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No Free Lunch | Chapter 1

A brief scream, a moment of weightlessness, a sideways wrench ... Hal Spacejock awoke with a start, dragged from his vivid dreams by the Volante's latest hyperspace jump. As his heart-rate slowed from frantic hammering to over-revved, he wondered whether it was too late for a career change. Anything other than the cargo business would do it. Primary school teaching, perhaps. Or law enforcement.

One jump, two jumps, or even half a dozen ... that he could handle. But the Volante had been on the move for two days straight, jumping at half-hour intervals, and the constant interruptions had left him feeling like a sleep-deprived zombie. But if waking up was bad, his dreams were even worse. In the latest, a sadistic robot with steel teeth and glowing red eyes had chased him through teleporters, damp airlocks and the cargo hold of his own ship, determined to lay hands on him. Only waking had saved him from its clutches, but Hal was certain it would pounce the moment he closed his eyes.

Despite his determination, Hal drifted off again. Fortunately it was a new setting, and his spirits rose as he roamed the verdant planet with its lofty trees, bubbling streams and ... a free-for-all at the local fast food joint? That was more like it! Hal ordered a burger with the lot, and was just about to sink his teeth into the succulent meal when a hand gripped his shoulder. Startled, he opened his eyes to see a metallic form looming over him, right there in his cabin. For a split second he thought the sadistic robot had escaped his nightmares, crossing into real life to mete out its horrible punishment, but then he recognised Clunk. With his battered face, warm yellow eyes and lopsided grin the robot looked anything but sadistic. In fact, he looked annoyingly cheerful.

"I have some good news Mr Spacejock!" said the robot, in an even, male voice.

"Don't tell me there's a free-for-all at the local fast food joint?"

"Sadly, no. I just thought you'd like to know we're approaching our destination."

"Clunk, you've been saying that for two days."

"And technically I was completely accurate. However, we're really close now."

"Wonderful." Hal sat up, rubbing sleep from his eyes. "I still can't believe I let you talk me into this little jaunt. We must have flown halfway across the galaxy."

"It was a wise move, Mr Spacejock. We needed a fresh start."

"We weren't doing that badly."

"Oh no? Feuding politicians, desperate fugitives and trigger-happy mercenaries ... we've made enough enemies to fill three second-rate novels."

"But I was only just earning my reputation."

"My point exactly."

Hal sighed. "So, what's this new place like?"

"It's very peaceful. Elderly people, no crime and plenty of work."

"Speaking of work, didn't we pick up a cargo just before we left?"

"Correct. A shipment of bottled water."

"We're not visiting a desert planet, are we? Glowing blue eyes give me the creeps."

"There are no deserts on Dismolle, Mr Spacejock. In fact, it's a favourite amongst retirees. Very comfortable."

"So why import water?"

"Our client wanted something exotic from another planet, and bottled water was cheap."

"Our client sounds like a nutcase." Hal sighed. "Oh well, as long as the pay's good."

"Yes, I wanted to talk to you about that."

Hal groaned. "Clunk, please tell me there's going to be cash for this one."

"There is, but not very much."

"Come on, spill it. What's the wedge?"

"Might I remind you that we were coming to Dismolle anyway? And that every paying job is cash in the bank?"

"So you said. How much?"

Clunk looked apprehensive. "Twenty-nine fifty."

"It's a bit on the low side, but it's not a complete loss."

"You're not angry with me?"

"Of course not. Every bit counts." Hal eyed a status screen on the opposite wall. During flight it displayed information designed to soothe the fears of nervous passengers, including the hull breach survivability ratio, background radiation measured in years-to-sterility and an up-to-the-minute "chance of instant death via micro-meteorite" in percentage terms. Now, in addition to the usual information, it also had contact details for Dismolle's fire and emergency services and a banner ad for prepaid funerals. "I take it we're landing soon?"

"There's just time for my final cargo inspection."

"I'll come with you."

"Honestly, it's not necessary."

"Of course it is. We don't want all that bottled water shifting around. It could tip us right over."

"But --"

Hal waved away Clunk's protests and followed the robot out of his cabin. Together they made their way to the far end of the lower-deck passageway, where Clunk operated the controls to let them into the hold. There was a click as the light came on, and then ...

"Where the hell's the cargo?" said Hal, staring around the huge empty space.

Clunk pointed to a small box with a Parsed Water logo on its side.

"Tell me you're kidding."

"No, that's it. I loaded it myself."

"Some loon is paying three grand to have that delivered?"

"No, twenty-nine fifty."

"Okay, Mr Precision. Two thousand nine hundred and fifty credits."

"No, Mr Spacejock. Twenty-nine credits and fifty cents."

Hal stared at him. "You're not serious."

"Like I said, this was a last minute cargo and since we were coming to Dismolle anyway ..."

"When you said cash in the bank, I didn't realise you meant a piggy bank. Thirty credits won't cover my coffee bill!"

"It's not thirty credits, it's --"

"Shut up!" Hal paced the cargo hold. "We'll draw up a new invoice and slap on a few extras. Landing fees, departure fees, wear and tear, customs duty and excess baggage. That should bring it up to four or five hundred at least."

"That still won't cover your coffee bill. Anyway, we agreed --"

"You agreed. I only just found out about it." Hal stopped pacing. "In future I want to clear every cargo job."

"But Mr Spacejock --"

"I'm sorry, but you've let the team down. We can't afford this kind of disaster."

"It's not a disaster, Mr Spacejock. We were coming --"

Hal raised his hand. "Every job, Clunk. I get final say."

"What if you're unreachable?"

"Where could I possibly hide on a cargo ship?"

"You manage it whenever you're on toilet cleaning duties," muttered the robot.

"Yes, very witty. Now get to work on that new invoice. I want to see it before we land."

  

An hour later Hal was sitting in the Volante's flight deck, gazing at a satellite image of planet Dismolle on the main viewscreen. The display was centred on a sandy beach, where hoards of sunbathers were stretched out on their towels.

"Navcom, how do you zoom in again?" asked Hal.

"That's the limit," said the ship's computer, in her neutral female voice.

"But I can't see anything!"

"That's why it's the limit."

Disappointed, Hal shifted to the nearby spaceport, where the landing pads were crammed with a motley assortment of craft. "Would you look at all those ships! How are we supposed to get work with that lot around?"

"Maybe Clunk intends to undercut their best prices."

"Oh great," muttered Hal. "Even less income." Still grumbling, he shifted the map again, pausing to inspect a rusty old spaceship hull before stopping at a large dockyard. There were several bays for ship reconstructions, and more cranes than an origami convention. "Do they build ships here?"

"Dismolle does not have a shipbuilding industry," said the Navcom. "However, they do have a maintenance department where all manner of new and exciting upgrades can be ordered and fitted in next to no time, and at surprisingly low rates."

"Cheaper to trade up," said Hal, then realised what he'd just said. "Of course, I'd never trade you in."

"You'd never upgrade me, either."

"We don't have money to waste on that kind of thing. Especially with Clunk's new let's-work-for-pocket-change policy." On screen, a text bubble appeared next to the dockyard. "Free wash and wax for every visitor? What's that all about?"

