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CHAPTER 1

Mean drunks are overrated. It’s the clingy ones you have to watch out for.

The loser at table four had thrown back one too many shots and mistaken Xander’s arm for a teddy bear.

Again.

The more she struggled to escape the grip of his bony fingers, the more desperately he clutched, whispering obscene nothings against the soft inside of her elbow. And he was drooling.

Fantastic.

With her luck, he’d have some kind of dreaded mouth fungus. Because, let’s face it, the nightmare of living life with no memory and waiting tables at the Oasis wasn’t enough of a character-building experience. No. Dreaded mouth fungus from a clingy, drooling drunk had to rot her arms off too.

Xander snatched one of table four’s half-filled shot glasses, ignoring its spit-encrusted texture. When Cuddles turned his head to continue slobbering against her skin, she dumped the contents into his ear.

She’d heard Himalian whiskey could scour the radioactive sludge out of a hyperdrive engine wall, so it was no wonder Cuddles shrieked and flung himself backward like a possessed man in the throes of exorcism. He clawed at the side of his head and wailed, an eerie noise somewhere between braying donkey and emphysemic cow.

His gyrations tipped his chair over, and he crashed into the filthy floorboards, twitching and gasping until he began to snore.

Typical.

He’d have a heck of a goose egg when he came to, and nobody deserved it more.

“Xander!” Cedric howled from the bar. “I need glassware!”

She rolled her eyes and piled her serving tray high with the remaining shot glasses, stepping over Cuddles as he sawed logs at her feet. At one point in their lives, the shot glasses had to have been clear, but the Oasis took everything clean and smeared it with an impenetrable layer of spit, blood, and other bodily fluids.

Xander wiped her hand on her apron, though it was dirtier than the glasses. Not for the first time, she longed for hand sanitizer. A lovely aqua-clear gallon jug of sharp isopropyl-scented gel. But no one here had ever heard of it. No one anywhere had ever heard of it. So either it had never existed or it was like her name, a memory lost in the broken shadows of her mind.

Once she had all the grimy shot glasses, she pocketed the credits left as tips and stepped over the other unconscious men on the floor as she walked back to the bar, ignoring the ones who were only pretending so they could look up her skirt.

She hated that skirt.

“About time.” Cedric snatched the tray from her and dumped its contents into the sink. “Old man at seven’s still there. Is he dead?”

The old man had come in hours earlier, muttering to himself, staring at nothing. All he’d ordered was a gingerroot soda, the only non-alcoholic beverage they sold. His vibrant red scarf draped noose-like from his wrinkled neck. The accessory popped in the dingy light of the dirty illuminators, set at a level somewhere between dark cave and den of iniquity.

“I think he’s still breathing.” Xander handed Cedric the tips from table four, which he fed into the safe.

“Well, go get the old coot’s creds before he bites the big one.” Cedric scraped at a hardened speck on a shot glass. “If he keels over, someone’ll clean him out before we get paid.”

Xander took her tray back and headed toward the old man.

He was the oldest person in the bar by decades. So much for age bestowing wisdom. The old fool should have known better than to buy anything at a place like the Oasis. Then again, if he’d had any sense, he wouldn’t have been on a shoddy, rundown moon like Callisto to begin with. Maybe he was just an old pusher who’d helped himself to too much of his own product.

The old man’s hazel eyes pierced her. The cloudy, dull expression she’d seen before was gone, replaced with a penetrating stare that stripped away her confidence.

In a single glance, the old man knew how lost she really felt inside; he had to know. Why else would he look at her like that?

Forget the clingy drunks. The old man was worse by far.

“Can I get you something else, mister?” Unexpected emotion choked her voice.


No one could see the real her. No one knew the real her. Not even her. But the old man did. That’s what his eyes whispered: I see you. I know you.


He cocked his head, face like dry leather, hair like cobwebs, eyes like daggers, clear, cold, and calm. “I don’t drink.”

She started to respond, but the words died on her lips. In the space of a blink, the clarity in his eyes vanished like it had never been there. His expression became a child’s, innocent and wandering and confused. And he had no idea who she was.

Had she imagined the whole thing? Was she so desperate to remember herself that she’d even consider asking a crazy old man sitting in the shoddiest whorehouse on the dirtiest of Jupiter’s moons?

One of his twisted hands twitched on the table, spinning a daisy between his fingertips.

How could the old loon have found a daisy on Callisto? Nothing grew on Callisto but bacteria. Somehow the daisy was pristine; it glowed brighter than the old coot’s scarf.

She tore her eyes away from the daisy. “Sir, can I get you something?”

“Water.”

“Water? Sir, we don’t serve water here.” She grimaced. “Even if we did, I wouldn’t suggest drinking it.”

“Coffee, then.”

Her fingers tightened on the tray. “We don’t serve coffee, sir.”

“Tea. How about sweet tea?”

“Sweet tea?”

His gaze dim and distant, tears welled behind his weathered eyelids until they spilled down his cheeks.

“I remember sweet tea,” he whispered. “It’s been so long since I’ve had it.”

Sweet tea. Something else familiar. The memory of its taste tingled on the back of her tongue, bitter and sweet and cold and refreshing and like nothing that existed on Callisto. Just the thought of tasting something so pure again made her want to cry.

“I’m sorry, sir.” Her voice stuck to the back of her throat. “We don’t have sweet tea either.”

“Oh, I see. That’s too bad.”

He was an old man, all alone and lost, wandering and helpless. That’s what he looked like. Maybe he wasn’t really. Maybe he was a con man, but it didn’t matter because he remembered sweet tea.

Maybe he had some hand sanitizer.

“I can get you another gingerroot, sir.”

The old man stared at her, not the same way the other men in the bar did. His sharp hazel eyes held her steady in the depth of their clarity. Strange when moments earlier they’d been as murky as Cedric’s dishwater.

“Gingerroot.”

“You have to pay for the first one. Then, I can get you a second one.”

The man looked confused until he glanced at the empty bottle on the table. Still twisting the daisy between the fingers of one hand, he reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a single cred card.

