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The old timers like to say the more things change, the more they stay the same.

Which means something along the lines of life carries on regardless of what happens.

Day after sodding day after sodding day.

And so far as the life I’ve seen enacted all around me, spaceship after spaceship, space station after space station, that certainly seems to be the way of things.

It’s a different crowd, but it’s the same old shtick.

But before I get too far off track, let me introduce myself.

My name is Novalee Creed.

Nova for short.

Yes, that Nova.

If you don’t know me, imagine, for a moment, a man of average height. Pale as the distant stars. Hair and all.

So thin, that if he turned sideways, he’d disappear.

As a child, growing up in the mean passageways of backspace Atlas station. Hustling for chump change.

Inspired by the late, great Louis Armstrong, he used the credits to buy a trumpet.

And taught himself to play.

Playing the mean passageways of Atlas station.

Like his inspiration, playing the blues; a unique representation of the melancholy and sadness of growing up poor. Only never having been anywhere else, growing up poor on Atlas.

To the uninitiated, all blues sound the same, but actually they’re all different. The Blues is a musical rendition of all the little noises a place, and its people make.

So while Atlas blues might sound the same as Altaire blues to the uninitiated, those who know the place, know the sounds of it.

Anyhow.

Got scouted, and started playing the Atlas clubs, even underage as he was at the time

Got himself a reputation, and with a rising star, auditioned and got a place in the Shadow Club Orchestra, house band for hippest club on Altair station.

Broadening his knowledge of modern and archaic forms.

His fame grew, and when he was offered first trumpet in the Caramous Orchestra on New Jezebel station, he leapt at the chance.

Literally.

Just making it through the shuttle doors as they closed.

At the height of his stardom, the Novalee Creed Orchestra reached fifteen members blasting out big band swing and the blues.

And Novalee enjoyed the best of music star lives. Smoking the wrong things, drinking the wrong things, eating the wrong things.

Spent years touring from planet to planet, until the new musical waves moved onto new revival croon and rock, leaving him behind.

Now sounding a bit old fashioned and not hip anymore.

Or however today's bright young things describe it.

Forced to downsize the orchestra, then downsize the touring ship, then finally sack the musicians, sell the ship, hire himself out as a jobbing musician.

Most modern tune smiths just use synthesizers, but a handful of old school artists and club owners want the real deal.

So Nova became a man with a passion to play, but nowhere to play, and no one to play for.

Until, the best and worst of outcomes.

A steady gig, in a down-market space pleasure cruiser.

Once upon a time, the SC Arcadia was a top-of-the-line luxury cruiser. Too expensive for ordinary mortals to travel in.

As time and technology changed, it was demoted, then sold and the name changed, the demoted again, and the current owner, Oliver Steel, bought it for a song and a dance and converted it to a dinner ship under his company’s banner Arcadia.

A bit like me.

Go on, you knew I was talking about me all along.

Twenty-four stories of floating themed dinner dances, every night, out of Jupiter base, around the Galilean moons of Io, Europa, Ganymede and Callisto, and back again in time for a nightcap at the space base before returning to your normal life.

Each deck divided half into cabins, half function rooms, running fancy dress cruises of planetary days and planetary weeks duration.

All of it held together with a hope and prayer, string and chewing gum.

On deck fifteen, enjoy World War four and the end of the original planet. Gas masks, food rations, and tainted water.

Deck twenty-two, for the first French revolution. Fancy frocks and headdresses, fake snails and frog legs, fake french brandy.

And the function rooms and suites on “lucky” deck seventeen dressed as roaring nineteen twenties’ speakeasies.

Along with Nova Creed, his trashed lungs, and the retro band Carmine Dreams.

The main Roaring Twenties function room has Tudor style synth-wood panelled walls, with a dedicated stage opposite the doors. With dark red velvet curtains, and a small storage area behind the stage connecting to the tiny staff accommodation.

The floor is synth-wood parquetry in a chequerboard pattern of light and dark woods. Around the stage, there’s a small, clear area for dancing, and further from the stage, tables with white tablecloths, and fancy patterned plates, glasses and cutlery.

If it’s based on historical fact, there was clearly good money in illegal liquors.

Then again, it was prohibited, so definitely good money.

