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The Cluster, home of the nomadic D'ziageno, slowed as it neared the end of its journey toward the last port it would see in a year.  Suspended by cables beneath the amalgamation of ships and living containers hung a beat-up freighter with the name Matilda emblazoned across its flank.

Luli yawned as she stretched in the pilot's seat of the old scow.  It had been a long night, but her last evening on the Cluster had been fun and exactly what she needed.  She glanced over as Captain Delahaye wandered over to the Nav console.  She waited while Jacquie flipped through the star maps until the one they occupied blossomed into being.

The comm blinked briefly as Luli slipped the jack snuggly into the back of her skull.  As her eyes opened within the Matilda's interface, the star map expanded around her.  The ship's computer assembled a mock-up of the Cluster and the Matilda's position amongst the other connected vessels.  She refocused on an oblong shape far ahead that slowly resolved itself into a huge asteroid.  Bits of ship wreckage dotted the surface of the rock and with its higher power output it glowed brighter than the Cluster.

"That must be the Scrapheap we've all been hearing about," she muttered to no one in particular.

The comm blinked again within her immersed view.  Her eyes activated the icon, "This is Luli Qing of the Matilda, receiving."

Joy rang out through the wide beam comm as Lucia, the All-Mother spoke, "Deep spacer, I had to give you a last farewell.  Thank you for spending time with this old woman.  Though I will miss your songs of old Sol, I will miss our conversations more."

"Lucia!  I will cherish our time together," replied Luli.  "But I thought we said our goodbyes last night!"

"It is not every day that one gets to say goodbye to a true legend, never mind twice!  More than that, I wanted to give you my heartfelt blessings for finding your friend."

"The universe is a huge place," murmured Luli.  "By Tom, I pray that the Cluster's inhabitants find everything they need and you live a long life."

"Don't pray to that old demon on my account," huffed Lucia.  "We will do as we always have.  Fortunes be with you, Luli Qing."

"And with you, All-Mother.  This is the Matilda signing off."

The comm light stuttered into darkness and the star map filled her vision.  The Scrapheap hovered ahead of her as the Cluster receded behind.  Luli crossed her fingers, "Come on Tom, favor our mission and get us underway."

Luli heard Jacquie's voice in the background, "Cables have been disconnected.  You are free to ferry us.  Matilda out."

***
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"MESSAGE RECEIVED, MATILDA," answered Derain.  "You hear that Anton?"

"Sure did.  Separating now."

The Cyclops and the Waratah pulled the Matilda free of the Cluster and towed it toward the asteroid called the Scrapheap, a place known as a colony of pirates, smugglers, and others avoiding the eye and arm of the Consortium.

"I haven't been here since I was a child," Anton remarked over the comm.

"You've been here?" replied Derain.  "Didn't think anyone but pirates and the like came way out here."

"Oh, I used to live here with my father.  He used to say it was the best place to give the slip to all the hatchet men out there.  I haven't seen her contours in a long, long time.  Man, she's just as ugly as I remember."

"I didn't know you were from here, Anton," Luli commented into the comm.

Anton wryly remarked, "I'm not from the 'Heap!  Well, I don't think so anyway.  We hid out here for years.  It's a good place to disappear when you need to.  And we always needed to disappear."  The comm chattered with static as Anton said, "I wonder if the Old Nag is still kicking.  I'm switching comms, Rabbit out."

"Any thoughts on where we can park the Matilda," asked Jacquie.  "Anton?  Hello?  Gah!  I swear that man is trying to make me crazy."

***
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"CYCLOPS TO SCRAPHEAP, come in Scrapheap.  Cyclops to Scrapheap, come in Scrapheap."

A bored technician's voice replied, "Scrapheap to Cyclops.  What do you want?"

"Holy shit, is this Sanford?  This is Rabbit."

"Rabbit?  Rabbit of the Roane's?  I figured you'd be dead by now!"

"Ha, ha!  Not yet, but it isn't from people's lack of trying," joked Anton.  "Hey, I've got a broken boat on my hook and I'm looking for a dock to drop her.  Is the Old Nag still kicking?"

"Kicking it live.  You know the Major can't take her without a fight that he don't want any part of," replied Sanford.  "Her son handles most of the business up front, but she keeps him in line."

"Can you patch me through?"

There was a long pause, "... sure Rabbit.  Hold on a moment."

Rabbit kept pace with the Waratah as they slowed the drag on the Matilda.  He glanced out the port window and gazed over the surface of the Scrapheap.  The place had grown since he'd been gone.  Newer ship carcasses dotted the surface of the huge asteroid.  Sky bridges connected some of the shinier wrecks to the domes that beckoned with humanity and all its pleasures and problems.  

A couple of large sloops shot past and curved their trajectory around the Matilda.  They disappeared behind the far edge of the asteroid.  

"Well, that's a bit curious," remarked Anton.

An old woman's codgy voice crackled through the comm, "... that you Rabbit?  I figured you'd be dead by now."

"Hello, Orla!" Anton replied.  "I hope I didn't wake you.  I know you think you need that beauty sleep, gorgeous as you are."

"Yep, that's the Rabbit I remember.  Always the charmer.  What do you want, you scoundrel?"

"Now I don't expect charity, but I've got a busted-up ship that needs repairs."

"Did you steal it?" she asked.

"What?  No!  I don't do that anymore." Anton exclaimed in consternation.  "And before you ask, I am not looking for a handout."

"Ahh, that doesn't sound like the Rabbit I know..." she replied.

"I'll give you the jump on a prospect, if you'll help me out.  I've got a line on a beaut of a shipwreck," he mouthed into the comm.  "Only a couple weeks out."

