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In the Shadow of Dead Suns

By Dan Worth


Chapter One
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In the near darkness of interstellar space, the broken fragments of the ship were strewn in a loose and drifting cluster.  As the pieces tumbled, the faint light of distant stars betrayed the outlines of twisted hull plating and the jagged ends of spars and conduits. Occasionally, the remains gleamed dully as the starlight caught cracked windows and frozen wisps of atmospheric gases.

A dark shape now moved in towards the shattered remains, nosing its way forwards like a predator following a scent.  The same meagre illumination that washed over the wreck now highlighted the lines of the approaching ship.  It was old, battered and heavily modified over decades of use.

A bay door opened slowly in the belly of the ship like a mouth gaping with light and from it two suited figures emerged.  Now they moved forward into the debris field, probing ahead with suit mounted lights that angled to and fro as they focused on one piece of debris and then another.

Finally, they stopped in front of a larger section of intact hull, paused for a few moments as if scrutinising it and then disappeared inside through an opening between broken metal spars.

A while later the two figures emerged once more, but now they were pulling something between them – a metal casket perhaps two metres in length trailing cut lengths of cabling and piping where it had been ripped from the interior of the vessel, though it displayed winking lights indicating that it was running on some kind of internal backup power supply.

Now outside the wreck, the two figures worked to attach a couple of thruster packs to the casket to allow them to move it more easily and then guided it over to their ship as they clung onto it.  Eventually, they managed to manoeuvre it inside the vessel’s cargo bay before they too disappeared back inside along with it.  

The casket split open and he awoke.  Through unfocused eyes he saw figures clustered around him, staring down at his prone form, and he felt cool air washing against his naked skin.

‘Well, it’s not her,’ said one voice, female. ‘Sorry boss but it’s the only one that was occupied that we could find.’

‘Shit,’ came the reply.  The voice was male.  ‘It was always a long shot.’

‘We pulled the ship’s log and cargo manifest whilst we were aboard,’ said another female voice, this one deeper in pitch with a slight drawl.  ‘It’s the right vessel.  We could go through the entries and see if she was ever aboard.’

‘Do it,’ came the order.  ‘Who is this guy anyway?  Is he alive?’

‘Barely,’ a new voice now, male but high pitched and tremulous. ‘The casket was operating on backup batteries.  They were almost exhausted and the casket had been in a low power state for several weeks.  A little while longer and he’d be a deep frozen corpse.  Life signs were at the low end of the survivable range.’

‘Nice abs though,’ said the second female voice now.  ‘What?  I’m just saying.  This guy clearly works out.  What do you want us to do with him, boss?  It’d be a shame to toss him.’

‘Always one thing on your mind, Marisa,’ the first female voice replied.  ‘Stop staring at him like a piece of meat.  Plus: he can probably hear every word that we’re saying.’ 

‘Revive him,’ said the voice that the other crew had called boss.  ‘We don’t have much to go on, so we need to find out what he knows.’

‘I bet he don’t know shit,’ said the second female voice.  ‘Our boy’s been in this box the whole time.  You might as well ask a frozen pizza.’

‘All the same, we can’t pass up the chance that he does.’

‘And then what?’

‘That’s for me to decide,’ said the boss.  ‘Now get him out of that thing.’

They got him out of the casket and onto some kind of stretcher before he lost consciousness again.  When he came to he realised that he could now see more clearly.  He was lying on a bed covered with a surgical shift in what looked like a ship’s medical bay with tubes plugged into the veins of his arms and the backs of his hands and sensors stuck to various points on his torso above key organs.  A woman, slightly built, was looking down at him in amusement with a wry smile upon a slightly elfin face beneath a head of short dark hair cut in an asymmetrical style.  She reached forward with bare arms that revealed a proliferation of tattoos and removed a stick-on sensor from the side of his skull.

‘Looks like you’re awake at last,’ she said.  ‘You’ve been sleeping like a baby for days.  We were taking bets on whether you’d stay like that.’

‘Where the hell am I?’ he said, still struggling to focus.

‘Welcome aboard the Lucretia,’ she replied.  ‘Finest ship there ever was, if you ask her captain.’

‘Is that you?’

‘The name of the ship, or its captain?’

‘Either.’

‘No,  Lacerta’s the captain.  I’m just the first mate,’ she replied.  ‘Name’s Suze.  You got a name?’

‘Yeah...’ he replied, reaching up to rub his eyes and feeling the resistance of the tubes plugged into his arms as they pulled on him.  Everything took effort.  His arms felt like they each weighed a tonne.

‘Come on, you must remember your name?  Shit, how long were you in that hibernation casket?’

‘Honestly, I have no idea,’ he replied.  ‘Too fucking long.  The name’s Jack.’

‘Well, pleased to meet you, Jack,’ Suze replied, eyeing him critically.  

‘How did you...?’

‘We pulled your casket out of a wrecked ship,’ Suze replied.  ‘We weren’t looking for you though.  Sorry.  We were there to try and grab somebody else.’

‘And did you find them?’

‘No,’ said Suze. ‘But I guess that makes you one lucky son of a bitch since you got rescued anyway.’

‘Guess it does,’ Jack replied.  ‘I guess a few more weeks and I’ve have been a popsicle.’

‘Days more like. The Captain wants a word with you, so we need to get you up and on your feet.  Cheng’s pumped you full of all kinds of shit, so you should start to feel better pretty soon.’

‘Good, because right now I feel like I’ve gone ten rounds with an angry K’Soth.  Either that or I’m having the worst hangover ever.’

‘Yeah, you look like shit,’ Suze replied. ‘No offence.’

‘None taken,’ Jack replied.  His head was still swimming. ‘Look:  if you had found the person you were looking for in that wreck as well as me, would you have left me there?’

‘Probably,’ Suze replied with a shrug.  ‘We grabbed you on the off chance that you might know something.  Like I said: you’re lucky.’

‘And how is our patient doing?’ said another voice, thin and reedy.  Jack peered past Suze and saw an old man enter the compartment.  His thin frame and hunched figure lent him a bird-like appearance.  His bald head was fringed sparsely with grey hair whilst eyes squinted through spectacles fitted with round lenses that added to the impression of a vulture inspecting a corpse.

‘I’ve felt better,’ Jack replied, drily.  ‘Are you the ship’s medical officer?’

‘In a manner of speaking,’ the older man replied.

‘Cheng does a little bit of this and that,’ said Suze.  ‘Sciencey type stuff.’

‘Great,’ Jack replied.  ‘So you’re not actually a doctor?’

‘Oh but I am!’ Cheng replied.  ‘I have the necessary medical qualifications, but I have broader interests.  Trust me when I say that I know what I am doing.  I’m not just some ship’s sawbones.’

‘What he forgot to mention was that he was struck off and can’t practice,’ said Suze.  ‘Hence we took him on since we needed a ship’s doctor on the cheap and no-one else would hire him.’

‘A little misunderstanding,’ said Cheng, defensively.

‘Hey, can you stand?’ said Suze to Jack.

‘Yeah, I think so,’ Jack replied, slowly swinging his legs off the bed and lowering his feet to the cold metal deck before gingerly placing his weight on them.  ‘Fuck.  My balance is... well... unbalanced.’

‘That will pass,’ said Cheng.  ‘It’s partly the result of the lengthy hibernation that you endured, but also due to some of the medication that I administered.  Nothing to worry about.’