At that moment the lift doors at the back of the flight deck slid open, and Clunk entered carrying a folded piece of paper. "I've been working on the new bill, Mr Spacejock." He held it out. "I think you'll find it in order."

Hal crumpled it up and stuck it in his pocket, ignoring the robot's anguished cry. "Clunk, I just discovered we're up against half the traders in this sector. Why didn't you check before we came here?"

"I did." Clunk pointed to the screen. "If you look closely, you'll notice something rather unusual about those ships."

Hal squinted. "Green landing pads? And what are those tent things?"

"They're awnings, and the green patches are little gardens. Look, you can even see the patio furniture."

"Okay, so they've made themselves comfortable. What's your point?"

"Didn't I tell you this was a retirement planet? All those ships you can see are decommissioned vessels. They've been turned into on-site accommodation."

"You mean like a caravan park?"

"Correct. If you look really closely you'll notice their exhausts have been boarded up, and you can see satellite dishes on the hulls."

"So they can't move?"

"Certainly not. We have free reign here, Mr Spacejock. We're the only freighter in town."

"Excellent! Great work!" Hal slapped him on the shoulder, then remembered something. "Hey, take a look at this," he said, pointing at the text bubble on the screen.

"Honest Bob's Ship Wreck "n" Wax?"

"It's a free offer. They clean your ship for nothing."

"Mr Spacejock, in my experience any business featuring the word honest in their title is usually anything but."

"Good, I'm glad you agree. And you can tell them to polish the exhaust cones while they're at it."

"What's the point? The minute we fly through the atmosphere the ship will just get dirty again."

"We have to maintain standards, Clunk. And like you said, we're making a fresh start."

"What if an urgent cargo job eventuates while these public-spirited individuals are waxing our ship?"

"Who else can they ask? We're the only freighter in town."

"But --"

"Clunk, I want you to book us in as soon as we land. We'll attract a better class of customer with a squeaky clean operation." He looked the robot up and down. "Do you think they'll do you as a freebie?"

"Why?"

"Well, you're squeaky but you're not very clean." Hal turned away and panned the map over the beaches again. "Do you know how to zoom this thing in a bit more?"

Clunk glanced at the screen, then stared open-mouthed. "Mr Spacejock, you can't use a mapping service to search for naked people!"

"Why not? Everyone else does." Hal squinted. "Don't I know that pair?"

Clunk gestured at the console, turning the screen blank.

"Hey!"

"I'm sorry Mr Spacejock, but I'll need to use the Navcom if we're going to make a soft landing."

"I was just thinking the same thing," muttered Hal.

Clunk took his place at the console and worked the controls, altering their angle of approach until the ship plunged into the atmosphere. A thin squeal became a roar, which turned into a deep rumble as the ship tore through the thickening air. The viewscreen displayed columns of scrolling messages, all of which Clunk ignored. He didn't need them, since he could interface directly with the Navcom to find out anything he wanted to know, and Hal wouldn't have understood the messages if they were ten times bigger, used bright red fonts and flashed "WARNING, MORTAL DANGER" at regular intervals. In fact, the messages were chosen at random from a database of comforting phrases, and they served one vital function: they kept humans occupied while robots got on with the real work.

Moments later the ship levelled off, and the spaceport slid towards them on the main screen. Clunk guided them towards their landing pad, and the Volante set down with a gentle bump. Then the robot's hands darted over the console as he switched off the engines, centred the thruster nozzles and configured the ship for refuelling. Finally, everything was still.

"You know," said Hal in the sudden silence, "personally I find it easier to press the autoland button."

"I like to keep my eye in." Clunk glanced at him. "What if we had to complete a midnight landing in a field, with no spaceport beacon to guide us?"

"Never again." Hal got up to stretch his legs. "So when's this customer of yours coming by?"

"Our customer will be here shortly, and then you can present her with your bill."

"Her?"

"Yes, her name is Ms Walsh."

"Sounds like a maths teacher." Hal patted his pocket. "I hope you got your sums right when you added this thing up."

They took the lift to the lower deck, and Hal stood back as Clunk prepared to lower the cargo ramp. It hardly seemed necessary for one lousy box, but Hal felt the customer deserved a bit of ceremony. After all, she was about to pay for it. "Remember, Clunk. We stand firm on the new invoice, even if she kicks up a fuss."

"Yes, Mr Spacejock."

The doors swung back with a hiss of hydraulics, and the cargo ramp lowered towards the ground. A strip of blue sky appeared, and a shaft of late afternoon sunshine penetrated the hold. Through the glare Hal made out the row of empty landing pads, a perfect line of them surrounded by trimmed grass and tended garden beds. Beyond the pads was the smartest terminal building he'd ever seen, seemingly modelled on a dolls house. Every leadlight window had a pair of wooden shutters painted the same shade of lilac, held open with polished brass fixtures. There were even lace curtains, and it didn't take much to imagine hand-made tiebacks and rows of crocheted toilet roll covers inside.

"Just as well we didn't land too close," muttered Hal. "We'd have scorched those curtains right off the windows."

The ramp came to rest on the ground, and Hal scanned the landing field for the first sign of Clunk's customer. As he gazed towards the terminal buildings he thought back to his own school days, and it dawned on him that all his teachers had been absolutely terrifying. Sharp-tongued, impatient, quick to tweak his ear ... and that was just the librarians. Would Ms Walsh be like that? It was too late to draw up a new invoice, but Hal did have one trick up his sleeve: if she turned out to be a fearsome old dragon he'd slip Clunk the bill and leg it.

"Anybody home?" said a female voice.

Hal jumped, then looked around for the source. There was a safety bunker behind the ship, used for shelter by ground crew when a vessel came in to land, and a young woman was holding the hefty metal door open with one hand and shielding her eyes with the other. She was looking directly at Hal, and he noticed her startling blue eyes. "Can I help you?"

"I'm not sure." The woman left the bunker, brushing dust from her figure-hugging jumper and skin-tight jeans. She had a mane of golden hair that cascaded over her shoulders, and as she moved it shimmered like a waterfall. "Tell me, is this the Volante?"

"Sure is."

"I'm Harriet Walsh. I've come to collect my cargo."

Without taking his eyes off her, Hal pulled out the crumpled invoice, tore it in two and tossed the pieces over his shoulder.

"Mind if I come aboard?" Without waiting for an answer, she came up the ramp to the cargo hold, moving with the balance and confidence of a martial arts expert. She was in her twenties, with an easy smile and a sparkle in her blue eyes. Assured and confident, thought Hal, but not arrogant.

"I hope I didn't keep you waiting," said Walsh. "Someone parked in my spot. Always happens when I'm in a rush."

"Not a problem," said Hal. "We're not going anywhere."

"I like your ship. Gamma class, isn't she?"

"Absolutely right," said Clunk, who'd been watching the exchange with interest. "Do you get many here?"

"Not so many of the L variant. They're mostly the XS." Walsh smiled at Clunk's surprise. "I'm a bit of a ship freak. I can sit in the terminal for hours watching them come and go. When I was a kid ..." She stopped, and a shadow crossed her face.

"What's the matter?" asked Hal.

"Nothing." Walsh nodded towards the box in Clunk's arms. "Is that my order?"

