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PANDORA 

IN D E P E N D E N T  CO L O N Y  

NO R T H -CE N T R A L  Q U A D R A N T  O F  SE T T L E D  S P A C E  

AU G U S T  2310  

 

 

The relentless thrum of hard synth spilling out of the dance 

club down the block set the fine hairs of Mia’s forearm on edge. 

She pressed the fingertips of her left hand onto the door lock. Her 

glyphs lit up to send a burnished chrome ribbon swirling from the 

base of her neck down her arm to the pads of her fingers. 

The glyphs seemed to fall into sync with the beat of the 

music, adopting the tempo the driving cadence demanded. 

The door slid open and she slid through it. 

It was pitch black inside the shop. She would kill for a decent 

infrared upgrade for her ocular implant, but paying for the single, 

solitary glyph stream had left her without a credit to her name, 

and now it was costing her credits she didn’t have. Worth it. 

She did have the floorplan stored in her eVi, however. She 

projected it to a tiny aural twelve centimeters in front of her face 

and felt along the walls in the dark until she located the business 

office. 

The office door was locked as well, but it was a pitiful effort, 

and she was inside in seconds. Once the door closed she activated 

the lights, confident the office was far enough back for the light 

not to be seen from the street, then went straight to the desk. 

The encryption on the control panel would be too robust for 

the internal hacking routines she kept stored in her eVi. She 

removed a small device from the pouch at her hip, connected it to 
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the input port recessed in the desk’s surface, switched on the 

screen and went to work. 

*** 

Mia spared one sidelong glance at the dance club on her way 

out. Though she could see the strobes flash above the street and 

feel the rhythm of the music vibrating in her bones, the club 

couldn’t be any more out of her reach if it were parsecs distant. It 

belonged to a world she’d never seen—a world of shimmery 

synthetic silks, exotic cybernetic enhancements and personal 

starships. It belonged to people who were free. 

Seeing as she was not, she pivoted and went in the other 

direction, toward the levtram station. She needed to get the files 

she’d stolen to Eli. 

Not that Eli would comprehend anything on the disk. He’d 

pass it on to his boss, who would pass it on to their boss and so on 

until it landed on the desk of Aiden Trieneri, 2.4 kiloparsecs away 

on New Babel. She hadn’t been told why the files were desired, 

but they had included details on supply contracts and bank 

account transfers, several involving black market companies. So 

in her informed opinion, the head of the Triene criminal cartel 

wanted to blackmail the executives of Escapes Extraordinaire, 

probably for hundreds of thousands if not millions of credits. 

Whereas she simply needed twenty credits. They would buy 

dim sum and noodles at Sumi’s Cantonese House, with enough 

left over to pay for a ten-minute shower rental at the community 

center. Her stomach churned to remind her how long it had been 

since she’d eaten.  

Yesterday morning, it grumbled in an accusatory tone. 

There was a bread roll last night, she grumbled in retort. 

Oh, god, she was conversing with her stomach like it had 
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sentience. She was going mad, and without even a chimeral 

addiction to blame for it. She had to get out of this nightmarish 

prison her life had become…. 

“Give a guy a hit, doll?” 

She recoiled in disgust at the filth pawing at her arm. Oily, 

stringy hair hung in clumps around a gaunt face. His tongue 

flicked out at her from between cracked, bleeding lips.  

Her hand swept out to knock him to the ground. “I don’t have 

what you’re hunting for, trust me.” 

As Mia whipped away, something incongruous flitted in the 

edge of her vision. She continued walking and didn’t alter her 

demeanor while she scanned the area. Was someone following 

her? She casually checked over her shoulder, but saw nothing—

nothing beyond the trippers and the drunks, the peddlers and the 

pawns.  

Maybe she was getting too paranoid; maybe it came with the 

madness. She shook off the apprehension. She’d almost reached 

her destination, anyway. Eli’s hangout sat right in the heart of 

slum central. 

Chimerals were available everywhere on Pandora. Hell, the 

colony was effectively one big party planet. But there were two 

kinds of drug-seekers who resorted to frequenting the 

neighborhood known as The Channel: those who could only 

afford the cheap, dangerous chimerals, and those who used to be 

able to afford the quality stuff, had gotten addicted, had gotten 

poor and now could only afford the cheap, dangerous chimerals. 

She instinctively held her breath as she entered the ‘lounge’ 

where Eli spent many of his late night hours. Aside from the 

smell of too much stale sweat, Eli piped Surf through the 

ventilation system—the act of walking inside got you high, so 

gradually you didn’t realize it. He did it so his customers would 
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be more relaxed and less inclined to haggle over price or product. 

He’d built up an immunity to it long ago. She’d written her own 

routine for her eVi to filter the chemical out of her bloodstream as 

fast as possible, but she still felt sick whenever she was inside. 

The bouncer grunted upon recognizing her and let her pass 

into the main room. In the smoky, wavering light it looked the 

same as it always did. Trippers lined the walls, sampling 

merchandise from the teaser dispensers while Eli’s muscle 

watched them, ready to toss anyone who got too greedy. 

Eli was sprawled on a couch in the middle of the room. 

