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My dad was a pretty good father. I’m only saying was because I don’t know where he is just now. I suppose I have to accept the possibility that he might not be alive. But I’m as sure as I can be that Erikson Deere is still around. In my mind, he’s always been an indestructible sort of fellow.

Anyhow, I’m getting ahead of myself, Dad was, is, a private investigator and sometime bounty hunter, which sounds like a lot more fun than the reality. He used to say it was ninety-nine per cent boredom and one per cent blind panic. 

And that it wasn’t an option for me, I should go and get myself a proper job. 

I hated that thought, I wanted to travel. Of course I did, my dad crossed space. He even had his own ship, the Esperance. It was a source of envy at college, people wanted free trips and it probably made me more popular than I would have otherwise been. If he hadn’t wanted me to do it, he shouldn’t have taken so many pictures, told me all those stories and made it sound like such a fun way to make a living.

It was a big argument and we had it on and off since I was about thirteen, when I first told him that I wanted to be a pilot. I quickly discovered that didn't suit his ideas for my adult life. 

When I was sixteen, I left school and because there was nothing he could do about it, I signed up for the Navy, on a five-year commission. I knew they'd teach me to fly, even pay me to do it. And I sneaked away, only sending him a message after I'd gone. That made me feel bad, especially when I compared it to the way some of my fellow cadets had joined up.

And now I was back. I was twenty-one. I had my pilot’s licence, plus a few other qualifications and a whole wealth of experience. And I wanted to make it all right with Dad. Because one thing that five years away had taught me was that you couldn't swap anything for family. After five years where I’d never taken any leave, I’d been given an early discharge. It had taken a week to get myself home. I’d caught a lift with a trader, which was another story and now, here I was, a day early. That made it my birthday. I wondered what he would say when he saw me. Would he approve of the grown-up me? In my mind, I’d rehearsed our meeting and what I was going to say so many times.

Dad’s office was still in one of the slightly less salubrious buildings in the business district of Premex City. Wallowing in nostalgia, with my stomach in knots, I walked down the worn lino-floored corridor. With its peeling green paint on the walls, it was no different to the last time I’d been there. There was a light on behind the door. Deere and Partners, Private Investigators and Bounty Hunters, it said in black letters on the frosted glass. That meant just him. For a long time, since the day I was born and my mother died in the process, there had been no partners in the business. There was just Silva, his secretary. 

Silva had been the mother I'd never known and had become Dad’s partner in his personal life. The person who knew where everything was and kept the business running smoothly. In the message I’d had from her, after I’d told her I was coming home, she’d told me in no uncertain terms that she wasn’t happy with the way I’d behaved.

I took a deep breath and pushed the door open, ready to face her wrath. She wasn't at her desk, but someone else was. 

“What are you doing?” I shouted. He straightened up and spun around. That made him about two feet taller than me and twice as wide. He had a scarred face, his head was as bald as an eggshell with piggy blue eyes. 

“Don't mess with me, girlie,” he suggested. 

“Why not? You’re in my office,” I said, 

He laughed at me. “Your office? don't be stupid. I'm looking for something of Erikson's. Perhaps you know where it is?”

“Where’s Silva?” I asked him, stalling for time. Surely, she'd be back in a minute, and between the two of us, we could get rid of him. Dad was probably away somewhere at some meeting. If he was here, he’d have heard the commotion and come out of his office. 

“She's a little tied up,” Man Mountain said. “Erik’s not here. Just you and me, girlie. And I haven’t got what I came for yet.”

“I'd like you to go,” I said, moving towards the phone. He made a grab for it, pushing me aside. There was power in his arms, I cannoned into a chair and sprawled on the floor. As I fell, I saw him pull the connection out of the wall. That got me annoyed.

I got straight back up and went for him. I might not have been able to reach his face, but I could certainly manage to do enough to slow him down. The Navy had taught me a few tricks. I got inside the reach of his swinging fists and grabbed him, dragging him to the floor. Bouncing off the furniture, we wrestled for a while. Then there was a shout from outside. 

“Erik, are you OK?” I recognised that voice, it was one of our neighbours. My assailant must have figured out his odds had worsened, he thought better of trying to kill me and decided instead to make a run for it. I grabbed at his jacket as he shoved past me and heard the material rip as he bulldozed his way through the door. I saw him disappear down the corridor, swatting Greg Connor, the man who had called out, against the wall.  He went around the corner and I heard the street door open and shut.

“Are you OK?” Greg shouted. “Yeah,” I said. “I'm fine. I caught him trying to steal something.”