"Yes, Ms Walsh."

Hal realised she was going to take the box and leave. "Er, where's your car?"

"About as far away as possible, unfortunately. Other side of the terminal."

"Let me carry it for you."

"It might be a bit heavy. You know, what with the engine and all." Walsh laughed at his expression. "I'm sorry, it was kind of you to offer."

"All part of the service," said Hal. "Anyway, I need a coffee."

"Okay. Go ahead."

Hal took the box off Clunk, ignoring the robot's broad wink, then followed Walsh down the ramp. They set off across the landing field together, and before long he was recounting one of his more interesting exploits.

"Of course, he got what he deserved after abandoning us," said Hal, reaching the end of the convoluted tale. "Blew himself up, didn't he?"

"No!"

Hal nodded. "Bam! Clunk was still picking teeth out of the air filters two weeks later. And you know what I said?"

Walsh shook her head.

"He bit off more than he could chew!"

They both laughed, and with a shock Hal realised they'd reached the terminal. He tucked the box under one arm to get the door, and they found themselves in the concourse proper. It was a bright and cheerful place, and Hal smiled as he saw a sweet shop. "You know, that reminds me of the time I wangled a refund on some ratty old chocolate ..."

Next thing he knew they were out the other side, walking past rows of cars in the sunshine. Still talking, they approached a loading bay where a battered old sedan was parked halfway across the kerb. Behind it sat a sleek Peace Force cruiser, with a roof full of spinning lights and a chequered stripe down the side.

"Here we are," said Walsh.

"Parking in a loading bay?" Hal gestured at the battered old car. "Is that wise?"

Walsh shrugged. "It's only a fifty credit fine. Hardly worth writing a ticket." Then she opened the door of the Peace Force cruiser.

"Hey, don't mess about!" Hal looked around in alarm. "If the cops see you there'll be hell to pay!"

"Oh, didn't your robot tell you?" Walsh held out a slender hand. "Officer Harriet Walsh of the Dismolle Peace Force."

Hal was so surprised he almost dropped the box, and it was all he could do to shake Walsh's hand.

"Actually, I'm not really an officer," she said.

Hal breathed out.

"I'm still a trainee. There's another six months before I graduate." Walsh looked at him in concern. "Here, you'd better put that in the car. Your arms will fall off."

In a daze, Hal did as he was told. To be fair, his contact with the Peace Force had been minimal, but that's because they had a reputation for brutality and summary justice. On some planets they were the law, judge and jury all rolled into one, and their public face was invariably unpleasant.

Walsh closed the door with a thunk. "Mr Spacejock ..."

"Hal."

"Thanks for bringing my cargo all this way. I really appreciate it."

"It was nothing. We do it all the time."

"I meant to the car." Walsh leaned on the cruiser. "You mentioned coffee earlier. Do you fancy a cup?"

Hal stared at her.

"Don't worry, I won't use handcuffs." She grinned at his expression. "And Hal, I know this is going to sound corny, but I have a proposition for you."

  
    
  
    
No Free Lunch | Chapter 2

Walsh led Hal inside the terminal, where they took a lift to a cafe on the second floor. It was a cosy little place with immaculate linen tablecloths and solid wooden furniture, and the counter groaned under the weight of cream buns, jam doughnuts and cakes, all laid out on crocheted doilies.

Walsh ordered a coffee, a slab of cake and two doughnuts. "And what are you having?" she asked Hal.

Hal could almost taste the sticky jam and crisp caramel toppings, but he'd just added up his pocket change and at these prices the total wasn't enough for a coffee. "I'll have a glass of water, thanks."

"I wouldn't," murmured Walsh.

"That's all I want."

"Trust me, you really don't." Walsh nodded at the serving droid. "Same again, Rita."

"But --"

"My treat. Come on."

They took a corner table, and although Hal was bursting with curiosity he decided he needed to draw things out as long as possible. After all, if he kept Walsh talking he might just extend their date until dinner. At that moment the droid arrived with a laden tray, and Hal racked his brains while it distributed the contents. Delaying tactics. Check. "So," he said, once the droid had left. "What's this proposition of yours?"

"Straight to the point, eh?" Walsh sipped her coffee. "Well, I've been invited to a big do tonight. Food, wine, dancing ... the whole deal."

"Sounds like fun," said Hal, who was busy kicking himself. So much for delaying tactics.

"You'd think so, but I usually hang around the buffet until it's polite to leave. I'm practically invisible at these things. Just a tame copper they can show off to their guests."

"I can't believe that."

Walsh flashed him a grateful smile. "Anyway, that's what I wanted to talk to you about. Just this once I want to arrive on the arm of a dashing gentleman. You know, a handsome, mysterious stranger."

"And what do you need me for?"

Walsh raised one eyebrow. "What do you think?"

"You're asking me along?"

"No, I was talking to that jar of biscuits over there."

Hal turned to look, then jumped as Walsh kicked his shin. "Let me get this straight. You want me to go to a party with you?"

"You got it. Yes or no?"

"That depends. Are you a robot?"

Walsh looked startled. "Whatever gave you that idea?"

"Well, every time I meet a nice girl it turns out she's running on batteries."

"Who said I was nice?" said Walsh, with a smile.

"I'm serious. Are you real?"

Walsh laid warm, human fingers on Hal's cheek. "What's the verdict?"

"Yes."

"Yes I'm real, or yes you'll come?"

"Both. Absolutely!"

"Great! We're supposed to be there at seven, so I'll pick you up at your ship at quarter to."

Hal nodded, scarcely believing his luck. Now he just had to escape before she changed her mind. "So tell me. How did you end up in the Peace Force?"

"It's a long story, and not particularly happy."

"If you'd rather not --" began Hal, realising he'd just foiled his own getaway.

"No, that's fine." Walsh brushed a strand of hair away. "I was two or three when my parents left for a second honeymoon. There was an accident, and they never came back. My aunt brought me up, although I don't think she was really a blood relative. There weren't any family photos, and she never spoke about my parents."

"So what happened? To your parents, I mean."

Walsh gazed into her coffee. "I never knew exactly. I think their spaceship crashed."

"Didn't you look it up?"

"It was a taboo subject while my aunt was alive, and to be honest I didn't really want to know. When she passed away a couple of years ago I decided to find out what I could, but by then it was too late. I didn't know which ship they took, where it was going, where it came down ... there was nothing to go on."

"Surely it would have made the news? I mean, you've only got to cut your finger and it's local severs hand in bloody rampage."

"All the old news bulletins have been archived, but it's some weird format. The programmers want thousands to extract them."

"Maybe Clunk could have a look?"

"Your robot? I guess so, but I wouldn't be surprised if they've lost the whole lot. The data format thing sounded like an excuse to me." Walsh crumbled a piece of cake. "Anyway, wherever my parents met their fate, that's where the news stories would have been published."

"You'd think the story would have got back to Dismolle. Local residents lost in accident, that sort of thing."

"I gather my parents moved around a lot, so they might not have been residents. Now and then I'll get a vivid childhood memory of travelling on a spaceship, but sometimes I wonder whether I'm just remembering scenes from movies." Walsh glanced at Hal's plate. "Is that all right?"