"There," Orla giggled.  "Now that sounds like the Rabbit I know.  And you got my attention."

"It has an FTL drive though I can't promise it's intact,"  he said.  "I'll give you dibs on it, if you get my boat up and running."

"Never could keep your mouth shut," she growled.  "Let's discuss this behind closed doors, boy.  Bring your boat around back... you know where.  Orla out."

Anton switched the comm channel, "Derain, follow me in.  I got us a dock for repairs."

"About time," replied Derain.  "Following you in."

The Cyclops and the Waratah tugged the Matilda behind them and rounded the asteroid.  Following Anton's commands, the two ships were able to bring the Matilda around and settle it onto a platform.  Once they unhooked their lines, the two ships flew back into the Matilda's hangar.  Space suited figures strapped the Matilda down to the platform and the whole assembly slid inside the asteroid.  A gigantic blast door closed behind them and shut out the night sky.

***
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DERAIN WAS THE LAST one to join the others waiting in the lift on the top deck.  As the door shut, he asked, "What did you do to get us a dock so fast?"

"Relax," Anton answered.  "I used to live here.  I know these people.  You can trust me."

"Oh boy," intoned Barney.  "Last time you said that we had to jump port and we couldn't go back for a year."

"Calgorlie was a one-time fluke..."

Luli piped in, "Or what about that time at Gichi where we had to leave without getting new cargo?  Jacq was pissed!"

Jacquie interrupted them, "You sure about this, Anton?  We don't have the mazuma to cover the fees."

"You couldn't be more wrong about that, Jacq.  We have a line on exactly what this place wants," answered Anton.

"And what is that, pray tell?" asked Derain.

Anton stared expectantly at each one of them in turn, but received only honest blank looks in reply.  The doors to the lift parted and he stepped into the cargo bay.  He looked back at everyone trailing behind him, but no one offered an answer.

"It's pretty simple, folks," Anton replied.  "Physically, this asteroid is as big as it can get.  Adding ship wreckage is the only way the place can grow.  And we just left a ton of wreckage out there."  

"I don't like where this is going," Derain said with an uneasy look.  The rest of the crew's expression mirrored his.

Anton quipped, "Come on folks, we're dripping in mazuma!"

***
[image: image]


THE CREW FOLLOWED ANTON as he led the way out onto the open landing pad.  Jacquie's nose tickled in the dry air.  The slipway had that musty smell of old metals, rust, and burnt oil.  Another freighter lay in pieces on the next pad over and darkness swallowed up the rest of the place.  The huge docking facility may be old but it was kept very tidy.  Whoever Anton's friend was, she kept the place organized.

Leaning against the far wall was a spry old woman, surprisingly short and plump.  Standing in front of her was a younger man.  In contrast to her stockiness, he was tall and willowy, but in appearance his face eerily matched her, feature by feature.

Anton nudged Jacquie in the ribs and whispered, "That's her son, Emy.  He was born on this rock and the light gravity affected his health.  Orla would've left this dump years ago, but he can't live anywhere else."  He shrugged, "He used to be a bit angry about it."

"That you, Rabbit?" exclaimed Emy.  "You're bigger, but you still look like that bouncy piece of garbage that was always underfoot."

"Good to see you too, Emy," Anton replied.  "It's always nice to remember that I'm younger than you, because I'd hate to have been your pa."

Orla laughed heartily as she latched onto Emy's arm, "Calm down, boy.  The two of you constantly tease each other."  Stepping ahead of her son, she gestured to the group, Who are your friends, Rabbit?"  

Anton approached and kissed the knuckle on her right hand.  "They're my crew, Orla.  Or technically, I'm hers," he said as he pointed out Jacquie.  He swept the old woman into a deep embrace, "It is good to see you, Auntie."  He grabbed Emy and dragged him into the hug, "You too, Emy.  I've missed you both."  

"Don't forget how you left us high and dry, you bastard," complained Emy.

Anton just pulled the pair of them in tighter.

Emy relented, "We got through it alright, though.  Damn, it's hard to stay mad at you."

"I love you too," Anton said as he patted him on the back.  "So are we continuing this business out here on the pad or should we head in?"

Jacquie's expression was dubious, but she motioned for the crew to join her as she followed Orla and Rabbit to the stairs.

As they walked, Luli whispered, "Did you know that Rabbit was from here?"

Jacquie whispered back, "I didn't think he'd stayed anywhere long enough to be from anywhere, to be honest."

***
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ORLA SETTLED HERSELF behind a desk while Emy filled a bunch of flimsy cups with a thick, dark liquid.  He kept one for himself, then handed out the others.  Orla waved him to a seat but he moved behind her and leaned into the wall.  Orla just shook her head at his contrary posturing.

"Before we go any farther, let me see what you've brought," she said.

Anton chuckled and pulled a data pad free of his coat, "Of course, Auntie.  A jump on salvage only helps if you've got it."  He pulled up a list of files and shunted it over to her ancient desk holo.  The light flickered briefly, then grew strong as a visual copy of the M33 appeared.  

Emy switched off the overhead lamps and the office was bathed in the greenish-blue glow of the holo.  He whistled in appreciation at the image of the ship.  "You have the coordinates for that?" Emy asked.

"We do," answered Jacquie.  She ignored Anton as he tried to shush her, "Like Anton said, it's about two weeks out on a slow drift.  With a full burn, you could get there within one."

Anton jumped in, "Now as this image shows, she's not in the best shape."  He shunted over another image showing the M33 split into two jagged pieces with flotsam orbiting the main hull.

Orla moved the new image around, "What happened?"