‘You’ll need to get dressed,’ said Suze. ‘That shift you’re wearing only covers the front half of you.  Here:’ She tossed a bundle of clothes at his feet.  ‘These ought to be about the right size.  The guy who used to wear these won’t be needing them anymore.  Think you can manage?’

‘Sure, I’ll be okay,’ Jack replied, his head still feeling unsteady.  ‘Just give me a minute and ah... some privacy?’

‘Okay, sure’ Suze replied.  ‘I’ll wait outside.  Cheng, I’m sure you have some place to be.  Holler if you need anything, okay Jack?’

‘Right,’ Jack replied, and reached down towards the pile of crumpled garments.

Dressed in a second-hand flight suit and still shivering – either from the cold of the ship, the after effects of hibernation or the medication that Cheng had administered to him he couldn’t tell – Jack followed Suze through the Lucretia’s central gangway as she led him forwards through the ship.  It was immediately obvious that the ship was old: space was at a premium, the corridors were narrow and compartments were small.  The technology on display was a mixture of the antique where the original systems were still in use and the clashingly modern where they had been replaced, and there was a patina of dirt and grease around the edges of most panels and fittings that appeared to have defeated the efforts of whoever occasionally cleaned the ship’s interior.  The profusion of grab handles on floors and ceilings also made it clear that the ship was so old as to have predated the development of artificial gravity which must have been retrofitted to her at some point during her long life.

‘How old is this thing?’ Jack said with a mixture of curiosity and horror.  ‘Some of these systems look older than me.’

‘Yeah she’s a grand old lady is this ship,’ said Suze.  ‘Marisa and Mike give her the love and attention she needs and keep her running.  Still, so much of her has been replaced over the years I’m not sure how much of the original ship is left.’

‘Well as long as the drive and life support work.’

‘Both replaced last year,’ Suze replied.

‘Glad to hear it,’ Jack replied.  ‘We’re under way at the moment?’ he added, feeling the rhythmic vibration of an operating jump drive through the soles of his feet.

‘Yeah.’

‘Where are we headed?’ he enquired.

‘That’s for the Captain to decide whether to tell you or not,’ Suze replied.  ‘Like a lot of things it probably depends upon what you tell him.’

‘Okay,’ Jack grunted.  ‘This going to be some kind of friendly interview or a full on grilling?’

‘That also depends,’ she replied with a shrug.  ‘Depends on what kind of mood he’s in.  Here, this is his cabin.’ She rapped her knuckles on the scratched surface of the painted metal door.  There was a muffled reply from beyond.  ‘After you,’ Suze added as the door slid open. 

As Jack entered the dimly lit space he saw a large figure behind a desk watching him intently.  A broad face with dark brown skin was topped with a mass of braids and dreadlocks into which were woven charms and items of jewellery.  His ears and nose were pierced multiple times and hung with rings and his well-muscled bare arms, now folded across his chest, were covered with a mass of tattoos.  A worn t-shirt completed the picture bearing the nametag ‘Lacerta’.

‘Thank you for bringing our guest, Suze,’ said Lacerta without taking his eyes off Jack.  ‘I wanted to have a little chat with him.  Stick around if you like, I can always use a second opinion.’

‘Sure thing, boss,’ Suze replied, leaning against a bulkhead behind Jack.  He started to wonder if the real reason for her remaining was for security and whether she might have a weapon concealed about her person in case he tried anything.

‘You got a name, mate?’ said Lacerta, addressing him in an accent that Jack took to be from London, Earth.

‘Jack,’ replied.  ‘Jack Wyndham.’

‘Well as least that ties up with what was on the cargo manifest we found in the remains of that ship we pulled you out of.  Care to tell us how you ended up there?’ said Lacerta.  ‘People don’t get put on ice like that for nothing.’ Jack didn’t answer at first.  His reticence was clearly obvious to Lacerta who leaned forward and demanded. ‘Look, you’ve got to give me something.  Strange bloke on my ship: I want to know where he came from.  So either you start talking or we get rid of you the old fashioned way out of the airlock.  I guess you can’t breathe vacuum.’ 

‘I’m a mercenary by trade,’ said Jack.  ‘Took a job on Emerald in Beta Hydri.  Didn’t go so well.’

‘Seems like it,’ said Lacerta.  ‘What happened?’

‘The client paid me a lot of money to do a job. They said it was against a business rival.  I didn’t ask too many questions and I should have.  The amount of money should have made me suspicious for a simple warehouse hit.  Guess I got greedy.’

‘And...?’

‘Turns out the target wasn’t just a business rival.  It was the local cartel.’

‘No shit?’ Lacerta replied, clearly intrigued. ‘Sirius Syndicate?’

‘No, they called themselves the Crimson Jaguars.’

‘I ain’t never heard of ‘em.’

‘Me neither until that point.  I only found out after the fact.  I did a bit of what you might call urgent research when the cartel connection hit the local news feeds and the fact that the warehouse was full of their drugs and stolen gear.  They’re a local outfit.  They don’t really operate outside their own system much, but these guys are pretty serious.  Not being from Beta Hydri I hadn’t heard of them,’ said Jack.  

‘Guess your client didn’t want to help, huh?’

‘Nope, they disappeared,’ said Jack. ‘I think they were a rival crew and wanted some kind of deniability, so they suckered me in and then dropped me in it.’

‘Fuckers,’ Lacerta snorted.

‘Yeah, so I tried to make a run for it as soon as I found out but I guess that these cartel types had had enough time to find out who I was.  I made it off Emerald but they must have put the word out and hired someone to track me down.  I decided to lay low, changed ships and headed out towards the Commonwealth’s edge where I slunk around a few unofficial settlements and other out of the way places.  Didn’t do me much good.  Whoever they sent after me did their job alright.  I didn’t even see them coming.  I was heading back to my ship when they jumped me.  Some kind of stun weapon I guess. Then I woke up here.’

‘It’s a pity that you didn’t get chance to see who else was on that ship,’ said Lacerta.

‘Sorry,’ Jack replied.  ‘Like I said, I didn’t even see who took me down.  I guess they were taking me back to Beta Hydri to face the Crimson Jaguars’ version of justice.  A little one-on-one chat with me screaming, that kind of thing.’

‘So, it sounds like you’ve cheated death twice,’ said Lacerta, with a note of scepticism in his voice.  ‘Suze, what do you think of this little tale?’

‘Well his story checks out as far as we can tell,’ said Suze. ‘Although that’s not very far at all given that none of his possessions were aboard.  Cheng did find some mild neurological damage which could either be from a stun device or some sort of old injury.  You ever get hit on the head?’

‘Are you kidding?  In my line of work?’ said Jack.  ‘Yeah, a few times.  Suze said that you were looking for someone else on the same ship but you found me instead.’

‘That’s right,’ Lacerta replied.  ‘Former partner of mine, but we didn’t find anything.’

‘Wrong ship?’

‘No, she was on the manifest as cargo just like you were, but her casket was gone.  There were two listed but we only found one: yours,’ Lacerta replied.

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Jack.  ‘Also that I can’t be of more help.’

‘Jen and I flew together for years,’ said Lacerta.  ‘Went our separate ways eventually but I heard she was in trouble and I came to help.  Instead I found you.’  He looked at Jack in a manner that suggested that he resented Jack’s presence in the place of his friend.  

‘Well I’m just glad to be alive,’ Jack replied. ‘I should thank you for pulling me out of that casket.’

‘Yeah, you should,’ Lacerta replied.  ‘Although I haven’t decided what to do with you yet, so maybe hold on thanking me until I do.  The way I see it: if you’ve got people after you then your problem just became our problem as well.  What’s to stop us tossing you out the airlock or claiming whatever bounty is on your head for ourselves?’  