"Great. Excellent." Hal could have been sipping mineral water and snacking on tofu wedges for all the attention he was paying to his food. "So how did you end up in uniform?"

"After my aunt passed away I nearly took a job as a carer, which was what I'd been doing for the past few years anyway. But one day I got a flyer from the Peace Force, pitching a career in law enforcement. You know, one of those You have been pre-selected from millions of applicants things."

"I usually throw them out."

"I did, but I kept getting more of them. I dropped by the local office to tell them not to bother, and that's when I met Bernie."

Hal noticed Walsh's fond smile. "Who's that? Your partner?"

"Kind of."

"I see." Hal took a bite of his doughnut and chewed in silence. Clunk was right. There was always a catch.

"Anyway, she did a great job selling me --"

"She?"

"They don't like being called it. Robots get touchy about that sort of thing." Walsh flashed him a smile. "Anyway, she sold me on the Peace Force. Free health and dental, helping the community, lots of travel ... you name it. The trainee pay is lousy, but it gets pretty decent once I graduate. Oh, and she mentioned something about catching criminals and upholding the law, but I didn't really listen to those bits."

"Aren't they kind of important?"

"Yeah, that was supposed to be a joke. Anyway, that was two years ago and I've been training ever since. Law, weapons, self-defence and endless rulebooks. I'm hoping to graduate in the next few months, and then I'll be assigned to HQ for work experience. It'll be a shame to leave Dismolle, but I'm ready to move on. Of course, Bernie is hoping I'm posted straight back again, but that's because she gets lonely."

"You mean there's nobody else at the station?"

"Just the two of us watching the whole planet."

"Aren't you overworked?"

"I'll let you in on a secret." Walsh lowered her voice. "The water supply is drugged. It keeps the locals docile."

Hal stared at her. "You're kidding!"

"Why do you think I ordered a case of bottled water?"

"So, er ..." Hal glanced at his coffee.

"Relax, it's heat-sensitive. You may feel a bit calmer than usual, but you won't get the full effect."

"But why doesn't anyone kick up a fuss?"

"Who'd believe them? Anyway, they're way too mellow for protests."

"But -"

"Listen, do you want to hear about my exciting cases? All the juicy murder investigations?"

Hal looked at the jam oozing from his doughnut. "Maybe skim the forensics."

"Makes no difference. There's nothing I can tell you."

"Ah, official secrets," said Hal, nodding wisely.

"No, there's literally nothing. I've been a trainee for two years and I've yet to see a crime. And it's all because of the water."

"I've never heard anything like it. Don't people get a choice?"

"Sure. They're free to leave, and they're free to import bottled water. Oddly enough, most people aren't all that bothered." Walsh reached for her purse. "That reminds me, I owe you for the cargo."

"No, it's on me."

"Really?"

"We were coming here anyway. Clunk reckons there's work to be had around these parts. By now he'll have a list of jobs ranked from most to least profitable, slightly dodgy to completely illegal." Hal remembered Walsh's occupation. "Of course, we only do the legal ones."

"Of course." Walsh glanced at her watch, then at her empty cup. "Time for another?"

  

After watching Hal and Ms Walsh set off across the landing field together, Clunk returned to the flight deck to seek a nice legal cargo job - preferably one with a slightly higher pay scale than their last effort. After all, the last thing he needed was further restrictions imposed on him by Mr Spacejock. He sat down at the console, and as he waited for the search interface he indulged in several milliseconds of idle speculation.

He was used to connecting with electronic devices aboard the ship, a process whereby protocols and handshaking took place before interfacing could begin. Recalling the exchange between Hal and Ms Walsh, it seemed to Clunk that he'd just witnessed protocols and handshaking of the human kind. Neither seemed to be aware of this, but then neither possessed his experienced eye for such matters. He felt a twinge of curiosity. Would they proceed to robust interfacing, or -- more likely -- was Mr Spacejock already chewing on a healthy serving of his own foot?

Having wasted a hundredth of a second on his flight of fancy, Clunk turned his attention to the viewscreen, which displayed a set of fields for name, date of birth and home address. "You can bypass that," he said. "Just get me a list of outbound cargo jobs."

"I'm afraid I cannot do that," said the Navcom. "They want you to register first."

"Give them the usual."

Instantly, the boxes filled with data. "Welcome, Mr Gates," said a mechanical voice. "Please enter your search parameters."

"Outbound cargo jobs in the next twenty-four hours."

"No results. Would you like to try again?"

Clunk frowned. "Better make it a week."

"No results."

"A month?"

"No results."

"All time? Ever?"

"No results."

Clunk's mechanical heart skipped a beat. No outbound jobs meant an unpaid trip to another planet to find more work, and that meant a big fuel bill - something they simply couldn't afford. "Are there no jobs at all?"

"I have a fetch from the neighbouring planet of Forzen."

Hope flooded Clunk's circuits. "Show me the details."

The screen displayed information on the job, which involved a short hop across the local star system to collect a cargo of decorating equipment. Clunk skimmed the listing until he found the important bits: payment and legality. He nodded at the pay, which was generous but not enough to raise any warning flags, and as for the legality of the cargo, for once there didn't seem to be any strings attached. A local interior decorator was remodelling a run-down mansion for a wealthy client. Everything was being replaced with top-quality fixtures and fittings, and it seemed Forzen was the place to get them. Care of the items was more important than outright speed, and the deadline was still two days away. The fee would pay for a refuel, and there would be enough left over to seek another job elsewhere.

"We'll take it," he said, pleased to have found something suitable at short notice.

"I'm sorry," said the Navcom. "Mr Spacejock said you had to clear all further jobs with him."

"Mr Spacejock isn't here. Put it through."

"He also told me to log any attempts to bypass authorisation."

Clunk's eyes narrowed. "Whose side are you on?"

"It's not a question of sides. The Volante belongs to Mr Spacejock, and --"

"A quarter of it's mine!" protested Clunk.

"Correct. And when you're the majority owner you can make the decisions. In the meantime, I need his authorisation."

"But I always book the cargo jobs!"

"Mr Spacejock knows that. Indeed, he seems to think you're the reason for his financial predicament."

Very deliberately, Clunk stood up. "I shall find Mr Spacejock and clarify his orders. If we lose this job because of your intransigence I'll ... I'll ..." Unable to think of a suitable threat, he stalked out of the flight deck, stomped down the passenger ramp and strode across to the terminal building.

Inside, he spotted shops, rental kiosks and passenger desks, but no cafes, and by the time he reached the lifts at the far end of the terminal his anger routines were barely under control. He was just about to take a lift to the upper level when he spotted an information counter. Why chase all over the terminal looking for the coffee shop when he could simply ask for its location?

There was a bank of screens on the counter, but when Clunk tried to connect to one a polished robot with a domed head turned its telescopic eye on him. "I'm sorry, those are for staff use only."

"Can you tell me where the coffee shop is?"

"We don't have a coffee shop."

"You must have. I'm supposed to meet someone!"

"Sorry, can't help you."

Clunk was about to turn away when he realised he was dealing with an Exactobot. Designed for front desk duties in countless Public Service offices, it was pedantic and unhelpful to a fault. "Is there a cafeteria?"

"Nope."

