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In the total darkness of the void of space, Mike could clearly see the thousands of asteroids shining, reflecting the light of the sun. They had different sizes, most smaller, a few meters in width, while there were some larger, hundreds of meters long. He fiddled with the controls of his EVA suit, nullifying his acceleration. As he decelerated, the relative speed of the asteroids grew, until he could see them gently coursing from his left to his right. 

There, with the help of his suit’s electronics, he spotted the perfect asteroid. Ten meters long, light enough to have minimal inertia, well within the defined rules. And close. He brought his fist against the suit controls, cranking his acceleration to maximum. The suit barely had any movement capabilities, but he only needed it to get in range of what waited on his back and would be his primary transportation method. 

Moving his hand to his back, he unhooked the harpoon gun. It was an industrial harpoon gun, usually mounted on their light mining vessels. It was about as tall as him, and he had hooked it up on his suit’s power delivery system. As he was being propelled towards the asteroid in a speed and trajectory matching that of the rock, he leveled the gun towards it. 

This part was tricky. Mike had caught thousands, probably hundreds of thousands of asteroids in his long years serving in the mining station Uranus, but that had been with the aid of a specialized vehicle. Now, he only had his arms to help him, his eyesight, and his experience. 

Which was what made everything a million times more exciting than mining space rocks. Mike’s lips cracked into a wide smile, revealing the gaps between his teeth, the price of his numerous bar fights as well as his firm belief in whiskey providing enough nutrients to his body so that he “didn’t need no fruit.” 

His trajectory would soon bring him within range. The rock shone brightly, once a tiny dot and now growing into a larger dot. It was barely registering in his eyes, and only experience and the aid of his suit’s electronics allowed him to distinguish it between the thousands of others. Holding the gun with his right hand, he fluffed the coil of micro-cable. It barely took up any space, but was hundreds of meters long. 

When the display told him he was finally close enough, he pointed with the harpoon gun and pressed the trigger. The harpoon exploded forwards and his suit fought to neutralize the incredible recoil. His whole right arm was numb, and he was certain that his head had hit the walls of his helmet, though he had suffered through so many concussions it barely registered. 

The only thing that Mike paid any attention to was the bright harpoon, hurrying through space and towards the lonely rock, trailing the micro-cable. It had been silently following its trajectory in the asteroid belt for probably longer than Mike could ever fathom, and he was about to put a stop to that. If the harpoon found its mark. Shooting a rock barely ten meters long from a couple kilometers out was incredibly hard, but only the second hardest thing of what he wanted to achieve. 

Miraculously, the harpoon found its mark. The cable floated in space, slack for a moment. Mike, with a quick button press, deactivated his suit’s sudden movement compensation system. Then, he hit a button on the side of the gun, engaging the return mechanism. 

However, Mike, along with his suit and gun, weighed at most about three hundred kilograms in Earth gravity, while the tiny asteroid was well above that. Their mining vessels had huge, dense blocks to fight against inertia. Mike didn’t. 

And that was the plan. As the return mechanism started pulling the cable in, Mike was propelled through space towards the asteroid. He laughed loudly, speeding through space at speeds greater than his suit could ever help him reach. The only thing keeping him from blacking out was the adrenaline coursing through his veins. 

The asteroid grew from a dot to a blot, then to a clear shape against the darkness. He laughed more, and reached out, ready to engage his suit’s engine to place him at the perfect speed and trajectory to ride the asteroid. 

Instead, he grossly misjudged the distance between him and the rock, their relative speed, his suit’s ability to compensate for it, and his own ability to move his arms while they were numb and he was almost blacking out. There was a saying around Uranus, the space station he worked on, regarding riding meteors. “You saddle them or become part of them; and you get one chance.” 

Mike’s body crashed against the asteroid at such a speed that it was blown apart before he could even consider his impeding death. The rock was painted red in a cloud of decompressing gore.The captain of Station Uranus swore loudly. “That’s a gross misuse of company equipment,” he shouted, staring at the screen. “Do you know how much an anchoring harpoon costs? Not to mention the suit. The directors aren’t going to ship out replacements any time soon.” 

A man next to him slapped his shoulder. “At least ol’ Mike there didn’t have a family, so no insurance payout.” 

Another man shook his head. “I’m sure one of those directors will claim the payout for themselves,” he muttered. “Like they cut our wages when the equipment gets damaged.” 

“I cut your wages,” the captain shot back, “so that you get more considerate towards the machines. Those directors in their ivory towers don’t care about us, but I want them machines to keep functioning. They’re what is putting food on our tables. And now we’ve lost another good suit.” He shook his head, angry. 

“What’s worse,” a man said from the back, lounging against a makeshift bar they had set up in the monitoring room, “is that you, dear Captain, lost the bet.” 