‘Well first of all... from what I managed to gather, with the Crimson Jaguars it’s not a money thing, it’s an honour thing. It’s possible that it was one of their own sent after me rather than someone they hired.  There’s no point in you trying to claim that bounty because there likely isn’t one – in fact they might take it the wrong way if you approached them wanting payment,’ said Jack.

‘I see...’ Lacerta replied, mulling over his words.

‘Secondly, they’ll likely assume that I’m dead once they find the wreck.’

‘Unless they spot our warp wake,’ said Lacerta. ‘If they do then they’ll know we’ve been there.’

‘True, but that’ll be undetectable after a few days,’ said Jack.

‘We found the wreck,’ Lacerta replied.  ‘What’s to say they won’t?’

‘I was going to ask you about that,’ said Jack.  ‘How did you...?’

‘We had Jen’s last known system as Achernar and as luck would have it we have some friends who were able to hypercom us a probable ID of the ship we were looking for and its likely destination.  My point is: that could also apply to the Crimson Jaguars when they come looking for you, whoever the fuck they are.’

‘Yeah well, listen, I could be of use to you,’ said Jack, his mind frantically working.  ‘I mean I’m an experienced merc.  A ship like this gotta have some security right?’

‘Marisa handles that,’ said Lacerta.

‘I dunno boss,’ said Suze.  ‘After we lost Yori six months ago we’ve been in one or two situations where we’d have been outgunned if things had turned to shit.  I know we’ve been playing it safe but still... you never know.  All I’m saying is that we could use an extra pair of hands in that area.’

‘Hmm, you have a point,’ Lacerta replied, looking Jack up and down.  ‘If he doesn’t make us a target.  Tell you what, Jack.  You can stay aboard until we reach our destination.  After that you can either make your own way or stay with us if I decide that you can.’

‘I promise you, I’m good,’ said Jack.  ‘I won’t even ask for any pay for the first six months, how’s that?  Being able to lay low will be enough.  I’ll work my passage.’

‘Like I said before, I’ll think about it,’ said Lacerta.  He turned to Suze.  ‘Are you and Marisa any closer to finding out what happened to the ship or who it belonged to?’

‘Well, it’s a bit sketchy,’ Suze replied.  ‘For the ship to drop out of its jump all the way out here makes no sense so either something went wrong with the drive, or sabotage, or somebody deployed a hyperspace inhibitor field in its path – and those things don’t come cheap.  The ship was registered to an Antonio Morales of Emerald in the Beta Hydri system, so that corroborates Jack’s story to some degree.’

‘But it doesn’t explain why Jen was on the same fucking ship!’ spat Lacerta.

‘Beats me,’ said Suze.  ‘Logs didn’t give us much of a clue.’

‘Right, well that’s just great,’ Lacerta replied.  ‘Jen said she needed help.  I’m wondering if getting mixed up with these Crimson Jaguar types had something to do with it?’

‘Not as if we can go back to Beta Hydri and ask,’ said Suze.

‘Well we could but, like the man said,’ said Lacerta, nodding at Jack. ‘We’re better off not getting mixed up in whatever shit was going down.  For our sake as well as his.’

‘So what now, boss?’ said Suze.

‘Well, we can ask around,’ said Lacerta, playing with one be-ringed dreadlock as he thought.  ‘If Jen had roots anywhere it was in Achernar.  We did a lot of business out of there before the war and I hear she went back afterwards and we know that she was there pretty recently.  Maybe someone in our little circle of like-minded honest traders etcetera knows something.  Tell Little Mike to jump there next.’

‘Will do.’

‘And take this one down to the mess to get some grub,’ Lacerta added.  ‘The man needs to get his strength back if he’s going to be any use.’

The mess was in the centre of the ship.  As well as a kitchen so old that it still had fittings for use in zero gravity there was a table and benches bolted to the floor and a screen on one wall with two well-worn reclining chairs facing it.  As they entered, a skinny young man wearing shipboard fatigues and with a forage cap stuck on his head - and who looked to be little more than a teenager - was lounging in one of the chairs and gazing intently at the screen.  As they drew closer, Jack could clearly see the pornographic images being displayed on it.

Suze faked a loud cough.  With a start, the young man jumped up out of his chair and mashed the off button on the screen’s remote until it winked off, blotting out the images of gyrating flesh that he had been so entranced by.

‘Not interrupting anything, am I, Mike?’ said Suze.

‘No, uh, just watching some vids is all,’ replied Mike, with forced casualness.

‘Little Mike’s our pilot,’ Suze explained to Jack.  ‘Except when the ship’s in the middle of a long jump he doesn’t have a lot else to do except lounge around jerking himself off.’  She turned on him.  ‘You could at least do it in your cabin, you little freak.’

‘I wasn’t!’

‘Whatever,’ she snorted.  ‘Mike, this is Jack, our guest until we reach Achernar at least.  Say hello, Mike.’

‘Hi,’ said Little Mike. ‘Please to meet you.  These assholes don’t appreciate me, but I’m the best pilot they could afford, you know?  I coulda joined the Navy and become the best of the best but instead I generously decided to lend my services to the Lucretia and all who sail in her.’

‘Yeah right,’ said Suze.  ‘In between the porn habit and the drugs - not to mention your inability to take orders - they’d have washed you out of the Academy in a month.’

‘So how about you, Jack?’ said Little Mike.  ‘How you feel now you’ve graduated from being an ice cube into being a fully-fledged human?’

‘Like shit, actually,’ Jack replied, settling into the other recliner.  ‘Thanks for asking.  Bits of me ache that I didn’t even know I had.’

‘Yeah that was a close one, huh?’ said Little Mike.  ‘Like if Suze and Marisa hadn’t found you, you’d have been floating around out here frozen solid until the end of time, or something.  I mean, shit, the odds of anyone finding you randomly if we hadn’t actually been looking for that ship...’

‘Yeah thanks, I got the picture,’ Jack replied irritably, cutting him off.  ‘I’m doing my best to try and not think about it.’

‘Sorry, man,’ said Little Mike.  ‘Just figured you was lucky, is all.’

‘Until he met you,’ said Suze.  ‘Here,’ she said to Jack, handing him a compartmented tray filled with reconstituted ship’s rations and a mug of steaming coffee.  ‘Get this down you, you’ll feel better.  Sorry it isn’t – like - haute cuisine or anything.  It’s supposed to be beef stew and potatoes but actually its mostly soy and flavourings.  If you close your eyes you can almost imagine it actually is what’s its pretending to be.  Coffee’s okay though, so that’s something.’

‘Thanks,’ Jack replied and started tucking in.  ‘Actually, it’s not bad,’ he said after a few minutes.  ‘I mean, I know it isn’t great but seriously, my body has basically realised that it hasn’t eaten in who knows how long so it’s decided that this stuff is delicious.’

‘First time for everything, I suppose,’ Suze replied sitting down at the table.

Out of the corner of his eye, Jack became aware of someone else entering the mess. 

‘Looks like our boy’s awake,’ said the newcomer, a woman whose voice Jack recognised from when he had first regained consciousness.  ‘Cheng managed to juice him up good, huh?’

‘Something like that,’ said Suze.  ‘It was touch and go for a bit, but he’ll be alright.’

‘I’d say he’s more than alright,’ came the reply. ‘I don’t know if I’ve been out in space too long or what but, you’re a fine figure of a man, Mr Newcomer.’

