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“Before I go away – and I will not return -

To the land of deepest darkness,

To the land of utter gloom,

A land of deep shadow and disorder,

Where even the light is like the gloom.”

- Job 10:21-22
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The ravens chased away the sun. Seizing Dusk by its corners, they pulled it down and with cruel beaks pierced the night until they had put all the stars out.

He came to with an abrupt start; a nascent migraine was settling in his right temple again. He had nodded off, the only thing having saved him from falling into true sleep was the noise of the long-range lens of his old night vision scope banging against the dashboard. His eyes climbed up the dash to find an unusually large crow sitting on the hood of the vehicle. Was it a crow or was it a raven? He had a hard time telling the difference and he didn’t much care for either one.

The creature was Stygian black and it fixed its tiny eyes, glittering like wet onyx stones, upon him. He slowly reached for his thermos. The creature cocked its head to the side, tracking the movement of his hand. Slowly, Jonas unscrewed the top and took a sip of coffee, ignoring the crow. He kept his eye on the chosen location; the last door of the condo to the left of his windshield.

Still hot. No, it wouldn’t do, he thought. Not for the headache massing at his temple. The com-link in his coat pocket vibrated and chimed the distinctive tone he’d set for new clientele messages. Glancing at his face in the rear-view mirror, he winced as the com-plug in his ear burst with blue light in response.

He reached for the black canister under the seat beside him for the electrolyte mix. It was one of the rare things that worked to chase away migraines, if he caught it in time. He hated going to the doctor or using prescript drugs. It was a great difficulty to get an appointment as an independent patient, for the Health Authority wanted patients as monthly subscribers belonging to a health management company, not patients with their own coverage. Once a person was registered with an approved health management company (and therefore on the radar of the system) they interfered in every aspect of their life until that person died. Sometimes at their hands.

He gulped the cool liquid down, feeling the satisfaction of his thirst slaked, his cells replenished. Or at least he imagined this last part. He sighed in relief as the growing cluster in his head slowly subsided. 

The monstrous ghoul, finding no reaction nor any food offerings from Jonas, hopped a few steps along the hood and then with a sharp flap of his wings, flew off. And with it, Jonas’s distracted mind. He shivered involuntarily, shook himself and willed his mind to focus again, the one thing Jonas prided himself on. Lately, he’d been losing sleep and losing his focus. It was an effort to do simple things now. Everything annoyed him and everything disturbed his sleep. And the nightmares were back.

One thing that he’d lost no sleep over was the fallout over the last case. Normally, a case ended with him finding a client’s cheating spouse, stolen goods, a runaway teen or some other minor resolution and him getting paid and going on his way.

This time it ended with the client’s own cheating husband murdering her for exposing his predilection for the very young, and Jonas hunting him down and killing him for murdering his client. He’d lost no sleep over that, which surprised him. What did cause him to lose sleep was that this man was a very wealthy, influential tech CEO who had friends and associates in high places with similar predilections. Sooner or later Jonas knew that he would be on the radar of some very dangerous people. Until then, he would continue as he was.

The two marks finally emerged from their poorly chosen love nest. A cheating wife and her paramour. When they walked out to the front porch of the condo, partially hidden by a few blood-good Japanese maples, Jonas lifted his night vision scope, adjusted the illuminator lens focus and took several shots. Then he recorded the two as they embraced and kissed, oblivious to the rest of the world. He felt grim satisfaction. That kiss would pay his living expenses for the next month. Often, he preferred boots-on-the-ground investigation over sitting on his computer using software to track and spy on people. A good, old-fashioned long focus-lens camera, a laser gun in his holster and a stake-out vehicle was the perfect job for him. No computer consoles, no fancy technology like invisible shields, which always had to be calibrated just right unless one enjoyed feeling nauseated. He smiled to himself. Sometimes he felt like a hypocrite. Spying on others was his job, yet he hated the pervasive spying of the government and its myriad satellite corporations. As a private investigator, once he got what he needed, enough was enough. They, on the other hand, could never get enough.

Pulling out his com-link device he sent a message to his current client that the marks had been observed, evidence taken and ready to be sent. Then he sent an invoice for payment. When he got home he would make the obligatory copies for a special file for himself. Insurance for lawsuits that he would keep for five years before getting rid of them. As he was sending the message the device pinged with a familiar sound. It was his druggist.