Tray under her arm, Xander accepted the card and marched back to the bar. Cedric whistled off-key beside her as she swiped the card through the reader. But the reader didn’t process the card as it normally did. It flashed an error and restarted. She tried again without success.

So much for technology.

“Cedric?”

“What?”

“Something’s wrong with the card reader.”

Cedric hovered over her shoulder. “No, there’s not.” He pulled the cred card from her fingers. “This is a total balance card. You can’t debit.”

“Why not?”

“To stop folks from using so much plastic. How the hell should I know?” He turned the card over. “This has two-hundred creds on it.” He shoved it back at her. “Go tell him to pay some other way because we can’t give change for that.”

A fist fight erupted in the furthest corner of the bar. One more mess she didn’t have time to clean up. The noise level rattled her ear drums, but it didn’t seem to bother the old man, all his attention focused on the daisy between his gnarled fingers. But he noticed when she approached and smiled at her, his expression half-vacant.

“Sir,” Xander said, “there’s a problem with this card. Do you have another one?”

“No.” Unconcerned, unhearing, he spun the daisy so its bright petals flared.

“This is all you have?”

“Yes. You can just take the card and give me change.”

Xander pressed her lips together.

“Unless—unless there’s only enough on the card to pay for what I’ve purchased, of course.” His smile sparkled. “Then, you can take the card.”

“You don’t know how much is on the card?”

“No. Is there enough on it to pay for my drink?”

Something dark surged deep inside her.

The old man didn’t know how much was on the card. He probably didn’t know how much the gingerroot had cost to begin with. Maybe what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. Having two hundred credits to add to her escape fund certainly wouldn’t hurt her.


But it’s wrong. The singular thought stopped her cold. I shouldn’t take this from him. What if it’s all he has?


The man stroked the daisy with gentle fingers. And hummed.

What was she thinking? The man was a crackpot. Likely he’d stolen the card himself.


Oscar pays me dirt. I’ve been here for months, and I can barely afford a ride to the shuttle station, let alone a ticket to NUSaxony. She glared at the card as though it could tell her what to do. No one else would hesitate. It wouldn’t bother anyone else. I need it more than he does.


She clenched the card between her fingers.

But he’s just an old man. It’s not right.

Never mind that no one knew what was right and what wasn’t. Why did she care what was right and what was wrong when no one else did? Why was this a hard choice? She needed to get to NUSaxony, and this was the easiest way. The more time she spent at the Oasis, the greater risk that Oscar would find something more profitable for her to do, whether she wanted to do it or not.


It’s wrong. She ground her molars until her head throbbed. Everything is wrong.


“Oh, are you back already?” the old man asked.

“I didn’t leave, sir.”

“Oh.” He held the daisy out to her. “Isn’t this a beautiful flower?”

Xander struggled to speak clearly through her clenched teeth. “Yes, sir. It’s lovely. Where did you find it?”

“Where?” He stroked the daisy’s petals. “I don’t know where. Maybe it found me.” The man blinked forcefully, and his eyes zoned in on the card she held. “Is there something wrong with my card?”

“You can’t use this card to pay for what you bought.” How many times did she have to say it?

“I can’t?”

“No.”

“Oh. I don’t have anything else. Why won’t it work?”

His eyes held her with such innocent concern.

When was the last time anyone in this bar had looked at her like that? Every customer in the Oasis groped her, pulled her into their laps, ran fingers up the back of her thigh as she took orders. Every customer except this crazy old man.

Who was this fool, and why had he come here? To make her life miserable? Was this some kind of a test? Something in the back of her broken mind told her that she liked tests, liked to show she knew all the answers.

What a crock.

She thrust the card at him. “There’s two hundred credits on that, sir. The soda cost ten, and I can’t give you change.” She took a deep breath. “So we’ll just say the one is on the house, and you can go about your business.”

The man stared at the card, perplexed.

Didn’t he understand? Didn’t he know what she was sacrificing? Two hundred credits would go a long way to buying a visa, and she was giving it up.

The old man smiled at her again, this time differently than before. A smile like the sunrises her broken mind remembered, bright and warm and filling the sky, not the piteous pinprick of light in the polluted Callisto sky.

“You’re a good girl.”

It was her turn to look confused. The quiet statement—a compliment, no less—was the last thing she had expected.

“Do you like daisies, little girl?”

The daisy sparkled in the dimness. Xander liked the daisy now, but had she liked daisies before? “I don’t know.”

The old man leaned back in the chair and sagged like a sandbag left to gravity’s pull. “Funny. I don’t know either.”

“Xander!” Cedric barked from the bar.

The old man’s gaze clouded, a shadow of what it had been moments before.

“Keep the card, little girl,” he mumbled. “You can keep it.”

She gaped at him. Was he serious? He couldn’t just give her two hundred credits for no reason. Could he?

The old man’s gaze softened, drool running from his mouth as his dull eyes slanted almost shut. What was he staring at off in the corner?

“Xander!” Cedric snapped, eying Oscar’s office door. “Now!”

Keeping Cedric happy came first. She wanted to thank the old man, but she couldn’t stand and wait for him to wake up from whatever dream had stolen his attention. Xander turned on her heel and tucked the card in the back pocket of her skirt.


She yanked on the skirt as she walked, trying to get it to cover more of her backside than was actually possible. She hated that skirt.


She stopped at the bar. “What, Cedric?” He always made everything so complicated.

“I got people need serving, carrots.” Cedric dumped another tray of glasses into the foul dishwater. “Did the old fart pay?”

“No. He didn’t have anything else.”

“What about the card?”

“He gave it to me.”

“He what?” Cedric squeaked like a mouse someone had stepped on.

“He gave it to me.” Xander glared at him. “I tried to give it back.”

“You—what?” His jaw hung open. If a fish could gasp for air, that’s what he looked like.

“It wouldn’t have been right to take it.”

Cedric gawked at her until his greasy glasses slid down his hawk-like nose. “It wouldn’t have been right? What the hell is wrong with you? Just—go—work. And that soda is coming out of your tips today.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.” He flapped his hands. “Fine, Cedric. Fine.” He threw a collins glass into the murky dishwater with a plop. “Nine’s done. Go take care of them.”

