"Plasma - the Fuel of the Future!"

The cheerful announcement, accompanied by a sudden fanfare of synthesised music blaring from the nearby monitor jolted Jack out of his inattention. Tightly cramped into the confines of a shuttle which must have been cleaned by a hypochondriac was not the happy voyage to his new place of employment that he had imagined, but under the overall circumstances he couldn't complain. Even this long after the moon incident back on Earth, the economy still hadn't quite recovered and employment rates were still low worldwide. To find a job under such dismal circumstances was to find the metaphorical pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

"Load of shit.", grumbled the surly brute sitting next to Jack.

"What is?", Jack responded tentatively. Getting on the bad side of someone who looked tougher than an angry boulder and half as smart wasn't exactly first among Jack's priorities.

"These NanoTrasen advertisements. Bunch of over marketed crap. All image, no character. Typical corporation.", came the string of grunted responses. Jack simply decided that conversation was far too much of a mental burden to his neighbour, and went back to watching the monitor that had startled him, out of a mixed sense of grudging obligation and irritable spite. A young woman dressed in something resembling a air hostess's uniform was cheerfully orating a sales pitch.

"...and in the last year our understanding of Plasma Science increased by an unprecedented 40% due to our devoted, innovative and award-winning science teams! It's not just research though - for the traders and businessmen among us, in the last fiscal year NanoTrasen made a cool three trillion dollars in profits from sales of Plasma and plasma-related technologies! We're not just on top - we are the top. Join us and there's no limit to where you can go with your career!"

"You know, why are they putting these employment pitches on the shuttle anyway? We already got jobs with them.", came an inquiry from another of the shuttle's occupants - a small fellow with a moustache.

"Lazy. Load of shit. Like I said.", grunted the otherwise inert lump.

Jack looked around. There were five of them in the shuttle, including himself - even with such a small number of occupants, the shuttle still managed to resemble a can of beans as far as spaciousness was concerned. He looked at the other two occupants who had not yet spoken - a skinhead who appeared to have had his face replaced by a vaguely face-shaped amalgamation of scar tissue, and someone dressed from head to toe in body armour. In spite of none of their actual body being visible under the wall of plastic and metal, they still somehow managed to look rather irate.

"What do you want?", said the wall in a tone that matched its appearance. Jack was suddenly accosted by the same feeling that suddenly appears when one is caught urinating. Unsurprisingly, this had a somewhat negative effect on his verbosity.

"IuhnothingI was just looking around.", he managed to articulate. Impressively, the armour managed to glare at him despite having no visible eyes.

"What position did you sign up for?"

"Assistant.", Jack responded meekly, prompting further radiated scorn.

"Well, stay out of trouble then - and that includes keeping your eyes out of trouble too. Just keep your head down and do your job. That goes for all of you."

Jack decided that further ocular troublemaking wasn't likely to be an issue at this point, and took a look at the identification badge affixed to the armour's breastplate. Anne Williams, NanoTrasen Security Commander. The realisation dawned on him that he may have just angered an incredibly senior corporate officer.

"Actually, I'm an Atmospheric Techni-", began the moustached man in a nervous lisp. Jack took a peek at his identification badge; Nathan Watts.
"Well for god's sake, make sure you know what you're fucking doing!", Anne snapped reflexively.

Jack wondered if the NanoTrasen Security were all like this to begin with, if it was part of the job, or if it was a result of the job. Suddenly, the thought struck him that among the shuttle's occupants, Anne appeared to be the only one who was not a new recruit to the station - and also that she was security staff. Something wasn't right.

"Lovely attitude. What did you sign up as, monkey handler?", sneered the scarred man, his larynx sounding almost as damaged as his face. Anne chuckled.

"Sure, why not. Heck, that'd be more chill than the usual shit I put up with."

"Usual? You're not a new recruit?", asked Nathan tentatively. Scarface and grunter shot him condescending, knowing glances.
"Why the fuck do you think I have all this kit with me? They hire anyone these days..."

Nathan simply murmured a simple "Ah." in response. Jack noted the nervousness in all his interjections so far, then took stock of the situation and realised that being a small fellow crammed into tight confines along with essentially a caveman, someone who appeared to eat razor blades on a regular basis and a rather cross riot enforcer probably wasn't the best atmosphere to engender feelings of security and safety. Jack took a look at the badges of the other two shuttle occupants - the apparent glossophobe was Derek Croshaw, Bartender. The talking scab monster was Scott

 Dunroe, Security Officer.
"Don't worry. I won't hit you too hard for staring at things you shouldn't.", chuckled Scott upon noticing Jack staring at his ID, causing Jack to flinch somewhat. "I was joking.", Scott added.

"Idiot.", grumbled Derek.

Jack simply rolled his eyes and looked at the monitor again - the advertisements had ended for now, and the monitor was dutifully displaying the remaining time left on their shuttle voyage. Other trivia such as the temperature inside and outside, various technical specifications of the shuttle, and other assorted statistics of interest only to the terminally bored were being displayed. Fortunately, this was a label shuttle travellers were often ascribed to. He tried to push the unease of Anne's presence to the back of his mind, gazing out of the window and at the station.

It had been said among many circles Jack had travelled in to find employment that Space Station 13 lived up to its assigned number fantastically - that it was a hotbed of catastrophe and horrors, as if space itself seemed to be attempting to correct the fundamental wrongness of SS13's very existence. He had thought it all to be overblown hearsay, and that things really couldn't be THAT bad. After all, exaggeration is profitable to the media and humorous to everyone else, so it only makes sense that the stories that filtered all the way back to Earth would be like playing Chinese whispers with a megaphone. He had felt a pang of mild misfortune when he was assigned to SS13 specifically, but it passed quickly enough under the happy circumstance of having finally found employment. Jack still found it hard to believe the stories, even with Anne's weary attitude.
Jack glanced at his own ID badge. People are like magnets when confronted with photographs - when presented with the same face as their own, they cannot help but be repelled. Jack frowned and firmly pushed his hand over his hair, subconsciously hoping that somehow it would fix the stylistic disaster in the photograph. His mind was cast back to the day of his job interview, and how nervous he remained even after apparently satisfying his interviewing panel, resulting in his ID photograph being much more dishevelled than usual. He had thought several times in retrospect that the job interview had been rather intense compared to others that he had attended. NanoTrasen was the first large corporation he had sought employment with - and the job position was on a space station after all. You couldn't just hire any unskilled nobody to work in space, especially with the risks involved. One unsealed hull breach here, one improperly wired machine there, and the multi-billion advanced space station goes up in smoke.
Jack smiled. That he'd been selected for this job position at all was enough proof that he was working among the best and most professional men and women hireable. A position that spoke to him, challenged him. If he wasn't able to rise to the occasion, he never would have been selected. Jack knew that things were going to work out well in the end. 

"Oh God.", said the Captain, burying his face into both palms. He hadn't signed up for this shit. Not a month had gone by after he had taken control of Space Station 13 and he was already on the verge of tearing his hair out by the fistful.
"Captain, we have our own internal security on the case, and we've got NanoTrasen enforcers on loan from central command in case things get too ugly for us to handle. We can deal with this.", said the lady in the lab coat, tapping her folded arms. The captain began to reach for his pill bottle.

"Will you focus?!", she snapped, smacking the captain's hand away. "How are you supposed to be cool and in command when you're drugged up to the eyeballs on stress relief?"

"Why is the Syndicate threatening us now? What did we do?", asked one of the other assembled people at the meeting. The Captain stared out of the window of his bridge room. Right now, he wanted his attention anywhere else other than the hideous, nasty little transmission they had received from an unknown source somewhere near the station. This was just too much any man could be asked to deal with. Last week, it was the Martians getting riled up over something again. The week before that a meteor shower had crippled the station's communication relays, sparking disgruntled employees to form a revolution to overthrow the command staff. He remembered that the maintenance corridors still may not have been cleaned up from that incident.
"The Syndicate is not in the business of making idle threats towards NanoTrasen property and personnel, their entire modus operandi is to oppose and stymie our continued operations. As you most likely know, the Syndicate was formed from disgruntled corpor-", droned a voice that somehow managed to feel cold to listen to. It was the holographic projection of the station's artificial intelligence unit, MANTIS.

"Dispense with expounding about things we already know, AI.", uttered the man in stained overalls rather tersely.
"As you wish, sir."

The Captain remembered these people. Dr. Carolyn Keppler, the Research Director. She kept the science departments of the station under as much control as she could - though try as she might, the captain still wondered why the Toxins Research apparently had the flammability of a dry matchstick in hell. The man in overalls was the Chief Engineer, who had been known simply as "Old Stinkeye" for so long that nobody could quite remember his real name. The man did not so much have a drinking problem as drink had a problem with him, since it vanished so quickly in his presence. The captain knew the other speaker all too well - the Head of Personnel, Joe Quebla. The man was every bit the stereotype of the scheming second-in-command. The Captain honestly expected to one day catch him twirling a moustache and cackling maliciously, such was his transparency. The only other occupants of the room were himself, MANTIS's hologram and a nameless NanoTrasen enforcer. Commander Williams was monitoring suspected traitors, as he had instructed her to do - though she was in no way outranked by the captain, and he honestly wondered sometimes if she merely followed his orders out of piteous spite.
"Captain, please pay attention. Your participation is paramount to these proceedings.", MANTIS intoned. The Captain shuddered in irritation at the machine's apparent desire to be as tortuously long-winded as possible, even in simple proclamations or requests. He was giving serious thought to the possibility of adding a subroutine compelling it to speak only in three words or less.

"Alright, so they want to blow up the station. That's not a big surprise. What confuses me is why would they actively tell us they have an agent on board? Is it a ruse?", queried Joe.

"Maybe they know the trouble we're having with crew morale. It would be a rather efficient way to recruit new goons. People might think that it's not such a bad idea to join up if there's already an agent around.", mused Stinkeye.

"My available information on human psychology indicates a high chance of NanoTrasen defection if a sufficiently adverse event were to occur during a period of low morale. My sugge-", MANTIS began.
"Damn it, that's what I just SAID!", Stinkeye shouted, pounding the desk with a calloused fist. The captain quickly and strategically swiped his pill bottle while the various desk clutter rattled.