“Hey, if it isn’t Kalyn,” he said, “it’s been a long time, Erik said you went into the service.”

“I did,” I said, “and I’m out now, thought I’d surprise him.”

Greg came into the office and between us, we looked at the filing cabinet. It was still locked, he hadn’t got in there, but some of Silva’s desk drawers were open. It was impossible to tell if anything was missing, where was she? Surely all the noise would have got her running, Greg had heard from the suite next door but one.

“Can you manage?” asked Greg. 

“I can and thanks,”  

“Good to see you,” he said. “Erik will be pleased, catch you both for a beer sometime?”

I agreed that we would have to do that, “great,” he said as he wandered back to his office.

Dad's office door was locked. The spare key was still where it always had been, when I opened it up and peered inside, I could see that nothing in there had been disturbed.

I locked it back up, stowed the key and checked the bathroom. That's where I found Silva. Her hands were zip-tied behind her, anchoring her to the sink’s waste pipe and there was brown parcel tape wound around her head, across her mouth. She was awake but looked a little groggy, there was a thin line of blood across her temple. 

“Are you all right?” I asked. She nodded, “Wait there,” I told her. “I’ll get some scissors and set you free.” 

It only took a minute to free her arms. She tried to stand. Failed miserably. Her ankles were also tied together. Once I released them there was only the tape to remove.

“Get ready,” I said. “This is gonna hurt.” I pulled this tape in one, it was the only way to do it. “Thanks,” she said, rubbing her wrists. She gave me a hug, which was surprising, I’d been expecting a slap. “Kalyn, I wasn’t expecting to see you till tomorrow. Where have you sprung from?”   

“I’ll tell you in a moment, what was all that about?” 

“I have no idea,” she said, looking around in case the man was lurking. 

“It’s OK, I've got rid of him. Greg heard us wrestling on the floor and came in. He ran for it.”

“He was asking for one of your father’s old case files,” she told me. “He said he'd been sent to collect it by one of the legal services from downtown. He showed me an official letter too. When I swung around to open the filing cabinet, he must have hit me over the head. And that's the last thing I remember.”

“He never got the cabinet open, I got here in time,” 

She nodded, “good thing you did, but you picked a hell of a day to come back.” 

“It's a good day. It’s my birthday and my service is over,” I said. “But you knew that anyway. How is the old fella?”

“He was OK this morning, he went out for lunch. There was nothing on his schedule for today, of all days. It usually means lots of beer and me picking him up later and getting him home. Your birthday isn’t the only anniversary today. He misses you terribly, although he’d never let on. Why are you back?”

“Because I was a bad daughter for five years and I’ve finally realised it. I couldn’t come to see him before today, this is my first chance to try to say how sorry I was.”

“And,” she said, “if your times up, you need a job and a billet?”

There was that to it. Silva had never been anything if not pragmatic.

“Will he give me a job?”

She smiled, “I couldn’t say, you’ll have to ask him.”

“I will, can I just sit here till he turns up.”

“Why don’t you head on down to the Still? He’ll be there. You remember where that is, don’t you? He might even buy you a beer.”

“Will you be OK?”

“I don’t suppose he’ll be around again. Anyway, I won’t turn my back on him this time. If I’m in doubt, I’ll just use Albert. We can argue about it afterwards.”

I was laughing at that idea as I headed for the branch office, as Dad had always referred to The Still, a bar and diner just around the corner. Dad had a semi-reserved booth in the corner, unofficially of course. It was where he did a lot of business with the clients who wished for a little anonymity.

As I walked the familiar route, I kept my eyes peeled for our recent visitor. The streets were busy but he would have stood out. I never spotted him, either he’d gone back to his boss or they’d sent someone else. Walking inside the bar was like stepping back in time, I remembered the faded sports posters and pennants, even the tables and chairs looked the same.

It was lunchtime, the place was quiet, I went over to the booth where Dad did a lot of his business, there were two empty glasses on the table, a half-empty bowl of salted nuts and nothing else. I wandered over to the bar and sat on a stool.

“What can I get you?” asked the girl, she must have been about my age but there was a world of difference between us. Where I was tall and lean, with cropped hair, she was shorter, more rounded. Dressed in a short, low-cut red gingham outfit with Dusty, Staff printed on the lapel, leading your eye downwards, she had long blonde hair in braids over blue eyes and freckles.

“Beer, please,” I said, she nodded and turned. The outfit had Staff printed on the back as well.