Xander didn’t answer and passed the old man on the way to table nine. The least she could do was thank him for his kindness. But she stopped before she reached him and wished she hadn’t tried.

He hunched in the chair, eyes empty, plucking petals from the daisy. The soft bits of pure white fluttered to the grimy, stained tabletop like ruined snowflakes.

It was just a flower. But to watch the slobbering lunatic tear something so clean and untouched apart felt obscene.

Stomach twisting, she fled to table nine, collecting the scattered tips, trying to block out the image of the flower being stripped of its innocence.

The first beautiful thing she had seen in two months, and the crazy old fool had destroyed it—right in front of her.

She didn’t feel so bad about taking his money now.

Xander cleared the table and returned her tray to Cedric. His foul, mud-colored dishwater smelled like decomposing vegetables.

Dish suds were supposed to be white, weren’t they? But then, she also remembered sweet tea and hand sanitizer. What did she know?

“Table five.” Cedric pointed over her shoulder to the table in the corner. “Go.”

She hurried to table five, cleared it, stacked the shot glasses, and started back toward the bar. She glanced at table seven without really meaning to. But it was empty. The old man was gone.

He’d pushed in his chair and abandoned the naked daisy stem on the tabletop, surrounded by the delicate petals he’d torn off.

She picked up the stem and held it between her fingers. Was it a good idea to take money from a crazy old man who liked to torture daisies?

“Xander! Move your ass!”

She clenched the stem until her palm ached from the pressure of her fingernails and let it fall to the filthy, discolored floorboards.

Credits were credits. The more of them she had, the better. The more of them she had, the sooner she could be free. And if a scary old daisy killer’s money were the only way to accomplish that, she would do it. If one daisy had to suffer humiliation and death for her to escape a hellhole like Callisto, maybe it was worth it.

Daisies are perennials; they always grow back.


CHAPTER 2

Cuddles barely stirred on the filthy floorboards when the 11 o’clock tone rattled the Oasis walls. He had to be truly wasted. Nobody could lay with their face pressed against the nastiness on the floor for any amount of time and be sober.

Other Oasis regulars grunted at the frequency of the tone, set just right to buzz deep within their brains obnoxiously. A stern reminder: We close at midnight. Get out, or we’ll kick you out.

Cuddles didn’t budge. Someone even tripped over him. Still, he snored away.

“Don’t just stare at him, stupid.” Cedric dumped a tray of glasses glued together with filth into his equally filthy dishwater. “You know what to do.”

Xander rolled her eyes.

Of the many aspects of this job she hated, this was one she didn’t mind, truth be told.

She paused at the supply closet as she marched toward Cuddles’s prone form. Xander snatched the mop and positioned herself next to Cuddles, carefully out of reach. The kicking and biting part was only funny if they couldn’t reach you. She’d learned that the hard way.

The mop hissed as Xander primed it with the switch on the handle, harsh cleaning solution plumping up the sponge head like bread rising in an oven.

Xander swung the mop like a golf club, and the sponge smacked against the side of Cuddles’s upturned face. It was the sound of wet dough on a kneading board, at least until the acid in the cleaning solution started to burn.

Cuddles woke up pretty fast then.

First with a startled groan. Then the shrieking started. Cuddles flailed and thrashed on the floor and rolled away from the mop, cursing and spitting.

The cleaning solution didn’t really hurt them. It just stung. And in an alcohol-induced coma, the drunks couldn’t really tell it apart from real acid. Purportedly Oscar had used real acid on someone once, and once was all it took for a reputation.

The Oasis cleans their floors with acid. Stick around too long, and they’ll clean your face with it too.

“First tone.” Xander arched her eyebrows at him as though he could see her face through the haze of whiskey in his system. “Leave.”

Cuddles moaned and slumped against the floorboards.

Xander tapped the mop close to his face, and he yelped in terror, backpedaling until he nearly knocked a table over.

Poor drunk idiot. At least he was one of the nice ones.

One of the nice ones who slobbered all over her on a regular basis.

Never mind. He was just a drunk.

Cuddles stumbled to a mostly upright position and weaved his way toward the door, dashing at the cleaning solution still dripping off his unshaven chin. Maybe it was cleaning solution. Maybe it was drool. Xander couldn’t tell, and with Cuddles it could be either.

With the Oasis emptying rapidly, Xander started in on the floors, the mop whispering against the caked-on grime. After the first tone, the bar shut down. No more drinks. And for the regulars of the Cuddles variety, the ore miners and slag shifters, drinking was their only escape from the brutal reality of Callisto. So when the drinks ran out, it didn’t take long for the downstairs to go from train station at rush hour to graveyard at midnight.

Upstairs was different.

Xander scrubbed the floor from the side stairwell to the far wall, until her arms ached with the effort. Mopping hardly made a dent in the deep-set layers of filth and grime, but the mud and spit on the top came up easily enough. When the sponge drooped like a dead animal from the end of the mop, Xander held it over the garbage pail and pressed the recycle button. The sponge let go and dropped into the bin, but the mop shuddered and wheezed.

Xander bit off a groan and whacked the mop stick against the side of the counter. Only then did the mop stick sprout a new sponge.

“Cedric, when are we going to buy a new mop?”

Cedric scoffed from the cupboard where he sorted the day’s unopened decanters. “You want a new mop, you ask Oscar.”

Yeah, like that was going to happen. The less she had to do with Oscar the better.

She returned the mop to the closet and tied off the garbage bag while Cedric started tallying tips in the safe. On the third yank, she dislodged the bag from the pail and carried it toward the door.

No dragging. The roughness of the floorboards could rip it open.

No slinging it over her shoulder. The bag might leak.

She held it as far away from her body as she could. When she first started working at the Oasis, she couldn’t manage the dead weight of Cedric’s stuffed-full trash bags for the length of time required to get them outside. It had taken months, but at least she knew how to get the trash outside to the dumpster without breaking the bags open—on the floor or on herself.