The new sleeping pills Ralston Manning made for him were ready. Stronger, more potent. Able to block out dreams. Another hypocrisy. He didn’t like prescript drugs, but he was no longer opposed to illicit desiderata, if they were effective in helping him with his work or helping him get to sleep.

Ralston was a chemistry major and he was good at engineering imaginative drugs. Drugs that were of the purest, cleanest substances or drugs mixed in the right way to boost performance, drugs that could suppress hunger and help the mind do amazing things, if one didn’t over do it. There were times that Jonas could stay awake, alert and function at a high level for nearly a week, due to Ralston’s product. He preferred the term druggist rather than dealer when it came to Ralston. 

Ralston also made all sorts of concoctions with mushrooms and mold. Jonas had started calling him The Alchemist. Ralston was something of a genius in his mind. Jonas would pick up his new batch later.

It was still twilight, the sun not yet seen but the midnight black sky had turned dark blue. A thin streak of pale rose color signaling the coming dawn shot across the horizon. He loved being planet-side and enjoyed any work he could get on Earth, just for the sunrises and sunsets. His soul hungered for it. Grrrrwhrrjuut. His stomach gurgled and growled for something else. It was time for some breakfast.

He glanced at the fingers on his right hand, making sure the fingerprint skin pad adhesive was still bonded to his actual fingers. He touched the ignition fingerprint scan and as the vehicle lept to life he turned up the heat, enjoying the warmth as it coursed through the seats and the steering gear. He spent much of his time feeling cold these days. Warmth was a luxury whenever he could get it.

“Manuel steering,” he commanded the General Use Program.

“Manual steering is less ideal for this make and model. You must opt in for this feature,” came the response. I have to opt in to steer the vehicle? This was different. Not a good difference. Jonas was insistent.

“Computer, I, Mr. Vaughn Johnson opt in to have the manual steering option on and available at all times whenever I rent a vehicle from Travel Sense Company. Please update the terms of service agreement I signed. Manuel steering, on.” Rotting hells.

“Manuel steering, on,” the computer responded. “Terms of service automatically updated, Mr. Johnson.” Suddenly, the holo-screen near the rear-view mirror exploded on. He jumped and grimaced in irritation as advertisements always came on far too loudly, as if to make some quick imprint on the captive mind before they got shut off. How many are they going to cram in this time? he wondered.

“Try our new and improved Wubbly Bubbly cleaner! Safe to use for laundry, household cleaning, disinfecting and even as shampoo! Now, with twenty percent more solution added! Say yes and the last four digits of your personal identification number to sign up for a free sample!”

“No.” Ad number one.

“Vera Cafe Mocha Mix! Mmm-mmm, delicious! Get that Vietnamese coffee experience for next to nothing! Say your personal identification number to get yours today!”

“No.” Ad number two.

“Are you lonely? Do you have strong manly. . .urges? Looking for beautiful females who will-” Jonas finally grabbed the bottom of the screening device and punched the “off” button. Unfortunately, this abrupt shutoff prompted the General Use Program to proceed along a more invasive path in its surveillance framework.

“Hello, Mr. Johnson. I’ve noticed that you’ve turned off the holo-screen advertisements. Are you in a regular habit of turning off this content?” This line of questioning in a rented vehicle was new to him. There must have been a recent system-wide network update among rental vehicle companies.

“Umm. . . .no?” he said uncertainly.

“We’ve noticed that you’ve turned advertisement content off. Such content supports the products, services and necessities that we all use for a better, more comfortable modern life. It also keeps many people gainfully employed which helps us all. Now, Mr. Johnson, how much web, holo-vid entertainment and news content do you watch on a daily basis?”

“Ah, well. . .” Jonas wasn’t ready for this question. Some system update must of happened since the last time he was on Earth. A nosier system update.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t understand your answer. You can say more than seventy hours per week or less than thirty-five hours per week. If less than thirty-five hours per week we can arrange to have a Robeson Entertainment tech visit and assess your dwelling for their latest entertainment packages?” Jonas rolled his eyes. Assess my dwelling. Sure. 

Sometimes the true purpose of front-facing employees dealing with a customer base was spying on them for the company if said company deemed any activity or pattern of behavior suspicious. Jonas did not have an account with Robeson Entertainment.

“Never mind.”