Corpulent and greasy, his belly overhung atrocious fuchsia 

leather pants. A ripped, sleeveless shirt showed off glowing 

scarlet tattoos down both arms—they looked like glyphs, but they 

were fake. He wouldn’t know a self-directed cybernetics routine 

if it crawled up in his head and transformed him into a dancing 

monkey. She snickered to herself at the image; what if one 

already had? 

He was finishing up a business transaction as she approached. 

At his nod, one of his guys off to the side offered a square box to 

the customer. 

“…works out, there will be crates of this waiting for you.” 

The man turned to leave, throwing her a leer when he passed 

her. She ignored him to thrust the data disk from Escapes 

Extraordinaire toward Eli. 

“I got your files. Didn’t run into any problems. Now pay me.” 

He made a face at the disk and waved her off. “Go take it to 

Isaiah. He’ll get it on a transport. I’ll pay you when he says the 

data’s good.” 

Annoyance and hunger gnawed at her gut. “Fuck, Eli—I’m 

not one of your pansy runners!” 

His hand shot out and grabbed her wrist, yanking her onto her 
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knees in front of him. “You’re whatever I say you are, sweetie, 

because I own you. Don’t I?” 

Spit gathered on her tongue, ready to spew forth. Hit him 

between the eyes with it. She could do it. 

“Say it!” His meaty, clammy fingers tightened their grip until 

they cut off the blood flow to her hand. 

She swallowed the spit, and the last vestiges of her imagined 

dignity accompanied it down her throat. The whisper escaped 

through gritted teeth. “You own me.” 

“That’s better.” He let go with a forceful shove to send her 

sprawling onto her ass. “Now do as you’re told and take the disk 

to Isaiah.” 

“Yes, sir.” Hatred seethed in her glare as she crawled to her 

feet…but he had turned his back on her to gesture at the bartender 

for a drink. 

She stalked toward the door, acidic self-loathing rising up to 

burn her chest, so when another hand grabbed her bruised and 

aching wrist, she kneed the assaulter in the ribs. 

“Dammit, Mia!” Paul clutched at his side with a moan. 

“What’d you do that for?” 

“General principle,” she muttered and resumed course for the 

door. 

“Hey, wait—” he managed to regain a slight hold on her and 

dragged her into the supply alcove, then blocked her exit “—we 

need to have a conversation.” 

“Not now, Paul. I’ve got places to be.” She tore her wrist out 

of his grasp. She wanted to massage it but didn’t dare lose yet 

more face with yet more people who held power over her. 

“I think you owe me some credits before you go.” 

She sighed heavily as a flood of weariness—the existential 

kind sleep could never heal—overwhelmed her. “He hasn’t paid 
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me yet, okay? Never mind that I’m the best hacker he’s got. I also 

have to be one of his bitch runners and ferry a delivery to the 

boss.” 

“Javier’s as good a hacker as you.” 

“No, he’s not. You know how I know he’s not? Eli put him in 

the hospital last week for buggering up a job on Galaxy First. Eli 

hasn’t put me in the hospital.” He’d come close a few times, but 

she kept this detail to herself. 

Paul’s jaw dropped for a beat until he recovered a measure of 

false bravado. “Javier’s sloppy—but so are you. I mean, I caught 

you at your dirty dealing, didn’t I?” He grabbed her by the hair 

and pinned her against the wall. “You make sure and send me my 

cut of your pay by sunrise, or I’ll rat you out to Eli. I’ll tell him 

you were skimming off your jobs, and he will slice your skinny 

neck open from ear to ear.” 

“Cause you’re too chicken-shit to do it yourself.” She kneed 

him again, lower this time, gathered her hair back into its tail and 

stepped over his writhing body. “You’ll get your money, like you 

always do.” 

She made it half a block before doubling-over and retching 

from the nausea—of the poisoned air inside, of her body’s 

attempts to save her from its ill effects, of her conscience’s 

disgust at the evening’s events. Or maybe it was the fear. It was 

only dry heaves, though. She hadn’t eaten in twenty hours. 

After a few slow inhales she straightened up and considered 

the long gauntlet of The Channel. Isaiah’s place was up in the far, 

far nicer Promenade, where proper criminals did proper business. 

She had a long way to go. 

If only she could keep going. Further, until there were stars 

ahead of her. 

There must be another way, a better way, of living. Glimpses 
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of it teased her in the spaceport and on the exanet and at the synth 

dance clubs parsecs away down the street.  

She simply needed a chance to grab hold of it. One real 

chance. 

*** 

“She’s the one.” 

Samuel eyed Caleb skeptically as they tailed the young 

woman through a side thoroughfare of The Boulevard. “I know 

what you’re thinking, but she’s too young for you.” 

“No, she’s too young for you, old man—and just because 

you’re thinking it, doesn’t mean I am. She’s the right choice.” 

The woman had stopped to browse at a kiosk, and they did 

the same. Samuel picked up a neon lime t-shirt featuring an 

animated character painted on the front and held it out to inspect 

it. “All right. Tell me why.” 

Caleb squelched a rude reply. Almost four years had passed 

since he’d been Samuel’s trainee; they were on this mission as 

equals. Technically. Yet he found himself answering as if he were 

still the student. “Watch how she moves. She’s cognizant of 

everyone around her—where they are, where they’re heading. 