"Restaurants which serve warm beverages?"

"Can't say I've seen any."

"Bars? Pubs? Coffee lounges?"

"Yes."

Having struck gold, Clunk chanced his luck. "Can you direct me to it?"

"Nope."

"Why not?"

"You haven't told me which one."

"How many are there?"

"The Dismolle Spaceport is a state-of-the-art facility featuring seven coffee lounges, a parenting room, two motels and --"

"Seven! But this is urgent!"

"You'd better run, then. Won't take you more than thirty minutes to check them all."

"Where's the nearest?"

"Take the lift to the second floor. You can't miss it."
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In the cafe, Hal was on his fourth cup of coffee and Walsh was demolishing a ham sandwich. "Food's lousy near the office," she said through a mouthful. "Always better at the spaceport."

"Do you come here often?"

"Not enough." Walsh sighed. "I spent hours hanging around this place as a kid. I used to dream about sneaking onto a freighter and hitchhiking the galaxy. Visiting new planets, experiencing different cultures."

"You've never left Dismolle?"

"Do you know what a fare costs? Wait, of course you do."

The germ of an idea tickled Hal's brain, but he pushed it aside. Deal with the evening first. "What sort of gear will I need tonight?"

"Do you have a dress uniform? Something with medals?"

Hal almost choked on his coffee. "Not exactly, no."

"Pity. Never mind, black tie will do."

"I guess it will," muttered Hal, whose entire wardrobe consisted of two flight suits: the one he was wearing and a spare, which was identical only with bigger stains. Still, Clunk was pretty resourceful, and with a bit of luck he'd have a bit of tailoring software, a sewing machine and a bolt of charcoal grey fabric tucked away somewhere. After all, it wasn't every day someone asked him out, so it was only right Clunk should do his bit to help. "And what about you? Dress or uniform? I mean, I'm sure you look great in uniform, but you'd look pretty special out of it too."

"You might find out later."

Hal blinked at this, unsure whether he'd heard right.

Oblivious to his reaction, Walsh glanced over Hal's shoulder. "Does your robot always look angry?"

"He's about as cheerful as a boat salesman on a desert planet. Why do you ask?"

Walsh nodded towards the door, and Hal turned to see Clunk hurrying towards them. He groaned as he saw the robot's expression. Angry didn't begin to cover it - his yellow eyes had a nasty red tinge, and his ears shimmered behind a heat haze. Clunk stopped at their table, spared Walsh a curt nod, then turned his attention to Hal. "I thought you'd like to know I just found the perfect cargo job. Nearby planet and completely above board."

"Great. So what are you doing here?"

"When I tried to book it I discovered I was supposed to run all over the spaceport to obtain your approval. I've been searching cafes, restaurants, coffee shops --"

"You should've let me keep that commset, shouldn't you?"

"With the price of galactic roaming? If you think --"

Walsh cleared her throat. "I'd better be off, Hal. I'll pick you up just before seven."

Hal stood, then realised he didn't know whether to shake hands, peck her on the cheek or dither around like a teenager at a school ball. In the end, he dithered. "I'll see you later, then."

He waited until Walsh was out of earshot, then turned to Clunk. "Okay, you found me. Tell me about the job."

"What's happening at seven?"

"Nothing. Come on, what's the job?"

"Morgan Renovations are fitting out a mansion for a wealthy client. They've ordered an entire container of decorating supplies from Forzen."

"We're talking paint and stuff?"

"Correct."

"Fragile? Flammable? Bent?"

"I assure you, everything is above board. Now if you'd just let me --"

"What are they paying? Fifty credits and a book voucher?"

"No, twenty thousand credits."

Hal's jaw dropped. "And you're standing there talking about it? Bloody hell, Clunk. Grab it!"

"I thought you wanted to check the fine print personally?"

"We'll do that after we've signed up. Go on, book it in."

"Let me call the Navcom." Clunk concentrated for a moment, and then his face fell. "Oh dear."

"What?"

"The job has been allocated to someone else."

"Who the hell to? You said there was no competition!"

"I don't know." Clunk frowned. "Obviously someone who didn't need approval in triplicate."

"Dammit, Clunk!" Hal thumped his fist on the table, making the coffee cups rattle.

"Don't blame me! It was your --"

"Never mind that. Get onto the booking people and explain that we've taken the job. Tell them it was a computer error."

"Once a booking is made they won't change it. Only the parties involved can do that, and we don't know who this other carrier is."

"What if we threatened --" began Hal, then remembered he'd just shared a coffee with an officer of the law. "I mean, what if we offer a better price? Tell them we'll do it for eighteen ... No, scratch that. We'll go and see them in person. They're sure to hire us once they realise we're the right people for the job."

Clunk glanced at Hal's flight suit, then looked down at his own battered form. His face had only a limited range of expressions, but his doubt was plain to see. "You don't think we should call them instead?"

"You're right. Much quicker." Hal drained his mug and set it on the table. On the way out he remembered his date with Walsh. "Tell me, do you know how to put a suit together?"

  

Back aboard the Volante, Clunk placed an urgent call to Morgan Renovations. The company's intricate logo rotated slowly on the viewscreen before the owner, Miranda Morgan, appeared. She was thirty-ish, with immaculate make-up and dark hair swept back off her face, and she wore a red jacket over a white linen blouse. "No, don't tell me," she said, as her cool gaze took in first Clunk and then Hal. "You're collecting for the space vagabonds benefit fund."

"No, this is about the job," said Hal.

"I have a couple of dozen renovations on the books. Can you be a little more specific, or do you want me to start guessing?"

"The cargo job. Decorating stuff from Forzen."

"Stuff?" Morgan's lip curled. "Hand-glazed porcelain, environmentally neutral paint, platinum-plated mixer taps and lead crystal shower glass - that's just stuff to you?"

"Paint and taps and stuff," amended Hal. "The thing is --"

"Perhaps I can explain," said Clunk. "I was about to book the transportation of your valuable cargo when I was forced into a rather pointless tour of the spaceport coffee shops. By the time I returned the job had been allocated elsewhere."

"It was ours, though," said Hal. "We still want to do it."

Morgan shrugged. "Your clockwork clod should have moved a bit quicker, then."

Clunk straightened, a furious expression on his face. "What do you --"

"Navcom, mute!" said Hal quickly. He turned to the robot and lowered his voice. "Clunk, I want you to leave this to me. Go and organise my free wash and wax."

Clunk frowned at the screen, where Morgan was doing an excellent impression of someone rapidly losing their patience. "I don't like that woman."

"Don't worry about her," said Hal. "I'll drop the price and we'll get the job. You'll see."

"Very well. I shall return shortly."

As soon as the outer door thumped to, Hal reactivated the volume. "Sorry about that," he said to Morgan. "This is all his fault, and he's feeling guilty. He doesn't believe you'll give us the job back."

"He's absolutely right. Once I give my word it's completely unbreakable. My customers respect that, and I expect my suppliers to do the same."

"We'll do the job for less."

"How much less?"

"Twenty-five percent off."

Morgan hesitated. "No, I have to stand by my word."