“We have detected that you seem annoyed or disturbed about something, Mr. Johnson. Does-”

“I said never mind!” If it detected an angry expression that meant there was a camera hidden somewhere in the vehicle that needed shutting off or at least covering over. Jonas looked around in the more obvious places where he might find a camera. “Does a personal music collection or frequency or amplitude radio count for these packages?” he inquired.

“Radio is discouraged as it is antiquated and not curated by official government channels, authorities in your jurisdiction or solar system sector. From what location are you consuming unauthorized content, Mr. Johnson?” The General Use Program sounded alarmed, the pitch in its usually mellow voice noticeably lifted.

“Your anus,” he said dryly.

“Uranus. Does not compute. Let’s try again, Mr. Johnson-”

“No, let’s not! Rotting hells!” He moved to the side of the road and shut the vehicle off, then he fumbled around for one of his ad-and-voice command blocking drives and inserted it inside a drive dock hidden in a small panel under the steering wheel and started the vehicle up again. He wasn’t sure how long he’d be able to get away with doing this but it had always worked. His morning saved by an illegal ad-blocker, he breathed a heavy sigh of relief and continued on his way.

After charting a path to the diner Jonas took the scenic route; being the one that took him through the biggest parks and the oldest neighborhoods, the pinnacle in his mind being the beautiful, manicured grounds of Polaris Academy. Even in and around the well-kept college neighborhood before he got to the city he again noted the shattered glass of transit rail shelters here and there and hideous looking graffiti, sometimes with the prominent letters: LOC. 

Some new gang in town? What does that mean? He wondered. Whoever the vandals were, they were relentless. They broke out glass or bombed out strong plasti-windows from transit shelters everywhere these days. And in every case there was the ugly, spray painted graffiti. Sometimes trash was strewn all over the shelter. It was becoming difficult for the city or corporate maintenance to respond to clean up calls. It chased more and more transit patrons away from public transportation unless they had no other way to travel.

Rounding toward the familiar area, he could see the long row of ancient oak trees that lined the street of the school’s eastern side. The actual school itself could barely be seen for the trees and the walls that surrounded it like an old fortress, a natural privacy barrier, but he liked catching glimpses just the same. It was early spring, which still felt and looked like winter. Across the street was an equally long line of cherry blossom trees, not yet in bloom. But there were a few daffodils here and there throughout the neighborhood yards announcing their sunny little faces, even in the twilight. His eyes peeled the streets from one side to the other, playing a childish mental game: how many daffodils do you see? His grandfather’s yard would explode with them every spring when he was a child. They were his favorite color back then, the color of happiness.

Unfortunately, just thinking of the bright color yellow seemed to bring a dull pounding sensation to his temple again. He rubbed it, trying to soothe himself. He looked over at the seat next to him, frantically grabbing for the drink canister. It was empty. He dug through his pockets, driving with one hand, switching to the other hand to dig in the pockets on the left side of his coat. So intent was he to find a pain pill to stave off the resurrected migraine that he swerved, nearly hitting an oncoming vehicle. The blaring horn of the other vehicle made him jump, lighting up his nervous system with painful pricks of sensation that spread throughout his body in waves. He grabbed the steering wheel with both arms as if it were a life raft. He saw a sharp flash of red, white and blue light in his rear-view mirror, and then the assertive alarm of a police drone. He had only seconds to pull over and stop. Failing to stop immediately would prompt them to shut off the vehicle remotely and if they deemed it necessary to do that, no matter what the issue was, he would face immediate arrest. Jonas, blocked by parked cars where he was on the street, simply stopped the vehicle, put it in park and kept his hands on the wheel. He turned over in his mind what would happen if they found he had several fake ID cards, what would happen if they found that he had no status assignation. His head was pounding but he was trapped. In the mirror he saw a large black drone dropping down right behind his vehicle, the emergency lights slicing through the morning. A large mech climbed out of the drone. Jonas touched his face, glancing at his reflection in the mirror. His old, plasti-flesh mask seemed to be holding up fine. But pounding heart and head made him second-guess this assumption. Jonas closed his eyes and went through the meditation chant he often went to when he was under great stress. It took him to a silent island of calm when his thoughts were stormy and chaotic. He wasn’t advanced in this technique. It only lasted for a few minutes but it was what he had.

A mech knocked on the driver’s side window. Jonas rolled it down.