‘Well, thanks,’ said Jack, now turning his head and seeing a well muscled woman with deep brown skin and braided hair appraising him.  ‘The name’s Jack, by the way, and yeah I like to keep in shape when I’m not floating around unconscious in space.’

‘You do, huh?  You want Marisa to give you a work out?’

‘Leave him alone,’ said Suze. ‘For fuck’s sake, M.  The guy’s just out of cold storage and you wanna jump his bones?  It seems a little rude to say the least.’

‘Ain’t nothing else to do on this ship, and like I said: I’ve been in space for too long.’

‘Hey!’ said Little Mike.  ‘If Jack doesn’t want to, I’d bravely volunteer myself.  As pilot of this vessel I feel deeply responsible for maintaining crew morale, so if you’d like to accompany me to my quarters...’

‘Shit, kid,’ said Marisa.  ‘I don’t know if you’ve been paying attention, but a woman like me needs a real man.  You’re barely out of short pants.  I ain’t interested in your pencil dick.’

‘Your loss,’ said Mike.  ‘It ain’t what you got...’

‘Yeah, like you know what to do with it,’ Marisa replied.  As she was talking, she’d helped herself to a tray full of the same food that Jack was busy eating and flopped down at the table.  ‘Wanna know why they call him Little Mike, Jack?  It ain’t because of his height.’  She wiggled a little finger, then took a mouthful of the food in front of her and pulled a face but carried on eating.  ‘How’s the boss?’ she asked Suze.

‘Brooding,’ Suze replied.  ‘Still broken up over his missing lady friend.’

‘And after we came all this way,’ Marisa replied.  ‘Guess you don’t know anything about where she might be, huh Jack?’

‘Nope,’ Jack replied.

‘Thought not,’ Marisa said with a shrug and put another forkful of food in her mouth.  ‘So, what now, and what about you Jack?’ she said through a mouth full of stew.  ‘What are we gonna do with you?’

‘Beats me,’ said Jack. ‘I’m just along for the ride.’

‘We’re headed to Achernar,’ said Suze.  ‘Lacerta wants to have a sniff around there and see if he can uncover anything about “Jen”.’

‘Shit.  Look I know she means a lot to him, being his ex-business partner, lover, whatever, but looking for missing girlfriends don’t make us any money.  We need some proper work that pays and we need it fast.’

‘Yeah I hear you,’ said Suze. ‘What can I say?  It’s Lacerta’s ship.’

‘Well if we don’t get some scratch soon, I may be looking for another one is what I’m saying,’ said Marisa.  ‘What about him?  We got another one to split whatever shitty cash we make with or is he just a passenger?’

‘I offered my services for free,’ said Jack.

‘Did you now?’ said Marisa, her eyebrows raised in surprise.  ‘And why is that?’

‘Just need somewhere to lay low for a while,’ Jack replied.  ‘This ship’s as good a place as any.’

‘Lacerta hasn’t decided yet,’ said Suze.  ‘Said he needed to think about it.’

‘Good looking and you ain’t cutting into my share,’ said Marisa.  ‘Boy, I like you even more now.  So, what are you good at?’

‘I’m a merc by trade so, bit of this, bit of that.  I’m good with weapons, explosives, taking scores, which is why I ended up in that fucking casket when a job went south.  I can fly this ship too if need be.’

‘Hey!  Ain’t nobody else allowed to touch my girl!’ interjected Little Mike.  ‘She’s only got eyes for me, and she’s a grand old lady so you gotta treat her right.’

‘I’m not after your job, kid,’ said Jack.  ‘I’m just saying that I’ve got the skills, is all.’  He turned away from Little Mike whose mouth had turned downwards in a defensive looking frown.  ‘All I’m saying is I can be useful around here and I won’t cost you a credit.’

‘Well, we need all the help we can get,’ said Marisa.

‘That’s true enough,’ Suze agreed.  ‘I vote that he stays.’

‘Hmm me too,’ said Little Mike.  ‘Just don’t go getting any ideas about...’

‘I won’t,’ Jack replied, making a placatory gesture with his hands.

‘Alright, I vote he stays,’ said Marisa.  ‘I mean a girl needs something to look at around here after all.’

‘We should take this to the captain,’ said Suze.  ‘Tell him how we voted.’

‘Democracy in action,’ said Little Mike.  ‘It’s a beautiful thing.  As a proud Commonwealth citizen it gets me right here.’ He thumped his chest over his heart.

‘Thanks,’ Jack replied.  ‘I mean you guys just met me.  You didn’t have to do this.  Frankly I wouldn’t have been surprised if you’d all voted to kick me out at the next stop.’

‘Yeah, well, crew members come and go. But you’d better have those skills that you’re bragging about or we just might drop you off somewhere without so much as a by your leave,’ said Marisa. ‘But in the meantime: welcome to the Lucretia.’

‘Now you’ve finished your chow, I’ll show to your cabin,’ said Suze.  ‘You can have Yori’s old one.’

Marisa’s cry of: ‘Hey, I saw him first, girl!’ followed them down the corridor out of the mess as Suze led Jack back aft to his new lodgings and the Lucretia powered through hyperspace towards its destination in the Achernar system.
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The cabin that they had assigned him had previously belonged to Yori, the Lucretia’s departed crew member who, Suze had revealed, had jumped ship in Barnard’s Star and had never been seen again.  The cabin was still full of Yori’s stuff though as though the man’s decision to leave hadn’t left him with enough time to collect any of it and no-one aboard had taken it upon themselves to clear it out.  The closets in the small space were crammed with worn clothing and ship fatigues along with a dog-eared collection of trashy adventure novels and several outdated personal entertainment devices.  The cabin’s walls were plastered with Yori’s personal tattered art collection which mainly featured pictures of naked women.  There was a small toilet and shower cubicle in one corner and a fold-down table still covered in a collection of Yori’s stuff.

‘Nice digs,’ Jack had said wryly as Suze had shown him the cabin.  

‘Tasteful décor, huh?’ she had replied.  ‘Feel free to keep any of this crap if you want, or else chuck it in the recycler.

‘I think I just need to get some sleep,’ Jack had replied, eyeing the small cot jammed into one corner of the compartment.  ‘Still feel like I have the after-effects of a hangover.  I’ll maybe deal with all of this when I wake up.’

‘Alright, no worries,’ she had answered.  ‘You need anything, just holler.’

‘Will do,’ he had said. ‘Thanks, Suze.’

She nodded and left, and Jack had flopped down gratefully on the narrow bed and after turning out the lights, he had quickly fallen into a deep and dreamless sleep.

Suze woke Jack later when he was in the midst of a nightmare about being confined or smothered.

‘Hey,’ she said, shaking him into wakefulness.  ‘Bad dream?’

‘Uh yeah,’ he replied blearily.  ‘You could say that.  My brain’s been reminding me that I’ve been locked in a coffin for weeks.’

‘Yeah that’s kind of to be expected,’ she replied. ‘It’ll pass, I guess.  Listen, I came to let you know that we’ll be arriving in Achernar in a little while.  You’ve got time to get a shower and get something to eat.  You settling in okay?’

‘I was out like a light as soon my head hit the pillow, so yeah,’ said Jack.  ‘Crew are a friendly bunch.’

‘You mean “the usual bunch of fuck-ups you find on ships like this”?’ said Suze.