Luli peeped, "To be honest, we don't really know.  One minute we're being transported to the brig and the next, the ship is on fire."

Orla laughed, "To the brig, eh?  Yeah, that's the Rabbit I know and love."

Derain laughed as Anton struggled to defend himself, "It wasn't me this time, Auntie.  I swear!"

"Consortium military, eh?  What about survivors?" asked Emy.  "Or didn't you leave any?"

Barney grimaced, "We checked, but couldn't find a soul.  There might be some sections deep inside that still have an atmosphere, but I wouldn't bet on there being any survivors."

"You said it had an FTL drive?" asked Orla.

"It sure does!" Anton affirmed.  "The tunnel collapsed and we got thrown out into this system."

"Yeah, the tunnel mysteriously collapsed," added Jacquie as she stared daggers into the back of Derain's head.

Barney hopped onto the desktop so he could reach the holo image.  His fingers spun it upside down and expanded it, "If I remember correctly, this is where the drive is.  And the emitter should be here," the nose of the destroyer grew larger until the boxlike structure right underneath was easy to see.

"We can't promise it'll work, but most of the heavy equipment is intact," added Anton.  "Here's her draft and potential mass.  So, what do you say?"

"The local mercs aren't looking for her?" asked Emy.

Derain smiled bitterly, "The ship wasn't set to come out in this system.  The locals shouldn't be aware of it.  And Consortium military wouldn't know where to begin to look for her if she's even been classified as missing."

Orla laughed deeply, "Knowing them, they wouldn't broadcast the loss of one of their own unless they had something to gain."

"No doubt," chimed in Anton.  "So, do we have a deal?"

"We have a deal.  Emy, wake Idam and get the tug prepped.  Tell her she needs to get her team together yesterday and to keep it on the quiet side."

"On it, Ma."  Emy pushed off the wall and bounded through the door.  His haranguing echoed back into the office as another voice joined his in the outer hallway.

Orla winked at Anton, "So, we fix your busted boat and we get primary salvage rights on that one."

"You've got it to a T, Auntie."

Orla placed her scarred palm over his hand and clamped down hard.  "If the lead is worthless, I'm keeping your boat and I'll take the rest of what you owe me out of your hide.  Deal?"

"Deal."  Anton winced as his fingers were crushed.  Flexing the pain out of his hand, he said, "We've had a long day and I for one am famished.  So, if you'll excuse us, we'll be on our way."

Orla watched the ragtag crew walk out of her office.  As soon as they reached the bottom of the stairs, she stepped out into the hall and motioned Emy to return to the office.

"What is it, Ma?"

She opened her desk drawer and pulled out a beat-up data card.  "I don't know how the boss knew, but these folks?  They're the ones we were told to look for." 

Emy glanced toward the door, "Them?"

Orla nodded as she slipped the card into Emy's hand.  "The boss wants whatever is on this card input into their ship's computer.  You got that?"

"I'll have one of the boys take care of it," Emy said as he closed his hand over the data card.

***
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ORLA'S WARNING BURNED in Anton's mind as he led the crew out onto the streets of the Scrapheap.  "You and your people need to stay close and you all better keep your people's mouths shut on this.  Do you hear me, boy?"

He had laughed when he walked out the door, but Anton knew the "Old Nag" meant business.  Friends were one thing, but business with friends was still business.  

"Thanks for letting me take the lead, Jacq," said Anton.  "You know, since I speak the local lingo and all."  

He glanced over his shoulder at the Captain.  No change.  She was still staring daggers into his back.

"Uhh, let's head over to the Royale Pho 303 and grab some lunch," Anton said as he headed off toward a blinking neon sign.

***
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"ROYALE PHO 303?" ASKED Luli.  

She looked up at the word Royale, emblazoned along a metal panel that appeared once to have been part of the hull of a ship.  In glow paint beneath it was written the word, PHO.  The remaining 303 of the ship's Ident stood out in stark contrast underneath.  It took her a moment to realize she was standing alone in the lobby and some of the people were giving her appraising looks.  She moved quickly through the entrance.

The interior of the cafe was dim, lit only by strips of neon in blue and purple.  Scattered across the ceiling were pinpricks of light that resembled the night sky outside of the planetoid.  She found her people seated around a small table and slid in between Barney and Jacquie.

"Five bowls of the house pho," Anton ordered.  "Add a little extra of your special seasoning, too, will you?  Thanks, Binh."  A secretive expression lit up Anton's face, "You guys are in for a treat!"

Jacquie drummed her fingers against the table, "Can we trust Orla?"

Anton barked in amusement, "As far as the deal goes, yes.  So everybody keeps their mouths shut.  Any leaks about this business will cost us our hides."

"Noted."  Jacquie continued to angrily stare at him.

Anton deflated a little under her glare and he lowered his voice, "We're operating on promises in the land of lies, Captain.  It's a good chance that our conversation is being recorded by somebody.  We can get through this, but we have to play it close to the chest."

"Our choices are limited," interrupted Derain.  "This is his home territory and he knows it best."  He scratched at the stubble growing on his cheek, "We'll need somewhere to crash in the meantime.  Got a place in mind?"

A squat older man in a filthy apron balancing a large tray stacked with gigantic bowls approached the little round table.  He gingerly placed a bowl in front of each person.  But as he set a steaming serving in front of Anton, he paused and blurted, "By the Gods!  It is you, my boy!  When Binh said with special seasoning, I had to double-check."

"Quoc!  It is good to see you!" Anton beamed as he stood up and wrapped his arms around the cook.  

The old man laughed, "Only two people ever ordered extra seasoning.  You and your papa."  He shrugged derisively, "All these Scrappers have weak tongues."