Xander forced the door open, carefully keeping the trash bag aloft, and walked down the steps to the dumpster on the side of the Oasis. The illuminator poles overhead cast enough light to direct her to the alley.

The Oasis was ramshackle and rundown, but compared to the rest of the buildings in Copernicus City, it was a high-class establishment.

The air outside made her gag. As disgusting as the Oasis was, it smelled far better inside than it did outside. The alley was worse. Festering with human filth and decay, rats scurried over her shoes as she walked toward the dumpster, and a child—probably six or seven—ate from a trashcan across the street.

Further down in the alley, the light was bright enough to reveal a half-clothed couple on the ground, wrapped around each other, jerking and gasping. She shut her eyes as she tossed the trash into the dumpster.

Bad enough she had to listen to it all day long, she didn’t want to watch it on the street.

Shame had no meaning on Callisto. The rest of the solar system had to be different.

Callisto was the red light district of the Jupiter moons. A tired and dreary-looking world, Callisto had little to offer humanity except a place to get laid. No one ever slept because even when it should have been pitch black, Jupiter’s planet light bathed the small, filthy moon in faint red glow.

Surely Callisto wasn’t the standard for living in the solar system. Callisto was just dirty and dark and ugly; NUSaxony would be better, if she could only get there.

Xander kicked the rats out of her path on the way back to the Oasis. Some of the independent prostitutes who’d earned a reputation in the area stood on the muddied street across from the Oasis. They knew the business. The miners and line workers who couldn’t afford a prostitute at the Oasis clustered in groups around them.


Xander ducked back inside before any of the men mistook her for one of those kinds of girls. That had happened once, and she’d never let it happen again. Getting caught outside alone on Callisto was never a good idea, no matter what time of day it was. She’d learned that the day the Anastasia had abandoned her.


She yanked the door shut with a grunt and turned back to Cedric, but she paused when she noticed a dark-haired woman in a dress like sparkling flame sitting at the bar. The woman glanced at her, almond-shaped eyes vivid, and smirked.

“Xander-girl, you look a mess.” Sylphie always chewed her words, drawing them out lazily like a cat sunning on a summer day. “The missus running you too hard?”

Cedric slammed a glass of bourbon—Sylphie’s choice—on the counter, glaring at her. “What does that mean? I run her too hard?” He scoffed. “I work harder than she does. She’s as lazy as you.”

Sylphie threw the glass of bourbon back in one swallow. “Just because I work on my back doesn’t mean I’m lazy, Ced.” Sylphie winked and slid the glass to him. “But you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

“Working on my back?” Cedric arched his thinning eyebrows. “You might be surprised.”

“Anyway!” Xander stepped up to the bar and gathered the stack of credits Cedric had piled there. “We had a busy day.”

Sylphie hadn’t stopped smirking. “You think so, Xander-girl?” She eyed the credits Xander stuffed in her pockets. “Decent take, it looks like.”

“Very decent.” Xander patted her pocket and moved the tray of glasses from the counter to a table so she could scrub the bar down.

“Probably have a nice sum in that little jar under your bed, yeah?”

Xander didn’t commit to an answer. She didn’t know what her jar of credits had to do with anything.

Sylphie kept smirking.

Xander picked at a hard knob of grime on the counter a little longer than she needed to, probably wearing a hole in her washcloth. Thinking under the weight of Sylphie’s smirks never got easier. The woman lounged like a cat, lazy and self-satisfied, but she had claws. She didn’t hesitate to use them when they suited her.

Xander glanced at the dark-haired beauty on the bar stool. Yep, still smirking.

“What?”

The smirk became a grin. “Xander-girl, you really need to get over yourself.”

Xander rolled her eyes. “Like you, Sylphie?”

Sylphie laughed, a full sound like waves crashing on the beach. “I’m all over me, sweet pea.” She spun on the stool and rested her elbows against the bar, watching Xander as she worked. “You’re never gonna’ make it to NUSaxony waiting tables, Xander.”

Tension rippled through Xander’s shoulders. “I’m doing fine, Sylphie.”

She didn’t want to have this conversation again.

“Xander-girl.” Sylphie reached out and took her arm, pulling her away from her constant scrubbing. “It’ll take you fifty years to earn enough creds to buy a single visa. You know that.”

“But if you whore like Sylphie, you’ll earn it twice as fast.” Cedric stripped off his apron and tossed it in the corner.

Xander dropped the washcloth on the bar and faced Sylphie with her chin up. “I won’t do it, Sylphie.”

“Nobody just waits tables in a bar, sweet pea.” Sylphie patted her face.

Xander peeled Sylphie’s hand off her face and held it. “Sylphie, you said I didn’t have to. You said I could just wait tables. That’s why I came with you.”

The smirk returned. “No, you came with me because I was the only one on the street who didn’t want to crawl up your legs.”

Cedric popped over the edge of the counter. “Yeah, I don’t get that.”

Xander and Sylphie glanced at him.

“Even if she would tumble, would someone tumble her?”

Sylphie chuckled. “Some folks are desperate.”

Cedric ducked down under the counter again, and Xander held tight to Sylphie’s hand, the woman’s long manicured fingernails as red as her dress. That day only months ago still felt fresh. Helpless, lost, alone, wandering the streets of Callisto at dusk with only two choices—sell her body or die, with rape an unavoidable expectation either way.

Sylphie saved her from the streets, probably thinking she’d sell herself for Oscar, but she’d thrown in on her side. Told her she could wait tables and made Oscar allow it.

The old man’s 200 cred card felt obvious in her back pocket. 

Xander squeezed her hand. “I’ll make it just fine on my own.”

Sylphie’s expression hardened a bit, her eyes narrowing. “Xander, it’s impossible.”

Cedric set two jugs of whiskey on the counter as he stood up and brushed his hands off. “If she can dig up another old man, she might be set.”

“Old man?” Sylphie straightened. “Xander-girl, you chattin’ up the seniors? I bet he got a kick out of that. Not too many under-twenties will even look at somebody more mature.”

