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Goldwyn Schumacher. The name itself conjured images of silk sheets, expensive whiskey, and the scent of illicit substances lingering in the air. He was a walking contradiction—a hedonistic philosopher, a cynical romantic, a man who’d inherited a fortune and spent it, piece by piece, in a glorious bonfire of self-indulgence. He lived for the moment and the fleeting pleasure that could be found in a cocktail, a high-stakes poker game, or the curve of a woman’s back beneath his body.


Goldwyn was everything Lauren Kutyna wasn’t—extravagant and emotionally unburdened. And yet—or more likely because of this—he was the best shag she’d ever had. Though she suspected his pharmaceutical cocktail played a significant role in his stamina. She wasn’t naive enough to believe it was all him. But hey, who was she to judge? A girl’s gotta have her standards, but a little pharmaceutical enhancement had never hurt anyone. Except maybe Goldwyn, eventually.


Lauren gathered her clothes from where they lay scattered across Goldwyn’s imported Persian rug. Each item was a piece of armour being reassembled—her practical cotton underwear, the sturdy flight suit, the heavy boots. A world away from the silk sheets she was leaving behind.


Goldwyn watched her from the bed, taking a long drag from one of his expensive cigar. The smoke curled around him like a possessive lover. ‘You could have another taste of this body,’ he said, though they both knew she wouldn’t.


‘You wish.’ Lauren zipped up her flight suit.


‘Of course I do, and you’re missing all the fun.’


‘Your kind of debauchery takes dedication, Goldie. Don’t sell yourself short.’


He laughed, deep and genuine. ‘Same time next lunar cycle?’


She didn’t turn around, but allowed herself a small smile. ‘If you’re lucky.’ She left Goldwyn’s perfumed paradise, heading to her ship.


As she pulled away from him, a familiar sense of detachment settled over her. It was always like this with Goldwyn. Pleasure, a release, nothing more. No demands, no expectations, no entanglements. Just the freedom to walk away and return to the quiet solitude of her ship, the only place she felt at home. Her space. Her rules. No compromises.


The Sagan was at dock AC-142 of Sector three of Luna, running on a skeleton crew of systems to save on costs. Lauren approached the main hatch and, as it cycled open, detected that something was off. The interface panel displayed a subtle flicker, indicating the system had been compromised.


Her fingers danced across the multi-use comm that hugged her wrist. The device responded instantly, throwing up holographic data. The readouts showed fluctuations in the power distribution, minuscule deviations from the baseline parameters she had calibrated before launch. Someone had been busy accessing the Sagan’s while she’d indulged herself in Goldwyn’s quarters.


‘Computer, run a full diagnostic on hatch security systems.’ The readout shifted, displaying a cascade of system checks in amber text.






	SECURITY ALERT: Unauthorised hatch entry detected.


	Unauthorised access attempts: 3.


	Last authorised access: 72 hours ago.


	CRITICAL ALERT: Unauthorised hatch entry successful. Time stamp: 47 minutes ago.


	Life Signs: Intruder detected. Location: Engineering.


	Security Recommendation: Manual inspection advised. Threat level unknown.








The blood drained from Lauren’s face. The Sagan was her sanctuary, her only true safe space. And someone had violated it while she’d been wrapped up in Goldwyn’s silk sheets.


Altamura. The name flashed through her mind. Was this her former boss doing? An attempt to silence her and bury the secrets of what had really happened on Outpost 9001? No, this was her paranoia taking over her training. Altamura wouldn’t leave any evidence of his passage. Besides, he had left her alone, hadn’t he? Probably because she had never tried to expose the truth about him and Logan, despite her promises to herself to do so.


But if not him, who was it?


Lauren cursed under her breath. Amateur or not, any breach of a registered cargo vessel was a serious offence on Luna. Protocol demanded she alert station security, but that would mean hours of delay.


She pressed her back against the hull beside the hatch, activating her comm again. ‘Computer, life sign scan, full spectrum.’


The scanner beeped, confirming the diagnostic. Only one life sign in engineering, the compartment where a saboteur could turn her ship into a very expensive debris field with just a few wrong moves.


She unholstered her stun gun and proceeded inside with caution, clearing the cargo hold first as a standard procedure. The containers were undisturbed, their tamper seals intact. The cabins and galley showed no signs of intrusion. In the cockpit, she noted with relief that the navigation and communication arrays remained offline with their quantum encryption still active.


She paused at the engineering hatch, listening to the hum of the reactor core. Her comm displayed the intruder’s position: stationary, crouched by the primary coolant manifold. Not good.