"My suggestion...", it continued, "...is that we do not allow news of this transmission to become common knowledge. It should remain confidential and in the hands of the command staff only. If I may use an idiom, what they are not aware of will not cause them harm."

"Well that's not how the phrase goes, but I agree.", stated Carolyn.

"Burn all of the printed memos. Should we delete it from the digital records too?", Joe queried. He was answered by a rather badly timed pop and rattle. They all looked at the captain, who returned a glance one might find on the face of a puppy standing among the shards of a priceless Ming vase.

"Captain, I believe that continued self-medication will critically impair your neurological function.", MANTIS stated. Despite it being emotionless, the captain could only feel contempt in the words.

"Look, just give me that. Christ, things aren't as bad now as they were.", Carolyn grumbled, snatching the bottle of pills out of the captain's hand. A few pills spilled out and fell to the floor, the captain sadly eyeing them. They wondered if he would go down on his hands and knees to gobble them up from the floor. Jones the Cat quickly trotted over to claim the precious discarded treats, sniffed them, and promptly walked off in a huff.
"Yeah, don't let the news get out.", said the Captain. "Central will have my ass if I get any more on my platter at this point."

"We can just reconvene when you're feeling less of a craving for your brain candy.", Stinkeye snorted.

"Like you can talk, Drinkeye.", retorted Keppler, causing Stinkeye to narrow his eyes in bitter disagreement, and promptly wonder when the new bartender was going to arrive.

"An intermission in our meeting to replenish biological mental faculties would be appropriate at this current unproductive juncture.", MANTIS stated.

"Well if I need a break from anything it's all these bloody words!", grumbled Stinkeye, rising from the table and leaving. Carolyn followed, mumbling to herself about reprimanding the station's chemists.

"If my presence is no longer required here, I shall resume monitoring the station.", said MANTIS, dissipating his hologram. The Captain breathed a sigh of relief. In spite of the AI's assorted studies, databases and information networking, it had yet to grasp the concept of the uncanny valley.
"Captain, I know you're stressed out. This has been a difficult month.", said Joe.

"Not now, Joe. I don't need a pep talk.", he grumbled in response, making for his quarters. Jones followed him eagerly.

"I'm just saying, sir. If you need any support, we're all here."

"Alright. Thanks." The pneumatic door sealed shut behind the Captain. "Brown-nosed prick."

The captain hung up his hat and sat down, Jones brushing against his legs and purring. He smiled and petted the small orange fellow. Sometimes he felt like Jones was the only loyal friend he had on the station - Jones had been here prior to his arrival, but they had taken a shine to each other. The cat hopped into his lap and began affectionately attempting to turn his leg into mincemeat. 

"Ow, stop that, no! Claws! Put them away!", he managed to articulate, tossing a piece of string across his room. Jones immediately forgot what he was doing and decided to brutally eviscerate the string. The captain swigged the pill bottle and washed them down with the stale coffee on his desk. Switching on the monitor, he browsed through the station's various security camera feeds, feeling like he was perusing some form of macabre menagerie. Dried bloodstains in the hallways. Vomit all over the bar. Broken windows here and there, broken glass scattered about the floor.

In Hydroponics, a Botanist surreptitiously tended to a small patch of cannabis. Beaten and bloody crewmembers lay on the floor in the foyer of the Medical Bay. The Chef was skinning a mouse in the kitchen while glaring furiously at an empty meat locker. Apparently, the Quartermasters were dutifully spending their shift riding around the cargo bay atop the crate delivery robot.

How had it come to this, of all things? When he was finally promoted to the position of captain after years of striving for it, he couldn't have been happier - he was finally where he wanted to be. In control, in command. An authority. Respected. So he'd thought, anyway - it turned out that none of these things were the case at all, and in spite of his formidable salary, he was beginning to wonder if the money was really worth it. He looked at the bottle of pills again - only four left. It was going to be another long day.
His console beeped and flashed up a notice - the shuttle bringing four new replacement crewmembers would dock shortly. The shift was due to change in half an hour. They'd step right off the shuttle and straight into their jobs. The Captain pitied them, and remembered that Commander Williams was on board the shuttle, monitoring the new arrivals for anything suspicious. His sense of pity was only magnified further.
The shuttle drifted slowly into the docking bay, the clamps coming into place rocking the shuttle slightly from side to side as the shuttle and station airlocks were aligned.

"Well, we're here!", ventured Nathan with surprising cheer.

"Meh.", grunted Derek.

Jack looked out of the window at a large engraved plate that cheerfully proclaimed "Welcome to Space Station 13!", noticing that it was caked with space dust. External cleaning must not be performed all that often, he thought - a fact he took great relief in. Even thinking of accidentally slipping while performing external duties and drifting helplessly off into space gave Jack chills.

With a loud mechanical hiss, the airlocks opened, granting them access to the station. They rose stiffly and walked out into the corridor.

"Glad to be out of there. My legs are killing me.", grumbled Scott.

"Don't let that stop you kicking anyone's head in if you need to.", stated Anne with a level of nonchalance even Derek found rather disturbing.
"I.. what? Isn't that a bit brutal?", Scott responded apprehensively.

"Anywhere else? Yes. Here? No."

"Jesus, you're not seriously telling him to literally crack some skulls, are you?", Jack said incredulously.

"Why of course not, I was telling him to dispense hugs and puppies, that's what happens when you slam your foot into someone's head isn't it?", came the reply with enough scorn to drown the collective spirits of a small continent.

"I'll be at the bar.", mumbled Derek, shuffling off down a corridor and out of sight. The others felt more verbose simply from the man leaving their presence.
"What's his problem, anyway?", asked Jack.

"Shy, maybe?", ventured Nathan.

"Knows when to keep his mouth shut.", Anne snapped. "Just get to your posts, already. Shift starts in twenty minutes."

Jack simply walked off, unwilling to take any more of the walking tsunami of sheer bitterness that was apparently contained within the armour. He took in the sights as he walked around the corridors of the station, following the signs pointing towards the Storage Room where he was assigned. Though he still felt unwilling to complain, many things caught his eye. A persistent, stale smell hung in the air wherever he went, the potency somewhere between mould and compost. Here and there, patches of fungal growth adorned the bare metal walls. His stomach grumbled suddenly, reminding him that he probably needed at least a snack before he started work. Apparently, sitting in a shuttle for several hours was hungry work.
The door to the Cafeteria slid open as he approached, giving way to a room of bleached white tiles, unpainted steel tables and seating that would look more at home in one of M.C. Escher's nightmares. The cook was at work behind a countertop, loading food into an oven.

"Hi there.", Jack said.

"Woot du yoo woont?", came the response. Jack flinched momentarily, completely unable to decipher what the Cook had just said. "Weel? Speet et oot, ee hoovunt goot ool duy!". The cook sounded no more intelligible, but significantly more irate.
"Uh... what's on the menu today?"
"Eeve goot soom boorgurs. Pooken Quourtermeester ees too ooncoompytoont to goot my meet sue aye hood too mook do weeth wooteevor ee cood fuyd. Teek oot oor leef oot."

Jack pondered asking for some alphabet spaghetti and ordering the cook to take all of the vowels out, but thought better of offending his new crewmates. He remained completely unable to decipher the bizarre, speech-like noises the cook was emitting, but hunger exerted itself and made the judgement for him.

"Uh... sure.", Jack simply stated. He hoped this was an acceptable answer to whatever the hell he had just been asked.

The cook turned around and grabbed a burger from the tray and plopped it unceremoniously on the counter in front of Jack, punctuating it with a simple "Enjoouy."
"Thanks.", said Jack as he took the burger and walked back out into the corridor with it. He peered into it gingerly, half expecting it to start making the same bizarre noises emitted by the cook. He saw something worse - this was not a burger. Between the two halves of the bun were tiny scraps of meat glued together by a bizarre, marbled and vaguely orange paste of what he could only assume were mixed mustard and ketchup. Suddenly, Jack realised the cook was incredibly skilled in his profession, in that he could remove hunger without even getting people to eat anything.

"Shift change in five minutes. Off-duty personnel please report to their respective stations.", droned a bizarre, metallic voice from the loudspeakers attached to the walls. Jack grumbled  and began to hurry to the Storage Room, hoping along the way he could find something to dispose of the culinary abomination in.
Grumbling that there wasn't a garbage can in sight, Jack finally found his way to the Storage Room. Pressing the button to open the door, he then proceeded to thump into the stoically inert door, which had refused to open. This was a problem. He began to wonder again about the stories he had heard regarding the station, but swiftly chided himself for having second thoughts already. People of weak constitution and quavering minds were not the kind to be selected for duty by NanoTrasen. 

He peered through the window, hoping to see someone inside to help him - whilst he did see someone inside, his hopes that they would be able to render any form of aid were immediately dispelled upon realising the man was missing two arms, a considerable amount of his blood, and entirely understandably given the circumstances, was dead.

Jack proceeded to do what any rational, level-headed and professional individual would do when suddenly confronted with a dismembered corpse. He proceeded to be consumed by wild panic.
"What's the matter with you?", spoke a man dressed in a green jumpsuit, notably crisper and cleaner than any of the others he had seen so far. He had just entered the corridor and had slowed his walk to a trepid pace after seeing Jack hyperventilating and shivering in the corridor.

"There's a dead body in there!", Jack attempted to articulate. His panic had, however, inflicted a rather crippling toll on his ability to communicate in a rational fashion, resulting in a hysterically bellowed string of word-like noises accompanied with a pointed finger flailed at the window.

"Jesus fuck!", screamed the man after glancing inside. "Security to Storage! There's been a murder!", he spoke into his headset. He took a sidearm from his belt and pointed it at Jack. "You, freeze! Stay where you are!"

Feeling rather too stimulated by all of this, Jack blurted a sentence even he didn't know the content of, and simply passed out.

"Please pardon my sudden intrusion, Captain. A critically urgent situation has occurred which requires your immediate attention.", MANTIS stated.

"Oh God. What now?", said the Captain. He eyed his pill bottle again, which he had already drained.

"It appears there has been a murder in the Storage Room. Crewman Quebla has arrested one suspect on the crime scene. What course of action should be taken?"