"Weak as babes," agreed Anton.  "Everyone, this is Quoc.  This is the man who taught me everything there is to know in the galley."

Luli made an 'oh' face and bowed deeply, "I thank you from the bottom of my stomach.  His cooking skills have kept the love between us more than once."

"The boy was willing and I needed the help.  It didn't hurt that he would work for food.  Another hand, no matter how small, is always appreciated.  Well Rabbit, I will leave you and your friends to it."  Quoc winked at Anton, turned slowly and tottled back to the kitchen.  

Jacquie waited until Quoc was out of sight before she spoke, "So we're here for at least a couple weeks before the Matilda can fly."

"If we're lucky," muttered Derain.

"If we're lucky," Jacquie commiserated.  "We need to figure out our next step."

"Get off this rock," stated Anton.  "Then we start looking for Galena."

"Do we even know where to look?" asked Luli.  "Last we saw of her, she was in a med tube being carted off by a woman in a lab coat.

"That woman was Dr. Wyeth," grated Derain.  "We should be able to find something on her,  but it won't be easy.  And before you ask, yes I was hired to track her."

"Track her or kill her?" asked Barney.  "By the way, this pho is absolutely amazing!  Where did they find the mushrooms?"

"Don't ask questions you really don't want the answers to," warned Derain.

"Which question?"

"Probably both," answered Jacquie.

Anton lit up, "Well the mushrooms are grown in the waste bin on deck three..."

"I don't want to know," gritted Barney.

Anton slurped in some of the broth and wiped his face, "Is that why you wanted to blow the ship?"

Derain ground out, "Listening devices..."

"So we need to find information on this Doctor," interrupted Jacquie.  "Anything else?"

"A place to crash would be nice.  I am exhausted," answered Luli.

"I know a place," asserted Anton.  "It's a bit of a shit-hole, though."

"Fewer listeners," Derain rejoined.

Jacquie slapped the table, "It's a start. Let's finish this meal and find some crash space.  Then on to the next step."

***
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QUOC WATCHED FROM THE kitchen as his guests wholeheartedly dug into the pho.  It was good to see Rabbit again.  He was leaner, and more rugged, but still had that quirky look about him.  "I'll miss the boy."

Binh walked up and whispered into Quoc's ear, "I let the boss know that they're here.  He said to leave it at that."  

Quoc sighed, "Always in trouble, that one.  Well, the less we're involved, the better."

"The less we're involved, the better," agreed Binh.
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The rock walls of the Scrapheap passed by as the crew followed Anton deeper into the core.  As they made their way through, some sections of the Scrapheap were brightly lit with neon and noisy with the chatter of people and music.  Other areas were dark and the only sound was the drip of water carving pools into the stone floor.

"From all the rumors I've heard about this place, I've got a serious question."  Barney peered into the shadows, "Are we inviting trouble walking back here?"

"Shouldn't be a concern," answered Anton.  "There are too many of us."

Derain almost laughed, "Too many of us?  We're a party of five."

"No one wants a hard mark," scoffed Anton.  A rattling sound receded into the distance, "But keep an eye out, just the same."

They all rounded a corner and saw a lodge of sorts at the end of the corridor.  A Vacancy sign blinked intermittently below an image that some artist had rendered as their vision of the Taj Mahal.  A double door was propped open and a dim light filtered through the blinds of the single nearby porthole.

With a dramatic sweep of his outstretched hand, Anton declared, "And this will be our palace."

"You weren't lying about it being a shit-hole," smirked Luli.  "Did they pull this section out of an old personnel carrier?"

"The Taj may not look great on the outside, but inside it's even worse," chuckled Anton.  "On the plus side, no one will look for us here."

"I wouldn't look for us here, either," remarked Derain.

Jacquie swiped through her data pad, "Can we afford it?  Those Consortium brutes stripped our funds."

Anton bowed, "Leave it to me, my Captain.  I... know people.  Now just stand out here and wait." 

"If I didn't know better, I would think he was enjoying this," grumbled Jacquie.

"Of course, he is," added Barney.  "How many times has it been us pulling his ass out of the fire and not the other way around?"

Derain glanced back down the long hallway and a slight movement caught his eye.  The rocky walls created shadows amongst the bits of twisted metal that poked through.  A pair of eyes glinted as they caught the light from the remaining tube light that dangled loosely from the ceiling.  "Hey Jacq, I'll be back.  Just let me know what room."

"I got you," answered Luli.  She breathed in deeply, "It's nice to be off the ship, nice to be out and about again.  Makes me want to sing."

Jacquie rubbed her back, "We can make that happen, girl."

Anton popped out of the office, "Follow me.  I got us a suite."

***
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THE POLY-WOOD DOOR swung open and part of the lock spilled out onto the stained taupe carpet.  Sections of the flooring were bowed inward and the spiral pattern within the weave was matted into place.

"You weren't lying," Jacquie asserted through gritted teeth.  "We better be vaccinated against whatever is growing in those threads."

"I'll put the lock back together," said Barney as he picked up the pieces.  "Good luck with finding the cure."

"Hey now, it's not that bad," Anton insisted.  He looked at the floor a little harder, "Though I don't think the carpet's been replaced since the last time I stayed here.  Yeah, don't touch it, if possible."

Luli shot past and called out from the back room, "There are only a couple of beds.  Been a long time since we bunked up like this.  I'm off to take a nap."

Barney scoffed, "A very long time.  Jacq?  If you don't mind, I'd like to check in on the Matilda.  I'll have my comm with me."