And whether or not the function room is based on historical fact, guests have to make their way down secret passageways to access the main rooms. Each with its own access passageways.

It looks like fun.

You and three hundred of your closest friends, dressing up in your hired finery, sneaking around like a kid.

Eating nice enough, and unusual to you food, and drinking cheap liquor from fancy glasses.

Problem is though, some take it a little too seriously.

This particular cruise was a week’s duration, based on an archaic celebration called Christmas.

And on top of the usual decorations, there was something like a pine tree decorated with shining lights, strings of sparkling threads, and for some reason lost in the mists of time, pine cones.

Or maybe it’s just because pine trees have pine cones.

And at the end of the evening, some fat guy in red pyjamas turns up and gives shit away.

The music was mostly the same no matter the season; some swing, some blues, some skat. The odd seasonal tune thrown in. Something called Carols, though what she has to do with Christmas is beyond me.

Not that anyone was listening anyway.

The standard evening set was a bit of live music, Master of Ceremonies Nova makes topical welcome speeches, a bit more live music, and then the seven course dinner with the hologram pianist playing ragtime on low.

While the guests get on with their own thing, Carmine Dreams ducks out the back and gets a quick nosh down.

Nova takes a few liquors; it’s the only way he can get through the night, while the namby pamby young fellows abstain.

Usually, the guests make a few speeches in the middle of dinner, introduced by Nova, then live music after.

Right up until the guests pass out and are carried to their suites.

Or thrown off the ship if it’s a short cruise.

Nova has a particular set he likes to run. Allegro up to dinner, then moderato, rallentando to andante moderato, as the guests get drunker.

This particular cruise was booked out by a black society.

One of the oldest, and most respected societies.

And if you don’t know what a black society is, you need to get out more.

So The Mountain had heard about Christmas and wanted to do one.

And they’d heard about the Prohibition and wanted to pay tribute to the early days of organised crime. 

The Mountain was particularly enamoured with Al Capone.

Thought it was hilarious he ran his rackets from prison and kept himself so organised all they could get him on was tax evasion.

Not a mistake The Mountain made.

Then again, as a semi-legitimate, semi-government organisation, he had people for that.

Anyway, The Mountain figured the administration and enforcement arms of the organisation needed something of a reward for a good year’s work and set the Ceremonies Officer onto it.

Hundreds of junior officers flew in from all around our end of the galaxy.

I’m not even going to speculate on how they sorted out the accommodations.

Nor I am going to speculate about where they put the guards.

Because a ship is basically a massive building that flies through space, so clearly, they must have been in the ladders.

Positioned at all the entries and exits.

Including the creepy guy covered in shadows behind the stage.

The hologram pianist was activated, the volume down low.

Two hundred and ninety-five black suited guests were at their tables. Standing quietly behind their chairs. Waiting for the senior leadership to arrive.

Unopened liquor bottles on the table, along with untouched plates of Antipasti.

The five white suited seniors walked in.

Presumably The Mountain in front, two deputies a pace behind and apace apart, and two others a pace behind them, two paces apart.

Like some kind of, well, gang.

It was a beautiful sight.

The black suits bowed low.

When the white suits took their seats, the black suits stood up, pulled out their chairs, sat and pulled them in.

At the same time.

As though they’d rehearsed.

One of the white guys stood up, another one handed him up a glass half full of liquor, and he raised it to the black suits, said something in a language I didn't understand and swallowed it down.

The black suits shouted a syllable back and swallowed their own full drinks.

The white guy did it once more, and black suits did their bit.

And the white guy did it for a third time with the same result.

Three cheers for something or other I know nothing about.

Given the sacred oaths most of them swear some god thing no doubt.

Probably wisest I don’t know anything about it anyway.

Management had warned me not to make any crime jokes, but if the guests can’t let their hair down and laugh at themselves now and again, what can you do?

So, I started off small.

“Why don’t the black society use paper money?”

There was a sea of silent and wary black suited faces before me

“Too much laundry!”

The drummer played a sting; ba dum tish.

The guests sat silently.

Looking at me.

I guess that one didn’t really land because no one uses paper money anymore. Probably no idea what it is unless they collect them. Like stamps.

God I’m getting
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