Her eyes scan a crowd the way ours do—seeing it all and each 

tiny detail. This one’s smart, quick and self-aware.” 

“That means she’s a talented thief. It doesn’t mean you can 

turn her.” 

He grimaced when Samuel held the t-shirt to his chest, 

shaking his head in firm disapproval. “I’ve seen her interact with 

Eli’s people. If looks could kill, there’d be a string of bodies 

leading all the way from here to Eli’s door. She thinks she’s 

better than them, and she’s not wrong. But she’s also 

malnourished and essentially homeless, which means she doesn’t 
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have a way out.” 

“And you’re going to give her one, be a big goddamn hero.” 

He frowned, taken aback by the cynical tone with which the 

statement was delivered. Not because Samuel wasn’t often 

cynical—he was—but because Caleb had assumed that was the 

goal. “Well…yes. If she gives us the access codes to Eli’s 

manufacturing facility, it’s just compensation.” 

“True.” Samuel folded the t-shirt and returned it to the table 

as up ahead the woman began moving again. After a suitable 

delay, they followed. “Sure you don’t want to grab one of Eli’s 

underlings and beat them until they spill their guts?” 

He regarded his partner, deadpan. The man didn’t enjoy 

roughing up people, even thugs, any more than he did. Not much 

more than he did. 

Samuel groused and rubbed at his beard. “It was only a 

suggestion. If you say she’s the one, make your play. I’ve got 

your back.” 

*** 

“Why should I help you?” the woman snarled at Caleb like 

some kind of feral cat. 

He’d intercepted her as she pilfered a stack of disks from a 

merchant kiosk and escorted her to an alley off The Boulevard 

thoroughfare, then launched into his pitch. “Because I can get you 

out. I’ll even get you off-planet, to somewhere you can start a 

new life.” 

“I already started a new life once. Didn’t help.” 

Caleb smiled at her. It was genuine…and also happened to be 

part of the soft sell. “But I bet you have a list a kilometer long of 

the mistakes you made and how you would get it right the next 

time. Help me, and let me help you find your next time.” 
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Her eyes narrowed warily to scrutinize him. He let her, 

refusing to wilt under her admittedly impressive stare, but also 

not bristling in challenge. He could see the thoughts race behind 

her dark irises, see her weighing the pros and cons of hearing him 

out…but when the scales didn’t tip in his favor after several 

seconds, he decided it was time to sweeten the deal. 

“I tell you what. Why don’t you let me buy you some dinner, 

and you can think it over while we’re eating.” 

She scowled and ran a hand through tangled, dirty hair, and 

he knew he had her. “Fine. It’s your money.” 

He gestured toward the alley exit and silently pulsed Samuel. 

We’re on the move. Burrito joint we passed farther up 

The Boulevard. 

I’ll follow dutifully behind and watch your ass. 

*** 

She ate for five solid minutes before pausing long enough to 

talk to him, having devoured half the giant burrito with the gusto 

of a last meal.  

“What are you planning to do to Eli’s operation?” 

Eli Baca might be a degenerate, but he ran an increasingly 

high-volume chimeral production business. Not of the light, non-

addictive drugs that fueled raves and illusoire parties, either. He 

was manufacturing hard chimerals, the type that stood a 

reasonable chance of burning out the user’s brain on any given 

hit. 

Competition in the drug trade was fierce here on Pandora, but 

it was far less so across the Senecan Federation border on the 

small colonies of Caelum, Bellici and Palluda. When Eli started 

shipping his product across the border, it became the business of 

the Federation’s Division of Intelligence—which meant it became 
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Caleb and Samuel’s business. 

Strictly speaking, Division didn’t have jurisdiction to act on 

Pandora’s soil, since it was not a Federation colony. But Pandora 

had no government to speak of, thus no one had jurisdiction to act 

there. Thus everyone had jurisdiction. 

“I’m going to explosively dismantle his chimeral production 

line and bring the cops down on the remains.” 

“There aren’t any cops here.” 

He laughed. “Yes, there are.” 

“Well, could’ve fooled me.” She took another bite, stuffing 

her mouth full of rice, beans and olives, and regarded him over 

the burrito. Food in her stomach had emboldened her, and he 

began to feel legitimate heat from her probing eyes. 

One of Eli’s enforcers just spotted you two. I’ll take care 

of him. 

He didn’t outwardly react to Samuel’s pulse. 

We’re sitting here having dinner. He shouldn’t be 

suspicious. 

Unless he’s smart. Unlikely, but in case, I’ll take care of 

him.  

“Why would you help me?” 

Of course she was mistrustful and wary. Everyone around her 

was using her for their own ends. He wondered if anyone had 

ever looked out for her.  

“Because you’re a better person than they are. You’re 

intelligent and quick and you clearly have skills. I can see the 

potential beneath the grime.” 

Are you seriously using that line again? 

Shut up. It’s true. 

It’s still a line. 

Aren’t you supposed to be handling some goon? 



11 |  P a g e

 

Handled. 

Caleb shifted his posture subtly to lean in closer. “Besides, 

you don’t like what you’re doing. You don’t like being a 

criminal, and you definitely don’t like being beholden to a 

scumbag like Eli.” 

