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LOVE MACHINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The NC 17 was moored in the D section of the halfway space station between Mars and Earth. Tinker stood at the triple paned window that offered a view of the vast expanse of space and his pride and joy floating against the inky backdrop. 
 
      
 
    “Darling,” he whispered against the reinforced plastic that separated him from the vacuum. “You make my dangly bits tingle.” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” a rough voice interrupted his reverie. 
 
      
 
    Tinker turned and saw a couple behind him. The man was six inches taller than he was and outweighed him by a hundred pounds, but only in his shoulders and massive slabs of meat that most people called arms. 
 
      
 
    He showed them off in a hideous orange tank top tucked into the narrow waist of pants that ballooned around his legs. 
 
      
 
    The woman next to him wasn’t wearing much else. Tink had seen hookers in the brothels he liked to frequent with heavier gauge gauze covering their nether regions than she was wearing.  
 
      
 
    It left little to the imagination, which was how the pilot normally liked to see women. 
 
      
 
    Except when their steroidal boyfriends glared at him like this one was. 
 
      
 
    “Scuse me, mate,” he flashed a charming smile. “I wasn’t talking to your lady.” 
 
      
 
    The modified giant glanced up and down the steel corridor. 
 
      
 
    “There ain’t no one else here.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker looked first one way. Then the other. They were both empty. He did it again, just to be sure. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” he said. “There’s just you and me and her.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you had to be talking to her.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. I can see how you would think that though-” 
 
      
 
    “Then you were talking to me? Do I make your dangle tingle?” 
 
      
 
    “Bits,” Tinker corrected. “Dangly bits, and no. No you don’t.” 
 
    “What’s the matter with me?” the guy sneered. “You think I’m ugly or something?” 
 
      
 
    Tinker gulped. 
 
      
 
    He did think the guy was ugly, but he was pretty sure that if he said so, it would be taken personally, and probably violently. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t want things to get violent. 
 
      
 
    He just wanted a drink. And maybe a camera to capture the vision of the striking woman standing in the corridor. 
 
      
 
    He tried not to stare. 
 
    Failed. 
 
      
 
    “I was talking about my ship,” he pointed over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “That ain’t your ship,” the giant grumbled. 
 
    Tinker nodded, his eyes locked on something shiny in the navel of the woman. She had a trail of glittering gems that led all the way from her belly button down to- 
 
      
 
    “Of course it’s my ship, mate.” 
 
      
 
    “They why is it leaving?” 
 
      
 
    Tinker blinked and turned. 
 
    The tether to the NS 17 floated free from the docking berth. Ports on the back of the ship blasted frigid geysers of air into space to turn the ship away from the space station. 
 
      
 
    He beat against the plastic glass. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” he shouted. “That’s my ship!” 
 
      
 
    The rear rockets began to glow as soon as the NC 17 was clear of the station. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Tinker screamed. 
 
      
 
    But he could do nothing as the rockets engaged and the ship, his ship took off, racing away. 
 
      
 
    A heavy hand fell on his shoulder and ripped him around off the glass. 
 
      
 
    “How are your bits now?” the giant asked. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t wait for an answer and instead punched him into the sweet oblivion of a blackout. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tinker woke with a monster hangover. His head pounded, his tongue felt like sandpaper, and the cargo hold of his ship smelled like putrid discharge. 
 
      
 
    He cracked open one aching eye and groaned. His jaw hurt, his face hurt and there was something he needed to remember, but he couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    The memory of it tickled the edge of his awareness. It was important, that much he could recall. 
 
      
 
    He glanced down at his naked crotch and legs below his wrinkled shirt. He snaked a hand down to double check for missing parts and let out a sigh of relief when he counted all the parts.  
 
      
 
    Everything was where it was supposed to be. 
 
      
 
    “Morning lover,” a voice purred next to him. 
 
      
 
    Tinker angled his head to the far side of the bed and blinked the cracked open eye through a series of winks, working to bring the face in focus. 
 
      
 
    She was gorgeous. Long red hair piled on top of an angelic face, pouty lips and green eyes that he was pretty sure were contacts, because emerald wasn’t a naturally occurring color, was it? 
 
      
 
    He blinked some more and she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
      
 
    “Morning?” he croaked. 
 
      
 
    “You were amazing last night,” she said as she rolled off the bed and draped a silk robe across her firm backside. 
 
    He got just enough of a glimpse to make the blood in his nether regions start boiling before she turned back to him, all the good bits hidden in clothes now. 
 
      
 
    He looked up. 
 
      
 
    But her face though, a face made for men to go to war, for poets to compose sonnets, a face made to cry out in pleasure just for him. 
 
      
 
    He felt the stirring stir again. 
 
      
 
    “Look who else is up,” she giggled. “That’s going to cost extra.” 
 
      
 
    He yawned, stretched and shrugged all at once, hoping that it didn’t look as awkward as it felt and sending up a silent prayer that the combined muscle contractions didn’t loosen his sphincter to squeeze out some gas. 
 
      
 
    “You have to pay last night’s bill first lover,” she purred. 
 
    He tried to speak, but his mouth was dry and felt stuffed full of cotton.  He ran a sandpaper coated tongue around the desert in his cheeks and across his teeth, working up enough moisture to make speech possible. 
 
      
 
    “Pay?” he finally managed. 
 
      
 
    Her green eyes took on a hard look that flashed across her doll like features and then disappeared just as quick. 
 
      
 
    She reached behind her and pressed a communicator button on the wall. 
 
      
 
    “You do have credit?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    The smile was gone, the face an impassive wall of frozen indifference. 
 
      
 
    “Credit?” he tried to sit up and failed. 
 
      
 
    He worked at it for several moments, working to clear the fog from his clouded mind and get the muscles in his stomach to listen.  
 
    There was a lot of grunting, a few moans and finally a victory cry as he managed to roll over onto his stomach and use his arms to leverage up into a seated position. 
 
      
 
    The door whisked open and a woman glared down at him. At least he thought it was a woman. She had qualities attributable to womanhood at least. 
 
      
 
    A pile of blue gray hair was mashed into a crooked bee hive on her wrinkled face.  She wore granny glasses perched on the end of her nose, half moon spectacles that made her look older, angry and imperious at the same time. 
 
      
 
    She was taller than Tinker, filling the door with broad shoulders that had to be huge because of her massive arms. Her forearms were bigger than his thighs. 
 
    Pendulous breasts swayed under a long kimono like they had minds of their own, each moving in different directions as she settled in the doorframe and crossed her massive arms over her chest and glared at him some more. 
 
      
 
    “Twice costs extra,” she said in a voice rough from whiskey, or screaming. 
 
      
 
    “Twice what?” 
 
      
 
    “Two rides,” she lifted a fist and showed him two fingers. “Last night and this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker shifted toward the edge of the bed. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t do anything this morning,” he groaned. “Tell her.” 
 
      
 
    The room took a little twist and spin as he moved again, and he held a hand to his head to try and make it stop. 
 
      
 
    “Twice,” the woman growled. “I heard you.” 
 
      
 
    She tilted her head toward the green eyed girl. 
 
      
 
    “If you made squeals like that for your other clients, you’d double your income.” 
 
      
 
    “You have this all wrong,” said Tinker. 
 
      
 
    He finally got his head to go still and stood on shaky legs. 
 
      
 
    The woman stepped into the small room and pressed a thick finger against his chest. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t normally take a man on his word,” she said in her low voice. “But you were very convincing last night. I thought about coming out of retirement, just for you.” 
 
      
 
    He shivered. 
 
      
 
    “Buddy, you ain’t getting out of here without paying.” 
 
      
 
    Her finger pressed harder against his chest and sent him back to the bed. 
 
      
 
    Tinker looked around for help, but the hooker in the corner studied her nails with a bored look on her face. 
 
      
 
    “Look lady,” he tried to stand up again, but the bulldozer disguised as a woman planted herself in front of him and pushed him back on the bed again. 
 
      
 
    “Lady,” he tried again. “I don’t remember coming here last night. I don’t remember anything. Except-” 
 
      
 
    He sat up again, but that must have been against the rules because the madam forced him back down and straddled him. 
 
      
 
    “My ship!” he grunted. 
 
      
 
    “What ship?” 
 
    “My new ship,” he gasped as if that was explanation enough. 
 
      
 
    “If you can afford a new ship,” the madam leaned over him. “You can afford to pay the bill.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker squirmed but it was no use.  
 
      
 
    The weight of the woman, her heavy hips squashing him into the firm mattress as she pressed harder and harder. 
 
      
 
    Things that had been stirring earlier began to make a hasty retreat into his torso in an effort to put distance between themselves and whatever was going on under the kimono. 
 
      
 
    “Someone stole it,” he managed to gasp as she shoved harder. 
 
      
 
    “Stole what?” the madam breathed on him. Her breath smelled like candy lemon drops and alcohol. 
 
      
 
    “Ship.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone stole your ship?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. 
 
      
 
    “And you came straight here and ran up a tab? That doesn’t seem too smart.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker tried to shake his head, but her massive hands grabbed him by the skull and held him still. 
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to rob me?” 
 
      
 
    He tried again, but this time, his head wouldn’t move at all. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he moaned. 
 
      
 
    “Did you think you could take advantage of my good nature?” 
 
      
 
    Her cracked lips were inches from his. Her wrinkled visage was the most terrifying thing he had seen in his life. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know what happens to men who try to screw me over?” 
 
      
 
    Her cable cord strong thighs clenched against him. He felt the bones in his pelvis shift and crack. 
 
      
 
    “You screw them back?” he sobbed. 
 
      
 
    He was pretty sure his bits had disappeared altogether. Not that it mattered. If the madam kept squeezing him, things would pop and crush and mash up into a paste that would splurt out of his mouth and onto the hooker’s bed. 
 
      
 
    Instead, the madam threw back her head and barked a laugh into the wall. 
 
      
 
    “You would be so lucky,” she gave him another squeeze and slid off to sit beside him. 
 
      
 
    One of her hands grabbed him by the collar of the shirt he was still wearing and yanked him up beside her. 
 
      
 
    “Put your pants back on,” she told him. “You’re going to work off what you owe me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tinker tried to think of one good thing about the job at hand, but cleaning up after a bunch of johns was no picnic. 
 
      
 
    He made himself laugh at his own joke. There were a ton of jobs going on behind the closed doors in the space station brothel, just not the kind of work he was interested in. 
 