“He was staring at her ass, Sylphie.” Cedric winked. “I noticed.”

“Sure it wasn’t the hair? Not too many natural redheads out here.”

“No, it was her ass.”

“Well, she’s got a nice ass.”

“That’s what I keep telling her, but you know she never listens to me.”

“He overpaid.” Xander held up her hands to stop them. “And he told me I could keep it.”

Sylphie’s eyebrows arrowed into her hairline. “Did he know he overpaid?”

Xander hesitated. “Not until I told him.”

Sylphie dropped her hands and sagged against the counter. “Xander, what the hell?”

“See?” Cedric flapped his arms like a demented hummingbird. “See what you did to me? What I have to put up with since you dragged this brat in here?”


“Xander, are you out of your mind?” Sylphie seized her by the elbows. “Someone gives you free credits, and you try to give them back? What’s wrong with you?”


“It wasn’t right,” Xander snapped. “I couldn’t just take money from a helpless old man, Sylphie.”

Sylphie threw back her head and roared with laughter. “You’re never going to get out of here, kid, if you keep giving back the money you make.”

Xander clenched her teeth. “I’ll make it, Sylphie. I will.”

Sylphie rolled her eyes. “Ah, Xander-girl. What a piece of work you are.”

Graceful as a dancer, Sylphie slid off the stool and patted Xander’s face again. She smiled at her, a real smile instead of a smirk, but the light of it didn’t really reach her eyes.

She turned and sauntered up the stairs, hips swaying with every step. The 30 minute tone resonated through the rickety halls as she hit the top step. Sylphie blew a kiss and ducked into her room as the exodus from the upper level began.

Metal workers, machiners, and drafters made up the bulk of the upstairs customers. They were the only ones who could afford Oasis rates. But they were just like the downstairs customers when they were drunk—loud, slobbering, clumsy, and rude.

Doors slammed. Feet pounded against the flooring. A stream of them marched down the steps, each with all the coordination of a dizzy, three-legged elephant.

Xander picked up the washcloth and started scrubbing tables as Cedric disappeared under the counter again.

She would make it. She would earn enough to buy a visa, and she’d do it without sleeping with people for money. She’d escape to NUSaxony like Dr. Zahn had told her, and she’d find a neurologist who could help her remember.

Then all of this—the filth and the fear and everything that was Callisto—would just be a memory, instead of reality.


CHAPTER 3

Xander finished wiping the table down and started to return the tray of glasses to the counter, but she jumped with a squeak as a man flopped into a chair right next to her in a flurry of leather and the scent of grease.

“Hey, little girl.” The man smoothed his sand-colored hair with a gleaming smile. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

Xander calmed her wild heart with two steady breaths.

“I’m sorry, sir. Bar’s closed.”

His eyes undressed her, an unwelcome caress across her shoulders, chest, hips, and thighs. Xander forced herself not to shudder in revulsion and swallowed the desperate urge to poke out his eyes with her fingers.

“What kinds of whiskey have you got, sweet thing?” His voice rumbled.

Well-dressed and bordering on handsome. But his ears apparently weren’t working.

“We have three kinds. NUKeltian, Himalian and Theban. But the bar is closed.”

“What do you recommend?”

“I don’t like any of them.”

The man shifted in his chair, and his long leather trench coat fell open to reveal hips crisscrossed with gun belts. The two blasters she could see looked heavy. Was he some kind of police officer?

“You like those?” The man noticed her gaze. “Or are you looking at something else down there?”

She flushed. “The bar is closed, sir.”

He shrugged. “That’s no big. I wanted something sweeter anyway.”

Xander started to point him to the door when he surged up from his chair and pinned her against the table with one hand between her thighs. He buried his face in her hair. “Yeah, you’ll do nicely.”

Heart throbbing, limbs shaking, Xander tried to shove him away, but the man was a solid wall of muscle.

“I just brought in a two thousand C head, and I’ve got some creds to spend.” He breathed against her neck. “So how about you and me go find some place more comfortable?”

The hand between her thighs gripped hard. She couldn’t twist out of his grasp, and the table blocked her escape. He was too tall and too strong.

“What are you, twenty? Less than twenty. Eighteen, I’d wager.”

“Get off me!”

“The name’s Lou, by the way, sweetheart.” He blew in her ear. “Remember the name. I’ll have you screaming it.”

Xander flailed, smelling his musky, leathery scent everywhere. The studs on his belts dug into her skin through her thin uniform.

Where was Cedric? Why wasn’t he helping?

She flung her arm out for the tray of glasses she’d set on the table earlier. She seized a stack and swung it against Lou’s head as hard as she could. They shattered against the side of his face in a crash of tinkling glass and ruby-red blood.

Lou howled in surprise and jumped back, blood trickling down his face and neck, staining his pressed shirt and leather coat.

“What the hell?” He touched the side of his bleeding face and stared in shock at his reddened hand. “What the hell?”

Xander gripped the table edge, trying to breathe.

Lou took another step toward her, and she grabbed another shot glass and brandished it. His face turned dark with fury.

“What kind of a whore doesn’t whore?”

“I don’t know who you think I am,” Xander said. “I wait tables.”

“I want a tumble!”

“Then come back tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow’s a head hunt on Osiris.”

“Your problem. Not mine.”

The darkness on his face softened with another smirk. Lou stepped forward again, but he was too fast for her to hurl the shot glass at him. He snatched her wrist and shoved himself against her again. The table edge stabbed into her lower back, jolting pain down her legs.

“You’re saucy.” The blood on his head dripped on her. “I like it.”

Cedric cleared his throat beside them.

Cedric? Where had he come from?

Forget where he came from, where had he been?

“Well, now, what’s all the fuss?” Cedric set his hands on his narrow hips, face cold with a thin smile.

“Back off, barkeep.” Lou snarled. “I’m busy.”

“You’re a nice-looking boy.” Cedric smirked. “And I know our little Xander is just asking for it. But we close in three.”

“Trust me. That’s plenty.” Lou kept her pinned down and reached for his belt.

“I’m sure it is, sweet thing.” Cedric patted him on the shoulder and paused. “Oh, you’ve got some nice muscles on you.”