"Please do.  I'll figure out a place to meet up for dinner.  Anton, join me."  Jacquie wandered over to the small table and slipped into one of the three chairs.

"Sure, Jacq."  Anton slid into one of the other chairs.  "I got a city map from the front desk, everyone should get a copy shortly."

Jacquie drummed her fingers as she waited for him to finish.  When he finally put down his data pad, she blurted "Galena's trail is getting too damn cold!  We can't stay cooped up in this place for two weeks."

Anton reached out and gripped her hands, "We'll find her.  I'm sure of it."

"But where?" she demanded as she pulled her hands free.  "I finally had all six of us together and then we lost Galena when you and Derain murdered everyone on a Consortium vessel!  There's no way we can escape karma for that kind of justice."

"Was it justice when they shot the Matilda to pieces?  Was it justice when they yanked us off our boat and stuck us in the brig?"  His mouth quirked in a grimace, "Is it justice that they treat the genorgs as less than human?  Fuck them, they deserve what they got."

Jacquie leaned back, "Be careful, Rabbit.  Your revolutionary tendencies are making an appearance.  Remember how that went?"

"I can't ever forget.  Memories like those never go away.  They just sit in the back of your mind and come out when you can least handle them.  But you know what I mean, don't you?"

"We all have our own."  She couldn't meet his eyes as she slid back into the chair, "Okay.  We've only got one lead to Galena and that's the woman from the M33.  Any ideas on where we might find this Dr. Wyeth?"

He replied distractedly, "... I've got a few ideas.  Let me check around first.  The bonus here is this place never sleeps and it is seething with info-gatherers.  Someone will have a lead on her.  While I'm at it, I'll check on a place for Luli to do her musical magic, too."  His fingertip traced a surge stain on the table, "I better get started.  I think it's best if the rest of you stay inside tonight.  I'll pick up some grab-n-go on my way back."

Jacquie watched as Rabbit opened the door and slipped out past the poorly lit signage.  The door swung back and clicked closed with a sharp finality.  She grumbled to herself in the quiet, "Hard being the Captain when you're stuck on a rock with a dead ship and missing crew.  Damn hard."

***
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THE SNOOP AHEAD OF him was elusive, but Derain kept him in sight.  He almost lost the slippery fellow when he shot down a staircase and around a corner, but the man didn't seem to be aware that Derain was tracking him.  Which was good, because it was much darker down on this level.  

Derain kept a surreptitious eye on the snoop who sauntered over to a small table staged out front of a drinking establishment.  The man nonchalantly glanced around at his surroundings as he settled into a seat.

Derain also surveyed the scene.  "Now, if I only knew where on this bloody rock I am."  His data pad lit up, and an old map of the Scrapheap appeared like an answer to his prayer.

Derain smiled at Anton's digital signature attached to the map, "Don't know how he does it, but somehow Rabbit always comes through when it's really needed," he murmured.

He looked up.  The snoop still sat at the little table out in front of the tiny bar.  The dark coat that encircled the squirrely-looking fellow looked like what was left of an optical camo poncho that had shorted out.  His mark kept glancing inside the bar.  'Was he waiting for someone?'

Derain studied the map.  It appeared he was on the deepest level of the asteroid.  The little bar and sandwich shop wasn't listed on the map, so Derain tagged the name to it, Bröt 790.  A moment later, someone came out of the establishment and waved the mark in.  Derain lost sight of him.  

The comm chirped, "Derain here."

"Come on back to the room," said Jacquie.  "We're planning on an early start tomorrow."

Derain watched the front of the bar, but he couldn't see past the entrance.  "Good enough.  On my way Captain."

***
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GETTING BACK TO THE docking facility had been easier than Barney had expected.  The map Anton sent was good backup, but Barney had remembered most of the route.  He wrinkled his nose,  "Spend enough time on different worlds and stations, and eventually you can find your way around by smell alone."

Barney waved at Orla as he walked back to her office.  His eyes settled on the Matilda as he rested his hands on his hips.  The freighter sat on the deck while work lights played over the new engine cores and exposed the empty brackets on the hull.  The engines they had stolen from the Consortium destroyer were larger than the ones they would be replacing.

His eyes traveled along the scars on the hull.  Some sucked in the light like a deep ravine across a flat expanse.  On the starboard side, two of the armored plates near the articulated short engine wing were buckled inward.  A batch of the hydraulics hung freely exposed to the elements.

"We might get her flight-ready, but her days as a beauty are far behind her," Orla remarked.

"She's still a beauty on the inside."

Orla laughed, "You sure about that?  I've been in her hold."

"Eye of the beholder.  And to mine, she is the most beautiful thing in the universe."

"You mind telling me what that ball thing is in the engine room?"

He glanced sideways at her, "Not my ship, not mine to tell.  Besides, it wouldn't make any sense."

"Try me."

He shook his head, "Still not mine to tell."

Barney's data pad chimed and a marker hovered over a section of the map, "Looks like I've been called back.  Direct any correspondence our way.  We're staying at the Taj."

"That shit-hole?" she replied.  "I don't know what Rabbit sees in the place."

"Maybe he thinks it's beautiful."

She chortled, "I doubt that.  You and your people did good work with the heavy lifting.  After we retrofit the sublight engine cores, there'll just be the electrics left to re-run.  We'll keep working on her."

As he made his way out of the bay he heard her say, "I hope Rabbit comes through this time.  I'd almost feel bad for selling this ship out from under him."

***
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ANTON STUMBLED IN THROUGH the motel room door with his arms overloaded with bags.  Unappealing grease spots had formed on the bottom of some, but the aroma that wafted into the room set many a stomach to a growl.