‘Well when you put it like that...’ he laughed.  ‘No really, you guys are okay.  Some of the ships I’ve been on were a little...’ He shook his head ruefully and laughed.  ‘Look I can’t complain.  Being picked up by you guys instead of becoming a permanent fixture of the cosmos is the first piece of good luck that I’ve had in a while.’

‘Yeah?  Whole universe is fucked if you ask me,’ Suze replied with a snort.

‘Amen to that,’ Jack replied.  

‘You wanna grab something to eat?’ said Suze.

‘Yep, I’ll see you in the mess.  Give me a few minutes to take a shower.’ 

When Jack went forward to the mess, he found the others already waiting for him.

‘Surprise party?’ he said as he looked around at the faces staring back at him.

‘In a manner of speaking,’ said Cheng, sitting hunched over a bowl of food at the table. ‘The matter at hand concerns your presence aboard this ship.’

‘What Cheng is trying to say is that we’ve decided to let you stay,’ said Captain Lacerta, reclining in one of the couches.  Call it a try-out period.  We’ll take that offer of working your passage for six months but after that, we’ll see.’

‘Well, that’s great.  Thank you,’ Jack replied, smiling broadly.

‘Don’t thank us yet,’ said Little Mike.  ‘This ain’t exactly the most glamourous lifestyle that you’ve signed up for.  If you were hoping to sign up with a pirate crew and go hunting for galleons laden with treasure then this ain’t the place.  In fact it’s a pretty shabby outfit on the whole.’

‘Then why are you still here?’ said Lacerta with a scowl.  ‘I can always find another pilot.’

‘My own personal sense of charity,’ said Little Mike.  ‘You guys need me.  I can feel it in my bones.’

‘Plus no-one else would hire you,’ said Marisa.  ‘There is that.’

Mike said nothing and simply flipped a middle finger in her direction.

‘Alright, enough,’ said Lacerta.  ‘We’ll shortly be arriving in Achernar and we’re going to dock at Yangtze High.  There are a few places there that Jen and I used to hang around.  Hopefully there are still people there who remember us and might be able to shed some light on where she might have gone or what might have happened to her.  I’ll be taking Marisa and the new guy as back up in case anything goes awry.  We’ll call it a trial run for our newest member.’

‘You and Jen always did pick the nicest places to do business,’ said Marisa.  ‘I mean that station is a shit-hole.’

‘Considering that the original trading hub in the system - Orinoco Station - was destroyed during the Shaper War that should hardly be a surprise,’ said Cheng.  ‘The location of one of the opening battles of the war and one which humanity lost rather heavily.’

‘Spare us the history lesson, doc,’ Marisa replied.  ‘They’ve had ten years to improve the place.  Instead they’ve opted for “will this do” and left it at that.  Orinoco Station was a massive asteroid base.  This place was the next best thing, but it’s still a poor substitute.’

‘Guess all the money went on cleaning up down on the surface of Orinoco and re-building?’ said Little Mike.

‘Something like that, yeah,’ said Marisa.  ‘Yangtze High just can’t cope with all the traffic despite the downturn around here since the war.’

‘Yeah, but it also means that those overworked port authority people often miss stuff and don’t have time to do proper searches,’ said Suze.  ‘Which means people like us can slip in and out and go about our business as we please a lot of the time.’

‘Right: we ain’t here for the tourism and the sight-seeing,’ said Lacerta.  ‘Look, me and Jen used to use this place because it was less than savoury back in the day.  No one gave a fuck about your business here and the local cops didn’t care what you were up to as long as you kept it quiet.  Now like Suze says, they don’t have the time or the manpower.  Jack, you feeling better after your little snooze?’

‘Yeah, much better thanks,’ Jack replied.  ‘Almost human again.’

‘Good.  You up for a little action?’

‘Well, okay. I guess I need to start earning my keep right?’

‘Right,’ Lacerta replied. ‘So you’re with me.  Little Mike and Suze - you stay with the ship...’

‘The fuck...?’ said Little Mike.  ‘Fucking boring, man.’

‘You stay with the ship and run a full diagnostic.  I don’t want us to set out with any faulty systems,’ Lacerta replied, ignoring Mike’s sullen expression. ‘Suze: make a full inventory of our supplies and order in anything that you think we’ll need, anything we’re running low on.  Also, try and get some shipboard rations that taste better than the shit we’ve been eating.  Plus, watch Mike and make sure he actually does what he’s told instead of jerking himself off the whole time.  Meanwhile, I’ll go sniffing around the station with Marisa and Jack.  Cheng will put his ear to the ground in the meantime and see if he can rustle up any jobs we might be able to take on if we come up with nothing about Jen’s whereabouts.  Is that clear?’

‘Does new guy get a gun?’ said Little Mike.

‘Yeah, do I?’ said Jack.  ‘I mean if anything happens...’

‘No, the new guy does not get a gun,’ said Lacerta.  ‘He’s just there to intimidate.  I’m hoping to slip in and out without anyone giving a shit as to why we’re there and avoid any trouble.  Plus, I’m sorry mate, but we still have to know we can trust you,’ he added, addressing Jack.  ‘I’d be kind of a fool to give you a piece when you’ve only just joined us.  You understand, right?’

‘Yeah, I get it,’ Jack replied.  ‘No offense taken.  Next time, huh?’

‘Next time,’ said Lacerta.  ‘Marisa, I want you to carry something discreet.  No heavy artillery, right? ‘

‘Right boss,’ Marisa replied.

‘Alright then.  Mike, you’d better get back to the cockpit since we’re almost there,’ said Lacerta.  ‘The rest of you go grab your stuff and make ready.’

‘Uh, I actually came here originally to grab something to eat,’ said Jack.

‘Hungry again, huh?  Figures.  Knock yourself out,’ said Lacerta, gesturing at the compact galley area dismissively.  ‘It all tastes like shit anyway.’

The Lucretia dropped out of hyperspace a thousand kilometres or so from Yangtze High.  Little Mike slotted the ship into an approach vector and was still talking to traffic control when Jack went up to the cockpit.

‘Don’t mind me, I just came to admire the view,’ he said, looking out of the windows at the scene in front of them.  Yangtze High grew from a bright speck until its wheel-like shape could clearly be made out as it spun lazily on its axis. The station’s toroidal hull glinted with reflected light.  Around it hung a few bulk freighters and moving points of light that betrayed the positions of the many small ships that came and went from the station in carefully managed streams of traffic.  Beyond the station, the world of Yangtze hung half illuminated, the rich greens of its island archipelagos and the brilliant blues of its vast seas peeping through a covering of swirling cloud.  Behind that, the gas giant Tethys - sixth planet of the Achernar system - loomed massively, its banded bulk and spectacular ring system dominating the scene, its other moons visible as larger points of light scattered around the ecliptic.

‘Space sure is pretty as hell,’ said Little Mike. ‘Kind of makes you feel insignificant looking at all that majesty, doesn’t it?’

‘I suppose,’ Jack replied with a shrug.  ‘But I never get tired of it.’

‘Yeah, me too,’ said Mike.  ‘You ever been here before?’

‘A few times before the war,’ Jack replied. ‘I mainly used to come to Orinoco Station when it was the centre of all trade in this part of space and Bolivar City was the up and coming place to be.  Nothing left now.  All got blown to shit.  Just floating rubble where the station was and a great big crater down where the city used to be.’

‘I remember that,’ said Little Mike. ‘I mean, shit, I was just a kid but I remember it on the news.  All those people had to die to end the war, or something.’

‘All those people were already gone, kid,’ said Jack grimly.  ‘They weren’t really people anymore, just Shaper zombies.’