      
 
    Unless it was on the receiving end of one of those jobs, he corrected. Pomfrey the madam of the establishment had dictated a low wage that would allow him to pay off the debt in just two short days, and when Tinker tried to protest, she suggested he could work it off in other ways with a wiggle of her bushy painted brows. 
 
      
 
    He considered it, the gods help him. 
 
      
 
    It would be a few moments of torture that would get him on to his real hunt faster, but try as he might, he just couldn’t picture it happening. 
 
      
 
    Technically, he when he pictured it happening, it made him sick, and his first job was cleaning up his own spew. 
 
      
 
    Then it was on to other various discharges that didn’t belong to him. 
 
      
 
    He collected crusty rags for cleaning. He collected crusty and sticky instruments for sterilization. At one point, he collected something he had no idea about, not its use, nor its origin or the reason for its shape. Not even why it felt the way it felt, which was a cross between sticky and gritty, like ground glass against his skin. 
 
    He washed, and wiped and lubed and stacked. 
 
      
 
    The brothel was set up like others he had visited. Every space station had them. Space colonization and expanding the planets was the work of scientists and astronauts, at least the initial forays.  
 
      
 
    But settling in space, growing the population had occurred much like the frontier of the old west. 
 
      
 
    First there were miners and prospectors, working the asteroid belt and Mars. Then came those who supplied them, and the first of these were bars and whores. 
 
      
 
    Men who worked in space mines had little else to do with their money than get drunk and get laid, and the space stations themselves were no different. 
 
      
 
    Booze and brothels popped up like flowers in an earth meadow after a spring rain. Technology advanced, but the needs of man didn’t, Tinker thought. 
 
      
 
    Except Tech did a pretty good job of keeping up. 
 
      
 
    Sexbots were a craze for a while, and a fetish for a few stations. Now they were just one more flavor in a spectrum of tastes. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad there are no bots,” he said to himself. 
 
      
 
    “Were you talking to me?” 
 
      
 
    Tinker looked over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    A man in a sleek business suit was on the arm of the red headed hooker he had woke up with this morning. The man had bushy sideburns that stretched to the bottom of his cheeks, ruddy red chubby things that turned his piggish eyes into tiny squints of obsidian. 
 
      
 
    “Just thinking out loud, friend,” Tinker hefted the bucket of after rags and started toward the laundry pod attached to the brothel. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not your friend,” the man called after him. 
 
      
 
    “Your loss asshole,” Tinker said, again to himself. 
 
      
 
    He just didn’t know how much his voice carried in the narrow confines of the small whorehouse. 
 
      
 
    “Are you calling me an asshole?” 
 
      
 
    “Come on Harold,” the red head tugged the man by the arm. “Ignore him.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker set the bucket down and stared at the man. He looked like the kind of guy who considered himself important. 
 
      
 
    In Tink’s experience, those kind of men often weren’t, they just wanted people to think they were. That’s why they wore shiny suits and barked out orders, like assholes. 
 
      
 
    “Friend,” Tinker smiled. “I don’t have a problem with you. I don’t want a problem with you. I’m just doing my job.” 
 
      
 
    “Apologize,” Harold barked. 
 
      
 
    “For what?” 
 
      
 
    “Calling me an asshole.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker raised his hands in an act of surrender. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry for what?” Harold smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Pal, I said I’m sorry. You don’t have to be an asshole about it.” 
 
      
 
    Harold puffed up his chest and took a menacing step toward Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “I should beat your ass,” he threatened. 
 
      
 
    A giant hand landed on Tinker’s shoulder and yanked him off his feet. 
 
      
 
    He looked up at the wrinkled visage of Pomfrey, the half moon spectacles magnifying the glare in her black eyes as she peered down at him. 
 
      
 
    “I apologize on his behalf, Harold. Now go have your fun.” 
 
      
 
    Harold glared at Tinker, then glared at Pomfrey. He decided that wasn’t too smart of an idea and turned the glare into a nod. He pursed his lips to show he was thinking about it, and being gracious, but Tinker could swear the man tucked tail and ran. If he had a tail. 
 
      
 
    He watched the portly businessman slip into the room with the red haired girl and tried to stand up. 
 
      
 
    Pomfrey shook him by the collar. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t harass the customers,” she snarled. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t me,” Tinker started to say when she shook him again. 
 
      
 
    “Just do your job,” said Pomfrey. “Or is cleaning up other men’s messes too much for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I just want to pay you off and find my ship,” Tinker said. 
 
      
 
    Pomfrey let him go and he straightened up his shirt under his beaten leather bomber jacket. 
 
      
 
    “That man you just pissed off,” she pointed. “Was the head of docking and routes. He could have told you where your ship went.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker groaned. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” he said. “Maybe I should go apologize for real.” 
 
      
 
    He took a step toward the room. Pomfrey backhanded his shoulder and sent him into the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Leave them alone,” she ordered. “They’re just getting started.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell him when he’s done,” Tinker massaged where she hit him. “I think it’s going to bruise.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got too much to do to wait,” she told him and shoved him toward the bucket. “If you really want to some help, I know a guy.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker turned his head to look from one side of the brothel to the next. 
 
      
 
    “I guess you know more than one guy.” 
 
      
 
    She snorted out what passed for a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
      
 
    “I just did.” 
 
      
 
    She snorted again. 
 
      
 
    “I know a private investigator who specializes in lost ships,” she said. “It happens more than you think.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker thought back to how he won the NC 17 and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a weird cat,” Pomfrey told him. “Exotic tastes. But Morgan should be able to help you.” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” said Tinker. “Point me in the right direction.” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” said Pomfrey. “After you’re done.” 
 
    She didn’t point him in the right direction. She pointed him at the bucket and what was left of the messes hidden behind closed doors. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan had a closet designed as an office on the opposite end of the space station. 
 
      
 
    Tinker made his way there after his one day’s worth of work stretched into three, thanks to the “kind” madam who tacked on a couple of extra charges. 
 
      
 
    He tried to make a deal with her to throw an hour or two with a couple of her girls into the mix, in trade for the third day, but she cut him loose after the noon lunch rush and told him to never come back. 
 
      
 
    He knew she didn’t mean it. 
 
      
 
    Ladies of the night wouldn’t give you the time of day unless you had the money to pay for it, but enough money bought all the time in the world. 
 
      
 
    Or at least a couple of hours of space time. 
 
      
 
    His normal visits had been mostly at night, and mostly drunk, so he had never known that there was a noon time rush on brothels. But after witnessing it for two of his three days, he had to take the whorehouse gossip on it. 
 
      
 
    Every girl was busy for lunch. 
 
      
 
    He found the door marked with simple black letters that looked hand painted to the metal, but with care and precision. 
 
      
 
    There was no button, no camera, no way to let anyone inside know he was standing out there, so he decided to knock. 
 
      
 
    The door whisked open and he almost missed on the third rap. 
 
      
 
    He stepped into a narrow room, a small metal desk lined against one wall and two chairs facing each other in the middle of the space. 
 
      
 
    One of the chairs was occupied by a man with average features and a balding pate. The remnants of his hair were wavy, so that what was left almost looked like a comb over. 
 
      
 
    He had long fingers on big hands that looked out of place on his average body, and they were steepled in front of him, as if on display. 
 
      
 
    “Pomfrey told me you were coming,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Morgan,” Tinker stated. 
 
      
 
    But Morgan must have thought it was a question. 
 
      
 
    “I am Morgan.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I got that,” said Tinker. “PI, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Private investigator.” 
 
      
 
    “She said you could help me find my ship.” 
 
      
 
    “I can find many things. I might be able to help.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s great. It’s the NC 17, a frigate with-” 
 
      
 
    “For the right price.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Tinker sighed. “We’re at that part already?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the most important part.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” said Tinker. “I get that. It is important. Money makes the world go round and all that. I mean, even though we’re in space, it greases a lot of wheels. A lot of palms too, depending on the space station you’re on, am I right?” 
 
      
 
    Morgan nodded him and looked over the tips of his longer fingers, never moving the steeple. 
 
      
 
    “You can pay, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” said Tinker. “Eventually. I mean, I’m good for it.” 
 
      
 
    Morgan sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t do credit.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good policy,” Tinker said. “An excellent policy. And I’m not asking for credit. I’m just asking to pay you a little later.” 
 
      
 
    “How much later?” 
 
      
 
    “After the job is done?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you asking or telling me?” 
 
      
 
    “Asking?” 
 
      
 
    “Go back to your job with Pomfrey,” said the PI. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t a real job,” said Tinker. “I had to work off a couple of nights with a lovely redhead.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “No really,” said Tinker. “She was gorgeous.” 
 
      
 
    “Svetlana? I know, she’s my favorite.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you know what she can do.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I-” Tinker tried to remember.  Did he know what she could do? Their morning together was just a case of mistaken identity, the madam hearing one thing and thinking it was another. But the night before, when they said he ran up a tab, he couldn’t recall any of it. 
 
      
 
    He remembered the look of her dressing in the morning as she woke him, but nothing of the night before. 
 
      
 
    “You were scammed.” 
 
      
 
    “Scammed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you came in, got drunk and they rolled you.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t have any money to roll,” Tinker confessed. 
 
      
 
    “They made it up. You were too drunk to tell and Pomfrey got a couple day’s work out of you,” Morgan laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Son of a-” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, don’t feel too bad,” said Morgan. “It happens a lot more than you think.” 
 
      
 
    “Not to me,” Tinker puffed up his chest. 
 
      
 
    Morgan was nice enough not to comment. 
 
      
 
    “No money for the fun times,” he said instead. “You have money to pay my fee?” 
 
      
 
    Tinker patted his pockets and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Did you think I was going to do it out of the kindness of my heart?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Tinker confessed, though he had nursed a secret hope that the connection between Morgan and Pomfrey would be strong enough that he would want to help out of a sense of duty and nobility. 
 
      
 
    “How much is it?” 
 
      
 
    “One thousand credits.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker tried not to gulp. A thousand credits would buy three fuel cells for his ship. In the grand scheme of things, it wasn’t that much. 
 
      
 
    But in the short term scheme of things, it was a hell of a lot more than he had at the moment. 
 
      
 
    A thousand credits more. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Up front.” 
 
      
 
    Damn it. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Come see me when you do,” Morgan told him. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t have to get up to see Tinker out of the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tinker was a man adrift. Space was dotted with derelicts from the heyday of expansion, colonization and exploration and he felt like one of the lifeless hulks that floated along the edges of the routes. 
 