Lou gripped Xander’s wrist harder as he glared at Cedric with eyes full of disgust. “I don’t swing that way,” he growled. “Ever. So buzz off and let me and little Xander here get to it.”

“So tense.” Cedric let his hand rest on Lou’s arm. “Trust me, handsome. Little Xander isn’t worth the effort, but if you’re looking for a good time—”

Lou dropped her and lashed out at Cedric with all the force of a bulldozer. Cedric ducked under it and shoved the disruptor he’d pulled from under his shirt into Lou’s ribs.

Lou froze. Xander didn’t dare breathe; she clutched the table edge.

Slowly, Lou raised his hands. “Didn’t mean no harm, sir.”


“You are nice looking.” Cedric prodded Lou’s ribcage with the disruptor. “And I hate threatening handsome men.” He charged the disruptor with a whir. “But we’re closed.”


Lou, to his credit, didn’t flinch. “If that’s the case, then I’ll be leaving.”

Lou donned a bright grin that was absolutely fake. He stood still, coiled to spring the instant Cedric pulled the trigger.

“Yes,” Cedric said. “You will.”

The silence roared in Xander’s ears. She wanted to run, to get as far away from Lou as she could, but she couldn’t move. Not yet. If Cedric opened fire, she would need to dodge.

Lou dropped his hands and snapped the collar of his trench coat around his neck. He strode out of the bar, the door slamming behind him.

Cedric watched the door latch before he shoved the disruptor into the back of his pants.

Only then did Xander let herself breathe. Cedric turned his gaze to her.

“You okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “Thanks.”

“Tourists,” he spat. “Bet you’ll be glad for old Cuddles tomorrow, huh?”

Xander couldn’t contain a shaky laugh, and Cedric smiled at her. But both of them fell silent as a long, low creaking reverberated across the back of the bar like a dying groan.

“Shit,” Cedric muttered, glancing at the blood and broken glasses on the table and the floor.

Oscar would notice. He’d beat them both.

Cedric grabbed her arm and pulled her to the bar, where they stood for the evening inspection.

Oscar, owner of the Oasis, emerged from the room behind the bar counter, speaking in hushed tones with the well-dressed man beside him. Oscar, a broad-shouldered giant, always wore a white furry coat with a high collar. It was Earth mink, Sylphie had told her, an animal long extinct.

Xander startled as Cedric pressed a towel into her hands. She frowned at him, and he nodded at her right hand. She glanced down and tried not to gasp. The glasses she’d broken hadn’t just bloodied Lou’s head, they’d shredded her hand too.

Cedric winked at her and poked her hand through the towel.

Oscar and his guest shook hands, and the man left the bar, avoiding eye contact with anyone.

Then, Oscar turned a slow circle at the center of the Oasis before he pinned both of them with a glare that could have boiled paint off a wall.

“We leaving broken glass on the floor now?” His thundercloud face glowed in the dim illuminators.

“Tourist, Oscar,” Cedric said. “Didn’t know the rules. We tossed him out.”

Oscar loomed over them, dark eyes piercing and cruel. “Tourist?”

“Bounty hunter.”

Oscar’s face twisted in an expression of disgust. “Bounty hunters. Think they can do whatever the hell they want.”

The last tone echoed through the halls, and the mezzanine doors opened as Oscar’s prostitutes took position against the railing so he could count. He turned away from the bar and focused his attention upstairs.

Xander spotted Sylphie at the end, makeup removed and hair brushed.

Oscar counted in silence until he was satisfied, and then he waved the women away. They all returned to their rooms, and he glanced over his shoulder at Cedric.

“Clean up,” he said.

Cedric nodded.

So did Xander, but Oscar ignored her. That was either a very good sign or a very bad sign.

His office door slammed, and she and Cedric traded a glance. They smiled together and hurriedly cleaned up the broken glass and blood. Xander wiped her bleeding hand down as best she could. She would have to wash it in the morning, since Oscar didn’t allow time or power for showers at night.

When the bar was finally clean, or at least as clean as it could get, Cedric shut off the lights, and Xander followed him to their shared room at the back. Xander made a stop at the medicine cabinet to gather bandages for her hand.

They only had enough room for two cots and one dresser. A single illuminator on the ceiling filled the room with squalid light.

“I need a shower.” Cedric sniffed his armpit and stripped his shirt off. “So—how was your take today?”

“Not too bad.” Xander averted her eyes and pulled her nightclothes from the dresser, a long-sleeved shirt and a pair of long pants. Nights on Callisto were cold, and Oscar didn’t heat the back room.

“Especially with your old man’s contribution too, huh?”

“He wasn’t my old man, Cedric.”

“If you say so. Wonder who he was.”

“I keep thinking about him,” Xander said. “I think he looked familiar.”

Cedric stopped moving. “I didn’t think anyone looked familiar to you.”

“They don’t.”

“But your old man did?”


“He wasn’t my old man, Cedric.”


“But if he looked familiar, maybe he was.”

“Was what?” She glanced over her shoulder and winced at the brief glimpse of exposed skin. Not for the first time, she wished Cedric cared who saw him naked.

“What if he was your father?”

“He was too old to be my father.”

“Fine, your grandfather then.”

“Then why wouldn’t he have said something?” She shut her eyes and bunched her clothes in her fists. “I mean, I think I would have recognized him if he were related to me. If we were family, I would have known him. Even if I can’t remember anything else.”

“You never know, Xander. Your head is pretty screwed up.”

She scoffed. “Yeah, it is.”

Cedric stretched behind her, still naked. Waiting for him to put his clothes back on was a waste of time, so she moved behind her makeshift privacy screen in the corner. She unbuttoned her too-tight blouse and wriggled out of the ridiculous skirt and crawled into her nightclothes.

Cedric had little patience for her prudishness when he wanted to talk about something. Xander sensed he wanted to talk, so he could pop around the corner at any moment.

Cedric claimed he had no interest in women, but it still didn’t mean she was okay with him seeing her unclothed. Cedric didn’t understand; no one seemed to understand, at least not at the Oasis.