The captain grunted. “Mike was a good guy. Let’s not talk money so soon after his death.” 

“Do you know his last name?” the guy from the back asked, an edge to his voice. When the captain remained silent, the man laughed. “Don’t give me that shit about losing a good guy. You don’t really know half of us. Now, pay up.” 

Grunting again, the captain approached the man in the back, like many of the other onlookers. They paid him in cash, and he in turn paid others, those who had bet against Mike successfully riding the rock. Soon, the crowd had dispersed, with the entertainment of the night having been concluded. 

“Hey, Dan,” called a woman behind the makeshift bar, “will you getting another drink?” 

“You call these drinks?” Dan said, approaching the bar. He put his half-empty glass of beer on the counter. “It’s so watered-down that it barely qualifies as beer.” 

“Bar’s mine, I can call it whatever I want,” the woman shot back. “Will you get another one?” 

Dan shook his head and turned his back to her. “Gotta keep a clear head. Today’s my physical.” He started walking away, muttering to himself, “Though I’d have to drink ten glasses of this for any alcohol to show in my blood tests.” 

“Keep shitting on my bar, and you won’t be getting any next time,” the woman said, to which Dan simply grunted. 

The monitoring room they were in had large screens showing various views out of the space station. It was a cavernous room, but most of it was dark. Whole sections had their screens removed to be re-purposed elsewhere, their overhead lamps gutted to provide lighting in other sections, even the chairs in front of the consoles were ripped out. What had once been a room showing the feed of every single camera, was now used more as a break room or gathering place. 

Dan walked through the darkness, sidestepping to avoid openings on the floor where the floor’s iron mesh had been opened for maintenance and had never been replaced, and left the room. The corridors were metal plates and mesh, showing tubes and cables behind them. Dan glanced up at a clock, checking the time. 

There were two clocks on the wall, one fancy and one simple. The fancy one had worked for the first couple of months of operation, and had been shut for years. Dan recalled it being an experiment with decimal time, a more sensible time-measuring system which had been a much-advertised initiative—and a catastrophic failure. It had soon been replaced by normal, twelve-hour clocks, temporary installations all around the station, that ended up being more permanent than even the crew. 

He was scheduled for his physical today, the appointment was in ten minutes. Plenty of time to get there. He ducked under exposed wiring in the ceiling that was hanging down, then carried on towards the intra-station transport system of railway cars. He passed by closed doors, which was somewhat of a rarity in the Uranus space station, only seen here near the command section or in the residential quarters. 

The railway station was a platform in a large, barely lit room. When he arrived there, he saw most of the people who had been hanging out back in the monitoring room. Dan stood near the edge of the platform, waiting for the car. He could see the signs of the old system, the one that had been in place when the station was still in orbit around Earth, a revolutionary pneumatic tube transportation system. 

Just under the soot and the more recent additions were vacuum hoses and smooth, low-friction rails made from special alloys. The train system’s newer rails had been made here on Uranus, with ore mined from the asteroids and worked in station, in makeshift forges. Earth had simply stopped servicing the old pneumatic system which failed often, and the crew and residents of Uranus had decided to step in. 

“I really did believe ol’ Mike would do it, you know,” a man said to another behind him. 

“He’s the only one crazy enough to do it,” the other agreed. “And yet...” 

“And yet,” the first repeated. “And yet, Mike’s mist now. You bet against him, didn’t you?” 

“Yeah, man,” the man said emphatically. “I mean, he was crazy, and quite skilled with the anchor harpoon, but the speeds out there are beyond our minds. Don’t forget that our trolleys have computers calculating trajectories and all that.” 

“There’s no computer smarter than man,” the other said. “You know, last Sunday, the pastor was saying—” the first man started, but the second one groaned. 

“Spare me your religious bullshit,” he said. “A look at the news will tell you that there’s no benevolent god. He either never existed or he’s abandoned us by now.” 

“God is alive and well,” the first insisted. “It’s us who have strayed from Him.” 

“Look, man,” the second replied. “I’m all for finding whatever solace you can find in this miserable anus of a space station. But don’t delude yourself in thinking that anything good can be real. If good gods existed, they wouldn’t have let Earth become the trash bin that it is. They wouldn’t have allowed the nuclear war on the first Moon colonies, or the genocides on Mars. Now, an evil god on the other hand...” 

“Don’t tell me you subscribe to that bullshit,” the first said. “About the evil demiurge and the—”

“No, man, I’m not one of those Cacophonous idiots,” the second quickly interjected. “I’m just saying that it makes sense. There’s too much greed, too much evil in the universe. Did you read about the ASA violations?” 

“What did those Argent motherfuckers do again?” the first said, voice heated. “You know, they still owe my family a settlement payout for sending them out in a faulty ship, that they knew was faulty!” 