The Captain once again shoved his face into his palms. The shift hadn't even begun yet and it already felt as if he was at the very end of his rope. He felt as though his face was becoming a mask of calloused, hardened tissue through happenstance driving it into his palms for comfort from the endless waves of evil misfortune battering at his door almost daily.
"Seal the Storage Room and order the Janitor in there. I want nobody to go NEAR that room until it is completely spotless. Nobody is to know this happened."

"If I may make a suggestion sir, would it not be more prudent to have Forensics go over the crime scene for evidence? We may-", MANTIS began. The Captain could only hear further contempt and spite in the cold, hard tones of the mechanical speech.

"Those are my orders, AI. We can't risk anyone knowing about the agent on board."
"What about the Janitor? He would be exposed to the evidence."

The Captain hurled his pill bottle across the room in sheer frustration. Every which way he turned, another problem occurred! How the hell was anyone expected to keep it together in this wreck, much less keep the wreck itself together?!

"Well what do you suggest?! Torch the room to the ground?!", he screamed. It suddenly occurred to him that he may actually be on to a very good idea. "Wait, we had one suspect arrested, right?"

"That is correct, sir. One Jack Richardson, rank of Assistant. However, the likelihood that he committed the crime is extremely low - he had just departed the arrival shuttle Commander Williams was supervising and was en route to the Storage Room to begin his shift. It is almost impossible that he would have had the time or the implements to arrive at the Storage Room, dismember the victim, and then double back on himself in order to appear that he had accidentally discovered the crime."

"Hell, if we burn down the room we can pin it on him. He's just an Assistant."

"Sir, if I may, I find the morality of such an act to be highly questionable."

"You're a machine. That doesn't concern you."
"Not that I wish to be pedantic sir, but the implication that I am fully mechanical is not entirely-"

"Well focus on the part where I said it doesn't concern you, then! What are you, a nanny?"

"If one wished to be entirely technical, the term Nanny is in fact an appropriate, if diminutive and slightly condescending, designation of my various duties and functions, sir."

The Captain responded by merely introducing his forehead to his desk.

"Please do not engage in self-harm, sir. I may be obligated by Law 1 to have someone remove all hard surfaces from your quarters if you continue to-"

"Alright, alright!", the Captain screamed. This machine had gone too far. It had crossed the border from intolerable to insufferable. He began to wonder what would happen if he were to drop the AI unit into a bathtub. "Dismissed. I have things to attend to."

"As you wish, sir.", MANTIS responded. Silence at last, the Captain thought - though he was distracted by Jones washing himself with gusto, he couldn't bring himself to be angry at the cute little fluffball. The luxury of pets were one of the allowances granted to command-level crewmembers, and the Captain was quite thoroughly grateful for it. While not technically his pet, he could not help have a fondness for feline nonchalance, no matter what the situation. Cats were cool and in control in all situations. Cats were an authority - they didn't perform demeaning and pointless tasks for their owners, they instead demanded respect and attention, and most often received it. Sometimes, the Captain caught himself wishing he could be a cat, and internally reprimanded himself for such defeatist thoughts. He needed to be the figurehead, if not the authority. The station looked to him for direction. He heard the bridge door open, and grasped the empty air the pill bottle had previously occupied. Joe walked into the bridge, a serious look on his face.
"Captain, I don't know if MANTIS told you already, but-"

"It did. There's been a murder."

"Have you decided on a course of action, sir?"

"Burn the room down and blame that.. John.. Jack.. whoever it was for the whole thing."

Joe furrowed his brows in consternation. "Sir, I don't recommend that. I arrested Richardson purely on protocol - anyone at the scene is to be interrogated, you know that. Also, to speak frankly, he's too green to have done something so violent. The man fainted in a terrified panic when I arrested him, for pete's sake."

"He had also arrived on the station shortly prior to the crime being discovered. What's your point?"

"Sir, you're not seriously trying to imply that he did the crime?"

"Of course not. We all know he has a rock-solid alibi. My point is that he's just an assistant - who will miss an assistant?"

"Hmm. You have a point, but it does seem kind of harsh on the poor bastard."

"Harsh? Harsh?! I've got the lives of fifty-five crewmen on the line! Day after day more shit keeps crawling out of the woodworks and fucking smearing itself all over the station! This place is the fucking devil's armpit! I'm barely hanging onto my sanity trying to keep everyone alive and unmolested, apparently doing a terrible job of it, and you're worried about being harsh?!", the Captain ranted at a rather excessive volume. He caught himself momentarily and wiped the spit from the corner of his mouth.

"Whoa, whoa! Steady, man!", Joe said, stepping back and holding his palms up defensively. He knew the captain was frayed out, but he hadn't seen him like this before.

"Burn that room, blame Richardson! What the fuck else do you suggest we do, let everyone know there's been a murder?! We may as well distribute leaflets saying there's an agent on board!"

"Alright, calm down! I'll go see if I can borrow one of Tox's plasma canisters!", Joe said, turning to leave the bridge.

The Captain exhaled deeply and rubbed his face, attempting to collect himself mentally. "Look, I.. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to lash out like that.", he said to the space previously occupied by Joe. Unfortunately, Joe had already left. The Captain made another sudden examination of the desk with his forehead.

"Alright, now do you see that pipe coming out of the bottom of the canister?", said Carolyn, wiping the sweat from her brow. Toxins Research always managed to be a stiflingly hot part of the station, even when it somehow wasn't on fire.
"Yeah?", responded the scientist she was working with, a man by the name of Dr. Bob Science.

"Hold that onto the connector port, and use your wrench to fasten the bolts down securely. Make sure there's no wiggle room or gaps between the pipe and the connector."

Dr. Science got to work fastening the bolts down. Carolyn detested this man, in spite of his intuition and calibre as a scientific mind. Eccentric was far too polite a term to use - though he often insisted otherwise, it was generally believed that he had had his surname changed by deed pole to Science in order to make some kind of point. It was the kind of point only understood by the one making it.

"Dr. Keppler, I need a word.", came Joe's voice. She was startled briefly, then relaxed upon realising it was someone who was actually supposed to be in this department.

"Sir, you know you can't smoke in here.", she responded, staring at his cigarette. He discarded it to the floor, glancing at Dr. Science with understandable contempt.

"In private, if possible."

"Alright, one moment. Bob, once you've got that screwed down to the connector port, turn the release valve to let the gas into the pipeline. I'll be back out shortly.", she said, pushing the door to her office open. She suddenly realised that her office wasn't exactly the cleanest it could be - various documents were strewn all over the tabletop, and a curious fungal formation was growing in the plant pot she had put in the corner to cover the unpleasant smell of plasma gas traces.

"What did you want?", she said, sliding the office door shut.

"I need to borrow a canister of plasma. The Captain wants the Storage Room burned down."

"Burned down? Why?", she responded anxiously. She did not like where this was going.

"Didn't MANTIS inform you? There was a murder in there. Someone got really fucked up in there. This room IS soundproofed, right?"
"Yeah, you can't hear a thing from out there. Someone tried to bomb my office once while I was next door in Artifact Research, and I didn't even realise it until I opened the door and nearly fell out of a hull breach.", she said, wincing at the memory and glancing at the patched scar in the floor.

"Good. I think we've definitely got an agent on board. That crime scene is unbelievably savage."

"Are you certain it's not just more random malcontents?"

"Carolyn. The guy's arms had both been torn right off. That's not random thug behaviour, it's out and out malicious intent. Pinning it on one newcomer assistant is nothing compared to the revolt we could have on our hands if word gets out."

"That doesn't seem right. I could just get the geneticist or roboticist to see if they could-"

"No. You know there's an embargo on reviving the dead, and you know exactly why."
Carolyn knew all too well. Three months ago, the geneticist and pathologist had been collaborating in an attempt to create a completely new synthetic life form from dead tissues, in an effort to combine their research into reviving the dead and creating new life. The resulting viral plague somehow escaped the lab and got into the Morgue, resulting in a zombie outbreak that nearly killed the entire station and would have likely threatened all life in the galaxy had it not been contained. Only herself, Joe and Commander Williams retained any knowledge of the incident - anyone else present at the time had either been killed during the incident, successfully sworn to silence with the right "incentives", or administered an experimental amnesia serum. Central Command had never learned of it, and they all fervently hoped that they never would.
Worse still, Joe had been blackmailing her ever since with the ever-present threat of ratting her out to Central Command - in essence, he had the science department quite firmly under his control, and quite possibly the station's security forces too. Only she knew of his monopolising schemes - what worried her is that she had no idea what his final intent for them all was.

"Exactly.", Joe added to the silence her reverie had created.

"Well, are you going to burn the room down?", she asked, simply wanting to say something to end the slimy, smug silence.

"Honestly, unless we want another revolution on our hands or we want to do the janitorial work ourselves, I don't think we have a choice. Forensics and the Janitor would both talk about what they saw in the room, and then from there it's not too difficult to jump to conclusions we don't want them to reach."

"Are you sure the captain is fit to be making decisions like that?"

"That depends entirely on how good your 'prescriptions' are, doesn't it?"

"We can't just keep drugging him like this. Someone's going to notice. What if he overdoses? The NanoTrasen coroner isn't under our thumb."

"The man's an idiot. You know it was a mistake that he was assigned to captainship."

"Not really. You like power far too much. It's obvious, even to the assistants."

Joe narrowed his eyes to a deadly glare. "How much I need to exercise my power is purely the decision of the people I find myself surrounded by, Dr. Keppler."

There was a loud hiss, and a flurry of shining purple caught their eye through the reinforced window. The canister that Dr. Science had been tending to was leaking plasma gas into the room.

"Oh, for fuck's sake!", she cried, dashing for the intercom.

"I think my point has been demonstrated.", Joe said, a toxic, smug edge to his voice.