“How could you possibly tell all that about me? You just met 

me.” 

A corner of his mouth curled up in a smirk. “I’ve been 

watching you for a few days and—” 

“Impossible. I pay very close attention—I’d realize if I were 

being followed.” 

“Yes, you do. But I’m better than you.” 

She snorted and finished off the burrito. 

Goon might have called in reinforcements before being 

handled. 

‘Might have’? 

Did. I’ve got a solid bead on one, but if the other makes it 

past me you’ll have to deal with him. 

Then don’t fucking let him get past you. This woman’s 

apt to rabbit on me if I so much as cough wrong. 

He took a sip of water and scanned the crowd. “As I was 

saying. I’ve been watching you, along with several other of Eli’s 

lackeys. I need someone on the inside, and it was simply a matter 

of deciding who. I chose you. Did I make the wrong choice?” 

She finished off the chips next and sank back in her chair to 

study him in silence again. It took all his self-control to meet her 

gaze calmly and not jerk his eyes around in search of the attack 

that threatened to arrive any minute.  

“How do I know you won’t double-cross me?” 

Caleb reached in his pocket and pulled out a small translucent 

film. He laid it on the table but kept two fingers securely atop it. 
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“Here’s a ticket to Romane. Give me the access codes, I give you 

the ticket and transfer two thousand credits to you. You can leave 

right away.” 

Also handled. I’m bleeding, but it’s fine, really. Take 

your time. 

He had her full and undivided attention now and didn’t dare 

divide his own to respond to Samuel.  

She tilted her head at him. “How do you know I won’t 

double-cross you and give you the wrong codes?” 

His shoulders rose a fraction. He’d wrangled a first name out 

of her on the walk over. Names were powerful—which was why 

he’d given her a false one—and this was the time to use it. “I 

guess I’ll have to trust you. Are you worthy of my trust, Mia?” 

She stared at him a moment…and nodded. 

*** 

Mia focused on walking in a direction that would take her to 

the spaceport. She didn’t focus on the ticket in her pocket. She 

didn’t focus on the impossible two thousand credits in her bank 

account, already deposited mere seconds after she’d departed the 

restaurant.  

She didn’t need to focus on getting her belongings; she didn’t 

have any. Well, she had two changes of clothes in a pack she 

stowed in the closet of a shop run by one of the few people she 

sort of trusted, but she didn’t plan to retrieve them. She’d buy 

new clothes when she arrived on Romane, because she had two 

thousand credits. 

Get a grip on yourself, Mia. You have to make the money last. 

This is your one real chance, and you better not screw it up. She 

took a deep breath and began to plan. She should— 

—In the corner of her vision Fletch Godan, one of Eli’s 
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enforcers, crossed the intersection to her left. Was he after her? 

Did they know somehow? It seemed absurd, but Eli would stop at 

nothing to keep hold of her. He’d never willingly let her go. He 

needed her, but more relevantly, he never surrendered anything 

for which he claimed ownership. 

What if this Federation ‘intelligence agent’—he’d said his 

name was Josh—failed? What if Eli’s people killed him in the 

assault? Worse, what if they captured him and he gave her up 

rather than suffer the unspeakable torture Eli would gleefully 

subject him to?  

He was too damn attractive to be good at his job, anyway. 

That devilish smirk and those twinkling sapphire eyes of his were 

not going to be sufficient to take Eli out, much less a block-sized 

building of armed thugs. 

She slipped into a grocery to get off the street and pretended 

to browse the aisles while she worked through her options. 

If she departed Pandora without confirming Eli was dead, 

she’d live the rest of her days in fear, always peering over her 

shoulder, searching for ghosts in the shadows. 

But if she stayed and Eli survived, she’d never get 

away…unless she took advantage of the chaos and managed to 

kill him herself. Not that she had a gun. Or a blade. Though if she 

could get her hands on a blade, she knew how to use one. She’d 

done it before…. 

“Excuse me, can I help you find something?” 

Mia blinked out of the reverie to find the store clerk regarding 

her expectantly. “No, thank you.” She spun and left the grocery 

before the clerk accused her of trying to steal something. Little 

did he know, if she were to try she’d succeed. 

She’d spent the first year after fleeing to Pandora petrified the 

man she’d stabbed in a dim alley on New Orient hadn’t died and 
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was going to show up and kill her. Or her father was going to 

show up and kill her, or her brother. The fear had faded in time, 

but while under its influence she’d done stupid things, made poor 

decisions—decisions that ultimately resulted in her indentured 

servitude to Eli. She couldn’t make the same mistakes again. 

She felt certain this Josh guy wouldn’t move on Eli’s place 

until after night fell. This meant she had a few hours. Which was 

fortunate, because she needed to buy a blade and a coat. 

*** 

The industrial district presented a starkly different picture 

from the rest of Pandora’s public spheres. Gone were the bright 

lights, multi-sensory ads and constant, raucous music. In their 

place was street after street of drab, unadorned and unmarked 

buildings: warehouses, factories, plants and loading docks. 

The night sky gleamed a faint dusty rose under heavy cloud-

cover, and the dampness of the air signaled imminent rain. It was 

the perfect night and the perfect setting for their mission. 