When she emerged from behind the screen, Cedric reclined against the wall beside his cot, wrapped in his ratty old quilt.

She sat on her cot to bandage her bleeding hand. “Cedric?”

“What?”

“Who was that man with Oscar today?” Xander tightened the bandage around her hand. “He was in his office. No one’s allowed in Oscar’s office.”

“He’s Oscar’s partner. They set this place up together.” Cedric laid his head back against the wall. “Oscar runs the bar; his partner runs Fantasy.”

“Fantasy?”

“Oscar helps him run Fantasy, Xander,” Cedric said. “His partner’s a pusher, and Oscar’s walking a tight line—since the Feds don’t much care for the stuff.”

“Oscar’s running drug deals from inside the Oasis?” Xander’s eyebrows arched.

“Yeah.” Cedric gave a short laugh. “You didn’t know that? The whole moon knows that. Where have you been, sweetie?”

Oscar was in business with a drug dealer. Somehow the image fit, but that didn’t bring her any comfort in working for him. How much longer could she keep working for Oscar? How many more close calls would she survive, like the one with Lou?

Xander glanced at her blouse and skirt in the pile at her feet. She gathered them up and scowled at the blood stains on her blouse. She set it out to be cleaned in the morning and folded her skirt.

Gathering her tips and the old man’s cred card out of the back pocket, she deposited them in the small jar she kept under her cot.

“Why won’t you whore for Oscar?”

Cedric’s question surprised her. “I just—don’t want to.”

“Why not? Everyone does it.”

“I’m not everyone.”

She chewed her lip. Even saying the word felt wrong, dirty, like it was a cruel thing to call someone.

“Xander, you don’t actually think you’re going to earn enough waiting tables to make it to NUSaxony, do you?” Cedric’s voice sounded strangely gentle. “Entrance visas cost an arm and a leg. And since I’m pretty sure you aren’t NUSaxon, you’d need an exit visa too—which costs another arm and a leg.”

Xander rolled her eyes. “So you’re saying I’ll get to NUSaxony, but I’ll be a quadriplegic?”


“I’m saying you’re never going to do it waiting tables even if you keep getting lecherous old drunks who overpay for their drinks.” Cedric laced his hands behind his head. “Two hundred creds a pop is equal to a foot on the arm-and-leg scale.”


“Yeah.” She looked down.

Cedric paused. “Did you really try to give it back to him?”

“Yes. He wouldn’t take it.”

Cedric made an incredulous sound. “That means he really was frickin’ insane. And so are you. Stupid bitch.”

Xander winced.

He was right. She’d been at the Oasis for two months. Her daily tips barely paid her food and boarding expenses; anything extra she made went directly to her savings. With the crazy old man’s contribution, those savings amounted to nearly three hundred credits. A ticket to NUSaxony was six hundred credits, but to even enter NUSaxon orbit, she needed an entrance visa—which cost twice that. And, as Cedric helpfully reminded her, she also needed an exit visa—which cost the same.

In two months, she had earned three hundred credits but she needed ten times that amount before she could even reach NUSaxony, let alone pay for the neuro-therapy services she needed. She wasn’t going to meet another crazy old man, and Xander had the sneaking suspicion that Oscar didn’t see the need for a waitress who only waited tables. Who knew when he’d get tired of giving her a place to sleep that didn’t include ten to fifteen customers a day?


Xander reached under her cot and pulled out a plastic bag beside her precious jar of credits. She removed a gray jacket with a name emblazoned on the left breast pocket, Xander.


It was the only key to her past, the only piece of the puzzle she had, and even then it still made no sense. She’d spent hours staring at it in a futile search for memories she couldn’t remember. It meant nothing and everything.

She folded the garment against her chest, embracing it as though proximity might help.

“Sylphie makes a killing every customer,” Cedric said. “She charges five hundred for an hour, Xander. In a day, she can make more than you could in ten years.”

“I think that’s an exaggeration.”

“Not saying you could compete with her. I mean, you’ve got the ass for it—and your legs aren’t bad. And the hair is a plus. The only redheads around are Earthen, and they’re too weird to tumble. But the rest of you can’t compare to her.” He shrugged. “At least, that’s what I hear most of the folks around here say.”

“Right—because you’ve got no interest.”

“None whatsoever.” He smirked.

“I won’t sleep with anyone for money, Cedric.”

“Why not?”

“It’s not right.” Xander quietly tucked the jacket back into the bag and slipped it under her bed.

“It’s not right? Where does anybody say getting paid for your services is wrong?”


She sighed. “I don’t know. I just know it’s wrong. That’s something I do remember.”


Cedric shook his head. “That just means you’re going to be here for a long time, Xander.”

Xander closed her eyes. “Then that’s fine.”

“Putting up with stupid customers? Being treated like a slave? Having to do all of Oscar’s dirty work? That’s fine with you?”


Xander rolled onto her back and gazed up at the dirty ceiling. “Well, of course, it’s not fine with me, Ced. None of this is fine with me. But there isn’t anything I can do about it.” She smiled at him. “The only thing I can do is the best I can.”


Cedric took a long, deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s your life, Xander. But I’m not staying here. This isn’t where I belong. It’s not my destiny.”

Xander frowned. “Destiny.” For some reason, the word resonated in her mind.

“That’s right. I don’t belong here. I belong somewhere else—someplace nice. With running water that don’t smell like piss. Real, fresh air. Where I can be successful. Respected. Appreciated for my skills.”

“That’s your destiny?”

“Yeah. And I’ll do anything to reach it.” He turned his somber gaze on her. “Anything.”

Xander smiled. “That’s good, Ced. Everyone should do their best to reach their potential.”

He searched her face. “You are so weird.”

She laughed. “Yeah. I guess I don’t belong here either.”

“But you belong on NUSaxony?”

“No,” Xander said. “But that’s where I need to go.”

Above, the illuminator flickered before it went dark. Lights out meant Oscar was going to bed, and everyone else should too. The only light in the room now was the dim glow from the outside hall illuminator that shone through the cracks around the door.

