols."

"Mara," ECHO's voice held unusual hesitation. "What you are describing would be—"

"Illegal. Yes. Also dangerous, probably stupid, and likely to fail." She looked up at Yuki and Zeke. "Which is why I'm not asking either of you to help. This is my café, my risk. I'll understand if you want to walk away."

Zeke snorted. "Are you kidding? I've been living in maintenance tunnels for six months, sleeping on recycled foam and hacking vending machines for food. You think I'm going to miss the chance to stick it to a corporation and do something that actually matters?" They were already pulling up code libraries on their tablet. "I can spoof the departure signal, make it look like the ship left on schedule. Give you days before anyone realizes it's missing."

"Yuki-san?" Mara asked quietly.

The old welder sat still for a long moment, her weathered hands wrapped around her coffee cup. When she finally spoke, her voice was soft but absolutely certain.

"My husband died when a corporate safety inspector signed off on equipment he never checked. The decompression took eight seconds. I have lived with that for thirteen years." She set down her cup. "I came to Rock-42 because it was the last place that would take an old welder with arthritis and nowhere else to go. I found community here. I found purpose." She looked directly at Mara. "If you are going to fight for this place, then I am going to help you. It is as simple as that."

Mara felt her throat tighten. She nodded once, sharp and quick, before the emotion could overwhelm her professional composure.

"Okay," she said. "Then we need a plan. And we need help. People we trust absolutely."

"Chen Wei," Yuki said immediately. "He knows station supply systems better than anyone. And he has reason to want Hale Industries to answer questions about safety protocols."

"Ravi Singh," Mara added. "Maintenance chief. We'll need someone who can manage the power distribution without triggering station-wide alerts."

"I know a pilot," Zeke said hesitantly. "Guy who does automated ship runs for Hale. Docked here sometimes. He's... not exactly happy with his employers."

Mara raised an eyebrow. "You know a corporate pilot?"

"He buys me food sometimes when I'm in the docks. Asks me about my hacking projects. Seems lonely." Zeke shrugged. "I think he hates his job. And he's really good with ship systems."

"Can you trust him?"

"I think so? He's got these eyes, you know, like he's seen some shit. And he wears corporate suits but he walks like someone who used to do real work." Zeke pulled up a contact. "His ship just docked yesterday. He might still be here."

"Find him," Mara said. "Carefully. Don't reveal anything until you're sure."

"What about official permission?" Yuki asked. "There are regulations about emergency docking procedures. If we are caught—"

"If we're caught, we'll be arrested for theft, corporate sabotage, and probably half a dozen other charges I haven't thought of yet." Mara met her eyes. "But if we do nothing, five hundred people lose their homes. I know which risk I'd rather take."

Yuki nodded slowly. "Then we should begin."

"Not yet." Mara checked the time: 0617. "First, I'm opening the café. Regular hours, regular routine. We can't do anything that looks suspicious until we know exactly how we're going to do this."

"So we're really doing this," Zeke said, something like awe in their voice. "We're stealing a spaceship."

"We're saving a community," Mara corrected. She moved behind the counter, started checking the espresso machine's temperature. Routine. Normal. The same thing she did every Tuesday morning. "The spaceship is just a means to an end."

But her hands were shaking slightly as she ground fresh beans. Not from fear—or not just fear. From something she'd thought she'd lost on the *Meridian*. The certainty that there were things worth risking everything for. That sometimes the impossible problem was the only problem worth solving.

The door chimed. Chen Wei, arriving for his morning coffee before his shift at Station Supply. Then Dr. Benson, looking exhausted after a night shift at the clinic. Then Maria Santos, moving carefully, one hand on her swollen belly. The morning regulars, coming in one by one, seeking the warmth and the coffee and the brief illusion that they lived somewhere stable.

Mara served them all with steady hands and careful attention. She remembered how each person liked their coffee. She asked about Chen Wei's daughter's arm. She complimented Maria on the new tomatoes she'd grown. She listened to Dr. Benson's sardonic complaints about medical supply shortages.

She did her job. Kept the small things running.

But in the back of her mind, the engineering calculations spun faster. Mass and trajectory. Power and time. The seemingly impossible problem of hiding a spaceship inside a café, of stealing corporate property to save a community that no one else cared about.

Through the porthole, Jupiter continued its patient rotation. The Great Red Spot was fully visible now—that ancient storm, raging for centuries, never stopping, never giving up.

Mara pulled another shot of espresso and allowed herself the smallest smile.

At 0730, she flipped the sign to OPEN and began planning the impossible.

—-
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## Chapter Two: Ghosts in the Machine

Mara closed the café at 1400 hours, citing maintenance issues. It wasn't entirely a lie—she always had maintenance issues. But for once, the broken thing she was planning to fix wasn't in her own hab module.

"Are you sure about this?" Zeke asked for the third time as they made their way through the commercial ring's access corridors. The teenager had changed into darker clothes, their electric blue hair hidden under a cap, tablet tucked into an inside pocket. "Because I'm totally sure. I'm just checking if you're sure."

"I'm not sure about anything," Mara said honestly. She carried a standard maintenance kit—the kind any engineer might have for emergency repairs. Inside, nestled between the sonic wrench and cable crimpers, was a bypass module Zeke had built that morning. "But I'm certain we need to see what's on that ship."

The corridor curved with the station's rotation, its walls a patchwork of different materials from different construction phases—composite panels from the original build, steel patches from the Kepler Mining era, the cheaper aluminum alloy that Hale Industries used. A history written in metal and economic decline.

They passed few people. Most residents were in the residential ring or the industrial core. The commercial sector was a ghost town these days, with half the berths empty and most supply ships bypassing Rock-42 entirely.

Berth 47 was in the oldest section, where the docking clamps still used the ancient manual backup systems that no one had bothered to update. Perfect for what they needed—if they could get past security.

"I still think we should've brought Yuki," Zeke muttered.

"Yuki is at her shift in the welding bay, establishing an alibi. If this goes wrong, I want as few people implicated as possible." Mara slowed as they approached the berth entrance. "Besides, if we can't even get through the door, there's nothing she could do anyway."

The access panel glowed amber—sealed berth, automated systems only. Mara pulled out her maintenance credentials, swiped them across the reader.

ACCESS DENIED. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

"Right," Zeke said, already pulling out their tablet. "My turn."

"I thought you said this was legal."

"I said the packet sniffing was legal. This—" they connected a thin cable to the port under the panel, "—is definitely not legal. But also necessary. And technically it's just encouraging the system to reconsider its definition of 'authorized.'"
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