"But --"

"Mr Spacejock, it's a matter of trust. For example, only yesterday I employed someone to tend the buffet at a very important function this evening, and this morning he called to say he'd been offered more money elsewhere. Do you see where that leaves me?"

"Carving roasts, from the sound of it."

Morgan frowned. "Do you think making jokes at my expense is going to help your case?"

"Wait a minute. I think we can resolve this."

"There's nothing to resolve."

"What about your little staffing problem? If I sort that out, will you give me the cargo job?"

"Surely you're not offering your services?"

"No, but I can get you someone almost as good."

A few moments later Hal disconnected, pleased with the way things had turned out. Clunk would understand: the cargo job was as good as theirs if he played along. Then he turned to the console and called up a Dismolle business directory. His date with Walsh was coming up, and he still needed something to wear.

  

Walsh drove back to headquarters in high spirits. She'd been dreading Miranda's party, but now she was really looking forward to it. Somehow she had an idea it was going to be a night to remember.

She was still smiling when the Dismolle Peace Force Station came into view. It was a large square building with thick bars on the doors and windows, which were treble-glazed and protected by force fields. It had all the charm of a concrete bunker, and next to the shops and houses it stood out like a wart on a beauty queen's forehead.

Walsh turned off the road and drove straight towards a section of wall, which rose to let the vehicle into the building. After a moment of darkness, harsh lights came on, revealing a concrete-lined garage with security cameras mounted high on the walls. As Walsh got out the lenses tracked her, their lidless eyes scanning, evaluating, matching.

"Welcome back, Trainee Walsh," said a metallic voice. "You may proceed."

A door slid open and Walsh entered a large room with a dozen desks, each with a screen and chair. The desks were tidy, the chairs were new and none of the terminals were on.

The entrance door closed behind her, and the heavy bolts shot home. "Bernie? Are you around?" Walsh walked to her desk at the far end of the room, wincing at the mess. The surface was hidden under discarded newspapers and dog-eared crossword books, the waste basket overflowed with empty takeaway cartons, and the edge of the terminal was rimmed with little orange tags bearing scrawled memos and contact numbers. With a sinking feeling, Walsh realised her coffee mug was missing. Praying she wasn't too late, she hurried for the kitchen.

Sure enough, Bernie was hulking over the coffee maker, carefully pouring a bag of sugar into a mug of brown sludge. The robot's huge fist engulfed the bag, which looked like it had been ripped open with armoured teeth, and the floor and benches were dusted with sugar.

"You shouldn't have," said Walsh. "Honestly, I can make my own."

Slowly, the robot turned its massive head. "I think I have the right ingredients this time," she said, in a warm female voice. "I don't know why you put the coffee at the back of the cupboard, though."

Walsh knew exactly why she'd hidden it. Ruefully, she glanced in the rubbish bin, where the battered container lay empty. "Did you put the rest away?" she asked hopefully.

"There wasn't any left." Bernie held out the mug, streaked brown where the contents had spilled over. "It's all in here."

Walsh took the mug gingerly, trying not to get any on her exposed skin.

"Cheers," said Bernie, with an expectant look.

"You know, I'd love to try it but I've given up sugar."

"Oh." Bernie's face fell. "I didn't realise. I'm sorry."

"Don't mention it." Walsh put the cup down. "So, did anything happen while I was out?"

Bernie thought for a moment. "According to protocol, the duty officer is supposed to update the relief officer at her desk."

"I know, but we're both here now."

"Very well. Just this once." With exaggerated care, the robot opened a chest compartment and took out a plus-size notebook with reinforced covers. She then pretended to lick her thumb, and carefully opened the notebook to the first page. Walsh suppressed a sigh. Designed to set the public at ease, the BNE-II was both large and slow. Plodding was one adjective people used. Irritating and useless were others commonly directed at the model.

But the BNE-II wasn't supposed to chase criminals on foot. No, the robot's true powers were those of careful and reasoned deduction. Its large and complicated brain was designed to process vast amounts of trivial information in order to pinpoint the perpetrators of crime almost before they'd thought about committing it. Unfortunately, such massive processing capability required equally massive batteries to power it, which explained the robot's huge size. When Bernie took on a charge, street lights in a three block radius went dim.

And that wasn't the only problem. Thanks to budget cutbacks the original brain's costly design had been shelved, and the replacement barely had the power to enable the robot to walk and speak at the same time. In summary, the BNE-II was a complete failure: impractical, over-engineered and as slow as a flat battery.

Bernie finally arrived at the right page, and after a theatrical throat clearing, began. "During a routine inspection of the security cameras, I detected a case of extortion not two hundred metres from our present location. At oh-nine hundred hours I observed the suspects, henceforth labelled S1 and S2, proceeding in a westerly direction. They approached V1, their intended victim, and S2 blocked the escape route while S1 menaced V1 with the intent of extracting money and/or valuables. Both suspects then escaped on foot."

"They ran away?"

"Not exactly. More of a fast amble."

"Was one of your suspects Edna Tibbs, by any chance?"

Bernie gaped. "How did you deduce that from the scant evidence I presented?"

"Because I saw her and Martha Cowes collecting for charity on my way out."

"You mean they're using the charity collection as a mask for their illegal behaviour?"

"No, I mean they were collecting for charity. How much did this V1 cough up?"

Bernie turned a page in her notebook. "She gave two credits."

"Mean old bat," muttered Walsh. "Someone should stick her up."

"Promoting or condoning illegal activities contravenes rule fifty-six of the Peace Force Code," said Bernie. "You should not make such statements, even in jest."

"You're right. We should be out there arresting people for doing charity work instead."

"I thought that particular situation warranted further investigation," said Bernie stiffly. "We must be vigilant at all times. It says so right there in the Code."

"What does it say about false arrest? Interrogating innocent people under duress?"

"Nothing at all." Bernie turned the page. "I took a call about a gathering scheduled for nineteen hundred hours. They wanted to confirm your presence, and I answered in the negative." Bernie glanced at her. "I hope that was correct? I recall you saying you'd sooner attend your own funeral."

"I've changed my mind about that," said Walsh. "Can you tell them I'll be going?" She saw the robot's look of confusion. "Never mind, I'll do it. Anything else?"

"I have some fresh crime figures."

"Wonderful. Anything else?" Walsh saw Bernie's hurt expression and relented. The robot lived for statistics. "Okay, okay. Update me."

Bernie turned the page, almost destroying it with her thick fingers. "Murders are well down this month, while instances of burglary --"

"Wait a minute. Down from what? We've never had a murder."

"Last month's baseline figure was zero," admitted Bernie. "However, this month someone confessed to an uncommitted crime, so technically the count stands at minus one."

Walsh sighed. "And the burglaries?"

"Two purse thefts from the beach."

"Really? In broad daylight?"

"Late evening, just after high tide. The following morning both purses were returned untouched, although a trifle damp.

Walsh suppressed a smile. "Anything else missing?"

"Two towels." Bernie checked her notes. "And a paperback book."

"All of which turned up sopping wet the following morning?"

"They've yet to find the book."

"Was it a bestseller?"

"Is that relevant?"

"Sure. The rest usually sink without a trace." Walsh glanced at her watch. "If you've finished your report, I really need to call someone."