“That ones on the house, Dusty,” shouted a man from the other end of the bar. “Well, there's a face I never thought I'd see again,” he added, walking towards me with a big grin on his face. 

“Mal Tilyard,” I said, “hello.” I leaned over and shook his hand. He grabbed me and pulled me across the bar. We hugged. “You're a sight for sore eyes, Kayln,” he said. “It's so good to see you. “How long has it been?”

“Five years,” I said. The beer arrived. The girl looked at me. “So you're Kalyn,” she said. “Erik's told us so much about you. About all that you’ve been up to, he's one proud father.”

That was a surprise, I reckoned he’d have been cursing me for running away and disobeying him. “Where is he?” I asked. 

“He left, about an hour ago,” Mal said. “With a man. He said to keep the seat warm, he wouldn't be long.” 

Typical, I’d travelled halfway across the sector and missed him by an hour. “Any idea where he went or who the man was?” 

“No idea. But it was a job, not a buddy thing. He came in and told me a man was looking for him and I had to send him over when he turned up.” 

“Do you know who the man was?” 

“No, sorry,” he said. “He was dressed in working gear, covered in sawdust. But like I said, Erik told me it was a job. Silva should know.”

Then why hadn’t she mentioned it? While I pondered an obvious answer or two, a customer called Mal and he wandered away. “Good to have you back,” he said as he left. 

I sipped my beer and tried to decide on my next move. If he had said he wouldn’t be long, maybe it was best to wait here? The girl was hanging around. I wanted to know a bit more about Dad’s unexpected attitude. 

“Does my dad really talk about me all the time?” I asked her. “Oh yeah,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “He's got some stories as well. He's kept a file somewhere of all that you've been up to, your postings, the ships, everything. In his pocket, on its own player. It never leaves him. He's always showing it to people. This is my girl, he says. She's a pilot in the Navy, he keeps saying it. I feel like I know you already.” 

That was great to know, perhaps my coming back was gonna be OK after all. 

“Great to meet you, Dusty.” I drained my beer. I’d decided that Silva was the one I needed to talk to. “I'll certainly be back. Right now, I need to find Erik. Ask him to call if he comes back.” 

“Sure,” she said, “see you around.” 

I headed back to the office. Silva would know who the man was, but why hadn't she mentioned him, ‘there’s nothing in his schedule, today of all days’, she had said.

As I pushed the office door open, I heard a click. I knew what that meant, Albert was ready. I stood still, outside the doorway.
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“YOU CAN PUT ALBERT away, Silva,” I shouted. “It’s only me, nobody’s holding me hostage.” 

After a short pause, there was another click. 

“Come on in,” said Silva. As I watched, her right hand appeared from under the desk, where she had been ready with Albert, a sawn-off pellet gun, which was taped to the underside of the desktop, pointing out from the gap just above the modesty panel. It was loaded with a half charge and a bag of rice, we didn’t want to damage the paintwork too much, just slow them down.

“Wasn’t he pleased to see you,” she said, “how come you’re back already?”

“He wasn't there,” I said. “I missed him by a few minutes. Dusty told me. Someone came looking for him. The strange thing was, she said he was expected.” 

“Not today,” she said, sounding agitated. “Not today. You know why, don’t you? It's your birthday today. Your mother died today. There's no way he'd do anything today.” She was shaking her head, was that disbelief, or annoyance that Dad had done something she wasn’t expecting?

That had been exactly what I’d thought. Today was the ideal day to catch him, it was why I’d been pleased when we had got here a day early. “Have you got his diary?”

“It's on his desk. I had everything backed up on a disk. It was in my drawer. I’ve been looking to see what’s been taken, it's the only thing I can't find.” 

“Then it must have been what our visitor was after.” This was getting more and more suspicious as time went on.

I opened Dad’s office again. His diary was on the table. Sure enough, there was nothing in it for today. Except for one note. Kalyn, five years in red letters. I flipped the pages, looking over the past. There were appointments and notes, marked with ticks to show that they had been actioned. But no obvious mention of a lunchtime meeting. I started to go forward. When I got to the same day a month from now, I found it.

Travis Pope. Weljus Lumber. Still. 12, it said. Dusty had mentioned that the man was in overalls, complete with sawdust. I went back out to see Silva, clutching the diary. “Maybe it was this? It’s down for next month.” 

“Oh,” was all she could say. It looked like Dad didn't want her to know that he was seeing anyone today. 