“Good morning, mech-officer,” Jonas said calmly. He held the wheel tighter to stop his hands from trembling. Oh, dread god!

“Please turn your face to the left,” it said, the voice, grating and brusque as metal dragging across granite.

He stilled himself, willing the steel of calm over his mind. He turned his head. The mech used a scanning tool attached to its arm to scan his face. Pain shot through his temple down to his eye. He wanted to cried out but remained silent.

“Is your name Vaughn Johnson?”

“Yes, mech-officer.” So far his ID passed but things could go south at any moment.

“You nearly crashed your vehicle into a parked pod while heading west on N. E. Knott Street.”

“Yes, mech-officer.”

“What was the reason that caused the near-accident?”

“I was trying to reach for my canister for something to drink.”

“What is in the canister, Mr. Johnson?”

“A hydration drink. I use it for headaches,” he said softly. His voice had grown softer as the mech’s voice had become louder. Jonas thought he might faint. The mech stared at him for a few moments as if one might stare at an insect before crushing it.

“Hand me the canister,” it said. Jonas handed the mech the canister and it used its arm to probe and scan the inside.

“No alcohol. I perceive that you are tired, Mr. Johnson.”

“Yes, mech-officer.” The mech suddenly grew quiet. Jonas hoped beyond hope that this interaction would stop. He didn’t want to answer anymore questions – no questions on his job or what he was even doing out so early in the morning. He had no set status on one of his ID cards, the real ID, the others indicated he possessed merchant status. This could be dangerous depending on the mech or officer and their motives. Everyone had a class status assigned at birth; labor, merchant, academic or the Enhanced (the wealthy). The dreaded one was free-born status. Which was actually no status. Independent. Freeborns sometimes disappeared in the system. There was no think-tank political organization or lobby machine for freeborns. But there was a growing, unspoken freeborn-to-serfdom-pipeline.

A wet warmth streamed down his mouth and chin. Jonas looked down. His nose was bleeding profusely.

“Your nose is bleeding. Do you need medical assistance?”

“No! No. . . I have migraines. I just need my medication,” he said hoping no more questions would be asked. Please, please, just go! God, universe, whoever, just let me get out of here! The mech stared at him so long it seemed his life passed before his eyes. This is what he got for trying to enjoy life, for taking the scenic route.

Just when he thought he was in true trouble the mech waved him on. It received a communication on its com-link device. It turned to look at Jonas, handing him back the canister. It’s dark cybernetic eyes oscillated between black and amber, flickering rapidly as it continued to scan him, the vehicle and the immediate area around him. Jonas forced himself to stare into those dark pools, steeling himself even more and recited the mantra silently to steady his mind and nervous system. At the same time he was quailing in fear on the inside. He felt he was on the verge of drowning.

“You may go with no fine this time, Mr. Johnson, as you have no record nor any prior accidents.” He felt relief wash down his spiked nervous system like a hard rain. He kept composed as his head exploded with pain and at the same time he wanted to shout for joy. He remained composed, wiping away the blood that ran down all over his coat. Not daring to move the vehicle until the mech got in the drone and lifted off, he pulled out a few napkins and wiped himself down and plugged his nose, holding his head back until the bleeding subsided. That took a huge cloud of tissues. After taking about five minutes to staunch the bleeding he fished in his pockets again for a stray pain pill. His eyes watered for the pain and stress. Finding one of the pain pills and holding it as if it were a found gold coin he swallowed it. He sat there looking out at the streets before him. It was still relatively quiet. He took a deep breath. His head was still pounding but the sharpness of the pain was now dulled. The ordeal over, Jonas started up the vehicle and continued on his way.

Twenty minutes later he’d arrived at The Gravy Train, his favorite breakfast spot. He quickly peeled off his plasti-flesh mask and rolled it up, stuffing it in his pocket. He stared at his face in the rear view mirror. Sometimes it took him a few seconds to get used to looking at his own face. A good plasti-flesh mask had many uses in his line of work. They also had limits. It couldn’t morph a person into something radically different from what they were but it could make one look like a would-be sibling or a cousin of the wearer. When they wore out and got too old they pilled and wrinkled in such a way that it became noticeable that one was wearing a mask. They also started to smell when they were too old. Even after washing them in disinfectant. It had to do with the senescent cells in the plasti-flesh mingling with human sweat, dead human cells and dirt for too long. Once it was too old it became harder and harder to get the smell out. He breathed a little better now. The mask tended to make the bridge of his nose a little more narrow. He was hoping taking it off would help the headache.