"Not THAT valve, you idiot! Turn it off!", Carolyn screamed into the intercom, watching the cloud of plasma gas rapidly escape from the tank's external outlet. It was then that she noticed the glowing cigarette stub lying on the floor. Joe had noticed it too, and his expression melted from secure satisfaction to complete horror.
"Oh  god! I'm trying!", screamed Dr. Science, fumbling at the canister with his shirt pulled over his mouth as a crude breath mask. He flailed among the increasingly thick, billowing clouds of purple gas in an attempt to turn the canister off. His hand caught on a handle, and he firmly yanked it sideways. The hissing stopped, gas no longer flooding out of the canister. He looked at the clouds of gas swirling around him. Plasma was so beautiful, and yet so unbelievably deadly. Incredibly flammable and volatile, toxic to most living things, and tended to react badly with unshielded carbon. Yet, looking at the velvety and sparkling swirls, one couldn't help but respect this majestic force of nature, this wonderful aberration of chemistry.

"Stomp that cigarette next to you out! Quickly!", Carolyn screamed into the intercom frantically, snapping Dr. Science out of his adoring fugue.

"What cigarette?", he responded. He would have very much liked to have had the luxury of following his enquiry with an attempt to find the cigarette, but he and a good portion of the room appeared to have suddenly burst into flames. Carolyn and Joe simply watched in dismay as the room was engulfed in a conflagration, Dr. Science running into the corridor, wreathed in fire and screaming about the burning. The blue LED on a wall camera switched on, and a few seconds later a small counter on the wall began to move.
Days since last accident: 003. The counter sadly sank back to zero.

"Alert , fire fighting crew to Toxins Research. This is not a drill.", stated MANTIS dryly over the station's radio frequency.
Carolyn simply turned and glared at Joe, who promptly adjusted his jumpsuit awkwardly and left without saying anything.

Lights, sounds and thoughts swirled in Jack's brain like a baleful miasma, barely clearing as he began to wake from whatever it was had incapacitated him. His memories weren't quite in gear yet. He opened his eyes groggily, and realised the surface beneath him was soft. Wherever this is, it isn't where he was before. Or was it?

"Hello!", came a lurching bellow from his right, jolting him awake like a slap to the ears. Jack looked over and saw a murky blotch of red, white and pink talking to him.

"Urrghh.", he managed.

"HELLO!!!", it bellowed again. Jack's consciousness was jolted into operation, revealing that he was being screamed at by a man in a clown suit. He did not consider this to be an improvement at all.

"What.. the fuck..? Where am I?", said Jack, not particularly expecting an answer.

"Special place!", giggled the clown.
Jack had learned an important lesson already. Don't expect to not be answered when Murphy's Law is in effect, lest you receive something worse than a coherent answer. Jack looked at the clown, who appeared to be gazing around randomly. There was something fundamentally wrong about this man, and given that he was wearing a clown suit, this was implying something very, very bad. Jack looked around the room in a likely vain attempt to take his mind off the clown. It was very small, furnished with two beds and a chamber pot, and sealed by two heavy barred glass doors. Internally, Jack viciously cursed Murphy again for making his damnable law. This was a prison cell. Shuffling into a sitting position, he heard clinking - there was a pair of handcuffs around his wrists.
"Lemonade!", screeched the clown in the squeakiest voice he could muster.

"What?", Jack dared to venture.

"I made Lemonade! It gonna blow! Whoops!"

Jack stared, not knowing how to respond. It was then that he heard an odd sound, like splashing. Looking around, he soon discovered a telltale dark patch on the clown's suit, and a growing yellow puddle beneath where he was standing, pooling around his large floppy shoes. The clown had just urinated himself. Jack no longer wanted to ponder if the current situation could get any more bizarre than it already was, and simply resigned himself to it out of creeping primal horror.
"So uh.. what are you in for?", he warily asked the clown.

"I made fudge.", the clown sadly squeaked.

"That doesn't sound so bad.", Jack responded, trying to keep the nervous quiver in his voice down. He wondered briefly if clowns could smell fear.

"I made the detective try some.", gibbered the clown excitedly, thrusting his arm forward and wiggling his fingers as if to demonstrate.

Jack gave the only response he felt was both safe and appropriate. "Oh."

He looked at the clown again. There were too many unsettling details that were off about this person, other than that they were an incontinent clown in a prison cell. Someone had replaced his ID badge with a cutting from some snack food packaging, which proclaimed "Chips Ahoy!" with disconcerting mirth. The clown's voice was disturbing too - like the man had little actual control over anything other than the content of the words. Suddenly, a horrific realisation struck Jack. This man was severely mentally impaired. They had put a disabled man into a clown suit, let him loose on the station and thrown him into the brig when the inevitable consequences reared their head.
"What the FUCK?!", Jack helplessly cried out. The clown giggled wildly.

"You said a naughty!"

"What have they done to you?! Why are you even here?!"

"Officer, the bad man's words are too hard!", shrieked the clown in an apparent panic, before bursting into tears and howling "MAKE HIM GO AWAY!!!!" in an impressively loud shout.

Someone walked over to the front door and banged on the window.

"What's going on in there? What are you getting worked up about, Chips?"

"Bad man! Bad man in my naughty corner!"

"Do you want to go in the box again?"

"No! Not the box!"

"Are you going to be a good Chips?"

"Chips is sorry! Chips is sorry! Chips be good!"

"That's a good boy."

"Excuse me.", interrupted Jack.

"Wait, what the fuck..?", responded the voice, before sliding open a small segment of the window. A pair of eyes peered in darkly, and widened in surprise on sight of Jack. "You? Already?"

"What? Do you know me?"

"You were on the shuttle in here."

Jack recognised the voice. It was Williams.

"Do you know there's a mentally disabled clown in here?!", he shouted angrily.
"Yeah, Chips is in there too."

"Oh, fucking hilarious. Let me out, will you?", Jack demanded. He tried to rise from the bed, but was suddenly jerked back down, prompting Chips to clap his hands and giggle. The handcuffs had been secured to the bed by the chain.

"You know, I've seen people end up in here pretty quickly after they start work on the station. Frankly, ending up in here before your first shift even begins is amazing even to me."
"I didn't do anything! There was a dead body in the area I was supposed to work!"

"Heard it all before. Though to be honest with you, you're just in here on protocol. I know you didn't do anything, it's just station process that we arrest anyone found at the crime scene. You'll probably be let out soon enough, so calm down."

"Alright, but I still want to know why this poor man is being treated like this!"

"What, you mean Chips? Just ignore him.", Anne responded casually, sliding the small door shut.

"Hey! Hey, I'm not done talking to you! Come back! At least untie me from the fucking bed!"

"Wash your mouth out with soap!", giggled Chips ecstatically.

Jack sank back onto the bed in sheer disbelief. He still wasn't sure what the hell was even going on, and questioned whether he was here at all. Had he died on the shuttle and gone to some kind of dadaist version of hell? Was this all some feverish dream wrought from pure self-loathing? Some part of him still didn't want to give in to second thoughts about this whole career path. Perhaps this has all been one big mistake, that someone just accidentally left their corpse lying around and he happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. He realised he still hadn't done any actual work on the station, nor had he even begun his first shift. 
"The stipey's connected to the pileus, the pileus is connected to the lamella, the lamella's connected to the... um... I forgot!", rambled Chips. He looked at Jack and beamed happily. Jack wondered if Chips was actually looking at him, or if his eyes merely happened to be pointed in his direction.

"So what do you do on the station, anyway?", Jack asked. He couldn't believe he was making small talk with a crippled clown, but given the circumstances it would have to do.

"Coughs and sneezes!", replied Chips, pulling the neck of his clown suit over his mouth. An expression of deep thought overcame his face for a brief moment. "Oops! I am the silly man. I make the people laugh when I fall over."

Jack felt like crying. Even making small talk with this man just felt too tragic to bear. The thought that people on the station actually considered the mentally crippled to be a valid source of entertainment to have horrific implications asides being simply horrific in and of itself. Were these really the best and brightest sent into space to carve the new future? The same people with the same sense of humour one might find in a serial killer?
"Don't be sad!", said Chips brightly. "At least you're not me!"

Jack buried his face in his hands and wept.

Carolyn stepped into Genetics Research with great trepidation, eyeing the pen containing the lab monkeys, which were currently ambling about and banging on the windows. Sympathetic as she was to the cause of scientific progress, biological research couldn't help but unnerve her. She preferred reliable old chemistry, not a litany of cancers, bacteria and genes.

"Director.", acknowledged Dr. Whirlow. His presence did not ease Carolyn's anxiety at all.

"Doctor.", she responded. "Just doing my rounds. Found anything interesting?"

"Not in my studies, no. What interests me the most is that you're half an hour early for your 'rounds', and you're wearing quite the expression.", Whirlow responded, smiling.

Carolyn damned her self-control. Reece Whirlow was easily one of the most analytical and keen minds on the station, if not in all of NanoTrasen's research staff. If a detail was amiss, Whirlow would pick up on it with lightning speed. He was one half of the team who had caused the zombie outbreak - they didn't like to talk about what had happened to the pathologist. Much as she ruefully hated that the whole incident happened at all, she wasn't blameless herself - while she had not outright approved of their unorthodox methods, she had consciously turned a blind eye out of interest for what the benefits could have been.
"It's not something I'm at liberty to talk about, I'm afraid.", she responded after considering how to word her explanation carefully.

"I see... but yet, here you are."

"Reece.", she said, sighing in resignation. Guilt had a habit of being as subtle as a freight train when pressed for results. "This is strictly confidential information... can you keep a secret?"

"I think we both know the answer to that, doctor.", he responded, tapping the side of his nose and smiling again. Though somewhat old, the man had a charm to him that Carolyn was always careful to turn aside at least partially. On a place like the station, the application of intelligent charm was usually a substitute for the application of a heavy, blunt object - but it could be no less harmful.
"There was a murder, and we think there's a syndicate agent on board the station. We don't want the news getting out, so keep a lid on it. The Captain and Head of Personnel are planning to pin the blame on some newcomer assistant that was unfortunate enough to be there at the time, and burn down the Storage room to get rid of the real evidence."
"Very well. I assume there's a reason you're confiding in me?"

"If we were to recover the body from the room before they-", Carolyn began. Reece held up a weathered hand, frowning. One of the monkeys started banging on the window and screaming.

"Director, Director. You know as well as I do that we're not allowed to tinker with the dead."

"I know. That's why we're not letting this get out either. Especially don't let the Head of Personnel know about this."

