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CHAPTER ONE
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Every five seconds, a nerve in Lauren Kutyna's right shoulder sent a jolt of pain up her neck, reminding her of her foolishness. It was a rhythm she could have synchronised her breathing to, if only her anger hadn't prevented it.


Stupidity got you hurt—a luxury she couldn’t afford. It got you trapped in the waiting room of Faraday Station’s most expensive orthopaedic clinic, waiting for a pharmacist to confirm her painkillers’ prescription. And for an ex-Astra Corps Lieutenant turned private investigator, it was a liability. She’d already lost one career to the bastards in charge; she wasn’t about to lose this one to a moment of carelessness.


Only the best for her particular brand of self-inflicted idiocy. At her age, she’d thought she’d finally learnt wisdom, but clearly not enough.


‘I wish my husband Anton were here. He could explain it so much better. I can’t think…’ The slurred voice from the discharge desk was pitched for privacy, but the clinic’s silence was a perfect conductor.


The receptionist smiled, sympathetically. ‘Your husband said you haven’t seemed yourself lately and have become quite clumsy. If you want, I’ll organise for a repeat script of your current medications?’


Lauren’s gaze lifted from a swirling pastel art on the wall, settling on the woman at the desk. She was impeccably dressed in a cream-coloured suit, her long, red hair styled in a severe but elegant knot. She held herself like a bird trying not to be noticed, nodding her acquiescence at the suggestion. The only thing out of place was the faint, bluish shadow of a bruise high on her cheekbone, so skilfully blended with makeup that Lauren almost missed it.


Almost.


Recognition followed a half-second later. ‘Yadira? Yadira Tanaka?’


The woman looked over, frowning in confusion before recognition set in. She smiled. ‘Lauren Kutyna. I can’t believe it. What are you even doing here?’


Two decades dissolved, replaced by the memory of high school and the two of them suspended in the zero-g gym. They had been partners on the gymnastics team. Even now, Lauren felt the faint prick of jealousy. Yadira had been so talented. She had treated gravity like a personal rival to be defeated, and her doting, if strict parents, had enabled it. Extra coaching. The best medical care for that one time she got injured when Lauren misjudged the gap. Yadira was a machine who could balance on a pinhead in high wind. Her parents didn’t want her participating in the team competitions after that. She was their only child—their princess—they didn’t want her to be hurt.


Lauren wondered what Yadira’s parents would think now. Their daughter might be as well dressed and polite as usual, but she was confused and slurring her words as though she was drunk and it wasn’t even ten in the morning. They’d probably be appalled.


Lauren forced a smile, gesturing vaguely with her good arm. ‘Just some lingering stupidity’, she said, deflecting the question. ‘What about you?’


A nervous tremor touched Yadira’s lips. Her gaze dropped to the floor. ‘Oh, me? Just clumsy. Tripped over a loose floor panel at home. You know how it is.’


Really? A loose floor panel.


Lauren made a mental note about the floor panels on Faraday Station becoming aggressive. She’d have to watch her step.


A buzz vibrated against her wrist, and her wristcomm displayed a single line: Prescription ready for collection, and a bot approached her to dispense the painkiller phial. ‘Right. I’m done here. You headed out?’


The other woman hesitated. ‘Yes, I was just leaving’, Yadira said, falling into step beside her.


The clinic doors slid open, revealing the chaotic life of the station’s main concourse. A thousand conversations blended into a single roar, punctuated by the whir of service drones and the distant chime of an arriving transport. Through the transparent panels, the blue and white curve of Earth hung like a marble ball against black velvet.


A man detached himself from the flow of the crowd, directed towards them. He was in his early forties, tall and broad-shouldered, wearing a dark suit that emphasised his muscles. A charismatic smile spread across his handsome face as he stopped before them, his left hand in his pocket. ‘There you are, darling.’


Yadira’s posture straightened, the fragile stillness replaced by a practiced brightness, but panic lingered in her eyes. ‘Anton, this is Lauren Kutyna. We were on the zero-g gymnastics team together in high school.’ Then gazing Lauren, she added, ‘This is my husband.’


‘A pleasure.’ he extended a hand to Lauren, his grip firm.


‘The pleasure is mine.’


Up close, strands of grey cut through the brown at his temples. But it was his eyes that held her attention. As he spoke, they remained cold and watchful. ‘Any friend of my wife’s is a friend of mine.’ He then turned his full attention to Yadira. ‘I was starting to worry.’ He placed a hand on her arm, a gesture that looked supportive to any passerby.


But Lauren was standing right there. His fingers tightened, digging into the muscle of Yadira’s bicep until the fabric of her sleeve strained. 


Yadira’s eyes widened before her features tightened, as if fighting to suppress a wince. ‘Everything’s fine, Anton. Lauren and I were just catching up.’


The man’s grip didn’t loosen. He steered her away into the river of people. ‘A real pleasure to meet you, Ms Kutyna,’ he said over his shoulder, his charming smile never faltering, and they were swallowed by the concourse.


Charming, like a viper.


The memory of a girl who moved with impossible freedom felt like a bitter joke. A master of balance, now tripping over a loose floor panel.


Lauren’s good hand clenched into a fist, turning her knuckles white. The dull throb in her shoulder was gone, burnt away by fury.


‘Hey. You okay? You look like you’re about to kill someone.’ Jack Kalakopulos’s voice, unexpectedly close, cut through her thoughts and made her flinch.


The lanky hacker, who’d bolted onto her ship eleven months ago running from criminals and had simply never left, wore the usual collection of mismatched synthetics, and a datapad was tucked under his arm like a permanent extension of his body.