- - -

[image: ]


HE COULD SMELL THE bacon and the coffee as he made his way inside. Several hoverboard riders raced by behind him, zigzagging across the street and down the block in tight formation. A recent law had made such antics illegal but Jonas usually enjoyed watching them just the same, with their boards lighting up the night and early morning with different colors. They were fun to watch but not today. He was hoping his headache would go away. They’d be chased down by drones and corralled soon enough by the police.

He looked for his favorite corner in the back of the place but upon coming inside, the diner was brimming with far more people than usual or was fire-code safe, to Jonas’s irritation. His head was still aching.

Lexia, the grand-daughter of the owners, who usually greeted him cheerily and immediately brought him coffee was distracted this morning. Her pretty face was furrowed in a frown as she took down the volley of orders coming at her on a large data-pad. It seemed that a boisterous, jovial tour group had come in for breakfast. Why they’d come here as supposed to some other place was a mystery as The Gravy Train was in a depressed area of the city and mainly served the humble, elderly patrons in the neighborhood. Jonas briefly flicked his eyes over the crowd, relieved that no one was sitting in his favorite spot. Mr. Galanis, the owner, gave him a slight wave. Jonas nodded. Mr. Galanis, looking harried, came over, bringing him a large cup of coffee. 

“Thanks, Mr. Galanis. Is everything alright?” Jonas asked.

“Oh, no, no! No problem! These tour groups can be, ah, hectic,” he said, a light quaver in his voice. His hands were trembling slightly. Jonas started massaging the muscles in his hands and then his temple again.

“I’ve never seen tour groups come in here,” Jonas said shortly. Mr. Galanis looked up at his wonderingly.

“Oh, we get them once in a blue moon. Anyway, I’ll get your order ready. Did you have a good morning?”

“I’ve made my money for the day. That’s always good. Can I get a seat, please? I’m a little tired.” Mr. Galanis looked at him, frowning.

“Oh, yes, yes. I’m sorry! Here, your favorite seat, right here!” Mr. Galanis motioned over at his spot. Jonas went over to his favorite table and sat down. 

Jonas had just got off a case, acquired a migraine he was trying to get rid of and almost got arrested. Nothing else was of particular concern to him at the moment but his own discomfort. The old man smiled briefly, nodded and left for the kitchen, getting caught up in the crowd as one of the men in the tour group pulled him aside. Jonas shook his head and fished for some creamer pods in the little basket on the table. He took out a small glass shaker filled with cloves from his coat pocket and dropped a few in his coffee then pulled out a small data-pad and pulled up a news feed to catch up with the news of the day then thought better of it. Screens only made headaches worse. He put it away. The dull thudding was starting to fade. Lexia had come and set a massive plate of cheesy grits, scrambled eggs and bacon on the table.

“I’m so sorry, Jonas! We’re swamped this morning!”

“No problem, Lexia. More business is always good,” he said, hoping she wasn’t in the mood for a conversation. She gave him a strained smile and whirled off quickly. Apparently, she wasn’t. Good, he thought. Before, he was in pain. Now, he was hungry. He wanted to chow down in peace. He wasn’t in the mood to chat this morning anymore. The mech incident had put him on edge.

He wondered, resting an annoyed gaze on the tour group. With the amount of food they were ordering the tour group seemed to like the food too, which further irritated him. He wondered why some people had to be obnoxious about the smallest of things. Like ordering food. He glared at the tourists, rolling his eyes. His stomach growled in protest. He wasn’t excited about new people telling all of their friends and crowding him out of his favorite restaurant. And the noise! He wished they would just shut up. Selfish? Yes. He was feeling selfish. And like with lots of other things in life, there wasn’t much he could do about it. But there was one thing he could do. Jonas dove into his breakfast.
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He parked the vehicle at the ride-share garage and made his way to the spaceport aerial tram. Graffiti had gotten much worse over the last two years. Maintenance workers were busy sweeping up shattered glass and burned plexi-glass leavings and erasing the graffiti as best they could. 