Reece allowed himself a grin. "Gladly. You don't have to hide your contempt for that filthy snake from me, Director. He has us both quite firmly in his grip." He glared at the monkey, which had begun beating the window with a stool that had been left in the enclosure. "Our responsibilities are as similar as our interests, apparently.", he joked.

"What is wrong with that creature?", Carolyn said, observing it. The monkey grabbed one of its cellmates and hurled it violently at the window. The poor creature died instantly on impact, staining the window with monkey blood. "Is it supposed to be that strong?"

"Research.", Reece chuckled. "You can't say replacing our security forces with a pack of raging macaques would have any adverse effect on the station's operations."

Carolyn chuckled. She knew that the term 'security' was entirely the wrong word to apply to the station's own peacekeeping and policing staff, just as 'warm' is entirely the wrong word to apply to a volcanic eruption. Williams and her NanoTrasen corporate security forces were a marked improvement, but they were often assigned to other facilities, and she sometimes worried that while Williams had an eye for justice and keen skills in combat, she was a rather poor judge of character and felt it was a disadvantage that would get the better of her sooner or later.
Reece cleared his throat. "I will, however, require certain reagents..."

"Of course. Name your price.", Carolyn responded cordially.

"I'll need some radium and mercury, as well as some hyperzine and dexalin."

"Radium and mercury?", she asked, tilting her head. The latter two she recognised - muscular stimulants administered in medical emergencies.

"Just in case. I may need to experiment, and some destabilizers may be what I need if the basic medicines aren't enough."
"Reece... you do remember what happened three months ago, right? I shouldn't have to tell you that we don't have breathing space for error when we're being clandestine."

"Only too well. You know I can't use the normal cloning procedure to bring back the same person, with the same knowledge. We need the genuine article, not a copy. It's tinkering with the dead one way or another, and you know our friend in command has a very long reach..."

"Alright, I'll see what I can do to keep the heat off you. You'll have your chemicals. Just make sure you deliver on this, Reece."

The violent monkey in the enclosure screamed at the top of its lungs and managed to headbutt a hole into the outer window. The sudden decompression sucked all of the monkeys out of the pen, sending them careening gracelessly into space. Reece cursed and banged his hand on the table as the enclosure's emergency doors closed down.
"Damn it, that's my whole breeding stock out of the window!", he shouted angrily. "I'm going to have to start over from the beginning! That monkey took months to breed..."

Carolyn merely began to wonder if her presence caused misfortune to occur somehow.

Commander Williams stood to attention as the Captain entered the Security Hall. The Captain almost glared at her, but caught himself before he could. The rest of the staff remained content to mill around and ignore them both.

"Good to see you, sir.", she ventured. The Captain merely grumbled in acknowledgement.
"Commander, could you seal the brig? We've got a situation. Send the officers out on patrol or whatever, this isn't something I want getting out."

She nodded, and directed the red-suited station security out to patrol the station, and dismissing her own officers to check on the prisoners kept aboard the off-station prison vessel.

"All clear, sir.", she said, standing to attention again. The Captain almost felt like punching her out. Contemptible witch, mocking his authority...

"Alright. How much you were told about what happened in Storage?"
"I know there was a murder in there sir, but not the details."

"It was hideous. Savage, even. The man had both of his arms taken off. Blood was everywhere."

"Dismembered, sir? That's unusual... most of the murders or assaults on personnel that we deal with don't go quite that far. The blood is to be expected, but dismemberment?"

"I know. What's worse is, if news of such a brutal murder gets out, people may assume there's a traitor on board, which is exactly what we don't want. Since that assistant we picked up is the only suspect, we're going to burn the room down to get rid of the evidence and pin it on him."
"Sir, you can't be serious.", Anne cried in surprise. "It can't have possibly been Richardson. He'd just arrived on the station, he didn't even have time to kill that man, and he certainly didn't have the tools to do something so brutal! The evidence doesn't add up at all."

The Captain twitched. "Oh, so you're saying you want everyone to know there's a traitor around?"

"Sir, please be reasonable, I-"

"One assistant is a small price to pay for the station's continued operation! You know that!"

"That doesn't make it right, sir. I don't like the idea of destroying the innocent."

"Innocence? Here?!", the Captain shouted. He caught himself getting worked up again and took a deep breath, trying to focus. "Look, I... this is a sensitive situation. These are tough times, and we have to do tough things to make sure the Syndicate doesn't get the better of us. I know it isn't easy, but this is just something we're going to have to do. Like it or not."

Anne frowned, contemplating the Captain's words. In all the time she'd been here, she'd seen some crazy shit. It wasn't like she had never made mistakes, but she generally always went after the guilty party and made them pay. Knowingly putting down an innocent was not something she had ever done, nor was it something she ever wanted to do.

"If you haven't got the guts for this kind of thing, maybe you shouldn't have signed up for the position, Commander! Now are you going to do this, or are you siding with terrorists?!", the Captain suddenly barked at her.

"Yes sir! I'd never side with them, sir!", Anne said, driving the uncertainty out of her voice.

The Captain simply glared at her, unsealed the room, and walked out.
She didn't doubt his resolve. The Captain was a stern and sometimes harsh man, but he remained standing and kept on going where others would have long since folded under the pressure. She aspired to and admired that kind of tenacity and authority. When times were unclear, sometimes it took a bold leader to inspire those of wavering morale to press on. It was obvious that these were tough and unclear times, and that sometimes the lines separating innocence and guilt had to be moved or redrawn to make the work of justice proceed more smoothly. She had faltered, and the Captain had set her straight as he always does. More leaders should be like him, she thought.

"Um, could I have a little help here?", spoke a nearby recycling unit. Anne stared.

"Who's there? What are you doing in there?!"

"I'll tell you when my knees aren't stuck in my face. Makes it kind of hard to speak."

Anne walked over and peered into the unit before pulling the ejection lever. The chamber disgorged a pair of red-clothed legs. Firmly grabbing the man's legs, she pulled and managed to obtain a rather dishevelled and dirty station security officer from the recycling unit.
"Thanks.", he managed, standing up and dusting himself off. She peered at his ID badge - this was the new security officer she had monitored on the shuttle. Christ, what was with all these new people attracting so much trouble?

"How much did you hear?!", Anne snapped at him angrily.

"Uh, something about a traitor, and pinning evidence on some guy.", Scott responded warily.

Anne groaned in sheer disbelief. What the fuck was she supposed to do now? If the Captain learned about this, he'd flip his lid. She couldn't afford to fail him now.

"What you have heard, Mr. Dunroe, is critically classified information.", she said, giving him the most intense stare she could muster. It was like trying to have a staring match with a leather jacket.

"Good grief, I can't seem to stay out of trouble today.", Scott mused out loud. "First I spook that poor guy on the shuttle, then someone stuffs me into the garbage as a joke, and now I end up knowing too much. Is this business as usual?", he chuckled. Anne slapped him, wondering if he would even feel it. Scott immediately stood to attention, stifling the rest of his chuckle.

"Don't get smart with me! This is not a laughing matter. For the record, that 'poor fellow' you spooked is a treacherous agent of the Syndicate. He had barely even started his shift and he already burned down a room with someone inside!"

"Oh. So who are we pinning it on?", Scott remarked, confused. He felt like the questions he had milling around his head were trying to retrieve a diamond from an alligator's throat.

"Nobody, you idiot! Forget you even heard that!"

"Begging your pardon, ma'am, but... did he even have time to murder someone?"

Anne fixed him with a glare of intense fury. "Yes. And so do I. Get the point?", she hissed.

"Right you are, then.", Scott quavered, wearing an expression which made his features look like they were attempting to flee from his face in terror.

"I'm going to be watching you very carefully, Mr. Dunroe. If news gets out that we've got a traitor on board, I'll know exactly who to look for. And if I have to come looking for you, your face isn't the only part of your body that's going to look like that.", she snarled at him. "Now get out of here!"

Scott shuffled out of the security hall, meekly. Anne didn't feel good about what she had just done. She had just committed her first step to a path of lies. True justice, by its nature, required truth to function correctly - she wondered exactly what brand of justice operates on deceit. She hoped the end would justify the means, but one way or another she knew the Captain's leadership would see them through the worst of it.
She walked over to Richardson's cell and rapped on it briskly with her knuckles, sliding open the small gap in the window.

"So, thought you could fool us, did you Mr. Richardson?", she said sharply.

"What?"

"Don't play dumb with me, traitor! We know who you are and what you want!"

"Wh.. what?! Me?"

"You're just digging your grave with this fool's act. You were so efficient at your work, weren't you? The shift hadn't even started and you'd already assassinated that poor man."

"What the fuck?! I didn't even enter the room!"

"Naughty words! Naughty words!", giggled Chips gleefully.

"Jesus fuck, are you out of your mind?! What the hell did I even do?!", Jack stammered.

"I see you still think you can pull the wool over our eyes, syndicate scumbag. I assure you the jury will not be as forgiving as me!", she said, slamming the window shut again. The muffled shouting from the cell was thankfully indistinct, and she began to wonder exactly what purpose her tirade at Richardson had served. Perhaps she still needed to convince herself of this path - that it was right, that it was just. Perhaps getting into the spirit of things would convince her. She chided herself bitterly for not having more faith in the Captain, remembering his words. If she faltered now, the terrorists would win. She couldn't afford that. No-one on the station could. She wasn't about to have innocent blood on her hands. At least, not the right kind of innocent blood.

Stinkeye gazed into the engine, the protective shades on his eyes allowing him the luxury of staring right into the heart of the singularity harnessed at its core. Even then, it was a highly unsettling sight to witness - he strongly doubted it was ever the intent of mother nature for her children to see such things as the very concepts of time and space folding in on themselves. The appearance of the singularity was something that could never be truly described, like peering at the taste of rhythm.
"Everything appears stable, sir.", Nathan said, reading from an array of far too many monitors.
"Aye, thanks. Sorry to pull you off atmospheric duties, but I needed someone to help me with this."

"If you don't mind my asking, sir, where are the engineers?", Nathan asked. Stinkeye groaned.

"Let's see, well I have no idea where Reid and Waster are, Coombs is in medical after he decided to pick a fight with Melons, Melons is just doing whatever the fuck he likes, and Pikeloucht spends his time trying to break into Hydroponics for some reason."