      
 
    He wandered down the corridor of the space station, in the general direction of Pomfrey’s brothel, but he knew he couldn’t go back there. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t know how much he would need to clean to earn the PI’s fee, but he didn’t know if there were enough lunch rushes to make it happen. 
 
      
 
    He sniffed, feeling sorry for himself for a moment. He didn’t even have enough credit to buy a drink, and he wasn’t sure where he was going to sleep once night came. 
 
    His home was his ship and he missed it. Missed the small crew space where he sprawled out to read or watch vids or nap. Missed his tiny bed in the tiny cabin. He missed the captain’s chair in the narrow cockpit, to the left of the console with enough room for him to stretch his legs out, if he wanted. 
 
      
 
    He could set the auto-pilot and stretch out and watch the stars whiz by as he meandered from job to job. 
 
      
 
    Now, his ship was gone. 
 
      
 
    Stolen by some idiot, no doubt. He could work his way back up again.  
 
      
 
    That much he knew. 
 
      
 
    It was part of who he was, a sheer determination to keep going no matter what. Life knocked him down and he just got up again. 
 
    But he didn’t want to work hard, scrimp, save and bet. There weren’t many guys around who would bet a frigate on a round of Texas Hold ‘Em, and he needed a frigate for his chosen line of work. 
 
      
 
    Finding a new ship would take too long, so he just needed to find his ship. 
 
      
 
    And that would only take as long as it took him to raise Morgan’s fee and for the PI to work his magic to find the NC 17. 
 
      
 
    He could see the neon glow of a bar in a common area, and headed for it. 
 
      
 
    The space stations had several types of bars, just like on planet earth and at Musk, the huge colony on Mars. There were sports bars and upscale bars, piano bars and dive bars. 
 
    He wanted the last kind, one full of cheap neon and smoky interiors.  
 
    Despite being outlawed on most stations, smokers still found a way to nurse their addiction. He was not a smoker, though he did puff on an occasional cigar during a poker game or to celebrate an exceptionally good job well done. He didn’t smoke, he sipped and puffed, he liked to say. 
 
      
 
    The neon had one letter that was burned out and a second letter on the verge. The gas in the tube flickered as he walked past, the hum of the electricity audible until he stepped through the door. 
 
      
 
    He was not disappointed. 
 
      
 
    There were no biker bars in space, probably because there were no bikes, and hence, no bikers. But if there were, this would be the kind of place bikers liked to hang out. 
 
      
 
    The room was long, deep and dark. A bar along one side, three pool tables down the middle and a counter along the opposite wall that stretched all the way to the back. 
 
    Tinker double checked his pockets again, just in case he had overlooked any credits on the first three passes, but they were just as empty. 
 
      
 
    He moved to a seat near the middle pool table on the counter and turned around to watch the game between three mine workers, as they worked the table in stoic silence. 
 
      
 
    “What can I get you?” a dark haired waitress with moist brown eyes barely glanced at him as she passed in a rush. 
 
      
 
    “Waiting on someone,” he said. 
 
      
 
    That should buy him some time. He would hang out for fifteen or twenty minutes, say he was stood up, then go find another bar to do the same routine all over again. 
 
      
 
    She nodded and left him alone. 
 
      
 
    One of the mine workers beat the other, then played the remaining man and beat him too. 
 
    Tinker was just about out of time when they left, leaving a pitcher with just enough in the bottom to fill a glass. 
 
      
 
    He slid off the stool, wiped the rim of one of the glasses on the edge of the pool table and poured the rest of the beer into it before sitting back down. 
 
      
 
    The waitress came by, eyed the glass, eyed the pitcher and curled up a lip as she cleaned up. 
 
      
 
    He decided to quaff the beer and disappear when four men started in a new pool game and distracted her. 
 
      
 
    “First rule of pool club,” one of the men with the longest hair said as he sent the cue ball crashing into a solid. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t talk about it,” said another man, moving to grip him by the arm. 
 
      
 
    “There is no pool club,” a third laughed. 
 
      
 
    The fourth man kept his mouth shut. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t talk about it,” the second man repeated. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the point of being in something so cool and you can’t talk about it?” number one mused. 
 
      
 
    “Because that’s the rule,” said the second. “It’s the first three rules. The only three rules.” 
 
      
 
    “But why?” the third asked. “What do you think Rolf?” 
 
      
 
    The fourth man took his turn and sent three balls into three pockets before scratching on the fourth. 
 
      
 
    “I think that guy is paying too much attention to what you’re saying,” Rolf nodded to Tinker. 
 
      
 
    The other three glared at him. 
 
      
 
    Tink raised his almost empty glass in a toast. 
 
    “You listening to us?” number one asked. 
 
      
 
    “Some people like to people watch,” said Tinker. “I like to people listen.” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t that an invasion of our privacy?” the third shifted his pool cue from hand to hand. 
 
      
 
    “I’m just curious by nature,” said Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to be ass beat by nature,” said the second man. 
 
      
 
    “Are you nature?” Tinker smiled.  
 
    “What a great name. I’m Tinker.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “He said your name is nature,” said Rolf. 
 
      
 
    “And you’re Rolf,” Tinker smiled again and got the same reaction. 
 
      
 
    “You calling me nature?” the second man growled. 
 
      
 
    “Is that a bad thing?” 
 
      
 
    The four men moved to one side of the pool table so they were a half circle around Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “Calling people any sort of names that aren’t their own can be bad for your health,” said number one. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know your names,” said Tinker. “Except Rolf. We go way back.” 
 
      
 
    “You do?” number two tilted his head to one side. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, all the way to the beginning of this conversation. But they say that’s how great friendships get started.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have any friends,” said number three. 
 
      
 
    “Sure I do,” said Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “Not with you.” 
 
    “No, not with me. You are correct with that. I am here having a drink by myself, so none of my friends are with me.” 
 
      
 
    “But mine are,” said number one. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed Tinker by the jacket and dragged him toward the door. Rolf dropped a credit chip on the pool table as the three others followed them through. 
 
      
 
    Out in the corridor, number one bounced Tinker off the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Where’ an alley when you need it, right?” Tinker tried to stay upright. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t hard. Number one was joined by Rolf and they both held him up by the jacket. His feet hardly touched the ground. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like your face,” number three sneered. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that,” said Tinker. “It’s the only one I’ve got.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we do with him?” the second one asked. 
 
      
 
    Tinker couldn’t help notice his voice went up a couple of octaves. He couldn’t tell if it was because he was excited or scared or both. 
 
      
 
    “He was curious about the club,” number one answered. “I say we join him.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker was on the verge of objecting, but couldn’t get the words out as they dragged him along the corridor and shoved him into a cargo hold airlock. 
 
      
 
    He expected a vast cavernous space full of boxes and shipping containers, and this hold was just like that. 
 
      
 
    Except the containers were stacked so they formed a box with a narrow opening at the corner. 
 
    There were no lights on in the roof of the hold, but the space on the other side of the containers glowed and the opening leaked a narrow yellow band across the dark floor. 
 
      
 
    As the four men yanked him toward the opening, two women staggered out. One had half of her face covered in blood, a smashed and swollen nose leaked a trail of blood on the metal floor. The other held her by the arm and carried a credit chip in the hand holding her up. 
 
      
 
    “Win again?” Rolf asked. 
 
      
 
    “Undefeated,” said the bruised and battered woman. She spit a bloody tooth onto the decking and limped away. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is this?” Tinker asked as the shoved him through the opening. 
 
      
 
    A mixed crowd of men and woman stood in a shallow square that matched the shape of the containers around them. Lights were affixed to the metal edges, pointed at the space in the middle where two people tried to beat each other to a pulp. 
 
      
 
    “Girl fight,” Tinker whispered as the foursome shoved him forward. 
 
      
 
    A woman in the ring landed a spinning round kick to the chin of the other, sending a splattering of blood across the silent crowd. The only sound was flesh on flesh, the smacking, grunting, wheezing gasp of two people intent on bodily harm. 
 
      
 
    The girl recovered from the round kick, though she was shaky. She landed a few body blows, swept the knee and when her opponent landed on her back with a thud, she pounced on top and beat her with repeated hammer blows until the girl on bottom stopped moving. 
 
      
 
    The victor tottered up as a man detached from the crowd, put a credit chip in her hand and aimed her toward the narrow exit while another woman helped the loser to her feet and half carried her out. 
 
      
 
    “Is this legal?” Tinker breathed. 
 
      
 
    “No one talks about it,” said number two. 
 
      
 
    “How much do they win?” he licked his lips. 
 
      
 
    “No one talks about it,” answered number three. 
 
      
 
    “But girl fights,” Tinker motioned with one hand, as if that explained the mystery of the universe and all the wonder possessed therein. 
 
      
 
    “Not just girls,” said Rolf. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone fights,” said number one. 
 
      
 
    Tinker tried to shove his way back from the edge of the group. 
 
    “I’m a lover not a fighter,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Relax,” said number one. “You’re not fighting.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “That’s great. Can I place a bet?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re bait.” 
 
      
 
    Rolf shoved him into the middle of  
 
    the square. 
 
      
 
    Tinker blinked away the glare of the bright halogen lights that made it hard to see. 
 
      
 
    A shadow attached from the far side of the crowd and stalked toward him.  
 
      
 
    The lights turned the shadow into a mountain of humanity a head taller than the lanky pilot. 
 
      
 
    He had long arms off sloped shoulders that ended in fists the size of canned hams. 
 
      
 
    “Bait?” Tinker screamed. 
 
      
 
    No one in the crowd made a sound.  
 
      
 
    They just watched in silence. 
 
      
 
    “Fellas!” Tinker shouted as the man lunged for him. 
 
      
 
    He skipped back out of the way, stumbled and turned it into a run as the man scooted after him. 
 
      
 
    A leg stuck out from the crowd and tripped him. 
 
      
 
    Tinker sprawled on the deck. It knocked the wind out of him. He tried to groan, but nothing in his diaphragm worked. His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. 
 
      
 
    The big guy caught him, rolled him over and drew back a fist. Tinker watched it blot out one of the halogens and was grateful for the shadow. 
 
      
 
    Then he realized that same shadow was going to smash his head into the metal underneath and watched it grow larger. 
 
      
 
    He ducked, and twisted. 
 
      
 
    The fist crashed into the decking and  
 
    Tinker heard bones crunch. The man howled and plopped over onto his haunches, his mangled hand held out in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Tinker still couldn’t catch his breath, blue stars started to pop in front of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    He saw the hand and figured the guy was offering to help him sit up, catch his breath and go on with a fair fight. 
 