The current skypods getting ready for lift off were full. Against his better judgment, Jonas wound his way deftly through the crowds to the skypod station all the way at the end of the port labeled by the company that operated it. It was called GritCo.; the one that always seemed to have mechanical problems, was late or was out of order half of the time. It was one of the few pod-to-ship services not yet overtaken by the Earthly public-private juggernaut organization called PAN. There were once several skypod companies that operated. Over the years that had changed. Now the others were all under PAN. And then there was the cheap one: GritCo.

Only a few people were waiting in line there. He looked over at the pressing crowds pushing into the other trams. Hundreds upon hundreds. Half were preoccupied with whatever they were watching on their holo-graphic headset pieces or busy talking about the new immersive holo-graphic games coming out next year. The other half looked catatonic.

It would take three days by sub-cargo spaceship to get home, unless he wanted to use half of the credits he just earned from this current job to get home. He needed a break from using so much that he earned just to defray traveling costs. He’d grown tired of being flat broke at the end of every month. He gritted his teeth and continued on to the old one at the end of the port station, silently praying that it wouldn’t break down.

—-

[image: ]


“APPROACHING GP INNER Sector 2. Landing in approximately one hour,” came the General Use Program over the port intercom.

Jonas had just slipped out of Nav-Sleep, which was offered to anyone traveling off-world beyond the Earth’s orbit. It was only a light sleeping protocol, not the REM sleep needed for true body healing but it was better than nothing. His own station resided in that sector.

GP-S1111:Q1S2, or General Population Station Number One Thousand One Hundred Eleven, inside quadrant 1, sector 2, known as Miramonte Station to its residents, was his new home. There were over one hundred thousand space stations, planetary cities, asteroid colonies, communities and corporate headquarters spread throughout the solar system and a smattering of outposts just beyond. Most civilian populated space stations were ringed with a center tower that the ring rotated around, such as GP-S1111. Major stations had several rings and a handful had several rings and two towers. Non-civilian stations were built in a sturdy, circular style faintly reminiscent of Romanesque. Non-civilian stations no matter what country region they were from could always be recognized because they did not possess rings. Most stations were run by retired military personnel, called commanders. None but a commander was allowed to run a non-civilian station. The few that weren’t military were called station-master or mistress. Miramonte’s station-master was named Master Liu.

Humankind had reached Type One on the Kardeshev scale over a century ago. By February 21, 2367 humankind had reached the ability to efficiently use all resources on Earth and even harness the resources, mostly mineral in kind, of the inner planets and some of the outer planets, with millions living on space stations spread throughout the inner and outer solar system and a few cities and an ever growing number of colonies on the Earth’s moon, several other moons and Mars. What became obvious was the unending need for fresh water sources, proper nutrients to keep carbon-based life spreading throughout the system healthy, like calcium and copper, and the need for salt. Once again, humanity had come to a time in its existence when water and salt had become commodities in high demand, akin to gold. Sometimes, even more precious.

Saturn and Enceladus had become some of the main sources of fresh water for non-Earthling humans and it had become extremely expensive to access. Unsurprisingly, stations closest to Earth, Jupiter, Saturn and Enceladus were strictly controlled by the wealthy because of their proximity to water and advanced technology and better stations. Those farther out, naturally were far cheaper, far less well-appointed and in a few cases, nearly derelict.

Miramonte was farther from Earth than the last interim place Jonas had lived after moving off planet but it was also a maverick station. Maverick stations gave the appearance of living in accordance with Earth and Sun System Law, or the Universum System Charter, but the commanders and masters of such stations were silent rebels and ran things how they saw fit, when they could get away with it, rather than follow the Charter.  When a commander of a maverick station was able to stay under the radar of the Universum Charter forces,  or USC Command, the people of that station generally received most of the decent amenities that the wealthy stations received but at cheaper prices, or sometimes, for free. There was a price to this. Maverick stations were more likely to tolerate crime. Anything could be bought or traded on a maverick station if one could trade in a favor. Smuggling was the lifeblood of their operations and the foundation of the liberty their denizens enjoyed. 

One couldn’t simply ask freely about where a maverick station existed. Only a few knew which ones were mavericks and those few kept heavily guarded waiting lists.

Miramonte was one such station and Jonas, having a contact in Ralston, who knew of an available space for him, had hastily made his way to this new home after the aftermath of his last job. He’d covered his tracks as best he could but he never knew when the other shoe would drop. Here he had established his new office and was, in essence, living in said office. This wasn’t allowed on a regular station. And security guards or bots came through on a regular basis to enforce this rule. Not here. As long as one didn’t cause trouble or disturbances, security on Miramonte tended to look the other way.