He set the bags down on the scratched and chipped table and pulled the staples free of the fold.  The stomachs in the small apartment only growled louder as the aroma grew stronger.  

"You guys are in for another treat!  I can't believe Guilo Guiseppe's is still open.  I was sure he'd have been chased off by the pirates' press-gangs by now," Anton grinned as he pulled out various small boxes and bowls from the bags.  He placed them around the table until there wasn't room for more, "Those press-gangs are rough.  I never thought they'd catch me but they did and off this rock I went."

There was a pregnant pause, "What?" Jacquie asked stonily.

"Uh," replied Anton as he blinked at her.  "Oh...  Oh look, Barney is here!"

"It smells heavenly in here," Barney stated as he walked in through the doorway and stepped over to the table.  "Alright if I dig in?"

"Yeah, of course," answered Anton.  "Grab a bowl and go, go, go!  I'm going to go out and check on Derain."

"No, you're not," Jacquie insisted as she blocked the doorway.

"Derain!"  Barney hailed the crew member who suddenly appeared over Jacquie's shoulder.  "Where have you been?"

Anton seized the moment to slip past Jacquie and wrap an arm around the bounty hunter.  He hauled him over to the table, "What have you been up to?"

Derain slid out of Anton's grip and checked out the food, "We had a tail on us after we left the repair bay.  I figured I'd see what they were up to.  What is the yellowy-orange stuff?"

"Oh, that's a curry noodle dish," answered Anton.

"It is bloody fantastic!" added Luli.  "Somewhere between a golden curry and a ragu."

Derain glanced at the contented expression on Luli's face as he spooned some into his own bowl, "Our trace stopped at a rinky-dink bar on the bottom level.  A tiny place with a couple tables out front."

"Bröt 790?"  At Derain's nod, Anton continued, "The Entro-Pita there is to die for, but not surprised.  The place is a big info trading hub on the 'heap.  One of Orla's folks would've sold the news of our arrival eventually.  She might have partnered with your tail, truth be told."

"And you trust this woman?" asked Jacquie.

Anton smiled slightly, "Trust is a strong word.  More like I know what I'm in for than actual trust.  Besides, I won't stop her from making a bit of mazuma on the side.  Life is hard enough out here and she has plenty of mouths to feed.  Including us at the moment."

Luli's voice piped up in the background, "These bean-paste ravioli are to die for!"

Anton's grinned, "I could never get those to come out the right way."  He touched Jacquie on the shoulder and led her to a corner, "I know some places we can ask around about this Dr. Wyeth character.  Some of them are going to be your kind of place."

"Down and dirty, huh?  Great."

Anton shrugged, "It could be worse.  Could be like that creepy place on Abos IV.  Just thinking about it and I have that taste in my mouth again.  Ugh."

Jacquie grimaced, "Thanks for that memory.  I could've lived the rest of my days without remembering that hellhole.  We'll make an early start of it.  And don't think we've finished that conversation about you in a pirate press gang."

Anton replied, "I wasn't in the press gang.  They pressed me into service on one of their ships.  It's not like I had a choice."

Jacquie backed him up against the wall, "We will finish that conversation and we will talk about the cost."

"Have I died?  Ginger, tomato, and garlic lo mein with fried tofu balls?  We have got to come back to this place, Jacq!" mumbled Luli through another mouthful.  "You guys better get some of this, or I am going to eat it!"

Anton laughed nervously, "After you, Captain?"
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The front room was a flurry of activity.  Anton bustled around the single burner hob, scooped out some protein pudding and shoveled it onto plates.  Barney took the plates and dropped them on the table where Luli circled and grazed to her heart's content.

Jacquie stretched as she came out of the back room with her hair still wet.  She smiled at the domestic scene, "I still can't believe this dump has an actual water 'fresher'.  This place is better than I gave it credit."

"Better than being in vacuum," quipped Derain from the couch.

Jacquie rubbed the towel through her hair once more, then tossed it onto the bed.  She heard Anton's admonishment, "You couldn't hang it back up?"

She wickedly grinned as she flopped next to Derain, and flicked her wet hair around.  But he was all business.  Jacquie grumbled and leaned into Derain's ear, "Looks like someone has a plan.  So what is it?"

Derain wiped the water droplets from his face and scowled at her, but the comments he might have made were cut short when a breakfast plate was set on his lap along with a napkin.

"I'll have your plate ready in a mo," Barney told Jacquie as he returned to the table.

Derain picked up a strip of something unrecognizable and bit down hard on it.  A look of surprise appeared on his face, "That's pretty good."  He cleared his throat, "Well, we've only got a couple weeks on this rock and we don't know how long ago Galena arrived at her final destination."

"Or if she even has," groused Anton.

Derain nodded in agreement, "Or if she has.  Either way, we need to gather as much info as we can.  I suggest we split up to cover more ground."

A plate dropped into Jacquie's lap as a cup of something hot was pressed into her hand.  She took a sip, "Mmm... thanks, Barney.  Two weeks in the same room is going to send me over the edge.  I need to blow off some steam."

"We all know what you mean, Jacq," Luli sighed.

Derain choked for a moment, "You're used to ferreting out smuggling jobs.  See what you can find."

"Mm, hmm," she conceded over a spoonful of the protein pudding.  "You paired me up with Rabbit, right?  We need to work some things out."

"We don't have time for your grudge right now," grumbled Derain.  "I told you he was a pirate before we pulled him off the Vogelgesang and you didn't want to hear it then."

Jacquie settled the plate on the arm of the couch and jumped to her feet, "I'll do this my way, thank you very much.  She roughly slapped Anton on the back and gripped his shoulder, "It's you and me, Rabbit.  Everyone else know where they're heading?"