      
 
    He reached up, squeezed the proffered hand and pulled himself up.  
 
      
 
    The giant man screamed a high pitched wail and fell backwards.  
 
      
 
    It yanked Tinker to his feet, where he stumbled, tripped over the man’s feet and accidentally kicked him in the face as he tried to find his footing. 
 
      
 
    He caught his balance in the middle of the square of light and glanced back. 
 
      
 
    The giant was out cold, his misshapen hand cradled to his chest, nose smashed where the toe of Tinker’s boot trampled it into his face. 
 
      
 
    “Oh man, sorry about that,” he said to the unconscious man. 
 
      
 
    The same guy who paid the girl detached from the crowd, put a credit chip in his hand as he clapped him on the back. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t talk about it,” he whispered as he shoved Tinker toward the narrow opening. 
 
      
 
    No one tried to stop him as he left. 
 
    “Talk about it,” he mumbled to himself as he stepped through the cargo doors and back into the corridor. “No one would believe me if I tried.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgan was still in his chair, still staring at the door, as if he hadn’t moved the whole time Tinker had been gone.  
 
      
 
    The pilot wondered if he was waiting, or what he was waiting for. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” he held out the credit chip. 
 
    “That was fast.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how much is on it,” Tinker blurted out. “I hope it’s enough.” 
 
    Morgan took the chip and slid it into a reader on his desk. His eyes bugged out and he made a small noise in his throat that sounded a lot like a squeal. 
 
    “This should be just enough,” he coughed when he turned back around. “I’ll have to trim some expenses.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker sighed in relief. 
 
      
 
    “All right,” he clapped his hands.  
 
      
 
    “Time to work some magic. Where is my ship? It’s the NC 17, a frigate-” 
 
    Morgan held up his hands. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not quite as simple as that,” said the PI. 
 
      
 
    “We’re sleuthing, right?” Tinker asked. “We’re finding clues, piecing together a trail.” 
 
      
 
    “WE’RE doing nothing,” Morgan corrected. “I’ll put out some feelers. Ask some questions.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s how most lost things are found.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? But I thought, we’d be pounding the pavement, knocking on doors and knocking heads together to find the criminal element responsible for who stole my ship.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be easier, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s do it. Let’s go kick some ass.” 
 
      
 
    “Whose ass do you suggest we kick?” 
 
      
 
    “Bad guys.” 
 
      
 
    “Which bad guys?” asked Morgan. 
 
    “The ship stealing bastards kind of bad guys.” 
 
      
 
    “And who would that be?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. Reach out to your underworld contacts and get their names, and then let’s go ask them.” 
 
    Morgan nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Or we could just do a route trace through our friend Harold’s computer.” 
 
      
 
    “Harold?” 
 
      
 
    “Your friend from Pomfrey. She said you really pissed him off.” 
 
      
 
    “That guy?” 
 
      
 
    “I worked on his computer a couple of years ago and installed a trapdoor. I can access his systems and run a query.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker’s shoulders sagged. 
 
    That didn’t sound very exciting. 
 
    “Alright, well, I guess, let’s do that then.” 
 
      
 
    His desk pinged. 
 
      
 
    “Done,” said Morgan. 
 
      
 
    “That fast?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m that good.” 
 
      
 
    Morgan lifted a tablet off his desk and swiped data onto it. He froze the frame and turned it to Tinker. 
 
    “That your ship?” 
 
      
 
    There it was. The NC 17 tethered to a battered space station. 
 
      
 
    “That’s her,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Are you crying?” Morgan scoffed. 
 
    “It’s an emotional moment,” said Tinker. “It’s been a long time.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been three days.” 
 
      
 
    “A long three days,” Tinker sniffed.  
 
    “And nights. Almost four.” 
 
      
 
    Morgan tilted the tablet and keyed in notes. 
 
      
 
    “I know where this is,” he said. “A chop shop station on the edge of the Orion belt. Its run by a guy named Banner. He’s an old hand at pirating space ships.” 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s go stop him.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to book passage on a ship to get there,” Morgan said. “You up for an adventure?” 
 
      
 
    “I was born for adventure.” 
 
    Morgan shut down his office and slipped the tablet into a nylon messenger bag with frayed threads on the corners.  He keyed the lock sequence and led Tinker down the corridors toward a commercial transport docking station. 
 
      
 
    “We can book cheap passage on a space transport to get us closer,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Tinker bit his lip. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to get more credit,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll cover this,” said Morgan. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Tinker gushed. 
 
    “You can pay me back.” 
 
      
 
    They reached the docking station.  
 
      
 
    Morgan studied the departure schedule while Tinker watched the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Commercial ports were the nexus of multiple transportation lines, large dedicated spaces on big space station where crowds formed and dispersed as thousands of people came and went. 
 
      
 
    It was a great place for people watching, but too noisy for hearing much he thought. 
 
      
 
    He watched a muscular Chinese man move toward them, slipping through the crowd with ease. 
 
      
 
    He watched as the man walked up to Morgan, put a small blaster to the back of his head where his skull met his neck and pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    Watched as Morgan collapsed to the deck. Tinker caught the tablet as he slumped past and followed the Chinese man away from the fallen body and the murmuring crowd 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh man what the hell did you do that for?” Tinker mumbled as he walked next to the assassin. “I mean you shot him. Don’t shoot me for noticing, but you shot him.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you owe Mr. Kim ten thousand credits?” 
 
      
 
    Tinker shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Are you late on your payment and avoiding Mr. Kim?” 
 
      
 
    Again, Tinker shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Then I will not be shooting you today.” 
 
      
 
    He pointed to the tablet in Tinker’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “May I?” 
 
      
 
    Tinker held it out. He was uncertain what to do. Part of him wanted to run, and he was pretty sure he would remember if he owned Mr. Kim anything. 
 
      
 
    The man was a notorious gangster warlord that controlled a lot of the routes and stations on the way to Mars.  There more than people realized. 
 
      
 
    Mars orbited the sun, but at a different speed than earth. At any given time, it was at a new point in space on an elliptical circle that varied by time of year. 
 
      
 
    Most people thought travel in space was a straight line, but it wasn’t.  
 
      
 
    There were space stations fanned out from earth like points on a circle, ready to serve the colony and mines on Mars and act as way stations for travelers from the home planet to the red planet. 
 
    There were multiple circles, which meant a lot of space stations and varying routes along the way. 
 
    Mr. Kim had his fingers in a lot of them. 
 
      
 
    “I am Ping,” said the assassin as his deft fingers tapped on the keyboard. 
 
      
 
    “Tinker,” the pilot answered. “Look Ping, I just paid that man to find my lost ship. He was taking me there now. Couldn’t you have waited to kill him until after that?” 
 
      
 
    “I was not ordered to wait.” 
 
      
 
    “If I could just get my money back then,” Tinker reached for the tablet.  
 
      
 
    Ping pulled it back and held it up. 
 
      
 
    “He owed Mr. Kim ten thousand credits. He made a ten thousand credit deposit today.” 
 
      
 
    “That was my money,” Tinker groaned. 
 
      
 
    “Then he robbed you too. Now Mr. Kim is repaid.” 
 
      
 
    He tapped a transfer key and handed the tablet back to Tinker. The chip was empty. 
 
      
 
    “That was my money,” he whispered.  
 
      
 
    “That son of a bitch.” 
 
    Ping stopped and glared at him. 
 
    “I’m talking about Morgan,” Tinker defended. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Ping allowed. “Now if you will excuse me, I must return to Mr. Kim’s station before the authorities began to search me out.” 
 
      
 
    He turned away from Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Mr. Ping?” 
 
      
 
    “Just Ping.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey Ping,” Tinker tried on his best pleading expression. “Think I could catch a ride with you on your ship?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ping’s ship was long, lean and sleek.  
 
      
 
    It was three times larger than the NC 17 and had a six man crew, plus Ping and Tinker. 
 
      
 
    The assassin had left him in the rear hold of the ship with one other man for company. 
 
      
 
    “Benedict,” he didn’t bother to hold out a hand to shake. 
 
      
 
    Tinker tried not to take it personal even though they were the only two people in the hold and it was going to be a long trip. 
 
      
 
    Ping said three weeks, which mean they were going to burn fuel to reach speed and then coast to whatever part of the cosmos Mr. Kim’s space station occupied at the moment. 
 
    It was a classic smugglers trick, Tinker knew and would make it harder for them to be tracked.   
 
      
 
    Ping must have been a little bit worried about killing the PI even if he thought he got away with it. 
 
      
 
    “Tinker,” the pilot responded. 
 
      
 
    He noticed a couple of smaller boxes and cobbled them beside each other to make a seat, modelled after the one Benedict had built for himself. 
 
      
 
    “Comfy,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Benedict was a thick bodied man, chest like a keg of beer with short thick arms covered with curly black hair. His head was bald and shiny, a patchwork of white scars and divots in the skin. It looked like he could take a punch and a lot of people tried to show him how. 
 
      
 
    “Long trip,” Tinker commented. “You mind if I talk to fill the time?” 
 
      
 
    “I like the quiet.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” said Tinker. “Except when we’re starting out. I promise, if you just let me get this out of my system, let me work out the nerves, then I’ll zip it the entire trip and we can just enjoy each other’s company. But taking off, you know, I get nervous. Plus, I just watched a man get killed right in front of me.” 
 
      
 
    Benedict sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I’ve seen men die before. But not right there you know? Close enough I could reach out and touch them. I was a pilot in the war. Were you in?” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t wait for an answer. 
 
      
 
    “You look like a bunch of guys I ferried around. But that’s just a look, okay? You could just be the disciplined type. This guy, I was talking to him and bam, he was dead. Just like that.” 
 
    “You’re not going to shut up, are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try,” Tinker said. “But I don’t like to make promises I can’t keep, so if I’m being one hundred percent honest, I’ll probably fail.” 
 
      
 
    “I could beat your face in until you couldn’t make a sound,” said Benedict. 
 
      
 
    Tinker thought he might be serious.  
 
    The thick man sounded serious.  
 
      
 
    Since he didn’t move though, he might just be letting Tinker know what he could do, as opposed to what he would do. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that would make the trip any more fun,” he said. “Besides, if you accidentally kill me, you’d have to live with my body stinking up the place and who wants that?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be easier if you shut the hell up.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably,” said Tinker. 
 
      
 
    He figured he would at least try to be a good hold mate and travel companion by respecting the man’s wishes. 
 