“Well,” Cedric said softly, “I hope you make it.”

“I will, Ced.”

“You’re a good kid, Xander.” His voice sounded odd. “A good girl. I don’t think I’ve ever met one of those before.”

Xander smiled sleepily into her pillow. “I hope I’m not the last.”

She closed her eyes and let the squeaking of the floorboards above her lull her to sleep. It was another familiar thing, the breathing of an old house at night, whispering in the ancient creaking language only other old houses could translate. It was comforting. She just wished she knew why.


CHAPTER 4

The blond man grabbed her jacket and dragged her away from the console. In too much shock to fight him, she stared at the frenetic fingers of electricity that arced around the control room. He shoved her into her room, and he locked the door. The gears in the wall whirred.

“You have to stay here.”

The door was sliding shut. She could only see half his face.

“David!” she cried.

“You’ll be all right.”

The door shut and sealed, and the ship rocked—

Xander’s eyes opened to darkness, heart thudding in her ears. She clutched at the tatty quilt and swallowed her scream.

What was that?

She had often dreamed of another life. Faceless people. Sounds and voices that made no sense. Images of a world she should have known but couldn’t remember.

This had been vivid. Specific. But even as she lay rehashing the vision, its clarity began to fade until she couldn’t remember it. She remembered a blond man—remembered his touch and the frantic timbre of his voice. She remembered the explosion. That was all.

She shook herself and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. The crooked digital clock on the wall told her it was time to get up.

She had to clean the blood off her blouse, and from the feel of her throbbing, cut-up hand, she probably needed to disinfect and rebandage it.

She reached for the backup illuminator in the corner. The murky light shone on Cedric’s empty cot.

Empty? Cedric never got up this early. Where had he gone?

Xander strained her ears. She didn’t hear him walking around upstairs. Maybe he had gone to the bathroom. If he had, it would take her twice as long to get ready. Cedric fussed more over his few thin hairs than she ever did over her mass of orange frizzy ones.

She needed a shower, but Callisto water did more damage than good. One more day wouldn’t matter.

The bandages on her hand were a different story. Her palm stung as she open and shut her fist, the soiled dressings crumpling with the motion.

She threw her clothes on behind the screen, in case Cedric popped back in unannounced. He didn’t.

The bathroom across the hall could have doubled as a storage closet if it weren’t for the smell. Xander paused as she stepped out of the room. The bathroom door hung open. No Cedric.

Weird.

But consider the source.

Xander hurriedly unwrapped her cut hand, cleaned it, and bandaged it again. She sprayed her blouse with stain remover too, so the blood from yesterday wouldn’t attract attention. Undoubtedly she’d be covered in blood again before the day was out.

Trying to be clean on Callisto just took too much effort in the end.

She tied the dressings off and taped them down, frowning at the rickety old sink as she did. Wrong. The sink looked wrong. But why? It was the same sink as always, dingy aluminum hammered into the shape of a basin, spigot rusted and dripping, mounted on the rotting wall beside the shelf for toiletries. Her hair brush and Cedric’s comb.

No, just her hair brush.

Where was Cedric’s comb? Had it fallen? No, not on the floor.

Cedric’s toothbrush was missing too.

Xander straightened, stomach tightening. Why would Cedric have moved his comb and toothbrush? That didn’t make sense.

She turned and walked back to their room, standing at the center, heart thrumming in her ears. Cedric’s cot looked undisturbed, like he hadn’t even slept there. But that was false because she knew he had.

The nail behind his cot cast a shadow on the rotting wood of the wall. Empty. His spare shirt was gone.

No comb. No toothbrush. No spare shirt. No Cedric.

What was going on? Had Oscar crept in last night and dragged him off in silence? She slept like a rock, but Cedric screamed like a banshee when he was scared.

She perched on the edge of his cot, puzzled, and the dim light above flared, just enough to shine off her jar of credits under her cot. But that was wrong too. She didn’t keep it in sight like that. She pushed it back further. She had done it last night, hadn’t she? So how had it gotten so far out from under her cot?

No.

No, no, no, no.

Xander pitched forward to the floor, knees thudding against the floorboards hollowly. She snatched the jar from under the cot and pulled it into the light.

Empty.

Her jar of credits had nothing in it.

It wasn’t possible. How could it have happened? When could it have happened?

Panic rose in her brain like a tidal wave threatening to eradicate a city. Everything she owned, all her hope, her only chance of escape—stolen right from under her. Literally. Even the cred card the crazy old man had given her.

She rolled over to sit on her backside, room spinning, head aching.

No credits.

No Cedric.

She clutched the fabric over her heart. Cedric wouldn’t have. He couldn’t have. Why would he have?

No, there had to be another explanation. There had to be a reason. Cedric had his rough spots, but he wouldn’t have just stolen from her, not when he knew what those credits had meant to her.

The light overhead flared again, Oscar’s summons to start getting ready to open. On any other day, she would have followed Cedric upstairs, and they would have gotten the bar ready together. But Cedric was gone.

Xander set the empty jar under her cot and clambered to her feet as gracefully as she could. Cedric wouldn’t get far with what he took from her. As he’d so helpfully pointed out so many times, with her meager savings, she couldn’t even afford a visa, let alone a ticket anywhere off Callisto.

She hoped he spent it on a hotel and woke up with Amalthean cotton beetles.

Xander squeezed her eyes shut. No, she didn’t. She didn’t hope or wish for that. She wanted to walk upstairs and see Cedric behind the bar like always, flapping his arms and demanding instant obedience with a sparkle in his eye.

Squaring her shoulders, she marched for the front of the Oasis. Emptiness and darkness greeted her in the bar when she walked into it. Lights shone under the doors on the mezzanine.

Sylphie.

Maybe Sylphie knew where he had gone.

Xander glanced at Oscar’s door. He hadn’t shown up yet. She had time before they opened. Xander scaled the steps to Sylphie’s room and knocked.

Probably a horrible idea. If Sylphie knew where he had gone, what was she going to do about it? See couldn’t exactly go after him.
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