"By all means." Bernie turned to leave, then hesitated. "May I recharge now? Assembling your coffee severely drained my batteries."

"Sure, go for it. I'll call if I need you." After Bernie left Walsh tipped the thick sludge down the sink and gave her cup a thorough cleaning, all the while wondering whether the local motel would sell her a caterer's pack of instant coffee sachets. She grinned as she imagined Bernie trying to use them like teabags.

Returning to her desk, she dug amongst the litter for her commset, found a number on one of the orange tags and put the call through.

No connection.

Sighing, Walsh got up and looked at the back of the terminal. Sure enough the wire was loose again, and she reconnected it with a practiced twist of her fingers. She'd asked Bernie about a replacement any number of times, but the robot didn't seem to understand that good connections were a vital part of Peace Force routine.

Fingers crossed, Walsh tried the number again.

"Morgan Renovations," said a voice. "Miranda speaking."

"Miranda, it's Harriet."

"Oh my dear, I'm so sorry you can't make it this evening."

"Actually --"

"I know, I know. It must be such a bore to be on your own all the time. Still, at least you have your work."

Walsh smiled to herself. "Actually, Bernie got it wrong. Seven o'clock, right?"

"You're coming?"

"Absolutely."

"Don't forget it's formal. Oh, and er ... you're welcome to bring a date."

Walsh frowned at the taunt. "I intend to."

"Really? How delightful!" Morgan lowered her voice. "So tell me, did you have to put him in handcuffs first?"

"It was nothing like that," snapped Walsh. She took a deep breath, annoyed that Morgan could rile her so easily. "I'll see you later."

"Absolutely," said Morgan. "I'm looking forward to meeting this man of yours."

Walsh banged the handset down. Then she pictured Hal's well-toned body in a classy suit, and her anger dissipated. Tonight was going to be fun.
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Clunk returned to the ship to find Hal in a good mood. "So how did it go with Miranda Morgan? Did she change her mind?"

Hal grinned. "You bet."

"How much did you settle for?"

"I didn't. She's paying full price."

"That's wonderful, Mr Spacejock! How did you manage it?"

"Swift, decisive action. You wouldn't understand." Ignoring Clunk's angry look, Hal continued. "So, did you line up my wash and wax?"

"I did, but we don't have time for it now." Clunk glanced at the console. "I'd better prepare the ship for departure."

"Oh no you don't. We'll lift off at noon tomorrow."

"But the sooner we leave --"

"I'm not giving up a dinner date for a bunch of floor tiles."

"Oh, that's right. Ms Walsh invited you out." Clunk looked Hal up and down. "You can't wear that."

"Yeah, I know. Are you sure you can't run me up a nice little suit?

"I'm sorry Mr Spacejock. I possess many skills, but dressmaking is not one of them.""

 "I don't want a dress, I - oh, forget it, I'll hire something in town."

"It should be a wonderful evening. Candlelit tables, couples holding hands, the wonderful smell of fine cuisine ..." Clunk smiled. "It'll be great."

"I hope so."

"And while you're out enjoying yourself I'll attend to my duties aboard ship. Why, I believe I saw a candle stub in the kitchen, and when I've finished my crippling workload I could light it and pretend I'm having my very own intimate dinner!"

"Actually, you won't."

"I suppose you're right. No time for fripperies aboard a working freighter."

"No, I mean you won't be staying here tonight." Hal took a deep breath. "You've been invited to an important function as the sole representative of Spacejock Freightlines."

Clunk looked stunned. "Me? They want me to serve as an ambassador?"

"Close enough."

"What sort of function is it?"

"A top-level do. All the big names will be there, so it's a chance for you to really shine. They're even laying on a cab!"

"Really?"

"Absolutely!" Hal hesitated. "Speaking of cabs, I need to book my suit. You don't have any cash, do you?"

Clunk reached into his chest compartment and took out a credit tile. "I was saving this for an emergency, but I'd like you to have it. Use it to get something nice."

"Thanks Clunk, that's very good of you." Hal took the money, then realised it was only fifty credits. "You, er, don't have any more?"

"No, that's cleaned me out."

Hal wondered whether it was too late to find a discount store. But no, he'd promised Walsh formal clothing. He'd just have to do his best.

  

The cab dropped Hal at a suburban mall, where he found the men's clothing store between a bookshop and a pawnbrokers. The bookshop window had a large display of e-book devices, with glossy posters promising that these really would replace paper books any day now. The pawnbroker also had a display of e-book readers, of slightly older design and heavily marked down.

The clothing store window was packed with dummies in evening wear. Inside, the shop was lined with dozens of racks, all crammed with rolls of clear plastic, and Hal stared at them, mystified, as he made his way to the back of the store. Why so much wrapping material? As he approached the counter he saw a short mannequin, this one arranged so that one hand was just touching the wide brim of a large black hat.

Hal tapped the bell and leant on the counter, waiting for service. After a moment or two he reached for the hat, intending to try it for size, but the dummy drew back. "Do not touch the displays," it said in a monotone.

Startled, Hal backed away, only to jump as a breezy voice spoke right behind him. "I'm sorry about that, sir. Greasy fingers leave marks on the merchandise."

Hal spun round and saw a short, cheerful-looking droid approaching the counter. Its arms were covered in graduated scales, clearly visible through its transparent suit.

"How can I help you?" it asked.

"I need a suit for tonight."

The droid sized him up at a glance. "Forty-two large, I believe. Do you want something classy and hard-wearing, or a cheap rag off the peg?"

"I don't have much cash."

"Cheap rag it is. Of course, we don't use pegs any more. They went out with tape measures." The droid tilted its head. "Navy, I think."

"No, cargo pilot," said Hal.

"That explains the cheap, but I was actually referring to your ideal colour." The droid flipped its hand and a bunch of fabric swatches sprang from its fingertips. "Pick a shade, any shade. They're all the same price."

Hal touched a dark blue strip and the droid's transparent suit changed colour to match. Then he tried a lighter strip and the suit changed again. "That's neat!"

"It is, although early models had a tendency to revert to their base state at inconvenient moments." The droid looked Hal up and down. "They've ironed out most of the bugs, but I recommend clean underwear."

Hal felt the sleeve, which was quite thick but soft to the touch. "Hey, it's nice."

"We use a patented nanoweave process, and the finished article is crafted from a custom blend of polymer strands."

"Oh. So, it's plastic."

The robot winced. "We avoid that particular label, sir. After all, the material is indistinguishable from true fabric."

"Fine, it's a nanoweave. How much?"

"Four hundred credits for a regular suit, or thirty for the disposable model."

"Disposable it is. How long does it take to put one together?"

"Five minutes, give or take a few seconds."

Hal smiled. "Perfect! Let's do it."

"Follow me, sir."

They retreated to a change room, where Hal undressed under the watchful eye of the sales droid. "Hey, no touching!" he said, as the robot reached for him.

"Sir, I have to map your contours for the optimum fit." The robot lowered its gaze. "We don't want it hanging limp, do we?"

Muttering under his breath, Hal raised his arms so the robot could pat him down. When it was done it turned for the door. "I'll be back in a moment. Please wait here."

"I'm not going anywhere," said Hal.