“Is it strange, him not telling you about a meeting?” I asked

Her face wore a worried frown, “it is,” she said. “As far as I know, he’s never done it before. I don't know what to tell you. Something off-book, I guess. What's that?” She pointed. “Over there.”

By the couch on the opposite side of the room was a piece of fabric. 

“That must be what I ripped off of Man Mountain’s jacket, as he made a run for it,” I said. I bent down to pick it up. Then I saw an object under the couch. I pulled it out. “I’ve found your missing drive.”

“Brilliant.” She took it from me and plugged it into her computer. “This is the daily backup. Everything that's been said in the office, all the phone calls, all the emails and appointments, everything is collated and stored on here.” The screen opened up and she performed a search for Travis Pope 

“There it is, the seventh of next month at noon. Travis Pope Weljus Lumber, two weeks work.” 

I thought for a moment. Weljus Lumber were a forestry concession company, they had plantations on various planets, a fleet of ships, lumber mills and supplied a lot of businesses. There was a huge market for hardwood, it was durable and cheaper than brick, concrete and many metals. Once processed and treated, it was used mainly for housing. Their headquarters was on a forest planet, about a week away, I couldn’t remember the name. 

“Who’s Travis Pope? Are there any more details?” I asked her. 

“No,” she said. “There's nothing else here.” 

“Do we even know where they went? He told Mal on his way out that he'd be back in an hour. I’m going to look online, see if I can find out who he is.” 

She nodded, “use dad’s office. While you’re finding that, I’ll call the port.” 

I sat at Dad’s desk and searched. Travis Pope wasn’t in the management team at Weljus, here or on any of their plants. According to Mal, he had been dressed in working gear and covered in sawdust. That suggested someone a bit lower down in the scheme of things. Maybe it wasn’t his real name, perhaps he was a whistle-blower, an employee with a problem?

When I went back to Silva, she was hands-free on the phone, speaking to departures via a headset. I heard her say the ship's name, then she listened for a bit, said thank you and ended the call. 

“Was it the local port in Premex?” 

“Yes,” she said. “the dispatcher told me the Esperance left Premex controlled space forty-seven minutes ago.” 

“Where did the flight plan say they were going?” 

“Chalipho,” she said. That was the place, the headquarters of Weljus. “There was one passenger, a Mr Pope. Estimated return 10 to 14 days.” 

So that's where he'd gone. It was a relief to know that it appeared to be a proper job. But, if it was above board, then why did someone seem so keen to get the information? 

“What do you reckon?” I asked Silva.

“Goodness knows, we'll just have to wait until he gets back and we can ask him.” 

She’d said we. She was including me, that was good. If Dad was going to be away for a couple of weeks, I could get myself settled, could even give him a call. As long as he wasn't radio silent.  

I picked up my kit bag. “I'm heading over to the apartment,” I said. 

“Help yourself to your old room. Your stuff is in the cupboard, where you left it.” She tossed me a bunch of keys. “These are the spares, put some food on. I'll be in at six.”  

As soon as I got the door open, I remembered the apartment. My room was exactly the same as how I’d left it. I just dumped my bag in the corner, I was used to living out of it. As for her last suggestion, I wasn’t about to cook. One thing the Navy hadn’t taught me was their particular way of destroying perfectly good ingredients. I did know how to order takeout though, it would be interesting to see what my tastebuds thought of real chow. The concentrates on the freighter, although better than Navy food, didn’t count.  If Silva said anything, I’d remind her that it was my birthday.

Life settled down. Every day, I went into the office with Silva. I sat at Dad’s desk and tried to keep up with the flow of calls while my memories of how he used to work helped me deal with most of them. People knew who I was and were quite happy to talk to me. They all wished me well. 

Some asked me about my time in the Navy and if I was pleased to be out and working for my dad. I hadn’t planned it but it looked like I was. How he would view it was a matter we could deal with when he showed up. I even applied for an investigator’s license, with Silva, who had one, as my sponsor.

I booked a few jobs, told people he was away and they all seemed to accept that. I launched in the Still most days and got to know Dusty a bit better. We arranged to have a few evenings out, drinks and clubs. I needed to catch up with life away from the service. And get back into the dating game. Then she told me about the card school, which sounded interesting. That was my one weakness. 

Meanwhile, I was trying to adjust to civilian life. My discharge papers turned up, with references for future employers. All my accrued wages and bounties were transferred to a local bank. I applied for a commercial pilot’s licence, based on my Navy certification and was told that it would take about a month to come through.