Barney held up his data pad and pointed to the glowing markers on the screen. "Rabbit gave us the locations and a line on some mazuma from who knows where."  He saw the look of fear on Anton's face and said, "You sure you don't want to partner up with me?"

"I'm good."

Luli pulled Jacquie back, "We can't have you stuffing Rabbit in a dumpster because of something that happened a long time ago.  You'd best pair up with Barney, Captain.  Maybe he can hammer some sense into you."  She saluted as she stood between Jacquie and Anton.  "I, on the other hand, have our local boy lined up to give me the grand tour.  And I expect to be shown everything."

"I am not going to stuff him into a dumpster!"

Derain hopped off the couch and grabbed the last piece of toast, "Works for me.  I'll check the bail office and maybe wander down to that bar.  Keep all avenues open, folks.  Good hunting everyone."

The rest of the crew watched as he stepped out the front door and activated his optical camo.  As Derain disappeared from view, the crew's banter dwindled.

"You ready, Lu?  If you want me to show you everything, it's going to take a while."

"Right behind you!" declared Luli as she tossed a licked-clean spoon into the sink.

Jacquie looked down at Barney as he adjusted his work belt, "Looks like all of you are against me.  Fine, let's get this rolling."

"After you, Captain."

***
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DERAIN HAD WORRIED that he might be followed from the Taj, but the invisibility jacket he wore allowed him to slip through the Scrapheap corridors completely unnoticed.  "My value must've dropped," he mused.

As he neared the end of another rock and metal corridor, he switched off his optical camo and stopped at a fork in the path.  From the map that Anton had given him, the bail bonds office should be off the upper deck in an old ship called the Hobart.  He wasn't sure how that actually worked.  He sighed as he pocketed his data pad and headed off to the right.  The lift he needed should just be straight ahead.

There were more pedestrians traversing this length of corridor now than had been here last night.  He passed several groups of young punks before he finally caught sight of the lift.  Without even looking, he sensed that at least one of the groups was tailing him.  Once he made it to the lift and keyed the button to bring it down, he felt someone tapping him on the shoulder.

"Hey old man, you got any mazuma to spare?  Me and my fellow travelers could use some help."

Derain turned around to face three teenagers pressed up close to him.  Beyond them was a couple more and it looked like the other bunch were moving up to join their compatriots.  Derain half-lidded his eyes as he catalogued their threat value.  Some were armed with blades, while others carried short blunts and at least one had metal knucklers on both hands.

"I don't have time for this," he grumbled as the gangs joined together.  Behind him, the lift dinged and the door slid open.  "Should we postpone this party?" he asked as he stepped inside.

One of the kids in the back seemed intent on her data pad.  She kept staring at Derain and then back at the screen, "Hey guys?  I think we should let this one go."

One of the older boys slapped his hand against the lift door to keep it from closing, "Naw, I think he wants to help us out.  He recognizes those in need.  Don't you, old man?"

Derain's hand flashed out, snapped the boy's wrist, and pushed him back into the gang, "Seriously, does that line actually work?"

The boy screamed in pain as he fell on his ass.  The other kids stopped in their tracks. The only other sound was the girl with the data pad.  "This guy is a killer!" she stammered.  "Let's get out of here before he hunts us down and murders us!"

The look of fear on her face was emblazoned in his mind as the doors closed.  He sighed as the lift began its rickety journey up, "Wonder which compilation of me that girl found?"  His hands clenched into fists as he grunted, "Doesn't matter, I know what I've done and I can't change that.  No excuses."

When the doors slowly split open, Derain slipped out.  He pushed through the crowd waiting for the lift and kept his head down.  He bee-lined straight through the mass of people until the throng thinned out.

His eyes tracked the options available and he veered off to the left.  This corridor had more metal plating built into the rocky stone of the asteroid.  The air seemed a bit thinner as well.  Derain scanned the area looking for any sign of the Hobart, but there was only a scattering of cheap brothels and junk joints littering the way.

"Hey sailor, looking for something quick?"

"Don't listen to him, honey.  Save a few mazuma bills with me.  Really come and get off..."

The neon-colored mirages blinked in and out of existence promising all the ecstasies of the flesh and the mind, dreams and beyond.  He ignored them and continued past their dusty lies and broken promises.  Off to the right was a corroded staircase similar to an old lander escape way that caught his eye.  A rusted signatory plate was bolted into the fuselage and the name HOBART was barely legible.

"Finally," he declared as he swung the old hatch open.  Inside, the chairs bolted to the walls indicated this must be a waiting area.  He strode to the desk at the far end of the room and spoke to the receptionist.  "I am looking for some information."

"Is it contract related?" asked the woman behind the desk with the plas-glass shield.

Derain hesitated a moment, "Yes."

"Which contract?"

"Private.  I only have a name and occupation.  Dr. Wyeth, in the employ of the Consortium."

She swiped through her entries and shock radiated across her face, "... Oh.  You would need to refer back to the contractee."

Derain's shoulders slumped, "Let me guess, he has an office here, too."

The woman looked up blankly, "He?  I don't show a single individual listed here.  The docket shows the contract was processed through a subsidiary of Unifreight Inc."

"Does Unifreight have an office here?"

"They run a part-time desk in the shipping office.  Just south of the third loading dock on the main level."  She looked up at him with misgiving, "You can't miss it.  Now, good day to you, sir."

The woman opaqued the plas-glass shield and left Derain staring at his reflection.