It would be easy to assume this was a criminal ward and 

every structure hid nefarious deeds, but that would be an error. 

Perhaps a quarter of the enterprises engaged in gray market or 

black market trade or outright illegal activity, but the remainder 

serviced the engine of Pandora’s entertainment economy in a 

legal manner. 

Eli Baca’s enterprise fit squarely in the ‘nefarious’ category, 

however, churning out a variety of chimerals that weren’t merely 

illegal, but dangerous and often deadly. They were supplied to a 

cross-colony underclass who preferred to spend their meager 

credits on another hit rather than the medical treatment 

guaranteed to save them. This style of business could never be 

completely stamped out. There would always be an underclass, 
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and it would always include people for whom physical and 

mental pleasure was the beginning and end of their ambition. 

Didn’t mean Caleb didn’t take great joy in trying, though. He 

checked his pack and the weapons on his belt a final time while 

Samuel did the same. 

“Wish we could carry more explosives. It’s a big building.” 

He nodded in nominal agreement and activated his personal 

concealment and defense shields. “More weighs us down too 

much. We’ll just have to place them appropriately.” 

Samuel chuckled under his breath. “That we can do. Ready?” 

“Always.” Caleb unlatched his Daemon from his belt and 

exited the alley. 

Eli’s facility was located three blocks in, past a food service 

broker and two textile packagers. They planned to infiltrate the 

structure from the rear, incapacitate anyone they encountered, 

place remote detonation charges at strategic locations throughout 

the building, exit out the front door and blow the place. 

It was Caleb’s hope Eli would be onsite and suffer the same 

fate as his facility, but his attendance wasn’t required. The 

complete destruction of his equipment and assembly lines should 

put the man in a sufficiently weakened position to ensure an 

ambitious competitor or subordinate took him out before he could 

rebuild. Conversely, taking out Eli alone wasn’t enough. 

Someone would take his place in a matter of days. 

They moved swiftly and quietly, staying close to the building 

façades and in the shadows. The concealment shields didn’t 

provide complete invisibility, but in such a poorly lit area they 

came close, and the near infrared mode in their ocular implants 

allowed them to see as clearly as if it were daytime. 

Two armed guards stood watch outside the rear entrance to 

the facility. If they got off an alarm, the rest of the mission 
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became decidedly more difficult. Single headshots would 

eliminate them—if they weren’t wearing personal shields. But 

why wouldn’t they be? 

He pulsed Samuel so as not to risk any noise. 

I think we have to waste one of our charges. 

Starting the night with an explosion won’t exactly help 

the subterfuge. 

I’m not going to detonate it—I’m going to throw it. 

Ah. Pity to waste it, but…yeah. Go for it. 

He retrieved a charge from his pack, counted down with his 

fingers, leaned out past the wall and hurled it high above the 

guards’ heads into the next intersection. 

The loud clang as it impacted a wall, the street then another 

wall immediately drew their attention. They jerked to alert, spun 

toward the sound and cautiously approached the source. 

Caleb sprinted forward, confident his partner followed a step 

after him. He reached the first guard the same instant the man 

became aware of movement and started to shift around. He 

grappled the guard from behind and slammed one hand over the 

man’s mouth as the other thrust a blade into his throat. The man 

struggled in his clutches, but it was a struggle of panic rather than 

directed intent. 

The guard went limp; he eased the body to the ground and 

dragged it down the sidewalk and around the corner. Samuel 

appeared hauling the other body, and they stowed them in an 

alcove. There wasn’t much pedestrian traffic in this district, so it 

was possible they wouldn’t be found for…actually ever, since the 

exploding structure was going to take the bodies out with it. 

Much of the blood from the neck wound had been absorbed 

into the guard’s tactical clothing, but Caleb’s hand was 

nonetheless coated in it. He wiped his palm on his pants since he 
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didn’t want a slick grip, but bloodstains were part of the job. 

They headed back to the entrance. From this point forward, 

time was their enemy as much as the people inside. 

Two massive, reinforced doors still stood between them and 

the interior. 

Time to see if I wasted two thousand credits. 

Caleb carefully input the complex series of access codes Mia 

had provided—one mistake and the alarm would sound, alerting 

everyone in a kilometer radius to their presence—then waited. 

Seconds ticked by. 

The light beside the doors flipped to green. 

See? I told you she was the right one. 

You are such a softie. 

An additional code was required to get them inside the offices 

up front, but he was now confident it would work as well. 

Through the doors they entered a storage room. Crates lined 

the walls up to the ceiling…finished product ready to be shipped. 

Looks like an excellent place for a detonation to me.  

Samuel attached one of the charges to the side of a crate, 

hidden near the wall. A single charge would obliterate this room 

and those it abutted—a solid start, but it represented a fraction of 

the damage they hoped to do. 

The hall outside led to a row of supply rooms where 

individual components were stored until needed. They startled a 

tech in the third room and neutralized her before she managed to 

scream. 

Caleb acknowledged the twinge of remorse that always 

accompanied these types of kills. Not everyone who worked in 

the building bore as much guilt as Eli; while they weren’t lily-

white innocents, many were surely just trying to get by in life. 