      
 
    He lasted six minutes. 
 
      
 
    He studied the dark hold around them while he waited. There wasn’t much to see. Boxes mostly. Wooden shipping crates that were throwbacks to a bygone day. 
 
      
 
    Tinker figured Ping and his crew had stumbled across an abandoned cache hold and claimed them under space maritime law. Or took them from someone who did. 
 
      
 
    Or maybe it was tribute to Mr. Kim, he shrugged as his eyes drifted over metal containers of various sizes, marked with station markings from a hundred destinations across the galaxy. 
 
      
 
    They were supposed to be shipped straight, but Tinker knew that for every box that made a straight hop toward Mars, three more found a more circuitous route along the way. 
 
      
 
    He should know, because more than several of those routes and goods were ran by him. 
 
      
 
    His head stopped moving at the box by his hold companion’s feet and stared. The space between the containers was a hole of blackness even darker than the air around them thanks to a box that covered the top, blocking all light. 
 
      
 
    But Tinker could have swore something in the darkness moved. 
 
      
 
    He glanced at his companion. The man sprawled across his constructed bench, arms folded over his thick chest, eyes closed. 
 
      
 
    Whatever it was that moved was closer to him than to me, Tinker thought. 
 
      
 
    Which was a good thing. It meant that if it was a space ghost or monster, it would grab him first and Tinker wouldn’t have to outrun either of them. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    There was no such thing as space ghosts, he told himself. 
 
      
 
    Not that they discovered yet, he answered. And most of space is unexplored. 
 
      
 
    Which sent a shiver up his spine that he tried to fight. 
 
      
 
    The darkness noticed and swirled again, sending another shiver and shimmy. 
 
      
 
    Whatever it was, monster, or ghost or space beast, it was watching him. 
 
    That meant it was probably planning on eating him. Even now, Tinker imagined it was calculating angles so it could leap out at him and take them both by surprise. 
 
      
 
    He was going to have to work hard to flip the switch and surprise it back. 
 
    Ping checked him for weapons, but all anyone ever checked for was a blaster or a back up laser, or a vibro-blade knife. Since Tinker didn’t carry any of those, everyone thought he was unarmed. 
 
      
 
    He closed his fingers on the large buckle at the bottom of his leather bomber jacket and twisted out a three inch arrow shaped blade with a discreet turn of his wrist. 
 
      
 
    Now whatever it was, ghost, beast, monster or space dragon was in trouble. 
 
      
 
    Not really a dragon thought, he watched the darkness with overlarge eyes, because a dragon would be kill and kill him like in an instant. 
 
      
 
    But he was ready for anything else. 
 
      
 
    All he had to do was distract it. 
 
      
 
    He turned his head away from the black opening and yawned as he stretched his arms. 
 
      
 
    Then he launched himself from his seat with a yowl designed to freeze the monster or ghost or beast or dragon and buy him a few precious seconds to get the jump on it. 
 
      
 
    “Die dragon!” 
 
      
 
    The man on the bench across from him moved like plasma lightning. He leaned up, caught Tinker by the throat and held him off the ground. 
 
      
 
    Tinker scrabbled his toes against the metal decking, fighting to breathe a warning. 
 
      
 
    He dropped the flat arrow blade so he could grip the thick wrist and hold himself off the decking. 
 
      
 
    “Ghoah-,” he choked. 
 
      
 
    “Trying to attack a man in his sleep?” the man growled. 
 
      
 
    “Gack,” Tinker answered. 
 
      
 
    “Know what I do to cowards like you?” 
 
      
 
    “Ghurk!” 
 
      
 
    Tinker let go with one hand and pointed. It put more pressure on his throat.  
 
      
 
    He tried to gurgle out a warning as the shadows swirled behind the guy holding him. 
 
      
 
    He watched stars sparkle purple and blue in front of his eyes before the darkness closed in and took them both. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He blinked back tears as he forced his eyes open. He could see the ceiling of the hold, feel the cold deck underneath his fingertips and seeping through the butt of his pants. 
 
      
 
    At least he wasn’t dead, he thought. Then he remembered that the beast ghost space monster was probably chowing down on the other guy right now and saving him for a late night snack. 
 
      
 
    He lifted his head. 
 
      
 
    “You’re up,” said a woman’s voice. 
 
      
 
    “I told you I didn’t kill him,” a man answered. 
 
      
 
    Tinker shoved up on his elbows. 
 
    His hold companion was sprawled back in his bench, and Tinker’s seat was occupied by a wispy woman covered from head to toe in a long silver robe and habit.  
 
      
 
    Her thin face was attractive, gaunt enough to turn her cheekbones razor sharp, which served to highlight ice blue eyes that almost glowed against the habit that hid her hair. 
 
      
 
    “I can see the marks on his neck,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m okay,” Tinker said. 
 
      
 
    Or at least he tried to say that. It came out as a croaking rasp, more frog than human and he shifted his weight to one elbow so he could assess the damage with the other hand. 
 
      
 
    His throat hurt, inside and out. The skin on either side was tender as if a vice like grip squeezed from the outside in. 
 
      
 
    “Hurts?” the woman asked. 
 
    He decided to nod instead of answer. 
 
    She nodded back, her intoxicating eyes full of sympathy.  She held out a collapsible cup full of steaming liquid. 
 
    Tinker sat all the way up and took it from her. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” he grunted. 
 
      
 
    It sounded a little like thanks. Close enough that she took his meaning since she smiled. 
 
      
 
    He sipped it and made a face. 
 
      
 
    “Tea,” she said. “It will help with the pain.” 
 
      
 
    He took another sip and tried not to retch. He could feel it burning down his throat and dropping into his stomach where it expanded out toward his limbs. 
 
      
 
    And it did help. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” he said again and this time it came out as a rasp. 
 
      
 
    “Healer’s tea,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a-” 
 
      
 
    “Let it work,” she said and glanced at the man.  “Hugh, tell him you’re sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “He was trying to kill me while I slept,” Hugh said. 
 
      
 
    “I-” 
 
      
 
    “I think he was trying to kill me,” the kind woman said. 
 
      
 
    Hugh turned an eye toward Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “That true?” he asked in a voice that made Tinker wish he could slip through the cold floor. 
 
      
 
    Or throw the hot tea in the man’s face to buy time to escape. 
 
      
 
    “I thought it was a space ghost,” he managed to rasp. 
 
      
 
    “A space ghost?” 
 
      
 
    Tinker shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “They’re out there.” 
 
      
 
    “Or a dragon?” the woman snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Nun’s don’t snicker,” said Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “A dragon?” Hugh demanded. 
 
      
 
    “A space dragon,” Tinker nodded. “It’s a thing.” 
 
      
 
    “No it’s not.” 
 
      
 
    “It could be,” said Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not,” Hugh answered. 
 
      
 
    “Ships have been attacked, and the survivors said that’s what it was. They attack and kill everyone aboard, take all of the treasure.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker looked around at the boxes that surrounded them. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never heard of them.” 
 
      
 
    “There’ve been reports.” 
 
      
 
    “Who made these reports?” Hugh sneered. “The survivors after they kill everybody?” 
 
      
 
    Tinker opened his mouth to argue. 
 
      
 
    “My throat’s killing me,” he said as he took another sip of tea. 
 
      
 
    “Dragons,” Hugh scoffed. “In space.” 
 
      
 
    “The Universe is full of mysteries,” said the sister coming to Tinker’s defense. “Every day we learn something new, so to dismiss anything is to close your eyes to the wonder.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I said,” Tinker slurped. 
 
      
 
    “Space ghosts and dragons,” Hugh reminded him. 
 
    Tinker studied the woman sitting in his seat. He almost stood up and asked her to budge over, so he could get his butt warm, but he was afraid Hugh would get pissy and choke him out again. 
 
      
 
    He shifted from one cheek to the other, giving each a few seconds of respite from the relentless cold. 
 
      
 
    “So Sister,” he said. “What’s a woman like you doing on a ship like this?” 
 
      
 
    He tried to remember not to wiggle his eyebrows, and mostly succeeded.   
 
      
 
    Hugh shifted behind him, and Tinker glanced over his shoulder to make sure the man wasn’t planning to punch him in the back of the head or anything like that. 
 
      
 
    “I’m just asking,” he held up one hand. 
 
      
 
    “The Silver Sister holds her own counsel,” Hugh growled. 
 
      
 
    “Hey man, don’t I know it,” Tinker smiled and shifted a little closer to her. “I hold my own counsel a lot. It’s the only way to talk to someone as witty and charming as I am.” 
 
      
 
    He tapped the small metal mug she gave him against the toe of her boot. 
 
    It earned him a smile. 
 
      
 
    “We are travelling incognito,” she told him. 
 
      
 
    “I got here out-cognito.” 
 
      
 
    She snorted. Hugh groaned. 
 
      
 
    “See,” said Tinker. “Just a couple of friends having a good time, making the best of our travel time together. No ghosts or making fun of dragons, which pisses them off, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    He motioned his empty mug toward Hugh. 
 
      
 
    “And you do not want to piss off space dragons. Trust me. Now if we only had something a little stronger to pass the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Funny you should mention that,” said Hugh. 
 
      
 
    He reached for Tinker. 
 
      
 
    The pilot shrunk back and tried not to whimper as the big man’s hand came for him. 
 
      
 
    He plucked the cup from his hand and passed it back to the Silver Sister. 
 
      
 
    “What say we break out the good stuff?” Hugh smirked. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, but still took the mug from him and opened up one of the boxes she was sitting beside. 
 
      
 
    Tinker gaped at the weird contraption inside. There was a copper keg with coiled wire on top, an electric burner underneath running off of a battery.  
 
    The wire twisted and turned in a strange configuration that terminated above a jar locked in a holder. 
 
      
 
    The Sister twisted a tiny spigot on the wire, unlocked the jar and passed it to Hugh. 
 
      
 
    The big man slopped clear liquid into the mug and passed it back to Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Moonshine,” said Hugh. 
 
      
 
    He pulled a cup out of his coat and filled it too. 
 
      
 
    “But we’re not on the moon,” Tinker sniffed. 
 
      
 
    It smelled slightly medicinal and burned his nose. 
 
      
 
    “Starshine then,” the Silver Sister poured a mug of her own before replacing the jar and turning the tap back on. 
 
    Tinker took a sip and started coughing. He coughed left and right, fell back onto his elbow and tried to beat the fire burning in his throat with the flat of his head. 
 