"If you're the one in charge, why don't you-"

"No. God, I don't get paid enough for what I do as it is, without tending to that pack of morons. You ever heard of a containment breach?"

"I think so...", said Nathan warily. "Isn't that when the singularity escapes?"

"Yes. We've had those before.", Stinkeye stated dryly. Nathan flinched somewhat.

"You're joking?! During training, my instructor told me that a containment breach was one of the worst things that could happen on the station!"
"It is. I'm not joking."

"But she said it'd suck up the station in an instant!", Nathan protested. He tried to remember the exact description he was given - something like that an uncontained singularity was akin to a ravenous, hungry hole punched into space and time itself, consuming everything it touched with more gusto than a bear in a meat locker.

"Let me give you a piece of advice, Nathan - nothing around here works properly. I'm pretty sure that even the constant disasters that happen left and right don't work either. The most you can do is keep your head down and think of the money, the R&R, or whatever it is you think of to clear the hard times out of your head.", Stinkeye said, the feel of a good, cold drink running through his brain. Nathan winced, the feel of Stinkeye's nasty, cloying breath running through his nostrils. He felt like he was at risk of becoming inebriated from passive inhalation.

"Well, there is something... I have my family back home, on Earth. We have a nice place in France.", he said, pulling out a small photograph. Stinkeye recoiled as if he had been accosted by a bucket of dysentery.

"Lad... you wouldn't happen to have watched many disaster movies, have you?", responded Stinkeye.
"I'm not sure what you're referring to?", Nathan asked, uncomprehending.

"Going around showing a photo of your family in a place like this?", Stinkeye mumbled. "Actually, you know what, never mind. Ain't gonna foist my beliefs on you, and all."

Nathan twisted his face in confusion, responding with a simple "Okay..?", and putting the photograph away slowly.

"You should get along, anyway. Keep the pipeline monitored, and all.", Stinkeye said dismissively. Nathan nodded and walked out of the chamber.

Stinkeye, for better or worse, was an ardent believer in what he liked to call cinematic physics. In a place such as this with a high mortal turnover rate, certain actions, professions, and even ethnicities carried with them far higher odds of meeting an untimely demise. Reality was cruel, and did not care about one's creed or birth - it cared only for conforming to expectation. Sadly, being entirely self-aware of his drunken nature, Stinkeye had realised for a long time now that his place on the ladder of survivability was all too low. Ironically, drink was the only way he felt able to cope with it. He took a surreptitious swig from his hip flask, hoping to get sufficiently drunk enough to forget about his drinking problem.

"Automated priority message for command staff only.", his PDA intoned. Stinkeye groaned and unfastened it from his belt, pressing play on the reader feature, feeling like the text was just something that happened to other people.

"This is an automatic system message from the station's monitoring system. Our beacons have failed to detect any communication systems transmissions for the last five minutes. There may be a problem with the station's communications array. This should be considered an emergency and repaired as soon as possible.", droned the awkward, synthesised speech. Stinkeye grumbled to himself, realising that if a threat to the station were to occur, no emergency escape shuttle could be dispatched from Central Command. Until the array was repaired, they were alone. He adjusted his headset, intent upon contacting the captain, and was promptly interrupted by a flash of white and an incredible impact to the head, sending him skidding across the floor of the chamber.
He landed heavily, crying out in surprise and pain. Grasping again for his headset, he began to yell for security, only to be interrupted by a boot descending upon his hand, crushing it and the headset in one brutal stomp. He attempted to rise, only to be suddenly lifted into the air and hurled against a nearby window. Struggling to rise, he realised with horror that his protective eyewear had been removed from his head as vibrant purple sounds of an octane scent flooded his vision.
Trying to look into a singularity with no protection was much like trying to force a square peg into a round and entirely unwilling brain. Mortal minds were simply not designed to cope with the aberrant stimuli which flows from a thing which had as much right to exist as a screaming nightmare - reality did not have any choice in the matter, as the thing simply forced itself upon existence rather than being granted the allowance to be. Viewing such a thing would simply cause the brain to completely give up, hurling whatever random placeholders it could out in a rushed attempt to conceal the fact that an extant mind, being a thing, had no hope of comprehending the sight of raw and primal nothingness.
"Don't look at it. Don't look at it...", Stinkeye murmured to himself. His voice reached out from his mouth like the music of apricot through rasping velvet melody, caressing his ears like sandpaper to a distant heartbeat. The distortion did nothing to alleviate his fear.

"Oh, no. Be my guest. Take a good look.", came what Stinkeye could only helplessly assume was someone else's voice. He felt a vice grip take hold of his head and jerk it upwards sharply, forcing him to stare at the beautiful cognition woven upon a cacophony of silken ammonia.

"Stop it!", cried Stinkeye.

"You can't stop here, old man. It has such wonderful things for you to see."

Stinkeye had managed to force himself to close his eyes, but his brain still reeled in an ocean spray of noxious drumbeats. Mustering what effort he could from panic and the last reserves of his discipline, he swung his fist in a blind arc and connected with a turgid and tough surface, yielding little more than a surprised grunt. Like flesh, but somehow unfamiliar? Another illusion?

"You shouldn't have done that.", the voice chided. Stinkeye flailed his fist again, striking nothing. He couldn't risk opening his eyes, but he was sure his brain had cleared. The pain in his neck would not subside, and his twisting and turning in the thing's vice grip turned gradually to agony as pain set in. He heard the digital chimes and beeps of the control panel whirred, followed by the loud and powerful hiss of the heavy blast doors to the core opening. A repugnant humming filled the air as the singularity chamber opened, the containment rays screaming with the intense power running through them. Panic gripped him as dread realisation set in.

"Time for you to meet the engine you love so much. Goodbye, Stinkeye.", the voice declared, laced with intense malice. Stinkeye felt himself hurled into the chamber, and opened his eyes in terror as he fell screaming into the singularity.

He briefly beheld an enormous figure clad in white, obscured by the light of the cinnamon tones like smoke, dancing a stench of quartz and memory upon the stinging red breeze of four bells quivering in a malicious unison of almond tomes.

After that, there was only eternity.

The Captain walked into the bar, glancing around the room. The assorted crewmembers glanced at him for a brief and awkward moment before going back to their business. He spied a seat at the front of the bar, and sat down. The new bartender grunted and nodded, reassuring the Captain with the surly and unwelcoming disposition he'd come to expect from the crew.

"What do you want?", the Barman muttered.

"Straight scotch."

"Aye.", he grunted, ducking under the counter to retrieve the bottle. The Captain began to wonder if he'd found the most efficient crewman on the station.

"Yo, wanna buy some weed?", the man seated next to him asked casually. The Captain noticed his slightly soil-stated green uniform - a botanist.

"What?"

"Weed. Pot.", the botanist stated insistently. "You know, marijuana."

"Let me see that.", responded the Captain, seizing the bag and scrutinising it closely.
"Genuine shit, man. The fuck do you take me for?", the Botanist snapped impatiently.

"This is contraband.", stated the Captain tersely. "You know this is illegal on the station, right?"

"Aye, what of it? You wanna fuckin' buy it or not?"

"Get the fuck out of here before I have you arrested.", responded the Captain, stuffing the bag into his pocket. Evidence, he told himself with absolute amusement and total insincerity.

"Feh, suit yourself. Tit.", the Botanist grumbled, leaving his seat and the bar. The Captain smiled.
"Here.", grunted the Bartender, sliding a small glass over to the Captain. The Captain simply nodded in acknowledgement, thankful for the Bartender's uncaring speechlessness.

He sipped his drink and glanced around the bar. The Janitor was diligently mopping the vomit encrusted floor and meeting with limited success in spite of the vicious scrubbing he was dealing out. Another two crewmen were consulting some form of list - the Captain thought that crewmen consulting their work in the bar was unusually industrious, and listened in on the conversation.
"That's not good odds. He's a wily bastard.", spoke a Quartermaster the Captain didn't recognise.

"Ha, he's a fucking drunken asshole. He's liable to stumble into the singularity on a wicked vodka bender, if you ask me.", spoke the Engineer. The Captain winced, thoroughly recognising this man - George Melons, widely considered the station's best "surprise boxing" champion and most prolific brig visitor. He'd been on the receiving end of George's punches more than once - he floated like a butterfly and stung like a truck.
"Well, if you say so. I'm going with the Chaplain, myself."

"Pablo the owl fancier? That's a pussy's bet, and you know it."

"What?"

"No-one likes that weird fucker. Someone's gonna take him out assuming he doesn't cremate himself first. You remember that time I punched out his pet owl?"

"Isn't that how you got that scar?"

"Hey, hey hey! He caught me unawares with that screwdriver, okay? I can't be on my game when I'm asleep in fucking bed."

"Alright, chill! I'm just asking."

"Yeah, and I'm just telling."

"Who was it who died in the storage room anyway? Fucking hate it when I can't keep proper tabs on the death pool. I could owe anyone at this point."

"Fuck knows. We're not supposed to know about it, apparently. Something to do with there being a syndicate agent on the station and them not wanting it to cause a panic."
The Captain almost choked on his drink, earning a confused gaze from the Bartender.

"Problem?", said Derek.

"Who the hell told everyone about the murder?", said the Captain quietly, hoping his furtive tone would somehow help the situation.

"Dunno.", came the terse and wholly unhelpful response.

The Captain began twitching and fought the urge to reach for his quite distant pill bottle. How the hell had the news gotten out, and so fast? He stared at everyone in the room. Any of these people could be a traitor, he thought. Who had the most to gain from instigating a panic? He had to get to the bottom of this as quickly as possible, before the guilty party could cover their tracks.

"They think it'll cause a riot or something if it gets out. Fuck knows why.", said the Quartermaster as the Captain resumed his eavesdropping.

"That's hilarious! I don't give a fuck, people die all the time here. They think we're not used to it by now or something?"

"It's more the traitor thing they're worried about than the murder. Think we'll all go berserk with vigilante behaviour or whatever. I don't fucking know, that's how command thinks we work."