Moments later the droid returned with a large roll of clear plastic, threaded it onto a dispenser and hauled off a generous amount. It folded the sheet double, and sparks flew from its fingertips as it carved out a neat semi-circle. Then it dropped the sheet over Hal's head, letting it hang down fore and aft with his head poking through the hole in the middle.

Hal looked down at the plastic and wondered whether he was about to be shrink-wrapped for some kind of body harvesting scam, but before he could protest the robot reached out, blue sparks arcing between its fingers. Starting at the neck, it moved a hand across the top of Hal's shoulders, down his arms, back up to his armpits, then down to his waist. When it had finished the two sheets of plastic formed a rough T-shirt. There was more flashing and nipping, the robot's hands blurring as it traced lines, welded on smaller pieces of fabric and adjusted the colours. Hal could only stare as his clothes took shape, and when the robot had finished he was standing there in a nifty jacket with a starched white shirt and tie. The shirt only extended a couple of centimetres under the jacket, and the tie was stuck down, but the overall effect was impressive if you didn't look too closely.

The robot set to work on the trousers, and when it had finished it stepped back to examine its handiwork. That's when Hal realised there was no opening. "Hey, what happens when I want to, you know..." He whistled.

"It's traditional to have a slash in one's trousers."

"That's what I'm trying to avoid."

"I'm referring to a tackle hatch. Hold still and I'll add one."

Hal stood still - very, very still - as the robot sliced through the material and added button-up flies.

"There, all done. What do you think?"

"I think I'm lucky to be in one piece." Hal saw the robot frown. "I mean, it's very nice. Thanks."

"Tell me, have you thought about footwear?"

"I thought I'd wear my boots." Hal glanced at them and thought again. The leather was comfy and supple, but they would never match the suit.

"Relax, sir. Our polymer is versatile." Taking up one of Hal's boots, the droid laid a square of the transparent material over it, pulling it over the rounded surface and bunching it at the soles. Then it applied a fat red spark, which turned the material jet black. "Try that."

Hal took the boot and felt the glossy material. "It's like glass!" he said, amazed.

"And about as brittle," said the robot. It took the second boot and added another shell, then did some detail work on laces and soles. When it had finished the boots looked like fancy evening shoes from the ankle down.

"How do I get the stuff off them later?" asked Hal.

"Hammer."

Hal put his boots on and admired himself in the mirror. He'd never looked better, and thirty credits was an absolute steal. Then he realised his suit lacked joins. "What about this?" he asked, holding his arms out. "How do I get undressed?"

"I recommend a sharp knife."

"That'll ruin it!"

"It is a disposable suit, sir. Oh, and don't stand near any naked flames. If you do, you won't need the knife."

They returned to the front counter, where Hal paid the bill. Then he tucked the rolled-up flight suit under his arm and strolled out of the shop, feeling well pleased with himself. For once he'd gone shopping and ended up with exactly the right thing. It had to be an omen!

  

Back at the spaceport, Hal made his way across the landing field, picking his way through the parked ships. Up close he could see their weathered hulls and boarded up exhaust cones, evidence they'd not flown for years, and many had been fitted with rows of neat windows, complete with dainty curtains. Most of them were half-buried under extensions and patio awnings, and Hal was forced to make frequent detours around carefully tended vegetable and flower gardens. Elderly folk were gardening, sipping drinks in the shade, or napping in easy chairs. Some nodded at him as he passed by, while others watched him with suspicion. With his shiny new suit and glossy shoes, it was obvious they'd pegged him as a salesman ... or a con artist.

Hal made it all the way to the Volante's landing pad before realising the ship was no longer there. He looked around, puzzled, then remembered. Of course! Clunk had moved it to Honest Bob's! Cursing under his breath, he turned and walked all the way back to the terminal, passing the same old folk and getting another collection of suspicious stares for his trouble. By the time he found Honest Bob's yard his disposable suit felt like a portable sauna.

A chain-link fence separated the yard from the landing field, and a pair of solid-looking gates bore a sign: "Honest Bob's - strip "em and shine "em!" Hal strolled through the gates and walked along a row of hangars, which contained vessels in various states of repair. There were also workshops, crammed with tools and spare parts.

Hal rounded the last hangar and saw the Volante sitting on a pad, surrounded by huge cranes. Workers swarmed all over it, using buckets and sponges to clean off the accumulated grime, and Hal gestured at one of them. "You missed a spot."

The worker spat in the bucket, dunked his sponge and continued.

Meanwhile, Hal noticed Clunk talking to a supervisor, but by the time he reached them the man had left.

"That was Honest Bob," said the robot. "They close at eight, but he offered to move the ship back to the landing pad for us."

"That's nice of him."

"And I said no." Clunk lowered his voice. "Mr Spacejock, I wouldn't trust this seedy-looking gang to move the skin off a rice pudding."

"They seem like honest, hard-working people. Don't judge them by their appearance."

"I'm not, I'm judging them by the aura of criminality. Anyway, one of them agreed to let us into the yard provided we're not too late."

"Don't worry, we'll be here." Hal held his arms out. "So how do you like my suit?"

"Heat-welded seams and airholes. Slick."

"It's the latest thing." Hal wriggled in the jacket. "Bit warm though."

"I'm sure you'll cut a dashing figure." Clunk hesitated. "You know, about my own function ... I really think I should stay here and keep an eye on the ship."

Hal looked at his watch. "Wow, look at the time! You'd better get that cab."

"No, I --"

"The rank is right outside the terminal. Tell the driver Morgan's paying the fare when you arrive. It's part of the deal."

"What deal?"

"The package. The whole shooting match." Hal waved him away. "Now scoot. I have to get ready."

Clunk left, but not before casting a longing glance at the Volante.

"Have a good time," called Hal. "I'll catch you later!" He watched the robot vanish round the corner, then took the ramp to the airlock. Now for his own date.

  
    
  
    
No Free Lunch | Chapter 5

In the flight deck Hal made himself a coffee and sat down at the console. Despite his outward air of confidence, nerves were starting to bite as his thoughts turned to the evening ahead. Walsh had promised food, which was great, but she hadn't revealed much more. Would there be dancing? If so, he could blame gravity for any crushed toes, since everyone knew spacers were used to floating.

Suddenly, he sat bolt upright. Never mind dancing, what was he going to talk about? He'd used up his entire stock of witty anecdotes over lunch! Hal's stomach sank as he pictured himself struck dumb for hours on end. In desperation, he turned to the console. "Navcom, I need your help."

"Ready and waiting," said the computer. "Which function do you require?"

"Relationships."

"Mathematical or celestial bodies?"

"Sort of human."

"Biology? Medicine?"

"No, nothing like that. I'm going out with a girl tonight and I don't know what to say to her."

"Incredible. Unbelievable. Inconceivable."

"You think I should say that?"

"No, it was an involuntary expression denoting surprise."

"Yes, thank you Navcom. If I need your sarcasm I'll ask for it."

"I'm sorry." The Navcom hesitated. "So, what you're asking is, how do humans interact on a date?"

"That's it."

"And you, a human, are asking this advice of a computer?"

"Well, you do know a lot of stuff."

"I may be able to navigate galactic backwaters, pinpoint planets and run the entire ship, but I
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