      
 
    “One day, my friend, there will be faster than light travel, but today is not that day. Today is the day we drink the fruits of our labor.” 
 
      
 
    He held up his jar, took a sip and fell into a coughing fit. 
 
      
 
    “Potatoes of our labor,” the Silver Sister said as she took a sip. 
 
      
 
    In a moment, she too was off the box she had adopted as a seat and coughing, the burning searing pain in her chest spreading down both arms, down her torso and washing over her legs like a tide of pain. 
 
      
 
    Tinker’s head cleared, and he blinked tears out of his watery eyes and wiped his leaking nose. 
 
      
 
    “Smooth,” Hugh settled back onto his box and picked up the empty jar. 
 
    Tinker rolled up and squatted next to him, an occasional wet cough working its way into the silence of the cargo hold as they watched the jar fill up drip by drip. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He never did find out where the Silver Sister was going, nor why her protector and bodyguard was with her.  
 
      
 
    They did share with him the blueprints for a simple whiskey still set up that he planned to install on the NC 17 just as soon as he found it, and that was trade enough for him. 
 
      
 
    Tinker wandered the corridors of the expansive space station, searching the open docking ports that he could access and peering through smudged and dirty windows to those he couldn’t as he hunted. 
 
      
 
    Even though the station belonged to Mr. Kim, the notorious gangster only occupied a section of it. 
 
    The rest fell under other gangsters and warlords who owed fealty and tribute to the mafia kingpin. 
 
      
 
    Tinker did his best to avoid them all. 
 
      
 
    Whenever someone started to take too much interest in him or his search, he hurried back to the central section of the station, a mish mash smorgasbord of people living in an eclectic array of nationalities and endeavors. 
 
      
 
    There was, of course, bars and brothels and though he was low on credits to the point of being non-existent, Tinker found his steps returning to the same drinking hole time and time again. 
 
      
 
    It was called Garth’s and it was the kind of place he liked. The booze was cheap, even if he couldn’t afford it, the bartender surly and it was full of women. 
 
      
 
    That was pretty much his main requirement for any establishment.  
 
      
 
    He considered himself lucky. 
 
    Most of the smaller stations had large contingents of men. It was just the way space expansion worked. Men went for the blue collar jobs that life in the void called for. 
 
      
 
    But on the larger space stations, the majority of the population were women.  
 
      
 
    It even outpaced the gender curve on earth, where fifty eight percent of the nine billion left were female. 
 
      
 
    By the looks of it, this station topped seventy percent and a lot of them liked Garth’s. 
 
      
 
    Tinker sat on a barstool watching two women debate the finer points of interstellar warfare and how they would have defeated the Martians when Musk declared independence from Earth. 
 
    Tinker had fought for Musk as a pilot, so he considered weighing in on their orbital bombardment debate, but instead, he snaked a half empty drink from a passing waitress after she cleaned off a table and sipped while he studied the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “You going to sit here all night and drink my booze?” a woman’s voice cut through his study of the room. 
 
      
 
    Tinker turned his head slow, ready to bolt for the door if needed. 
 
      
 
    A long tall woman in leather pants and a halter top crossed her thin arms over her chest and cocked her hip to one side. 
 
      
 
    Tinker didn’t believe in love at first sight. 
 
      
 
    That was something for school aged children and grunt space marines about to ship out for police action on Mars. Love was something people wrote about, sang about, made films about, but he knew from a vast array of experience that it was not real. 
 
      
 
    Lust was real. 
 
      
 
    The feel of a woman under him, or on top of him, or next to him and sometimes flipped and reversed, depending on how much credit he had to spend. 
 
      
 
    Not that there had been too many, he lifted the empty glass to his lips and pretended to sip. 
 
      
 
    There had been a lot of attempts and a lot of money lost, and too many drunken stupors where he woke up pressed against a beautiful woman very interested in him leaving, sure, but he was pretty sure he had more than his fair share of trysts. 
 
      
 
    His bank account reflected it. 
 
      
 
    “I love you,” he banged the glass of his teeth with a painful sounding crack. 
 
      
 
    She smirked, cocked her hip to the other side. He couldn’t help but stare at her chest, pressed up high in the halter over her crossed arms. 
 
    He was pretty sure she had gorgeous eyes. 
 
      
 
    Anyone who could wear leather pants like that had to have gorgeous eyes and wavy blonde hair. 
 
      
 
    He let his eyes dart up to double check and slip back down to drink in the rest of her. 
 
      
 
    Yep, blond and beautiful and watching him with a smirk on her face. 
 
      
 
    “Pheromones,” he explained and tipped the empty glass in her direction. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
      
 
    “Of all the bars in this station, you had to walk into mine,” he grinned and suppressed a giggle. 
 
      
 
    “It’s my bar.” 
 
      
 
    “Then let me compliment you,” he said. “Can I?” 
 
    “Compliment me?” 
 
      
 
    “I love you,” he whispered again just loud enough for her to hear. “I’ve never felt like this before.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re stealing drinks in my bar,” she stamped a foot. 
 
      
 
    It sent things jiggling. 
 
      
 
    Her hair. Her chest. The creases on her skin tight leather pants. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got chills,” he confessed. “They’re multiplying.” 
 
      
 
    He stood up as the bar swirled around him. 
 
      
 
    “Do I need to call the cops?” her lips made words he heard down a long tunnel. “Or an ambulance?” 
 
      
 
    Tinker started to turn in the opposite direction of the room. He had heard somewhere that worked. The counter balance effect when the world around you started spinning. 
 
      
 
    He bounced off the wall, tumbled into the pool table and felt up one of the women playing pool. 
 
      
 
    She cracked him between the legs with the thick end of the pool cue. 
 
      
 
    It should have hurt. 
 
      
 
    Instead, it spun him around to face the vision in leather and curls. 
 
      
 
    “You’re the one that I want,” he fell to his knees. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t work out quite like he wanted or planned because once he hit his knees, he kept plowing forward and landed on his nose. 
 
      
 
    He felt a throbbing in his crotch, and wondered if it meant a new bruise from the lady with the stick or something far more interesting with the woman with the eyes. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to roll over and see which, but nothing was working.  Except his eyes. 
 
      
 
    He could see a pattern in the hull decking, pitted steel with plastic tile over coating that was slick with grime, spilled drinks and he didn’t know what else. 
 
      
 
    Lucky for him, it started to go black as the room kept spinning. 
 
    He was glad when he passed out and everything stopped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
    “What happened?” Tinker sat up and held his head between his hands. 
 
      
 
    He remembered the room spinning. He recalled a set of eyes and curly hair and an angry lesbian banging his balls with a pool cue when he felt her up. 
 
      
 
    “You roofied yourself,” someone said next to him. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head and searched for the voice. 
 
      
 
    The woman with curls stood over him as he laid on a vinyl coach in a small room. He could hear the sound of voices and noise from the other side of the door, bar sounds of people talking, glasses clinking and the low throb of dull music. 
 
    Or that might have been his headache. 
 
      
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Stealing drinks?” she said. 
 
      
 
    The smirk was still there, but he wasn’t as attracted to her now. Not at the moment at least. 
 
      
 
    At the moment, he was more concerned with the music, which jangled against something in his inner ear that made him want to throw up and curl up into a ball at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “Could you turn the tunes down, maybe?” he begged as he rubbed a heel into his crusty eyes. 
 
      
 
    “What music?” 
 
      
 
    He tilted his head in confusion and pointed toward the closed door. 
 
      
 
    “The drums out there are driving me mad.” 
 
    “We’re watching a game,” she said. “There’s no music.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker tilted his head back and stared at the bare ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “What was in that drink?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got a ring of traffickers around here,” she said. “Kim’s been trying to kill them off, but they keep popping up. You must have picked up one of their drinks.” 
 
      
 
    He moved one leg off the couch, and when that was successful, let the other one follow. 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed and passed him a glass of clear liquid. “You could be in a pleasure room right now living out a fantasy for some poor fool.” 
 
      
 
    He eyed the glass. 
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to drug me again?” he asked before taking it. 
 
      
 
    “If I wanted to do anything to you, I had six hours of you passed out on my couch to do it. It’s just water.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you?” he sipped from the glass. 
 
      
 
    She snorted and made a sound with her lips. 
 
      
 
    “As if.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” he massaged the ache between his legs. “My balls hurt. Kind of like they’ve been used hard and put up wet.” 
 
      
 
    “You wish,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I do wish,” he said and leaned back on the couch with his legs spread. “Want to help me work out the ache?” 
 
      
 
    She laughed out a quick guffaw. 
 
      
 
    “Does that ever work for you?” 
 
      
 
    He sat up and took another sip. 
 
      
 
    “All the time,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, sometimes,” he amended. 
 
      
 
    “You’re telling me,” she took the glass from him, and handed him a damp rag. “That the women you encounter fall for that crap.” 
 
      
 
    He wiped his forehead with the rag.  
 
      
 
    The cool dampness brought the throbbing musical headache down a notch, and he ran a sandpaper raspy tongue across the roof of his mouth. 
 
      
 
    She handed him a refill of water and he drank it all down again. 
 
      
 
    “No one yet,” he grinned. “But I’m holding out hope.” 
 
      
 
    He was starting to feel normal again, or at least a version of normal. When he tried to stand up, someone messed with the gravity generator and he stumbled back onto the arm of the couch. 
 
      
 
    “You need to sit here for a little while,” she said. 
 
      
 
    He started to argue, but the throbbing hitched up a notch and he decided that she was giving good advice. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he said. “The lady wants me right here ready for her, I’m staying right her and I am more than ready.” 
 
      
 
    He wiggled his eyebrows, but the movement almost made him throw up. 
 
      
 
    “You look like crap,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “And you look gorgeous.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she answered and he thought she sounded sincere. “What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Tinker,” he held out a limp hand. 
 
      
 
    She shook it. 
 
      
 
    Her skin was warm, smooth and electric. If his balls didn’t hurt so much, he’d give in to the tingling feeling that made other things want to stir down there. 
 
      
 
    “Jewel,” she shook out her curls. “I’ve got to check on the bar. Stay here. I’ll think about not selling you to the sex trade.” 
 
      
 
    He watched her walk out of the door and heard the sounds of fans cheering a game. The music was all in his head. 
 
      
 
    He hoped she was kidding. 
 
      
 
    She seemed like she was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Set ‘em up Joe,” Tinker sang out as he poured amber liquid from a glass bottle into a glass.
  
 
    He slid it down the bar as if he’d been born to do it and gave the man who caught it a nod as he lifted it up and took a sip. 
 