Some were probably trapped as deeply as Mia. But he had no 
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time to stop and ask each person he met which one they were, and 

they all knew the risks of working for someone like Eli. 

The bulk of the interior consisted of a series of discrete 

assembly lines housed in individual rooms that ran nearly the 

length of the building. This worked to their advantage: they could 

place charges in the corridors between each room and didn’t need 

to breach the rooms themselves. Muted but steady sounds leaking 

through the walls indicated the lines continued to operate despite 

the lateness of the hour. Though some of the assembly process 

was doubtless automated, any entry would still be a bloodbath. 

The people inside were going to die in the end either way, but this 

way they’d never know what happened. 

They reached the doors to the office space with a minimum of 

interruptions, all of which were dispatched with a minimum of 

difficulty.  

Caleb input the additional code, smiling to himself when this 

light also flipped to green, and flattened himself against the wall 

opposite Samuel. Anyone they encountered from here on out was 

certain to be armed. 

How many charges left? 

Two. You? 

Same. 

It’s enough. One for Eli’s office, one for the server room 

and the rest wherever we can. 

They had barely entered the first hallway when voices wafted 

around the corner. Exposed and seeing nowhere to hide, they 

sprinted to close the distance. Ten meters still remained when two 

men rounded the corner. Shock registered on their faces, but these 

were trained guards and both had Daemons raised in less than a 

second. 

Laser fire erupted as Caleb plowed into them, his arms spread 
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wide to knock them to the floor with him. The energy from the 

lasers hissed and sparked on his shield. 

He slammed his forearm into the wrist of the man on the left, 

sending a gun skittering across the floor. The other guard began 

to rise up beside him— 

—and collapsed onto his back, Samuel’s blade buried in his 

forehead to the hilt. 

The man beneath him persisted in struggling, finally landing 

an uppercut on Caleb’s chin that sent his head snapping sideways. 

He thrust his own blade up and into the man’s abdomen under his 

tactical vest. 

“Fu—!” He brought his other hand to his jaw and tried to 

blink past the jarring pain. It came away streaked in blood from a 

busted lip. 

He glanced at the other body and climbed to his feet. 

You threw your blade at him? Really? 

Samuel shrugged dramatically. 

It worked, didn’t it? I have skills. 

The racket generated by the melee would have drawn notice, 

and soon the sound of pounding feet and muffled yells filled the 

air. 

Time to wrap this show up. 

Yep.  

Caleb punched a charge onto the wall and moved forward. 

A few haphazard shots deterred two pursuers while Samuel 

tossed another charge through the open door of the server room, 

then they sprinted in the direction of the main office. 

A man burst out of the final crossway before the entrance and 

barreled into Samuel, sending him crashing into the wall. Caleb 

pivoted to knife him when a rotund, heavyset man with unkempt 

blond hair and flabby limbs rushed out of a door ahead.  
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Eli Baca. 

“Hey!” Samuel growled as he struggled to get control of the 

attacker’s flailing hand and weapon. 

“I see him!” Caleb raised his Daemon and fired as Eli bolted 

for the front door. A shimmer rippled over the man’s clothing, an 

indication he too wore a shield. 

But Eli was slow and Caleb was fast, and he closed the 

distance with ease. He was two meters away—the door ten—

when a sharp crack echoed in his head and everything went black. 

*** 

Mia crept down the darkened street toward Eli’s chimeral 

facility. The air felt eerily silent, the splatter of raindrops on the 

sidewalk the only sound penetrating the gloom— 

—she leapt in surprise at the roar of an engine as a shuttle 

took off from a nearby rooftop.  

Well, it was quiet except for that. 

She chastised herself for being so skittish and tugged the 

hood of her new coat lower to peek out from beneath it 

guardedly. 

The entrance to the building was on the next block and across 

the intersection. Some part of her had expected to find the street 

in front of it transformed into a river of blood, but there was 

nothing. Perhaps the rain was washing it away. 

She moved as close as she dared to the facility and studied it, 

perplexed. Everything appeared normal. Two guards stood at 

relaxed attention outside the doors. No gunfire interrupted the 

quiet. 

What if the assault didn’t happen tonight at all? She’d had no 

reason to assume it would be tonight, none but her desire for it to 

be so. Or maybe something had gone wrong like she’d feared— 
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—the doors opened, freeing a cacophony of chaotic noises 

and startling the guards. Eli burst forth out of the doors at a full 

run while yelling at his men and gesturing behind him. They 

dashed inside. 

He looked ridiculous, splashing clumsily through the puddles 

on the sidewalk as he lumbered forward, wheezing from the 

exertion.  

But no one was chasing him.  

He was going to get away. 

The hilt of the blade she’d purchased sat clenched in a death 

grip in her hand; she’d been holding it so tightly her fingers had 

started to cramp. 

The edges of her vision blurred. Her awareness narrowed to 

encompass Eli Baca and nothing else. Drug trafficker, mob 

minion, violent and brutish thug. A 24
th
 century feudal lord 

wielding the power of life and death over all he commanded. 

An unexpected calmness settled within her as she crossed the 

street, her pace deliberate but unhurried.  