“Arriving station-side. Please remain seated until fully docked.” The ship was among the second row of ships in line to dock and unload. Debris sweeps were being done at this stage and port traffic control made sure every ship incoming or outgoing came in as smoothly and orderly as possible. It usually took thirty minutes at this point before the doors were safe to open and unload passengers.

Arriving at Miramonte, the air of the station always had a slightly acrid tang, but he’d gotten used to the smell. It was home. Sometimes deodorizers were sprayed from the sprinkler system from the ceilings but that unpleasant scent was always there, even in the background. There were the usual masses of people milling around in the waiting room attached to the main landing port, decompressing their suits and de-attaching helmets or sitting on the benches, heads between their knees, waiting for their energy drugs to kick in. The lag that would set in after a trip in zero gravity on a class three ship, called roving barns by the well-heeled, was terrible. Jonas, shaking off nav-sleep, welcomed the slight change of the higher humidity of the station, breathing in deeply after taking off his helmet and breathing mask. He waited for the relative warmth of the station’s air to enclose him, leaving behind the frigidity of space. There was also the waiting for gravity pressure to equalize. On Miramonte, the gravity difference from Earth was nil. 

The frost that had formed on his eyelashes moistened to water droplets that he rubbed into the skin around the eyes. His eyes were so dry from the ship’s cabin that he could barely close them. He dropped in a generous amount of artificial tears along with some petroleum around his eyes to seal the moisture in. The air in most ships, spaceship ports and boarding tunnels was dry as bone and freezing, barely warmer than space itself.

He glanced around before making his way to the transport pods to the lower ring section of apartments. Disturbed to find more vandalism along the transit stops along the station’s monorail system, he did his best to ignore it. There was no escape from the ugliness. Jonas put his oxygen mask away. He was exhausted and it would take a half hour of traveling from the port to his unit but he knew once he got home it would be time for martial arts practice. Putting practice off for too long and it would become a habit. Make it a habit and eventually he would lose his edge. He couldn’t afford that. He’d already lost too much.

As he left the elevator to his floor, the third floor on the lower ring, the smell was gone but he could hear the man raving all the way down the corridor. Apparently, the end was nigh. Once again.

There was a tiny colony of homeless people on Miramonte that lived behind the inner walls of the top ring. They moved every few weeks and mostly kept out of sight when possible. The homeless in space weren’t truly homeless. They roved from maverick station to maverick station finding work wherever they could, choosing to remain unbound until they could find cheaper units to live in on their preferred station. If one didn’t know a station master and wanted a full list of maverick stations and any vacancies coming up talking to the homeless could reveal a treasure trove of information.

A new homeless man had taken up residence a few feet from Jonas’s new place. A crazy, rowdy one. Jonas growled inwardly at the man’s senseless tirade. It was 2384. Of course the end was coming. It came at the end of every century and then the beginning started up again at the start of the new century. Jonas rolled his eyes and tried to hurry past the man. The man made a wild, exclamation at seeing him and saluted him in a wide, assertive gesture. Jonas nodded curtly and hurried to his door, unlocked it and quickly went inside.  

Stick-fighting, an adapted form of Glima, when he could afford to hire a fighting-bot, and Capoeira were his fighting styles of choice. But his body was sore all over and his energy was flagging. He needed nutrients and sleep. He dumped his messenger bag on the ground, threw his key card onto the desk and dropped into his old easy con-form chair. It was ripped, worn and modified with actual leather. It took a good three minutes before it would conform to his body but once it had adjusted it was the most comfortable thing in his place besides the bed. He sighed and stretched out, cracking his knuckles. Glancing around his wreck of a place, he wished he could hire a maid service to clean it up. There wasn’t enough money for that. Not if he wanted to eat. Two days a week he didn’t eat because he couldn’t afford to. He could have chosen to receive the government stipend to add to his income from his business but a stipend came with too many strings attached. Most people below a certain income level, nearly half the solar system’s population, received a stipend. Their lives were monitored and controlled from dawn to dusk.

No thank you! He thought.

It worked out. It kept his body trim and the money he saved, he could actually eat real food and not the cheap, mandated slop that most people ate.
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