“You’re one of many,” the other said. “They’ve shipped out so many faulty spaceships that I wonder how they’re still in operation. Apparently, a whistle-blower posted on some site about the cut corners, about the corruption inside the massive corporation, and about the cover-ups, and they had him killed.” 

“Absolutely certain,” the first said. “Their corruption knows no boundaries. Even the Reds aren’t as corrupt. One time, a cousin of mine working in one of the ASA shipyards, told me that he was asked to not report that the fucking engine was missing on a ship, and they were about to...” 

His voice was drowned by the sound of the train arriving. It was screeching and rumbling, making a racket, even though it still couldn’t be seen in the narrow tunnels. Seconds later, the clanging, chugging, primitive electrical vehicle arrived, towing the two passenger cars. Dan entered, glad to be free from the gossiping men. The train started moving again after everyone had boarded, and discussions became impossible.

During the train ride, advertisements kept playing on the big screens over the doors. Dan instantly recognized that the screens were like those of the monitoring room, only in a much better condition. They had been meticulously maintained, playing ads for in-station services, like water purifiers, upgraded access to electricity, more food rations, and brothels. Dan saw that most guys’ eyes were drawn by those last ads, which displayed nude women. There were no rules against that in space. The train doors opened to his station and Dan got off. The first few doors out of the station room were open, women lying against the door frames, dressed suggestively and smiling at the passersby. 

“For you, handsome, it’ll be half off.” 

“Ready for the best night of your life?” 

“Hey Dan,” one said as Dan passed by, and Dan nodded. Her professional name was Crystal, but Dan knew her as Mary Daniels. Used to be a cargo loader like him, but soon realized that in Uranus station, the real money was made by taking advantage of the lack of available women. She was pretty enough to become a prostitute, and Dan knew that she was now living in a better residential complex than he did. Renting a working place this close to the station was also impressive. 

“Mary,” Dan said, and continued down the corridor. 

“You can have one for free, if you want,” she called after him. “Not you,” she added, looking at a man who was staring at her, wide-eyed. Then, she turned back to Dan. “For old times’ sake.” 

“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind,” Dan said without turning. 

This section of the station was where the Forges corporation services were provided. Some doctors, some cheap restaurants, and some stores for basic necessities meant that this section was quite popular. Brothels here had to be making good money. It used to be named Vital Section by the Forges corporation when they had bought out Uranus, but the residents called it Greasy Slum. 

Dan put his hands in his pockets, careful to avoid bumping on the other people who walked the corridors and up and down stairs. Here, the walls were wide apart, enough to fit five or six people shoulder to shoulder. Narrow stalls crowded the walls, though, with people shouting and advertising everything from sandwiches to drugs. The corridors were crowded, and Dan had to push with his shoulder to pass in certain places, keeping his hands in his pockets to protect his thin wallet, communicator, and room keys. 

This was one of Uranus’ main makeshift markets, and probably the biggest one. Dan particularly disliked it—it was noisy and people were too friendly. 

“Dan,” came a voice from his left. Dan turned his head to see a familiar face, Jill Hames. He sighed, approaching the woman. She was one of his union representatives after all, so he couldn’t just ignore her. Even though he wanted to. Terribly so. 

“Hey Jill,” he said. “What’s up?” 

“I heard you’re up for recharging,” she said. “Leaving tomorrow, right?” 

“I’m not going anywhere,” Dan said. “Just getting to the doctor right now, for my licensing exam.” 

The woman stared at him. “You know, we’ve fought for the right to take breaks from this anus. Take advantage of them.” 

“I am taking advantage of my rights,” Dan countered, “and I’m paying my union fees. I have the right to go to Earth. I don’t want to exercise that right.” 

The woman stared at him, eyes serious. There was an edge in them that Dan didn’t like. “Why?” 

“Earth’s not the best place to be,” Dan waved his hand. “Pick your reply. Nuclear war. Politically unstable. Destroyed climate. I don’t know how someone would prefer going down there instead of staying here.” 

“It’s not that bad,” Jill replied. “In fact, this time, I’m getting a few ‘nurses’ in the ship as well,” she said, winking. When Dan didn’t react, the woman frowned. “You get what I mean, right?” 

“Prostitutes,” said Dan. “Yeah, not interested. Listen, I’m running late for my appointment. See you later, alright?” 

“Don’t make me write you up,” Jill said as Dan waved and walked away. “Don’t skip it this time. A couple of weeks on solid ground will do you good.” 

“Metal is as solid as dirt,” Dan muttered, half to himself, as he retreated through the crowd. He wasn’t missing Earth, and he had no plans of ever going back there. Besides, there was too much history for him on Earth, and he wasn’t eager to have to confront that any time soon. The market grew denser the closer he got to the doctors, making even walking difficult. People were rowdier, smells of foods filled the corridors, and he casually ignored three more acquaintances that kept shouting his name. He would be late if he allowed himself to get stopped every time someone wanted to speak with him. 