      
 
    “Good catch,” the pilot turned bartender said as he moved his hands out of the way. 
 
      
 
    A cleaning robot the size of a hockey puck whizzed by in a circling motion, sweeping up fallen crumbs, drying drips and making a small buzzing sound that competed with the murmur of faint conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Good pour,” the man grimaced. 
 
      
 
    He reached inside his shirt and pulled out a thick cigar and a wooden match. 
 
      
 
    Tinker watched him flick a thick thumbnail against the head of a match and hold the flame to the tip of the cigar as he puffed. 
 
      
 
    The end glowed orange when he was done. He held out a second one to Tinker, who took it and stuck it inside his leather bomber pocket. 
 
      
 
    “Saving it for later,” said Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “When life gives you gifts, you should take advantage of them at the time,” said the man as he sipped on the end of the stogie and pushed a thick cloud of cloying blue smoke toward the overworked air scrubbers. 
 
      
 
    Tinker pointed over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a game later,” he pointed to a table in the back where a trio played Texas Hold ‘Em with a bored looking dealer. “I’ll enjoy it then.” 
 
    The man tipped up the glass and emptied it. 
 
      
 
    “This,” he indicated the empty. “Is not as good as this.” 
 
      
 
    He wiggled the cigar in Tinker’s direction. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” said Tinker as he poured another few fingers into the man’s glass and made one for himself. “I learned how to make the world’s finest hootch on my way here, but I need some ingredients to get it started.” 
 
      
 
    The man eyed him for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not supposed to drink on the job,” Jewel slapped the back of his head as she passed by and began making a tray of drinks to deliver to the poker table. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a perk,” Tinker told her. 
 
      
 
    He downed the glass fast though, just in case she decided to take it from him. 
 
      
 
    She had been nice enough to offer him a job when she found out he was broke and stranded and he was poor enough to say yes. 
 
      
 
    Tinker figured he could at least make a few credits while he decided what to do next. 
 
      
 
    But she didn’t pay for two weeks, so he was thirteen days away from his first paycheck and the promised tips didn’t seem like they would go far split between her, him and another waitress. 
 
      
 
    When he saw the poker table set up, he knew he had an answer. The cards were always kind to him, he just had to build up a nut to buy in. 
 
      
 
    And it looked like that might take two weeks the way folks were tipping that night. 
 
      
 
    “Give Gerald one for free,” said Jewel as she passed back onto the floor. 
 
      
 
    Tinker silently cursed. Nobody tipped on free. 
 
      
 
    “Right away, boss,” he called after her and poured another glass. 
 
      
 
    “Watch him, though,” she said with a half grin on her pretty face. “He’s a theif.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker sat the glass in front of the man. 
 
      
 
    “What kind of thief?” 
 
      
 
    “The kind that doesn’t talk about it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Tinker leaned across the bar and lowered his voice. 
 
      
 
    “I was a smuggler a couple of times,” he indicated the bar with his hand. “Before this.” 
 
      
 
    Gerald picked up the glass and hid his lips. 
 
      
 
    “What did you move?” 
 
      
 
    Tinker shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Stuff that needed moving. Sometimes I didn’t even ask.” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s your ship?” 
 
      
 
    “A thief took it,” Tinker said. “No offense.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not offended. I didn’t take it.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker poured himself another one and refilled the empty glass of the man across from him. 
 
      
 
    “I caught a ride here looking for it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody deals in stolen ships on this station. That’s all done off site.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know who does it. I know where he does it. I just have to get to him.” 
 
      
 
    “I know people,” said Gerald. “You tell me who you’re looking for and pour me another one, maybe I’ll know how you get there.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker didn’t pause to consider it. He sloshed out a generous portion and grinned. 
 
      
 
    But first he checked to make sure Jewel wasn’t looking. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dark corridor wasn’t crowded at this time of the night. The bar shut the doors and let the last of the patrons quaff whatever was in front of them, playing an old song from earth about closing time. 
 
      
 
    Tinker had heard it at a hundred places across the routes, an anthem to drunken hook ups and regretful nights. 
 
      
 
    He was regretting the advice of Gerald. 
 
      
 
    The thief had grown more grateful after every glass, sharing details about his work and the men who helped him once his work was done. 
 
      
 
    Tinker learned where his ship might be kept, a chop shop station that orbited not too far from where they were now. 
 
      
 
    He even had a few things to say about Banner that would have curled the short hairs of any other man, but Tinker wasn’t afraid. 
 
      
 
    Much. Things had a way of working out for him. 
 
      
 
    Gerald told him to mention his name, and Tinker tucked that bit into his back pocket in case he needed it. 
 
      
 
    He also tucked the credit from all the tips into his back pocket when he left the bar without telling Jewel. 
 
      
 
    He really regretted that part, but when he suggested they loan him the money to get into the poker game, she and the other waitress, Sanya had both laughed. 
 
      
 
    Tinker thought their faith was misplaced. 
 
      
 
    Still, he had a plan. 
 
      
 
    Get his ship back, pull a job and return to the beautiful curly haired woman with double what he borrowed. 
 
      
 
    That would pay her back for her kindness, for the unintended loan, and maybe even buy her forgiveness. 
 
      
 
    Besides, he thought. One night of tending bar was enough. 
 
      
 
    He enjoyed being on the other side of it too much. 
 
      
 
    Another thing Gerald shared was the name of a pilot who would ferry him to the chop shop station for a low price. 
 
      
 
    He winked at Tinker as he said it and smothered a giggle. 
 
      
 
    Which found him in the half lit corridor, watching the shadows around him and shifting from one foot to the next like a nervous feline.  
 
      
 
      
 
    There was an airlock on the end, a small docking port set away from the main section of the space station. 
 
      
 
    It was just the kind of place Tinker would hook up the NC 17 when he was on an eyes only run. 
 
      
 
    That’s what he called the clandestine meetings where he acquired certain goods or delivered the same. 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell are you?” a man said as he approached. 
 
      
 
    Tinker gulped and tried not to sound too startled as he introduced himself. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell do you want?” the man stopped in front of him, his nose almost touching Tinker’s. 
 
      
 
    He almost stepped back, but he didn’t want to show fear or weakness to the man he was about to ask a favor from. 
 
      
 
    That was part of negotiating, he thought, the violation of personal space. Well two could play at that game. 
 
      
 
    Tinker leaned forward and pressed his nose against the chin of the taller man. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    The guy reached up and wiped his chin. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was that?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it was how you said hi,” said Tinker. “You know, how they kiss cheeks in the European station?” 
 
      
 
    “So you wiped your boogers on my face? Gross man.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t have any boogers.” 
 
      
 
    “Snot then,” the tall thin man scrubbed at his chin with the corner of his jumpsuit sleeve. 
 
      
 
    “It’s cold in here,” said Tinker. “I can’t help it.” 
 
      
 
    He felt like he was winning the first round of negotiation, so he decided to double down. 
 
      
 
    “Gerald sent me,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
    “Gerald,” said Tinker. “Big guy. Lots of purple veins on his nose. In our line of work.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” the man snarled. “Gerald. Why didn’t you say so? I almost blasted your ass.” 
 
      
 
    “My ass thanks you that you didn’t,” said Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “Your ass talks?” 
 
      
 
    “Only when I have gas.” 
 
      
 
    The thin tall man snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah man, I know Gerald.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s good people,” said Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “He’s a son of a bitch and a thief,” the man answered. “He’d take your credit and anything else you have and never even blink.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, he’s rotten to the core,” said Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “But he’s my friend,” the hard eyes glared at him. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” said Tinker. “That’s why I said good people. He’s one of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you skulking around my dock?” 
 
      
 
    The man had thin hair blown back from a long forehead, a thin nose that stretched down his horse like face. 
 
      
 
    His eyes were huge, almost anime, and Tinker wouldn’t swear that the man wasn’t on something at the moment. He couldn’t tell what color the eyes were since the pupils were so large. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not skulking,” he answered. “I’m waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “Gerald sent you to wait for me?” his voice sounded paranoid and wary. 
 
      
 
    “He said you could give me a ride?” Tinker asked. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t feel like explaining much more so he held out the credit chip. 
 
      
 
    The man swiped it from his hand and made it disappear. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Letch, the ship’s “captain,” said the thin man in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you make air quotes around captain?” Tinker asked. 
 
      
 
    “Aw man, you know dude, it’s all done by computer now. I just program it in and the computer does the rest.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t trust computers,” said Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “Man, you have to trust ‘em. That’s all these new ships use.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Tinker shrugged. “But still, I like my hand on the stick and the ball is mine.” 
 
      
 
    “You like to handle a stick huh?” Letch leered. 
 
      
 
    “Ship yoke,” Tinker said quickly. 
 
     Letch leered some more. 
 
      
 
    “Gas, grass or ass, babe,” the shaggy haired pilot leered at the front of Tinker’s pants. “Nobody rides for free.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker could feel the man undressing him mentally and fought off a shudder. 
 
      
 
    “I gave you all my credit,” Tinker gulped. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry gorgeous,” said Letch. “I bet we can find something you’re good at doing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh God,” Letch moaned. “You are so good at that.” 
 
      
 
    “Told you,” Tinker mumbled. 
 
      
 
    He fumbled a refill into the half empty glass in Letch’s hand, filling it  
 
    to the rim. 
 
      
 
    “You just learned how to make this?” Letch slurred as he drained the glass again. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Tinker said. “We should probably slow down.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve only got two speeds,” Letch slurred. “Light speed and-” 
 
      
 
    He belched over the last answer, sending a wash of moonshine scented breath across the small passenger compartment of his ship. 
 
      
 
    It was a short squat frigate, and had been a passenger vessel in a past life, designed to ferry new colonists to between stations on their way to Mars. 
 
      
 
    Letch or one of his predecessors stripped the interior, the better to haul more cargo. It turned the inside of the ship into little more than a travelling tube, with massive engines in the back. 
 
      
 
    Tinker didn’t see how anyone could get to the rear of ship with a full load of cargo, in case there were problems with the engines, but he kept his mouth shut. 
 
      
 
    Letch warmed up when they boarded the ship, and warmed up even more when Tinker spied some equipment in the hold. 
 
      
 
    “I can make a still with that,” he told the “captain.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s a still?” 
 
      
 
    Tinker just looked at the man as if he couldn’t understand the words coming out of his mouth. 
 
      
 
    “A whiskey still.” 
 