‘That was some bad shit,’ said Mike.

‘Yeah, it was,’ said Jack.

‘You fought in the war?’ said Little Mike.  ‘You seem about the right age.’

‘Hmm, don’t want to talk about it,’ said Jack.  ‘Some things are best left in the past, you know?’

‘Uh huh, I get you,’ said Little Mike. ‘You know, you still got to be careful in some of the space around Orinoco,’ he continued.  ‘Even though they tried to clean up after the war, there’s so much shit floating around that ships keep coming a cropper.  Bits of ships, spent rounds, even bits of Shaper tech just whizzing around in all kinds of crazy orbits.  You can’t lower your shields even for a second. It must have been a hell of a thing to see that fight though!  I mean all those warships going up against the Shaper invasion fleet, anti-matter bombs going off and so on!’

‘There were two battles but yeah, it must have been quite a sight,’ said Jack, correcting him.  ‘A lot of people died on both occasions,’ he added, Little Mike’s enthusiasm for the carnage that had taken place already irking him.

‘True, but, we won in the end.’

‘We did, yeah,’ said Jack wearily as the Lucretia approached the welcoming embrace of Yangtze High’s docking pattern.

The inadequacy of the station to handle the amount of traffic asked of it became clearly apparent once they drew nearer and the Lucretia became stuck in a holding pattern some distance from the station whilst they waited for a bay to become available.  Even though the war and its aftermath had hit the economy of the Achernar system and others nearby hard, the loss of Orinoco Station meant that the three remaining operational stations around the other moons of Tethys -Yangtze, Rio Grande and Mississippi - had to take up the slack, and each station was of far smaller capacity than the massive orbital city of Orinoco High that had been destroyed by the Shaper armada.  Orinoco itself was still struggling with the loss of both its orbital station and its planetary capital and reconstruction of both was somewhere down a long list of post-war projects that the Commonwealth had yet to make a significant dent in after ten hard years.

Eventually, they successfully worked their way up the queue of waiting ships and -having been assigned a docking bay - the Lucretia slipped into the waiting dock entrance where it was then moved into an empty bay inside the station’s barrel shaped hub.

As the dock lift settled into place with a mechanical thump, Little Mike began powering down the ship’s flight systems and linked the vessel’s communications to the station’s internal net.  As he did so, there was chime from the console in front of him and Mike idly glanced at the display and then frowned.

‘Huh,’ he said simply in response to what he saw in front of him.

‘What is it?’ said Jack, having settled into the co-pilot’s chair for the docking manoeuvre.

‘Seems that someone was expecting us.’

‘Is that good or bad?’ said Jack.

‘Dunno.  Depends,’ Little Mike replied.  

‘Depends on what?’

‘Who it is and, you know, whether they’re pleased to see us and all that.’

‘Well yes, obviously, so what does it say?’ said Jack, impatiently.

‘No idea,’ said Little Mike.  ‘Captain’s eyes only.  Damn thing’s password protected.’  He got on the Lucretia’s internal comms.  ‘Captain, you need to get up here.  Some kind of message for you and you alone.’

‘Alright, I’m on my way,’ came the gruff reply, and moments later Lacerta appeared in the cockpit.  ‘Let me see,’ he said as he leant over Little Mike’s shoulder to peer at the display in front of him.  A single message lay unread with the title FAO: Captain Julius Lacerta.  The source address looked like it had been spoofed or auto-generated as a string of meaningless letters and numbers.  Little Mike selected the message in order to show the password prompt again.

‘Any idea what the password might be?’ said Little Mike.  ‘Because if you don’t...’

‘Let me think...’ said Lacerta, scratching his beard.

‘Because if you don’t, I mean there might be ways to...’

‘I said let me think,’ Lacerta said irritably, cutting him off.

‘Are you guys sure that this thing is safe?’ said Jack.  ‘I mean someone sends you a mysterious message from a fake address and what...?’

‘The ship’s virus scanning hasn’t found anything nasty in it,’ said Little Mike. ‘And besides, it’s addressed to the Captain.  So I’m guessing it’s legit.’

‘Because of course no-one else would ever know his name...’ Jack replied.

‘This could be from Jen,’ said Lacerta.  ‘If it is, then I think I know what the password is.  We had a system set up before for exchanging messages.  Anything we sent would be encrypted and protected by an agreed password that only we knew.  Give me a sec...’  He leaned over and carefully tapped the keys on the console in front of Little Mike.  ‘There, see?’ he said proudly as the message opened.  ‘Some things I never forget.’

‘You uh... want us to stick around whilst you read it?’ said Little Mike, making a show of averting his eyes. ‘I mean if there’s anything too spicy in there, you know...’

‘It’s just business,’ said Lacerta.  ‘You can look for yourself.’

Jack too peered at the display which was now displaying the text of the mysterious message.

Julius,


I don’t know if you’ll ever get this in time, but if something has happened to me and if you’re smart then you’ll have come to Yangtze High looking for me.  After all, it’s where we both used to hang out way back when.  Good times.  I know you’ll follow your instincts.

Some people are after me.  Serious People.  I don’t know who they are and I think there might be more than one group, but I think I’m pretty sure I know what they want.  I acquired something valuable, and ever since then I’ve had these people after me.  I don’t want to tell you what it is over any kind of electronic link.  I didn’t have much time, but I’ve left the object in a safe deposit box.  Seriously, this thing – whatever significance it has - seems to be very valuable indeed and my guess is that the people after me know this.  I have some ideas myself about what it might be, but I’ll have to check it out myself before I’m sure.

I’ve never known this kind of heat before, and you know as well as I do that the two of us pulled some high stakes gigs in our time.  I know that I can trust you on this one.  See if you can figure out what it all means and get this thing the hell away from people in general until the heat dies down.  Watch your back too.  Sorry to dump this on you but I’m willing to split whatever this thing is worth in your favour.  

Once things quieten down I’ll try and make contact and we can handle this together.  Talk to Marco at our usual watering hole and he’ll give you the safe deposit box details.  He doesn’t know what they’re for but I can trust him. Tell him I sent you to ask about the baby.



Jen

P.S.  Code is our usual.

‘See?’ said Lacerta.  ‘Nothing for your sleazy little brain to get excited about, Mike.  Jen’s in trouble and she needs our help.’

‘Plus we could make a fat pile of cash out of this if we do,’ said Jack.

‘That ain’t my main motivation,’ said Lacerta. ‘But yeah, whatever fell into her lap must be worth a credit or two.’

‘Well that’s a bonus,’ said Little Mike.  ‘I mean we need cash, right?’

‘Someone mention piles of cash?’ said Suze, entering the cockpit.

‘Yeah, the Captain’s girlfriend is still missing, but she dropped off something that’s worth a packet for us to pick up,’ said Little Mike.  ‘Mucho dinero, am I right Cap?’

‘Like I said, that’s a bonus to actually finding my former business partner,’ said Lacerta.  ‘Whatever it is, it also comes with plenty of heat attached.  So we’ll proceed as before but I’m going to have a word with Cheng before we depart not to go hunting for jobs.  I don’t want to announce our presence here any louder than I have to until I know what we’re dealing with.  Someone is bound to know my association with Jen.’

‘I’ll do it,’ said Suze.  ‘And yeah, that seems sensible.  You want me to lock down the bay once you’re gone?’

‘Yeah, do it,’ said Lacerta.  ‘No-one gets in or out except us.’