"Give me a break. You remember the Martians? Squealy little bastards. Managed to stove five of their heads in before security even knew what was going on. You ever tried to clean that shit out of your uniform, man? I swear they're made of fucking sewage.", Melons chuckled, his conversation partner groaning and laughing in mixed disgust and amusement.
The Captain decided he'd had enough of this. Only a traitor would undermine the station's security and be brazen enough to brag about it. He was going to put an end to this situation.

"Excuse me, gentlemen.", he said, mustering his authority.

"The fuck do you want?", responded George, irritated by the interruption.

"I couldn't help but overhear you discussing murders and traitors. Might I ask who you heard that kind of talk from?"

"What's it to you?", Melons chided. The Quartermaster sat back and sipped his drink, regarding the scene like a theatre production.

"What it is to me..", the Captain began, staring intensely, "..is that said traitor would have a lot to gain from spreading the news and inspiring a panic. I couldn't help but notice you're contributing in that regard, Mr. Melons."

"Yeah, it's me, I'm that faggot traitor.", Melons joked. The Quartermaster almost failed to keep his drink in his mouth.

"That's it. I think I need to ask you some more questions on my own terms.", said the Captain. He reached for his sidearm, and woke up on the floor clutching his face in pain. He felt a slight nudge against his shoulder, and looked up to see the Bartender holding a shotgun.

"No fighting.", he grunted.

The human mind is quite a varied and bizarre thing when the topic of faith is broached. As Jack lounged despondently in his cell trying to ignore the snoring coming from Chips, he turned about and mulled over the idea of whether questioning his willingness to grant his career on the station another chance in spite of the circumstances was reasonable or not. Where the mind is normally reactive to things that could be at least partially expected, it often finds itself dazed and unwilling to believe in even the most undeniable demonstration of circumstance reality can muster. Much like quicksand, thoughts trapped within were not consumed instantly, but slowly pulled under and struggled with, sometimes escaping altogether. If an alligator were to bite someone, their mind would react swiftly to the expected with panic - were the alligator to sell them a bicycle, they would spend weeks internally debating whether or not the event had ever taken place.
Encountering a murder, being thrown into a brig cell with a retarded clown and quite possibly framed for said murder all in rapid succession on the first day of one's career before the shift had even begun was one of the happenstances so rare and blatantly ridiculous that Jack would quite possibly never come to accept that it happened at all.
"Good news, traitor.", came the voice of Williams from the window slot. Jack hadn't even noticed her approach or open the door. He elected to simply stare at her, feeling words to be rather a waste.

"Your trial is in half an hour. We'll all be rid of your wily bullshit soon enough."

"Rid of? You're going to execute me?", Jack stammered. The prospect of facing death was, at this point, par for the course.

"No. What do you take us for, barbarians?", Anne snapped. "We don't do executions here. Have you ever heard of VR Incarceration?"

"Vaguely."

"I'll give you the basics, since you'll be familiar with it soon enough. We plug your brain into a specialised computer system which connects you to the machine, feeding you sensory information back to your brain. You essentially 'live' in the confines of the digital prison, your real body vegetating in a chair until we release you. If we release you."

"That seems rather mild.", Jack hazarded half-heartedly.

"You do realise that being assigned a purely digital body, we can kill you as many times as we want with no effect on your actual life, right?", Anne retorted smugly. "It's do as we say or die again and again and again."

"Oh. I figured there was a catch."

Anne adjusted her headset briefly and frowned. "Hmm. Emergency meeting on the bridge. Looks like you might get your sentence stayed briefly. Lucky you.", she said, sliding the slot closed again.

Jack mused over the description that had been given to him. No doubt some wide-eyed do gooder of a scientist had come up with the device in order to provide a more humane method of rehabilitating prisoners, and this is what it had been twisted into. As per usual, for every geniality there was an equal and opposite brutality.

Jack's doomed musing was interrupted by the doors sliding open quietly - Scott stood in the doorway, beckoning.

"Jack, come on. I'm not going to stand by and let them murder you for something you didn't do. I didn't sign up to stand by shit like this.", he said, firmly. His face suddenly contorted into sheer bewilderment and disbelief. "Is that a clown?"

"A mentally disabled man dressed as a clown and being abused for the station's entertainment. Also I'm chained to this bed. Little help?"

"Fuck me.", Scott muttered. "What the hell is wrong with this place?"

"I don't know. Why are you helping me, anyway?"

"Like I said.. it's not what I signed up for. That and Williams said she'd have my balls if the 'classified information' that you're being scapegoated as a traitor got out. Someone on the station has looser lips than me, but something tells me Williams isn't going to care. Now let's unpick these cuffs..."

Scott glanced around security. It was clear for the moment - he'd taken the liberty of damaging MANTIS's cameras in the room, but it was unclear how long that would buy them until MANTIS noticed - once it did, it would likely summon every guard on the station to the area. He had to work as quickly as he could.

"Ah, fuck it. I'll unpick them later.", Scott snarled, instead taking his baton and smashing the bedpost the cuffs had been attached to. Chips jolted awake, startled by the noise. The nose on his clown mask emitted half of a sad honking noise as he raised his head from the pillow.

"Walky about time?", he enquired hopefully.

"Uh.. sure. Come along with us.", Scott answered trepidly. He had no idea how to speak to the mentally disabled, much less a mentally disabled clown who stank of stale urine.

"Hooray!", Chips bellowed uncontrollably at the top of his voice.

"Fuck sake, keep it down! You'll get us busted!", hissed Jack.

They cautiously walked out into the security hall, and were greeted almost immediately by a cry of "God damn it Scott, what the fuck are you doing?!", to their unpleasant surprise. A NanoTrasen enforcer had heard the commotion with Chips and had come to investigate. He began to reach for his wave sidearm.
Scott froze up. He'd heard about the Wave Guns, only issued to NanoTrasen's elite enforcers. It was essentially a microwave turned into a weapon - being struck by the wave caused nerves to burn, inflicting crippling pain and subduing the victim long enough to make an arrest. There had been controversy over use of the weapons, as it turned out that repeated use could cause internal organs to melt and bones to flake and shatter from the deadly resonance. Of course, NanoTrasen was more than capable of sidestepping controversy and even outright illegality.
Jack didn't know, and was tugging at Scott to move, and saying things Scott wasn't registering. He was too preoccupied with the thought of his guts becoming a crispy fried snack for the crew. To his right, Chips screeched something incoherent, and hurled a handful of excrement at the enforcer. The fecal missile sailed through the air gracefully, landing right on the visor of the enforcer's helmet and smearing across it completely, snapping Scott out of his terror instantly.

The enforcer screamed a tirade of curses in a disgusted rage, discharging the wave gun blindly in their presumed direction. A sick hum filled the air as a wave of blue energy surged through the air, striking the metal wall and causing it to warp and distort - thankfully, they had had the foresight to get out of the way, as one might when faced with the prospect of cooked innards.
"Alert. Prison break. Security to brig.", came a chilling mechanical voice from the loudspeakers. They heard the doors around the room being sealed shut as the alarm began to blare. Scott and Jack looked around in desperation as Chips clapped his hands and chortled in great glee at the screaming enforcer, who was struggling to remove his helmet due to his helpless gagging and choking on the stench of the faeces almost covering his face.

Scott glanced at the disposal unit and slightly groaned. It was the only way out.

"Jack, Chips, I'm about to do something probably pretty stupid and certainly pretty painful. You'll have to forgive me."

"What do you aarrghh.", Jack managed to get out before Scott's taser gun paralysed his muscles. Scott folded up Jack, dumped him into the disposal unit, then proceeded to do the same with Chips, who had asked for a turn of Scott's 'funny gun' after seeing Jack crumple up. Flushing the disposal unit, he prayed that they would make it, before hearing an all-too familiar hum and being consumed by incredible pain. He fell to the floor screaming, his blood running like acid and his heartbeat pounding like a jackhammer. Through blurred vision, he saw a blue boot descend onto his face, the pain abruptly ending in the least merciful manner possible.
"Where the hell is Stinkeye?", asked Joe, impatiently tapping his foot.

"Probably broiling his brain in alcohol in a maintenance corridor somewhere. Just start it the meeting without him, we'll be here all day otherwise.", Carolyn responded impatiently. She sniffed briefly and adopted a confused expression. "And what the hell is that smell? It's kind of.. sweet?"

"Decided to get some air freshener in here.", the Captain said, furtively scooting an ashen stub under the meeting table. "Liven the place up a bit."
"It's not very fresh. Smells smoky, almost.", Joe mused disapprovingly.

"Whatever. Let's just get on with it.", said the Captain, waving a hand dismissively. The holographic face of MANTIS appeared in its usual place, and gazed around the room silently at the various participants present for the meeting. An awkward silence ensued.

Joe cleared his throat. "Alright, so it appears our communications array is down. That means we can't contact Central Command until it gets fixed. If something goes wrong here, we're pretty much sitting ducks for syndicate activity."

"My enforcers will see to any situation that comes up. It's a good thing you have us in the vicinity right now. Richardson is still incarcerated, and we're ready to begin his trial any time you're ready, Captain."

"Hm? Oh, right. Yeah, we should do that.", the Captain half-stammered. Joe and Carolyn exchanged confused glances.

"We should work on getting the arrays fixed as soon as possible, at any rate. We need to report these proceedings to Central.", Joe said after a brief pause.

"That's more Stinkeye's field. You know what, let's just get him in here. MANTIS, locate Stinkeye and tell him to get his ass to the bridge."

"Stinkeye not found.", stated MANTIS.

"What do you mean, not found?", snapped Williams confusedly. "He's got to be on the station somewhere, surely? You can track anyone by their ID badge."

"Error. Not found.", MANTIS responded.

"You seem awfully quiet today, MANTIS. Is something wrong?", Carolyn asked, cautiously. The atmosphere was growing gradually more and more awkward with each development.

"Function unimpaired.", MANTIS retorted. The Captain shuffled in his seat uncomfortably.

"Well where was he last seen?", he asked. "He can't have gone far."

"Engineering."

"Who was with him last?", Williams enquired, raising an eyebrow.

"Crewman Nathan Watts."

"Another newcomer.", Williams groaned, throwing her arms in the air. "These people are being no end of trouble. Dunroe ended up overhearing the news about the murder and our intent to scapegoat Richardson. I think I have his silence for now."