The hatch slid open with a soft hiss. Lauren kept her weapon trained on the coolant section, using the main power coupling as cover. ‘Step away from the manifold. Hands where I can see them.’


‘Please,’ a male voice responded, young and trembling. ‘Don’t shoot.’


‘You picked the wrong ship to mess with. Now move. Slowly,’ Lauren barked.


The figure rose slowly, hands raised.


Lauren’s first impression was youth—maybe twenty-five standard years. Thin face, shock of dyed blond hair, station maintenance coveralls that had seen better days. His green eyes darted between her face and the stun pistol’s steady aim.


‘Name,’ Lauren commanded. The laser sight painted a crimson dot over his heart.


‘I didn’t mean any harm. I just needed a place to hide,’ he stammered.


‘I won’t ask again. Who are you?’


The young man swallowed hard, his eyes staring at the gun. ‘Jack Kalakopulos.’


Lauren kept her aim steady while activating her comm’s facial recognition. Kalakopulos’ face appeared in the station’s public database. ‘The one with the data theft charges?’


He flinched. ‘Just corporate stuff. Minor intrusions. They barely noticed.’


Lauren’s eyes narrowed as she scanned his record. Three counts of data theft, all from subsidiary corps of unknown companies. And he was younger than he looked, eighteen. ‘What are you doing on my ship?’


‘I needed somewhere to hide.’


‘You already said that.’


Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the engine room’s climate control. ‘Look, I needed the credits, okay? It’s not like I hurt anyone.’


‘Who are you hiding from?’ Lauren pressed.


His shoulders tensed. ‘Niko said you might understand.’


Niko, her only friend, the one person in the vast expanse of the solar system she trusted implicitly, would never send a stranger to her doorstep, especially without mentioning it to her in the first place, but he had never mentioned a Jack Kalakopulos.


The insistent chirp of her comm cut through the tense silence. She kept the stun pistol trained on Kalakopulos while activating the comm with her thumb.


Niko’s crooked smile appeared on her screen. ‘Lauren, sorry to bother you, but I wanted to give you a heads-up. I have a friend who might be needing your particular set of skills in the near future.’


Lauren raised an eyebrow, still keeping her focus on the young man in front of her. ‘What’s he done?’


‘His name is Jack Kalakopulos and might be looking for a safe haven soon, somewhere on Luna. Trust me, He’s in over his head.’


‘Funny you should mention that, Niko. He’s here. In my engine room, actually.’


Niko’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, and his crooked smile widened. ‘He’s there already? Well, it looks like he didn’t waste any time.’


‘Indeed,’ she said, lowering her weapon.


‘I have to go now,’ Niko continued. ‘Jack’ll explain everything. Keep him safe.’ The comm went silent.


She unloaded her weapon and tucked it into the waistband at her back. ‘Alright, Jack. Full story. Now.’


He slumped against a conduit, suddenly looking even younger. ‘It was supposed to be simple: retrieve the data and wipe the servers. The client said it was low-security corporate stuff—financial records, market forecasts. Easy credits.’


Lauren frowned. ‘Wipe the servers? Is that standard procedure for corporate espionage?’


Jack shrugged, but the gesture was stiff. ‘It is if the aim is extortion.’


Extortion. Because asking nicely for millions of credits doesn’t have the same impact.


Lauren crossed her arms. ‘Go on.’


He swallowed hard, glancing at Lauren, gauging her reaction. ‘I hacked into the Pharmatech Corp’s system and downloaded the files. Standard procedure. But then … things got weird. My client died in an accident before I could make the drop. Then my flat exploded. With my landlord inside.’


A warning or a mistake?


‘Were you followed here?’


Jack shook his head no. ‘I made sure of that, but if they’re not looking for me already, they will, eventually.’


A job gone wrong. A dead client. An explosion that killed the wrong person. This wasn’t corporate espionage, but something bigger. The good news was that, except for Niko, no one knew Jack was here. The bad news was that two people were already dead.


‘The data you stole. Did you look at it?’


He took a deep breath, then let it out, nodding. ‘That’s why I ran. It wasn’t financial records. It was ... something else. Something about experiments on some bacterium. Human trials, that sort of things.’


Lauren’s stiffened. Something in Jack’s words had struck a nerve. Bacterium. Experiments. Her hand went to the scar on her collarbone, a gift from the explosion of Outpost 9001. ‘Was your device secure when you read it?’


Jack cringed. ‘I thought so, but now I’m not so sure.’


‘Did you read it before or after your flat went boom?’
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