***
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THE SIGN GLOWED IN the poorly lit hallway.  The name, Eclectic Electric reflected in the pools of stagnant water that puddled out front.  A patron stumbled out the front door and fell to his knees in the filthy water.

"Wha' da hell?  Why am I all wet?" echoed down the corridor.

Barney looked up at Jacquie, "One of these places?  Preparing myself then."

Jacquie just grinned and waltzed into the establishment.  Once past the fur-covered hatch, the interior emitted a bashful pink glow.  Brass bolts were plugged into the wall giving the room an off-kilter lean to the hull of a ship.  Heavy bass music thumped loudly in the establishment while spiraling lights slid across the open walls and highlighted chromium cages.  Some of them were occupied with cavorting figures.

An official-looking woman in a fancy outfit walked up to Jacquie and asked, "You here for the dance job?"  Her eyes slid over every inch of the Captain and a faint appraisal crossed her lips, "You'll do well.  We have costumes in the back, if you can start within the hour."

Barney chuckled lightly behind Jacquie, "Oh... One of these places.  We'll fit right in."

The woman peered around Jacquie's hip and gave Barney the once over as well, "We have a backroom that requested a dancer like your friend, too.  We only have a couple costumes in your size, sweetness.  How do you feel about being a bear cub?"

Jacquie rested her hand on the woman's arm and gave a slight push back, "We're not here to work, we're here to watch.  Got it?"

The bored expression on the woman's face didn't change as she murmured an insincere apology and then said, "Follow me."  

She brought them up to the bar and slapped her palm against the counter.  A couple digi-drink tickets appeared by the robotic bartender.  "Free drinks for the new customers."  She edged over to Jacquie's ear and confided, "If you want the dancing job, just let me know.  We have customers that are very into your look."  She winked, "Including me."

"Color me flattered," Jacquie replied.  "If it all goes pear-shaped, I'll keep that in mind."

Barney picked up the glowing glass that contained some form of liquid that the robotic bartender slid their way.  While the glass had a heliotrope pink-purple glow the liquid inside had a faint blue tinge.  The fragrance of synthetic raspberries and an alcohol that smelled raw undulated from the concoction.  He shrugged, "Shaping up to be one hell of a day, bottom's up!"

Jacquie struggled to grab her glass in time as Barney's clinked against hers.  The slosh left luminescent bluish streaks on her hand.  "Bottom's up is right."

Barney coughed as the burn of the liquor rushed up his nose and down his throat.  He leaned over and coughed harder.  His glass tipped over, rebounded off the bar, and rolled into a tight circle.

Jacquie laughed and began choking too, "By Tom, that's going to need a chaser."  She waved the bartender down, "Open a tab and a couple shots of your best whiskey.  What can you recommend for snacks?"

The bartender duly poured out a couple shots of a whiskey that neither of them recognized.  Jacquie inserted her data pad into the bar table.  Her ID chit clicked over and her image blossomed on the screen before it dropped to the side with a tally next to it.

"Menu's on pad..." it buzzed as it rolled away.

Barney grabbed the shot, drank it swiftly, and slammed the glass against the counter, "Pretty simple programming on that bot.  I haven't seen another automaton besides Doc in what feels like decades."

Jacquie wiped her mouth, "You know the story.  The Consortium outlawed the mobile ones once genorgs were released into the workforce.  All because that military android went nuts and slaughtered its handlers."  

"True," he replied as he scanned the interior.  It was still early and the room only had a few other customers who were mostly clustered around a man and woman dancing on the stage performing a strange, nude, mock combat sequence.  Or at least that's what Barney could make of it.  Only two of the four cages were currently occupied and he wasn't sure what the aesthetic was that they were trying to achieve.  'Hospital' came to mind.  Bandages strategically adorned one of the dancers while the other wore an old lab coat with holes cut out for a peek-a-boo show.

Jacquie grimaced, "Looks like we're going to be here a while. I'm ordering another round."

Barney nodded as his eyes followed the walls of the chamber.  The bartender bot rolled over and served them a couple tumblers of what could only be described as a cheaper whiskey, if not the cheapest.  Jacquie slid one of the glasses over to Barney and grabbed the other for herself.

She nudged the Titan, "You hear what Anton let slip?"

Barney looked up at her questioningly, "What?"

"About him getting nabbed for a pirate crew.  He said it offhandedly like it was a normal thing."

Barney spread his arms wide, "Maybe it is here.  This is close to no man's land, Captain.  Different rules apply here than anywhere else in the Consortium."

"But still..."

Barney looked her in the eye, "I'll say this once and only once.  As bad as your life has been, it's been pretty sheltered on the Matilda.  Same goes for me.  She's kept us safe as best she can.  But he's seen things, I don't ever want to know about.  He's probably done things to survive we don't want to hear.  Maybe being a pirate was one of them.  To be honest, we've all done things we're not exactly proud of."

"But what if he was part of the crew that killed my parents?"

Barney sighed, "When I was thrown in that cage, he was in the one next to me, looking like a scared kid.  But he broke me out and helped you carry me back to the Matilda.  Far as I'm concerned, that's all that matters.  And all that should matter to you."

***
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JACQUIE LOOKED DOWN at the man who had seen her through thick and thin as he angrily drank from the tumbler and a small frown etched her face.  He was looking a lot worse for wear.  She supposed they all probably did.  But something about his appearance bothered her.  He looked thinner and his skin looked more worn, more creased.  His eyes didn't seem to glow as brightly as she remembered and his hair had more silver in it than she thought it should.

"You're right, it doesn't matter.  You know me, just trying to keep my shit together.  Might as well get a move on this.  Figure I'll bug our host for information.  I might be spending the night without the crew, if you get
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