“Looks like you're sticking around, then,” Silva said after a week had passed. We had tried to call Dad a couple of times. We got nothing. He must have been running radio silent. “That’s not unusual,” Silva said, “I don’t normally call him, anyway. He always calls me.”

The days were passing quickly, he’d be back home soon and we could find out what was going on.

Then we got the message. It was waiting for us one morning when we opened the office. When we saw it was from him, we just assumed he would be telling us that he was on the way back.

Silva pressed play. There was silence for a few seconds, then a hiss of static. Then, very faintly, someone said Help me and the message suddenly ended.
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WE JUST SAT AND LOOKED at each other. I don't know about me, but all the colour had drained out of Silva’s face.

“What are we going to do?” I asked. 

“The first thing we're going to do is not panic,” she replied. “And the second thing we're going to do is make sure that no one else finds out about what we just heard.” I could understand that. Dad had a reputation to uphold. Calling out help me wasn’t part of it. It wasn’t just that, the fact that he’d felt it necessary to say it in the first place in a radio message, was worrying enough.

“We need to go and look for him,” I said. 

“I know,” she replied. “But who can we trust to do it?” 

That was obvious, “Me. I'll do it,” I said.

She shook her head, “you can't. You haven't got a pilot’s licence.”

“Not an official one, but there must be someone I could borrow a ship from. One of Dad’s friends. Someone who owed him a favour. Someone who’d keep quiet about it.” 

“Let me think,” she said. “Give me a minute.” I went and made us both a coffee. When I came back the colour had returned to her face. “I've got an idea,” she said, dialling a number on the office phone. “There's a guy who owes your dad a favour. He's out in central Melling. That's far enough away from here, plus he’ll keep his mouth shut.” She called and spoke for a few moments. “All sorted,” she said. “They’re expecting you. Get back to the flat and grab your gear, then head to the hyperport, I’ll book you a seat on the next flight to Melling.” She threw me a small box, “plug that in when you get Spaceborne. It’s a tracker set to Esperance’s frequency.” 

“I'm on my way,” I said. “Send me the address and contact.”

“I will,” she said. “I didn’t say what it was for, just that you needed a ship. I’ll leave it to you to be creative.”

My phone pinged with a map reference before I got home to grab my bag. I headed for the port and picked up my ticket at the desk. An hour later, I was on the next hyperliner to Melling. The staff there showed me where to get the local monorail, the last mile was up a wooded track. 

As I walked under a canopy of trees, I was trying to think of a plausible reason for wanting a ship. One that didn’t tell the truth but sounded legitimate. All the time, I could hear something rustling in the undergrowth to one side of the path. Was it an animal or was it someone keeping an eye on me? I had a pistol in my bag, would there be enough time to get it, perhaps I should anyway?

The rustling stopped and I relaxed. Five minutes later, I arrived at a huge wire fence, with a gate and a warning sign, KEEP OUT in big red letters. I was just looking for a buzzer when someone coughed behind me. “Don't turn around,” a voice said, “hands where I can see them. Who are you?” 

I remembered the name from the text message, “Hi, I'm looking for Dexter.” I replied. 

“Oh yeah,” he muttered, in the resigned voice of someone who’d heard it all before. “I’ll try again, who sent you?” 

“Erik Deere,” I told him. There was silence for a second. Then he walked past me. A big fellow, as big as Man Mountain but not him. He was carrying a pulse rifle in a casual, familiar grip.

“That's the right answer,” he said. “Erik's known here. What’s he to you?” 

“I’m his daughter, Kalyn,” I said. The man flipped open a rusty panel on the side of the gate. Tapped in a few numbers on the keyboard. 

“Well, Kalyn Deere,” he said. “You won’t remember me. I haven't seen you since you were about seven. You're looking good.” 

The gate swung open. “Come on,” he said, leading me to a small Jeep. “Let's get you up to the house. Dexter will be pleased to see you.”

Dexter Willis was a big guy. But smiley. He shook my hand, which did my shoulder no good at all. “Sit down,” he said. “Beer?” A bottle appeared before I had the chance to answer. He raised his, “to Erik. He's got me out of more trouble than I care to remember. What's his girl doing here?”

“I need a ship,” I said. 

“And you can't rent one from the port?” 

“My commercial licence hasn't come through yet. I've got a Navy ticket but they won't rent me anything on the strength of that.”

“No,” he said, “they won't. It’s crazy but that’s bureaucracy for you. And you think I might?” 

“I hope so,” I answered. 

“Is Erik in trouble?” His eyes narrowed. 