‘What about those supplies you wanted ordered?’ said Suze.

‘Shit... see what we’ve got first,’ said Lacerta.  ‘See if we can manage. If we can take off without placing an order that’d be for the best.’

‘Right boss,’

‘Jack, you’re with me,’ said Lacerta.  ‘Let’s get a move on before word gets around that we’re here.’

Lacerta, Marisa and Jack made their way down the Lucretia’s boarding ramp into the bay.  Lacerta was wearing a heavy looking leather storm coat over his usual attire which Jack guessed probably concealed a weapon or two.  Marisa had likewise donned a boxy khaki jacket over a lightly armoured black body glove.  Jack meanwhile was dressed in some of Yori’s old clothes – casual civilian attire that would be unobtrusive.  The man had been near enough his own size so that they fitted and they were less pungent that the ship fatigues he’d been handed at first.

The bay stank of spilled chemicals and the ozone smell of electrical discharge.  A light flickered in one corner.  Now outside the ship, Jack looked back at the Lucretia and could now see that the ship was a heavily modified Mule class transport, a true antique, whose scarred blunt nose loomed over them.  The patchwork of hull plating, additional bulges on the skin of the hull and enlarged aft section made it obvious just how much of the craft had been replaced over the years.  Jack wondered just how much of the bulky craft was actually original.

‘Right, in and out and then we get out of here,’ said Lacerta as he strode purposefully towards the exit, his boots ringing on the metal floor plating.

‘Where are we headed?’ said Marisa.

‘Jen and I used to spend a lot of time in a club called ‘The Neutron Star’ when we used to operate out of here.  I think that’s what she meant by “our usual watering hole” in her message anyway.  Truth is, we used to tear the place up back then, but I’ll bet a lot of those establishments have closed since.  Bars and clubs come and go.  You know how it is,’ Lacerta replied.

‘It was a stroke of luck though, us coming here,’ said Jack.  ‘Of all the spaceports in all the Commonwealth...’

‘Yeah well, I got my instincts,’ said Lacerta.  ‘Jen and me were tight.’

‘So Little Mike said,’ Jack replied.

‘Nah, it wasn’t like that.  Alright, sometimes it was like that,’ Lacerta replied.  ‘Fuck I hardly know you... Anyway, you know what’s it’s like out here, you got to rely on your people to survive.  Me and Jen ran a lot of jobs together and we always had each other’s backs, especially when things got a bit hot or we realised that we’d bitten off more than we could chew.  We got to thinking like a single mind, anticipating each other’s thoughts.’

‘Sounds like a marriage,’ said Marisa.

‘Nah, it was better than that,’ said Lacerta, with a snorted laugh.  ‘We could screw other people without the other person minding.  We were mates really.  Mates and business partners.’

‘And lovers...’ Marisa added.

‘So why’d you go your separate ways?’ said Jack.  ‘Sounds like you had something good together.’

‘Honestly, because I’d had one too many close calls and lost my nerve,’ said Lacerta.  ‘Jen wanted to keep on taking scores.  I wanted to settle down and just plough the trade lanes like an honest freighter captain.  She found herself a crew to hook up with.  I kept the ship.  I mean I didn’t entirely go straight but... she was going after bigger and bigger targets.  I got cold feet, basically.’

‘So what, you’re a semi-retired pirate or an honest businessman now?’ said Jack.

‘A little of both,’ said Lacerta.  ‘Depends on the money, the risk, whether I can work the angles.  This though... this feels bad to me.’

‘Your instincts again?’

‘Yeah, you know how it is,’ said Lacerta.  ‘If it wasn’t for Jen I wouldn’t touch it with a bargepole.’

Once out of the bay they entered a corridor curving around the circumference of the station’s hub that was busy with people and eventually led them to one of the lifts that ran up and down the spokes that linked the hub to the station’s habitation ring.  Here they found a crush of people waiting for lifts and had to stand in line for some time amidst weary looking, bickering travellers from across the Commonwealth.

Eventually they were crammed into a lift after it had disgorged its arriving cargo of departing passengers. As the lift descended, they stood shoulder to shoulder with their fellow travellers, with barely room to breathe in the tepid air laced with the faint smell of human sweat and industrial cleaner.  Jack cast his eye over his fellow lift passengers to see if anyone was interested in his little party, but all he saw were the blank unfocused expressions from tired faces at the end of long journeys.

There was no view from the lift, which was entirely windowless, only a display mounted high up on one wall that marked off its progress as they travelled out from the hub to the ring whilst anodyne music played in the background and lift machinery whirred.  There was a slightly disorientating feeling of lightness as the lift left the artificial gravity field of the hub and then its passengers began to feel themselves being gradually pulled back down to the floor as the lift travelled outwards towards the habitation ring, the spin of which produced its own artificial gravity approaching Earth normal.

Eventually the lift slowed to a stop and then a tinkling series of notes and an automated message indicated that they had reached their destination. The doors opened to release the press of bodies from their stuffy temporary confinement into the coolness of an arrivals hall which may have looked gleaming and modern when it had opened but was now faded and tarnished after years of use and smelled of stale cooking and backed up drains.  Lacerta’s crew then had to stand in line again as part of a queue of passengers which snaked slowly forwards to a security checkpoint, where they were unceremoniously scanned, their  IDs checked and Marisa and Lacerta’s weapons were examined and registered before they were allowed to exit into the arrivals hall proper.  

Here, there were crowds of people either milling about, standing in pensive looking groups next to piles of luggage or  holding greeting signs as they peered at the new arrivals for a glimpse of someone that they were supposed to meet.

‘Fucking security checks,’ grumbled Marisa.  ‘Used to be you could just walk through here.’

‘Well aside from your guns, I guess they’re still paranoid about someone stepped off a ship with a Shaper parasite in their skull,’ said Jack.

Marisa made a dismissive noise.  ‘Ten years, man.  What are the odds?’

‘They’re still out there, I heard,’ Jack replied.  ‘Little pockets of the things that somehow escaped whatever the fuck we did to them.  One of those things gets down here...’

‘Yeah, yeah.  All I know is that it’s a pain in the ass waiting in line for so long.  You’d have thought they’d have got their shit together by now.  Captain, you know where this club is?’

‘Not far,’ Lacerta replied.  ‘Walking distance.  See anyone checking us out?’

‘No,’ Jack replied, having been casually scanning the crowds ever since they passed through security.  If someone was looking out for any of Jen’s associates showing up and they knew Lacerta’s ship then it was possible that they could have paid someone in the dock authorities or station security to feed them that information.  So far though, no-one seemed to be taking much of an interest in them.

They exited the arrivals concourse and emerged onto the busy plaza outside.  The station was currently in the middle of its night-time cycle but the streets were still busy.  Above the buildings that crowded its interior, the false, curving sky was underlit by the glow of lights and the pulsing colours of holos, whilst the streets beneath were a riot of winking and strobing colours.

Behind them, the base of the spoke formed a massive pillar that descended through the curving ceiling and ended in the complex of the arrival and departure halls that splayed outwards like a giant foot.  On the opposite side of the plaza from where they were standing was a broad main street which curved steadily upwards in both directions before disappearing around the curve of the habitation ring, its path traced by twin lines of multicoloured illuminations.  It was crammed with foot and vehicle traffic far beyond the capacity that both road and pavement were designed for.  There was a constant hubbub of voices, of music thudding from vehicles and buildings and beeping horns.  Small scooters, often carrying more riders than they ought to, weaved in and out of the traffic jams of larger vehicles, eliciting angry cries as they dodged onto the pavement or between pedestrians on crossings.  In short, it was chaos, and if someone was about to follow them, it would be impossible to spot them amidst it.