Mia stepped onto the sidewalk in front of him. He failed to 

recognize her in the long coat and hood, and made to veer around 

her. 

She took a single step sideways to block his path, activated 

the blade and plunged it into his heart. 

Eli was fat, but her blade was far from tiny. A bloom of red 

unfurled to dye his sweaty shirt crimson as he gaped at her in 

shock and confusion. 

She reached up with her free hand, pulled the hood off and 

leveled a cold, malevolent glare at him. “You don’t own me 

anymore.” 

Then she retracted the blade and stepped away. He collapsed 

at her feet. 
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The world rushed back in around her. Her heartbeat pounded 

in her ears and flushed her skin hot. Commotion overflowed the 

entrance to the facility. 

She looked up to see her intelligence agent friend run out the 

door, gun raised. On spotting her he raced over. His gaze never 

shifted from her to the body on the ground, not even when he 

stepped around it to place a hand on her shoulder. “Are you 

hurt?” 

He was bleeding from a cut above his hairline; the blood 

joined with raindrops to stream down his temple and trail 

raggedly along his cheek. Separate, different blood seeped from 

his lower lip. 

She swallowed, wondering how her throat could be so dry 

amidst all this rain. “You are.” 

He exhaled in a kind of winded scoff. “I’m good. Got 

whacked in the head is all.” 

“Caleb!” 

The shout drew his attention. He turned toward its source, a 

stranger exiting the building. “Over here.” 

When he turned back to her, she cocked an eyebrow. 

“‘Caleb’?” 

He shrugged. “Sorry.” 

The other man jogged up to them, though he limped 

noticeably and cradled his left arm against his abdomen. He was 

older, with shoulder-length hair and a slightly wild beard. 

“Ma’am.” He nodded curtly in her direction, then focused on 

Caleb. “I think everybody’s down, but we should blow it soon.” 

Caleb offered her a hand. “We need to get to a safe distance.” 

She accepted it and let him lead her across the street while 

her mind whirled with conflicting thoughts and unfamiliar but 

heady emotions. She wasn’t in shock, but she could be accused of 

being somewhat dazed. 
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They continued on to the end of the block before stopping. 

Caleb produced a small transmitter from his pack and held it out 

to her. “You’re supposed to be on your way to Romane—but 

seeing as you’re here instead, would you like to do the honors?” 

She stared at the transmitter, then at the building, then at the 

transmitter. 

“It’s okay, you don’t have to. I only thought….”  

She snatched the transmitter from his grasp. “Damn straight I 

would.” 

“Now, you want to—” 

“I know how it works.” 

Eyes fixated on the building, she moved her thumb to the 

signal trigger and depressed it. 

A cascade of explosions ripped apart the walls and night 

became day as roiling red-gold flames surged upward and 

outward. The sound followed, a multi-tonal roar that grew as 

secondary blasts flared. Debris fell to the street alongside the rain, 

and a dust cloud made its way to them. 

Laughter bubbled up from deep in her chest. Not at the 

people dead inside, for some small part of her heart mourned 

them. Some of them. No, the laughter was for herself.  

She was free. 

Caleb gently removed the transmitter from her hand and 

returned it to his pack. “Congratulations. Vengeance is yours.” 

She shook her head. “Not vengeance—justice. Punishment 

meted out for crimes committed.” 

“Are you going to be okay? We have a bit more work to do 

here, but after we’re done I can help you get clear.” 

She smiled and started backing down the street. Toward the 

spaceport. Further, to where there would be stars ahead of her.  

“Thank you. But I’m going to be just fine.” 

*** 
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Caleb watched her walk away. His brow furrowed, which 

sent a fresh trickle of blood flowing out of the cut on his head. 

He’d gotten it when one of Eli’s men had hit him with a pole. A 

damn metal pole. 

He glanced at the inferno now engulfing the block, then back 

at Mia, who now rapidly disappeared into the night. 

“Don’t you dare go after her.” 

“I didn’t say I was.” 

“But you were thinking it, and I’m telling you, don’t.” 

He huffed a tired breath and crossed his arms against his 

stomach. “You think you know everything there is to know, so 

enlighten me—why not?” 

Samuel leaned on the façade behind him to take the weight 

off his injured leg. “You have got to get over this romantic 

bullshit. We can’t afford hearts and flowers in this job.” He 

pointed to the burning building as sirens heralded the approach of 

emergency personnel. “This is your job—this is your life. Blood 

and death and pain and vengeance and justice. And sometimes it 

sucks, but it’s worth it.” 

Caleb sighed, but not in resignation. “I know this is the job, 

and it is worth it. But I refuse to believe it’s my life. Not only and 

not forever.” 

Samuel pinched the bridge of his nose and waved 

dismissively with his other hand. “Fucking romantic.” 

Caleb turned back to gaze down the street…and found it 

empty. She was gone. He felt a faint tinge of regret, but he put it 

aside. Something told him she was, in fact, going to be just fine. 
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See Caleb and Mia again, four years later—and meet Alexis 

Solovy—in Restless Vol. I: An Aurora Rising Short Story, now 

FREE on Amazon and other retailers. 