“No,” I tried to sound innocent. “He's doing a job and he needs another ship, a bit of backup.”

“Fair enough. I won't ask. I owe Erik, and this is one of the ways I can pay him back. What can you fly?”

“Just about anything,” I said. “I'm type-rated for everything the Navy has. From scouts and Vic's up to battlecruisers. I've stood nav watches, taken the sticks on most of ‘em. I haven't crashed anything yet or hurt anyone. Well, no one that complained too much.” 

He laughed. “Sounds reasonable, I've got an old Vic you can borrow.” 

That would be perfect, the Vic was a workhorse, an auxiliary supply ship with good engines and range. “Does it have a suit and a docking ring?” I asked him. 

“Sure,” he said. “The Vic’s will lock onto anything. You would know that. If you were a real pilot.”

I looked straight back at him. “The Mark one Vic’s wouldn't. We had to have an adapter. You’d know that. If you weren’t trying to catch me out.”

He laughed again. “Yep, you'll do,” he said. “Charlie will take you across. It's all fuelled up, there might even be a few weapons lying around, I couldn’t say.” 

“Do you wanna see my ticket?” I asked him. 

“No. The least I see, the least I know. Anyone asks, you came in here, hit me over the head and took it.”

That was laughable. Given the security he had. Still, I’d run with it. “Thanks,” I said, “I appreciate it and so will Dad.” 

Half an hour later. I was in uncontrolled space. Premex was growing smaller behind me. I was on my way to goodness knows what. All I had was the name, which might be false, a planet to head for and the tracker, which had a limited range. 

The Vic was called Delores. She was in good shape, unlike most of the navy Vic’s. Everything worked. There was a comfortable bunk and plenty of good food, I even spotted a case of beer. Plus, I found a pulse rifle and a box of grenades. Dexter had seen me right. It was nothing like being back in the service. 

As we went trans-light, it felt like I was ready for anything. The auto-tracker was installed and working, as soon as we got close enough, it would ping and lead me to Esperance.

Chalipho was a forest world, or it had been before Weljus had started to exploit it. Every planet has its own smell, here it was the resin-rich aroma of freshly cut wood. Finding the headquarters of Weljus Lumber wasn’t difficult, getting anyone to talk to was. I suppose it didn’t help that nobody knew who I was and why I wanted him. It was hard to admit that I had no idea who Pope was or where he was, just that he was with my father, who was the person I really needed to speak to. 

“Why are you bothering us?” was the message on every secretary’s lips, along with, “we don’t give out corporate details to strangers.” Finally, I managed to convince one to let me speak to her boss, by pretending to cry about my desperate need to contact Dad.

The manager I spoke to knew all about Travis Pope. He didn’t ask why I needed to know and I didn’t bother telling him. I had the story about an urgent message and radio silence all ready but I knew from solving boundary disputes in an official capacity that the corporate world was as devious as the criminal one.

“Sure,” he said. “He's one of our acquisition managers. We don’t advertise their names, it’s a security thing. Travis deals mainly with the owners of forestry assets. I believe he had some new prospects, way out on the belt. He wanted to do some ownership and rights checking. We told him to hire a local investigator to help him.” 

“Thanks,” I said. “Do you know which planet he was headed for?” 

“No,” he said. He handed me a printed sheet, “these are all the possible new concessions he was due to inspect. We haven't heard from him for a while, not that it’s a concern, he works to his own schedule. He’s good, so we let him get on with it. I have no idea which ones he was particularly interested in, or where he was going first. If you catch up to him, tell him to call in, will you?”

I thanked him and went back to Delores. This was hopeless. Looking at the list and comparing it to the star chart, I see there were about thirty planets in the immediate vicinity. Anyone of them could be the one. The only good thing was, I was getting closer to where Esperance might be. If she was around, I should be able to detect her soon. I picked a random world and headed for it. Once again, as soon as I was on the way I turned on the auto-tracker. The first three worlds I tried were a bust, on the approach to the fourth, I got a ping.

The Esperance sat in orbit above an icy-looking moon. As I approached it, I could see that the stern ramp was open. And all the lights were off. 

Thanking my lucky stars for the docking ring I manoeuvred Delores alongside and made fast. According to what the instruments on the docking ring told me, the whole hull was depressurised. Dad hadn't shut the door between the cargo space and the accommodation. That wasn’t a good start.

Suiting up in the airlock, I prepared myself for what I was going to find. I suppose I should have called Silva before I started. But I thought it would be better just
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