‘I’m glad that you know where you’re going,’ said Jack to Lacerta as he set off walking.  ‘I wouldn’t fancy my chances finding anywhere in this.’

‘Look at all these people, all this traffic!’ exclaimed Marisa.  ‘Doesn’t this place have transit system of any kind?’

‘Yeah, but it’s broken,’ Lacerta replied, nodding towards a flashing information display.  ‘Like everything else around here.  Come on, let’s go.  It’s this way.’

They walked for some time amidst the bustle of the station’s streets before Lacerta led them down a series of side-streets and back alleys that eventually brought them to the door of a shabby looking club.  Music boomed from the open doors onto the street outside.  A holo sign that spelled out ‘Neutron Star’ in stylised and animated letters floated over the door. 

After queueing for a while they were searched on entry by the door staff who made Lacerta and Marisa surrender their weapons and locked them away to be  redeemed on exit.  After that they were free to enter.

Their eyes took a moment to adjust to the club’s dingy, packed interior.  There was a central island bar, a busy dance floor off to one side and a seating area to the other.  The décor was dark and industrial looking which fitted with the music currently booming out of the wall mounted speakers.  Lights pulsed rhythmically in time with a bass beat so intense that Jack felt his internal organs vibrate.  There were customers lounging in groups or propping up the bar where busy staff poured and mixed drinks.  No one even registered their presence.

Lacerta led the way to the bar through the throng of bodies.

‘What can I get you?’ said a barman over the sound of the music.  He sported long, greying hair plus an array of piercings and tattoos and seemed to be in charge of the other, younger bar staff. 

‘Three of this Eridanus Water you have here,’ Lacerta shouted over the music, gesturing at a gleaming beer pump and holding up three of his fingers. ‘Also, is Marco working today?’

‘Yeah, he is,’ the barman replied, as he reached for three glasses and started to pour the beer.  ‘Who’s asking?’

‘Captain Julius Lacerta.  I’m an old regular from way back when.  Marco’ll remember me.’

‘He will?’

Lacerta leant closer so to make himself heard more clearly.  He was practically shouting into the barman’s ear. 

‘Yeah, I used to come in here all time at one point.  It’s been a while, but you know how it is.’ The barman nodded although he seemed to be having trouble hearing what Lacerta was saying over the music.  ‘Anyways, I was talking to my former business partner and she mentioned this place and we got to talking about old times.  Said I should swing by when I had the chance and I was passing through so I thought I should check out the old place.  Jen said I should ask Marco about the baby.  It’d be nice to catch up.’

‘Alright,’ replied the barman, handing over the three beers. ‘I mean, I’ve never seen you before, but I’ve not worked here that long,’ he yelled over the music. ‘Let me grab the boss from upstairs and ask him.  Won’t be a moment.’  .

‘What do you think?’ said Lacerta, close to Jack’s ear as the barman disappeared through into the back of the club.

‘This place?  Standard spaceport dive,’ said Jack.  ‘I guess you get a lot of crews in here, huh?’

‘That’s why we used to come here,’ said Lacerta.  ‘Good place to get the low down on business opportunities, so to speak.  Also, they aren’t too fussy about who they serve as long as you don’t cause trouble.  Beer’s a lot more expensive then I remember though,’ he added, raising his glass as if for emphasis.

‘It’s a shithole,’ said Marisa casting an eye around the place.  ‘But I guess it has its charms.  Guess you had some good times here, huh?’

‘Right,’ said Lacerta.  ‘Good times...’ he looked about the place as if reminiscing. The music changed: a loud, fast paced number with screeching vocals that Jack recognised as a hit from a couple of years back called Shaper In My Brain. ‘Anyway, I meant about the situation when I said “what do you think?”’ Lacerta continued.

‘No-one’s taking much of an interest,’ said Jack.  ‘I don’t think we were followed either.  Marisa, you see anything?’

‘Not a thing,’ she replied.  ‘I mean it was hard to tell on the main drag, but I didn’t see anyone follow us down here.  There ain’t no-one in here who obviously gives a shit about who we are so far but, difficult to tell though with all these people.’

‘That’s what I thought,’ said Lacerta.  ‘Someone could be watching us and we’d never know but so far, so good.  Ah, here he is  .Marco!’

A small man with black, slicked back hair and light brown skin emerged from the back of the club with the barman in tow.  As he walked towards the trio he caught sight of Lacerta and his face split into a broad grin beneath a pencil moustache.

‘Julius Lacerta, as I live and breathe!’ he exclaimed once he got close. ‘Been a while, my friend.  Long time since you propped up my bar.’

‘Yeah, it’s been a while,’ said Lacerta.  ‘I really like what you’ve done with the place.  Seriously, eight credits for a beer?  You could at least give it a lick of paint.  My feet still stick to the floor near the bar as well...’

‘Times are hard, man.  What can I say?’ Marco replied.  ‘But it’s good to see you.  What brings you around this neck of the woods all of a sudden?  And who are these two characters?’

‘This lovely lady is Marisa, my head of security and this gentleman beside her is Jack.  Jack just signed up with my crew.  We’re breaking him in gently.’

‘Ah well, in that case, Jack.  My first bit of advice to you would be to keep your eye on this one,’ said Marco.  ‘He’ll have the gold fillings out of your teeth if you fall asleep around him.’

‘Nah, not these days,’ said Lacerta. 

‘Really?’

‘Yeah that’s all in the past.  I’m an honest businessman.’

‘Yeah right,’ Marco replied, mockingly.

‘No seriously,’ said Lacerta. ‘I had enough run ins with the law, or near misses.  Just an honest trader now.’

‘You and Jen aren’t still...’

‘No, that’s the reason we split,’ said Lacerta. ‘She always liked the danger more than me.  I think that’s what she got off on rather than the cash we made.  But I got a message from her recently and she said that I ought to swing by here and check out my old mate.  Apparently you’re a responsible parent now.  She said I should ask you about the baby.’

Jack noticed an almost imperceptible change in Marco’s expression when Lacerta said that.

‘Yeah, little boy actually.  Not a baby any more though, he’s nearly two.  Named him Luis after his grandfather,’ Marco replied.  ‘Listen, come in the back and I can show you some pictures.’

Marco beckoned for them to follow him through the door at the back of the club marked ‘Staff Only’ from which he had previously emerged which led into a poorly lit corridor full of stacked beer crates.  This in turn led to a staircase that climbed up to the next floor above the club where Marco’s office was situated along with a small flat.  Muffled music from the club below thudded through the floor.  Marco moved a few sheaves of paper and datapads out of the way before perching on the edge of the desk.

‘Jen said you’d be swinging by,’ he said.  ‘Is she alright?’

‘We don’t know,’ Lacerta replied.  ‘I was hoping you might be able to tell me something. When did you last see her?’

‘About a month ago,’ Marco replied.  ‘As soon as she walked in here I could tell there was something squirrely about her.  She didn’t tell me what was eating her, but it was like she couldn’t sit still and her eyes were darting all over the place like she was constantly watching for something or somebody who might be about to burst in here.  I took her back here out of sight of the other punters and she handed me this, said I was to hang on to it until you showed up and not to mention it or give it to anyone else in the meantime.’

Marco produced a key from his trouser pocket and reached around the desk to unlock its top drawer.  He pulled a small plastic card out of the depths and handed
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