 

Then the epic adventure begins: 

 

STARSHINE 

AURORA RISING BOOK ONE 

(AURORA RHAPSODY #1) 

Available in eBook, paperback and audiobook 

 

Space is vast and untamed, and it holds many secrets. Now 

two individuals from opposite ends of settled space are on a 

collision course with the darkest of those secrets, even as the 

world threatens to explode around them. 

 

The year is 2322. Humanity has expanded into the stars, 

inhabiting over 100 worlds across a third of the galaxy. Though 

thriving as never before, they have discovered neither alien life 

nor the key to utopia. Earth struggles to retain authority over far-

flung planets and free-wheeling corporations while an uneasy 

armistice with a breakaway federation hangs by a thread as the 

former rebels rise in wealth and power.                 

Alexis Solovy is Earth Alliance royalty, her father a fallen 

war hero and her mother an influential military leader. But she 

seeks only the freedom of space and has made a fortune by 

reading the patterns in the chaos to discover the hidden wonders 

of the stars. 

Nothing about her latest objective suggests the secret it 

conceals will turn her life— not to mention the entire galaxy—

upside down. But a chance encounter with a mysterious spy leads 

http://smarturl.it/starshine-amz
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to a discovery which will thrust Alex into the middle of a galactic 

power struggle and a sinister conspiracy, whether she likes it or 

not. 

When faced with its greatest challenge, will humanity rise 

to triumph or fall to ruin? 

Aurora Rising is an epic tale of galaxy-spanning adventure, 

of the thrill of discovery and the unquenchable desire to reach 

ever farther into the unknown. It's a tale of humanity at its best 

and worst, of love and loss, of fear and heroism. It's the story of a 

woman who sought the stars and found more than anyone 

imagined possible. 

*** 

 

SUBSCRIBE TO 

GSJENNSEN.COM 

Receive updates on AURORA RHAPSODY, new book 

announcements and more 

 

http://smarturl.it/gsjennsen-subscribe


 

AUTHOR’S NOTE 

 

I published Starshine in March of 2014. In the back of the 

book I put a short note asking readers to consider leaving a 

review or talking about the book with their friends. Since that 

time I’ve had the unmitigated pleasure of watching my readers do 

exactly that, and there has never been a more wonderful and 

humbling experience in my life. There’s no way to properly thank 

you for that support, but know you changed my life and made my 

dreams a reality. 

I’ll make the same request now. If you loved SOLATIUM, tell 

someone. If you bought the book on Amazon, consider leaving a 

review. If you downloaded the book off a website with Russian 

text in the margins and pictures of cartoon video game characters 

in the sidebar, consider recommending it to others.  

As I’ve said before, reviews are the lifeblood of a book’s 

success, and there is no single thing that will sell a book better 

than word-of-mouth. My part of this deal is to write a book worth 

talking about—your part of the deal is to do the talking. If you all 

keep doing your bit, I get to write a lot more books for you. 

This time I’m also going to make a second request. Sidespace 

was an independently published novel, written by one person and 

worked on by a small team of colleagues. Right now there are 

thousands of writers out there chasing this same dream.  

Go to Amazon and surf until you find an author you like the 

sound of. Take a small chance with a few dollars and a few hours 

of your time. In doing so, you may be changing those authors’ 

lives by giving visibility to people who until recently were shut 

out of publishing, but who have something they need to say. It’s a 

revolution, and it’s waiting on you. 

Lastly, I love hearing from my readers. Seriously. Just like I 

don’t have a publisher or an agent, I don’t have “fans.” I have 

readers who buy and read my books, and friends who do that 



 

then reach out to me through email or social media. If you loved 

the book—or if you didn’t—let me know. The beauty of 

independent publishing is its simplicity: there’s the writer and the 

readers. Without any overhead, I can find out what I’m doing 

right and wrong directly from you, which is invaluable in making 

the next book better than this one. And the one after that. And the 

twenty after that. 

 

Website: www.gsjennsen.com 

Email: gsjennsen@gmail.com 

Twitter: @GSJennsen 

Facebook: facebook.com/gsjennsen.author 

Goodreads: goodreads.com/gs_jennsen  

Google+: plus.google.com/+GSJennsen 

Instagram: instagram.com/gsjennsen 

 

Find all my books on Amazon: 

http://amazon.com/author/gsjennsen 
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G. S. JENNSEN lives in Colorado with her husband and two 

dogs. In less than two years she has become an internationally 

bestselling author, selling in excess of 60,000 books since her 

first novel, Starshine, was published in March 2014. She has 

chosen to continue writing under an independent publishing 

model to ensure the integrity of the Aurora Rhapsody series and 

her ability to execute on the vision she’s had for it since its 

genesis. 

While she has been a lawyer, a software engineer and an 

editor, she’s found the life of a full-time author preferable by 

several orders of magnitude, which means you can expect the 

next book in the Aurora Rhapsody series in just a few months.  

When she isn’t writing, she’s gaming or working out or 

getting lost in the Colorado mountains that loom large outside the 

windows in her home. Or she’s dealing with a flooded basement, 

or standing in a line at Walmart reading the tabloid headlines and 

wondering who all of those people are. Or sitting on her back 

porch with a glass of wine, looking up at the stars, trying to figure 

out what could be up there. 