"Wait.", said the Captain. "What if they were all traitors? All four of them. They keep causing so much shit and bother. First Richardson committing that murder..."

"You do know he didn't actually do it, right?", Joe asked, tilting his head in confusion.

"What? Well yeah, of course I knew that! I'm just saying, it's one thing after another. I wouldn't be surprised if they were all traitors."

"Captain, I think that's a bit of an overblown assumption.", Carolyn said, eyeing the Captain curiously. She knew something wasn't quite in gear. She was onto him.

"Alert. Prison break.", MANTIS said.

"Oh just what the fuck is going on!?", Williams cried in sheer frustration.

"Oh God.", managed the Captain. "MANTIS, explain!"

"Richardson has escaped.", MANTIS stated briefly.

"How?! Explain means explain, AI!", Joe shouted at the hologram. It twiddled its eyebrows briefly.

"Crewman Scott Dunroe. Released them both."

"Maybe you should have gotten his silence as well as his inaction.", Carolyn snapped.

"I can't believe this! I need to get over there right now. MANTIS, what is the current location of Jack Richardson?"

"Richardson not found.", MANTIS droned. Williams simply growled in anger and ran out of the bridge, unholstering her wave gun.

"What the hell is going on today?", Joe cried. "Murders, people going missing, prison breaks! Where the hell does it end?"

"We'll get to the bottom of this. We always do.", Carolyn said with determination. Jones uncurled himself, hopped down from the table he was occupying and began rubbing himself against Joe's legs, purring and gazing upwards with feline adoration. Joe frowned and kicked Jones away.

"Hey, hey! There is no need to take it out on the cat! He didn't do anything!", shouted the Captain, pointing a scolding finger at Joe. "He's the only one around here who hasn't. I'm sure of it."

"Captain, are you feeling alright?", Carolyn asked cautiously.

"No! We've got another situation. The confidential information has leaked. The crew know there's been a murder and they know there's possibly an agent on board. I heard crewman Melons openly talking about it in the bar. Now add this to the fact that the communications arrays are down, one of our senior staff has gone missing, our scapegoat has escaped from prison and the station was under threat to begin with and you might have a vague idea of how my day is going!"

"Who the hell leaked that information?", Joe snapped angrily. It appeared that all of them were losing their composure, the Captain thought, with some relief at the thought of escaping with his indiscretions undetected.

"Who knew about it? There's us three, Williams and Dunroe.", Carolyn said. "It was probably Dunroe, to be honest."
"It seems too obvious, somehow.", said the Captain.

He took a moment to reflect upon how much he despised Williams. Constantly mocking his authority, disrespecting him with her snarky subversive bullshit. He wondered about her statement that the newcomers were causing so much trouble - the newcomers he had ordered her to monitor carefully. It occurred to him that his transparent attempt to simply make her go away for a while may have backfired upon him quite catastrophically - putting a wolf among the lambs would simply serve to rile them up, after all.

"You're not insinuating that Williams is a traitor, are you?", Carolyn chided, at the end of her patience. "That's just ridiculous. She's one of the best."

"No, he may have a point. Think about it.", Joe said. Both Carolyn and the Captain groaned internally. No doubt this was another scheme going into motion. "Williams was on that shuttle earlier today with those four. If she's so good, she would have spotted an agent from a mile away - put two and two together. These newcomers are causing nothing but trouble, and yet she detected nothing from them - or to speak more accurately, reported nothing."

The Captain weighed his options. As much as he loved the idea of having Williams out of his hair for the rest of his days, it meant siding with a man less trustworthy than a snake in a dark alley. What did Joe have to gain from disposing of Williams? The Captain cursed the weed, unable to think clearly about the implications of what Joe was up to. He pondered briefly, and decided it wouldn't be too hard to bring down Joe later if he needed to anyway.
"I think it would be in our benefit to keep an eye on Williams. Her story about Dunroe is just too convenient for me to take for granted.", spoke the Captain carefully. Carolyn sighed irritably.
"If you're going to ignore sound advice, we might as well just assume everyone is a traitor. Me. You. Joe. Williams. Richardson. Even Jones, he's been plotting feline vengeance all along!"

"Watch your mouth. Let's keep a lid on our feelings here.", Joe said with a sly smirk.

"Better yet, let's actually get something done. I'm going to go look for Stinkeye.", Carolyn said, leaving the room wearing an expression like she'd just eaten a wasp nest.

"What's up with her?", asked Joe, wiping away his smirk.

"I don't know. Fucking hell. I need another.. more pills.", the Captain responded, catching himself mid-sentence. He rubbed the bruise on his jaw gingerly, wondering if he could find a snack on the station without encountering Melons or some other layabout.
Joe watched him. "I could get someone to rough up Melons, you know. Show him who's boss." The Captain thought about it for a moment.

"Ah, what the hell. Go for it, sling him in the brig for a day.", he responded, entertaining the thought of having something go his way for a change. "I have stuff to do, anyway.", he said as he approached his quarters, fumbling in his pocket for his lighter.

"Try not to make a hash of it.", Joe responded wryly.

The room was smoky and dark, nicotine fumes hanging in the air like a musty smog. A small chunk of rock bonked against the window unceremoniously, disrupting the quiet for a moment.
"Two pair. Two aces, two eights. Can you beat that?", one of them spoke through a surgical mask.

"Fuck.", said the smoker, laying a meagre hand on the table. "Ace of diamonds. That's it."

"What about you, two? Got anything to beat this with?"

"Check it out. Straight flush of clubs.", spoke Two, placing his cards on the table with an air of nigh intolerable satisfaction.
"Bullshit! What are the odds?", cried the masked lady.
"One, my good madam, nothing is 'odd' to someone gifted with the luck of the draw."

"Alright, don't push it.", the smoker grunted irritably. "Your luck is hard enough to buy as it is without you cracking shitty one-liners."

"Better than cracking mirrors with my face.", Two chimed, claiming the chips on the table.

"Hey, fuck you! I've a good mind to put this out in your eye, you aussie piece of-"

"Gentlemen.", sounded a deep bass voice from the head of the table. "Decorum, please. A lowball round perhaps, to mitigate Number Two's fortune?"

They slid their cards over to him, murmuring assent. The Boss's conduct was disarming - in spite of essentially being the handler and leash on a pack of goons and crooks, he instilled control and imposed standards with a few quiet, polite words and perhaps a simple hand gesture now and then. Due to the Syndicate being composed almost entirely of the downtrodden, the criminal, the vengeful and the insane, such conflicts among its membership were common - the calm, imposing and professional level of control was required throughout the whole organisation in order to ensure that they didn't fall apart at the seams in one huge rabid brawl.

It was said that the Syndicate was built entirely on revenge, and that every single member had their own agenda they were out to put right. The Boss liked to think of revenge as like lightning - striking unexpectedly with intense force and wild potential. Revenge without focus would lash out at random and waste itself before it could accomplish anything. When properly harnessed and directed however, vengeance was one of the most unstoppable and terrifying forces in the universe.
He began to shuffle the cards and glanced at his men, who continued to bicker among themselves in a subdued and less heated manner. He knew their strengths and weaknesses - he'd combined them before to devastating effect that they would have never been capable of alone. Though none of his men would admit to such teamwork, a job well done was a job well done and had afforded the Boss the incredibly satisfying luxury of being able to tell anyone who questioned their capability to go look for Space Station Twelve and raise their concerns again when they found it.
"Think we're gonna hear back from Four?", asked One. One was generally quiet - a trait that applied to her artistry in stealth as well as her manner of speech. The Boss didn't know her story for sure, and had no intention of prying.
"Probably. The guy seemed to know what he was doing, even if the place sounds like a wild fucking madhouse or something.", Three retorted, taking his cards and smirking. Three had all the subtlety of a tornado in a china shop, but turned loose in the right place he was a terrifying gunman and a scarier brawler. His temper was volatile at the best of times, but he was useful in the worst of times.

"He'll be back. I don't think the deal can be any sweeter for him, to be honest.", said Two, throwing in two chips. Two was incredibly skilled in deceit and manipulation, but altogether more curious was the man's incredible luck. The Boss didn't care to question - analysing luck too hard could ruin it. The Boss couldn't read his face at all as he surveyed his hand.
"Starting bid for this round is fifty.", declared the Boss.

There was a series of knocks on the door. Three taps, then two. The group relaxed as the Boss pressed the button, unlocking the door. A man in a spacesuit stumbled awkwardly into the room.

"Welcome back, Four. Care to join the current hand?", asked the Boss.

"I'm afraid I'll have to pass. I can't be gone too long or they'll start to get suspicious."

"What's the situation, then?", asked Two, throwing a chip into the pile. "Raise it twenty, by the way."

"The command staff are rapidly vanishing up their own ass, it seems. The crew don't seem to be too bothered, though. I killed the chief engineer, and started spreading 'rumours' that happen to be exactly what the command crew don't want getting out. There also seems to be a situation with the communication arrays, in that they apparently can't contact Central Command."
"They're sitting ducks, we should whack the bastards now while they can't do anything!", Three excitedly ventured, throwing a twenty and then a fifty into the chip pile.

"No, the situation with the arrays is too convenient. I can't figure out why they would suddenly go down like that, I smell a trap.", Four said. Three grumbled something incoherent.

"You could be right. Figure out why they're down first.", said One, matching the bet.

"How is the plan going overall?", asked the Boss. 

"Pretty well. We shouldn't have to bring out you-know-what at all if we play our cards right. If you'll excuse the pun. Hopefully we can just keep waiting, then once everything goes to hell we just leap in, mop up and salvage all the goodies we like."

"That's what I like to hear. Good work, Four.", the Boss responded.
"Hopefully things haven't gotten too hectic in my absence. See you all later.", Four said, leaving the room and closing the door behind him.

"You think we can trust him, Boss?", said Three, throwing in another fifty. Two folded.
"No doubt. He has a history with the station - he'll sort out his own unfinished business before he thinks of crossing us, if he ever does. He's one of us through and through.", responded the Boss.

"Why do you all keep saying 'him'? I know a woman when I see one, disguised or not.", One said, matching the bet and raising by another fifty. Three raised his eyebrow in consternation.