‘I’m fine’, she said.


The words were a lie, but Jack, perceptive enough not to push, nodded. ‘Right. Well, the pharmacy bot flagged that your prescription was ready. Figured I’d meet you.’


Lauren walked away without specifying a direction with brisk pace, forcing Jack to fall into step beside her.


‘Get me everything you can on a man named Anton. Husband of Yadira Tanaka.’


Jack didn’t ask why. He just tapped his datapad, his fingers already flying across the screen. ‘On it.’













CHAPTER TWO
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Lauren paced the length of the Sagan’s cargo hold, from the magnetic clamps of the airlock to the stacked crates of emergency supplies. The pain in her shoulder was a forgotten echo, and not only thanks to the painkiller.


A small mercy.


Jack sat on one of the crates, cross-legged, the glow of his datapad reflecting in his focused eyes. ‘Got him. Anton Novak. Forty-four years old.’


Lauren’s pacing didn’t slow. ‘Go on.’


‘He’s SSPF.’


She stopped.


Solar System Police Force. A cop. Of course he was a cop. Because when wasn’t it a cop?


‘Is there going to be any good news?’


Jack sighed. ‘He’s stationed at the Faraday Station Criminal Investigations Division. Detective Sergeant. Do you want me to dig deeper?’


Digging deeper into a cop’s profile might get them easily caught, and Jack didn’t need more trouble with the police, especially now that the Axiom Cybernetics had offered him a position as Senior Analyst with full relocation package to Gagarin Station. It was a regular job with a good pay, and she didn’t want to screw up his future.


‘It’ll be easy. I can slice into the SSPF personnel database through a diagnostic backdoor, spoof a command-level clearance, and pull his—’


‘No. You should be packing.’


He hesitated. ‘You sure?’


‘Of course, I’m sure. Off you go!’


His shoulders slumped slightly, but he knew the tone. It meant the discussion was over. With reluctance, he headed for his cabin without another word.


Lauren walked up to the cockpit and sank into the pilot’s chair. She bypassed the encrypted search engines Jack preferred and pulled up a series of commercial data broker sites and public record archives, the kind that were perfectly legal and hideously invasive. It was a trick Niko had taught her, a way to build a profile from the digital breadcrumbs people left behind without ever tripping any alarm. A part of her was tempted to call him, to hear his calm voice cut through the problem, but she shut the thought down instantly. Niko was on his honeymoon with Philip, somewhere warm and far away from this kind of mess. He deserved that peace.


I, apparently, deserved this particular brand of hell.


She keyed in the name: ‘Yadira Tanaka’. The results populated the screen in seconds. Marriage license, registered to Anton Novak and Yadira Tanaka, filed six years ago. Lots of photos of Yadira wearing fancy clothes in luxury locations. Then there were several newspaper articles about an attack. Her parents killed in a home invasion whilst they were visiting Yadira. If Novak hadn’t shown up and killed the perpetrator, Yadira would have been murdered too. It was a terrible event. Novak had received an award for his bravery, but that’s when Yadira’s story seemed to have ended. A professional registration for Yadira as a junior architect with Orbital Designs, lapsed within a few months. The social media posts ceased. She became a digital ghost.


It was easy to imagine that Yadira’s perfect life had resumed, but now it was out of the spotlight. Maybe the home invasion had caused the changes in Yadira. However, that didn’t explain the current bruises.


She re-read the news clippings. The official story was perfect. A lone home invader, a known low-life violent thug the SSPF had been trying to pin a murder on for years. A perfect fall guy. Finding him dead at the scene was a gift-wrapped conviction for the police. Novak arrived just in time, a hero in the night, and killed the guy. Case closed. No trial. No further investigation. The only witness, Yadira, was too traumatised—and beaten—to testify. And just like that, the two people who would have fought hardest for Yadira were gone. And her saviour was the man who now controlled her every move. It was a little too perfect.


She needed the official case file: Witness statements, forensics, crime scene photos. Things a civilian had no hope of accessing, but a cop could.


Lauren’s stomach tightened. There was only one person she could ask, and the thought left a sour taste in her mouth.


She pulled up her contacts. Her finger hovered over the contact ID for a long moment. Detective Asher Jay Hunter, Niko’s brother-in-law. Ex-Astra Corps. Niko had let that slip at the wedding, a secret Hunter had never shared with her. She’d been waiting for him to tell her, to trust her. He never had. Another thing they didn’t talk about.


She pressed the icon for a secure video call.


The screen remained dark for three connection pings then it resolved into Hunter’s face. A strong jaw was dusted with the dark shadow of late-shift stubble. He had the kind of face that belonged on a recruitment poster. Or in her private, unbidden thoughts. His eyes, a startling, clear blue, were framed by thick, dark lashes. They were tired eyes, but also sharp. Too sharp. They seemed to see more than she ever wanted to show. She mentally kicked herself.


Focus, Kutyna. This was not the time to admire the enemy’s bone structure.


Behind him, the office was a utilitarian space of grey walls and the dull gleam of official tech.


‘Kutyna’, he said. His voice sent a familiar and unwelcome warmth coiling in her gut. ‘To what do I owe the pleasure?’


‘Can’t a girl call just to see a friendly face?’


His own lips quirked into a wry, knowing smile. It was a look that said he didn’t believe her for a second. ‘The last time you called me, you needed a ghost ship’s transponder codes decrypted. My face had nothing to do with it.’


Lauren gave a soft laugh, rebuking herself for diving into a conversation this critical without thinking through her approach first. It was a rookie mistake. She leant slightly closer to the screen. ‘How’s Klara?’
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