When he pushed open the clinic’s door and shoved himself in, the silence was a godsend. Even the air was different as the purifiers were actually working and hadn’t been choked to death by frying oil. The waiting room was small, like most things on the space station, with old chairs lining three walls, and the reception desk on the fourth. There were two doors, one that led to the doctors’ offices and exam rooms, and one that led to the clinic’s public bathrooms. 

Dan had been here often; not because he was often sick, but rather because he liked seeing his doctor. 

The woman behind the reception desk looked up at him, nodded, then buzzed the offices door open without saying anything. He liked her, too. Dan nodded back, and walked to the door, then opened and entered. He saw the long corridor, all walls and doors a sterile white, cleaned thoroughly every few hours by old machines and older people, and chose his doctor’s door, knocking on it thrice. 

“Come in,” a woman’s voice came from inside. Dan pushed the door open and entered. 

The office could barely fit the large desk, three chairs, and examination bed. Dan knew that Dr. Malik, to get around the desk and reach the exam bed, had to squeeze herself between wall and desk. He had seen her do it quite a few times. 

Now, Dr. Malik was sitting on her chair behind the desk, leafing through pages. “Ah, Dan. Time for your License, eh?” 

“That it is,” Dan said. He sat on one of the two chairs between desk and bed. He knew both very well. 

“So, let me run through the questions,” she said, picking up another piece of paper. She wrote out his name, then asked the standard queries in a quick, practiced manner. “Are you taking any medication? Have you been feeling ill since your last license renewal? Do you have any bone pains? Any unusual muscle soreness? Shortness of breath, heart palpitations, or trouble sleeping?” 

“No,” Dan replied, as the doctor put an “X” in all seven boxes. 

“It’s been,” she said, then looked at her computer, “ah, it doesn’t even say how long since your last trip to Earth. You’ve skipped the last few of them.” She eyed him critically. “You know these are union-mandated trips, right?” 

“They’re union-recommended trips,” Dan said. Dr. Malik sighed. 

She got up from her chair and squeezed past the desk. Dan stared at her, enjoying the sight. Dr. Malik was a pretty woman in her early thirties, one that Dan had gotten to know quite well, and every time she rose in her tiptoes and squeezed through, she wiggled her ass pleasantly. 

She sat on the chair facing Dan and with practiced motions, she took his pressure, temperature, and blood for a quick blood test. Dan noticed that her touch lingered more than usual, even caressing him when she removed the needle. Lowering his sleeves, Dan was surprised to see Dr. Malik put her hand on his knee.

“Look, Dan,” she said, tone changing from the professional to the familiar. “The union has marked your case as problematic. You’ll need to go to this recharging tour.” 

“I don’t care,” Dan shot back. “Earth’s not a good place to be.” 

“What if I made it more interesting,” she said, lying back on her chair and fiddling with her white coat. She was wearing quite the revealing blouse underneath. “I can set it up so we can take the break together. I’ll come with the ship after yours, and we’ll meet up in one of the union’s vacation resorts. Clean air, clean seas, even real food. Not processed mush.” 

Dan waved a hand dismissively. “Not interested. There’s no clean air down there. Most of the forests are burned down, sea life’s dead, and the ‘real’ food you mention is lab grown. Not much non-mutated animals can bear the air.” 

“You know it’s not that bad,” Dr. Malik said. “Come on. I’ll even give you a preview of what you’ll get if you come with me,” she added, pulling down her top slightly to reveal racy lingerie. 

“Maybe,” Dan said, taking a look then shrugging. “We’ll see how it goes.” He got up, ready to leave. The doctor shot up as well, touching his arm. 

“I’ll need something more definite than that,” the woman insisted. “I don’t care about the union. I want us to have some fun outside this tin box.” 

“Sure,” Dan said finally. He had absolutely no intent on going, and he was sad to burn the bridge with Dr. Malik by lying to her—besides her being a great lay, he also enjoyed her company. One of the few people that he liked being around. 

“Great, I’ll put you down for the ship that leaves tomorrow and take the next,” Dr. Malik said. Dan grunted and left quickly, not eager to continue the discussion.When out of the clinic, he checked the clock. He was in a bad mood, and he was still a couple of hours away from his shift, so he decided to get a drink. His shift was in the loading area, so a drink or two wouldn’t put himself in much danger. Not that he or the majority of Uranus’ workforce really cared about safety. 

He followed the narrow corridors, avoiding pickpockets and mystery meat sellers, to arrive at a simple door with the name “Bill” on top. It was conspicuously quiet around it, with no irritating seller or stall blocking the entrance. Quite unusual for the area, but Dan knew that Bill was both quite insistent on that, as well as able to enforce it. He knocked on the door.
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