      
 
    “Like moonshine?” Letch’s eyes opened in wonder, like a child anticipating a birthday present. 
 
      
 
    “I call it starshine,” Tinker said as he inspected the pieces. 
 
      
 
    The tubing wasn’t copper, but it was malleable and he thought it would still work the way the Silver Sister and Hugh told him. 
 
      
 
    While Letch prepared for launch, Tinker prepared for the party favors for their trip. 
 
      
 
    The first day had been miserable while they waited. There was supposed to be a window of opportunity, a time when the finished product mellowed and aged, according to his two absent mentors. 
 
    But Letch had talked him into a sample, and though it burned like rocket fuel going down, it spread a mellow feeling throughout his body. 
 
      
 
    He rode that buzz on slow sips just to nurse it along as the ship plowed through space toward the chop shop. 
 
      
 
    Letch exercised less caution and drank a glass where a sip would do. 
 
      
 
    He got drunk fast and Tinker thought that he might be a belligerent drinker, and he would spend the rest of their voyage ducking and hiding from violent overtures and physical innuendos. 
 
      
 
    Six jars in, Letch passed out. 
 
      
 
    “Lightweight,” Tinker snickered as he watched the man sprawl on the seat across from him. 
 
      
 
    He sat back and felt the thrum of the engines in the armrest of the seats. He let the glass of hootch rest on his leg, the slight vibration throbbing against the muscle. 
 
      
 
    His NC 17 didn’t run this rough, but the feeling was a familiar one. He could feel her moving through space, moving toward some new destination, some new discovery with an adventure on the horizon or under his belt. 
 
      
 
    That’s what he loved about his ship. HIS ship. It carried him away from wherever he was and took him to where he wanted to go. 
 
      
 
    It was home. It was safe. And he felt a thrill that the moonshine couldn’t mask, because in a short time, it would be his again. 
 
      
 
    Back where it belonged. 
 
      
 
    And he decided that once he was on board, he would search for a little job to put some fuel cells on board, and another little job to pay back Jewel and Sanya. 
 
      
 
    Then he would take his ship to some quiet out of the way station, just to chill. 
 
      
 
    There would be a bar, of course, because there always was, and a brothel if he picked right, and he damn sure wanted to pick right, so he needed enough credit to cover that too. 
 
      
 
    Maybe more than once, he grinned. 
 
      
 
    He glanced over at Letch. 
 
      
 
    “How long do you think?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    But Letch didn’t answer even as the computer chimed over the speaker. 
 
      
 
    PREPARE FOR DOCKING, it stated in a flat robotic voice. 
 
      
 
    “That works,” said Tinker. 
 
      
 
    He took one more sip to empty his glass and buckled up for the landing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Tinker wished he had a map. Or a directory. 
 
      
 
    He’d been on a station before, one of the main ones with a large supply outfitting concourse in the main area and had seen an electronic directory of all the stores, holds and directions to everything else on the station. 
 
      
 
    He could use one right now. 
 
      
 
    Letch’s computer docked the ship without a problem, but when the airlock doors whisked open, the captain didn’t move. 
 
      
 
    Tinker saw he wasn’t breathing. 
 
      
 
    He checked his pulse and couldn’t find one. 
 
      
 
    “Huh,” he sighed and tried to muster up a little sadness. 
 
      
 
    But he barely knew the guy and the truth of it was, he kind of gave him the creeps. 
 
      
 
    He was glad for the ride, and pretty sure this was where he needed to be, and it was bad the guy was dead, but it was no big loss to him. 
 
      
 
    He debated removing the body, but he wasn’t sure what to do with it. Set it up in the airlock dock for someone else to find? 
 
      
 
    Maybe he could find this guy in charge, Banner and let him know. Then they could give Letch a proper send off, a space funeral. 
 
      
 
    He took a jar and filled it from the still, sealed it and slipped it into his jacket in case ship hunting turned into thirsty work. 
 
      
 
    He thought about it and filled a smaller second jar, and a flask too, for the journey back in the NC 17. 
 
    He wandered out of the ship and sealed the air lock. If there were any people passing by, he didn’t want them to be startled by the sight of a dead body if they checked the ship. 
 
      
 
    That had been an hour ago, and so far, he hadn’t seen anyone. 
 
      
 
    “Guess I was a little too worried about innocent bystanders,” he said out loud, just to hear a voice. 
 
      
 
    “You should be worried,” one of three men blocked the corridor. 
 
      
 
    Tinker opened his mouth to answer and made a grunt instead. 
 
      
 
    The three men blocked the way, but they were standing next to a window that gave an exterior view of the station. 
 
      
 
    The NC 17 was docked at the next air lock over. It was right there. 
 
      
 
    Tinker wanted to cry. He wanted to laugh. He felt like jumping in joy. 
 
    “My ship,” he managed to say and pointed. 
 
      
 
    The man in the middle was a head shorter than the two men around him, and about a thousand pounds of muscle less. 
 
    
His fake hair was parted down the middle, giving him a schoolboy look that didn’t fit with the snarling visage aimed at Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “What ship?” 
 
      
 
    “That one right there,” Tinker gushed. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see a ship.” 
 
      
 
    “You just have to turn your head and look,” Tinker explained. “The one outside the window. It’s mine. That’s my ship!” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t understand why the man wasn’t as excited as he was. Then he remembered that the guy was a thief, or fence and he probably had the wrong idea about Tinker. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not here to steal it,” he explained as he took a step toward the trio. “See, it’s mine. Someone took my ship from me, so I’m only trying to take it back.” 
 
      
 
    That got a reaction. 
 
      
 
    The middle guy nudged the slab of walking muscle on the left. 
 
      
 
    “He’s just here for his ship,” he laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” said Tinker. “Are you Banner?” 
 
      
 
    The smile faded. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” Banner asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Tinker,” he took another step closer and held out his hand. “I’m just here to get my property and I’ll get out of your hair.” 
 
      
 
    He tried not to look at the toupee. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Toss him out an airlock,” said Banner. 
 
      
 
    “Wait! Wait!” Tinker shouted as the two men holding his arms began to drag him down the steel corridor. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Banner called for them to stop. 
 
      
 
    “Gerald sent me.” 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell is Gerald?” 
 
      
 
    “He said mention his name,” Tinker shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know him,” said Banner. 
 
      
 
    He made a motion with his head for the two thugs to get with it. 
 
      
 
    “This is a little hasty, isn’t it?” Tinker begged. “I mean, sure, I was trying to take a ship back. But it’s my ship and you stole it from me. I was just trying to take it back, so technically, I wasn’t stealing from you.” 
 
      
 
    “Toss him,” Banner grunted. 
 
      
 
    “Hold it,” Tinker screamed. “I didn’t mean you stole it. I mean some asshole brought it here. You probably didn’t even know it was stolen.” 
 
      
 
    “That asshole was my brother,” said Banner. “You calling my brother an asshole?” 
 
      
 
    “No, no,” Tinker whined as his feet skidded against the metal plates, searching for traction and failing to find any. “Wait.” 
 
      
 
    “You got credit?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Tinker said. 
 
      
 
    “Kill him.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker made a karate sound and jerked both arms from the two mountains holding him. 
 
      
 
    When that didn’t work, he just went boneless, hoping the sudden sagging of his body would slow them down. 
 
      
 
    That didn’t work either. 
 
    The two men were strong enough to heft him off the deck and carry him. 
 
      
 
    “I have another ship!” he called out. 
 
      
 
    “The one you came in?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” Tinker craned his neck to search out Banner. “You can have it. Just let me go. We can trade. My ship for that one. See, fair and square.” 
 
      
 
    “Or we could just toss you out and keep them both.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” said Tinker. “I didn’t think of that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, seems like you don’t do too much thinking.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Tinker said. “You’re right. I get in my head and I over think things.” 
 
      
 
    He continued to struggle as the thugs hoisted him higher and marched toward the air lock. 
 
      
 
    Tinker could spy the cold dark of space in a viewport they passed by, far off stars pin pricks of white and blue light sparkled against the expanse. 
 
      
 
    He wondered if he would float forever, if his flash frozen corpse would one day reach a far off star and burn up or just rotate in space. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, wait, I have a question,” he squirmed. 
 
    “What is it this time?” 
 
      
 
    “Look,” he twisted. “I know you’re going to throw me out there. Is this the first time you’ve done something like that? It doesn’t seem like the first time. You fellas seem like you’ve had some practice with it, some  
 
    experience with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you asking if you’re the first bastard to show up out here and try to steal from me?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I am,” Tinker said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re damn right you’re not. Lots of guys come out here thinking they’re going to get one over on me. You know where they are?” 
 
      
 
    Tinker struggled to point to the window. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” Banner smiled a mirthless grin. 
 
      
 
    “I thought so,” Tinker said. “What happened to them?” 
 
    “To who? They went out the airlock,” said Banner. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you can ask them,” the thug on the left rumbled. 
 
      
 
    Tinker realized the man was laughing, though it sounded like a wounded animal wheezing out a final breath. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know they’re out there,” said Tinker. “But are they still out there? Do they float around here or do they keep going?” 
 
      
 
    Banner looked at the window, one eyebrow up. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I don’t know. You two. You seen any bodies floating out there?” 
 
      
 
    Tinker could feel the two men shrug in unison. 
 
      
 
    “Guess that’s one of the mysteries of space,” Banner snorted. “Tell you what, you find out, knock on the lock and I’ll let you back in.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think they start collecting space dust and become the kernel of a new planet?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “The bodies? Do you think space dust starts to cling to the body and then it just builds up over time and a billion  
 
    years from now, it’s a new planet with a dead guy at the center?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think planets are made like that,” said Banner. 
 
      
 
    “Asteroid?” Tinker said. 
 
      
 
    “Quit wasting my time,” Banner growled and made a motion with his finger. 
 
      
 
    The thugs took a step toward the airlock door. 
 
      
 
    “Hang on,” Tinker shrieked. “Hold it. Can I get one last request?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Please.” 
 
      
 
    “I said no,” Banner said. 
 
      
 
    “One more drink,” Tinker flailed. “I’ll share it with you.” 
 
    He tried to move his hand to the pocket in his jacket, but couldn’t reach. 
 
      
 
    “Put him down,” said Banner. “Check his coat.” 
 
      
 
    The thug that had laughed at his own joke reached inside Tinker’s coat pocket and pulled out the flask full of moonshine. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Hootch,” Tinker crowed with pride. 
 
      
 
    “Hootch?” 
 
      
 
    “I made moonshine on the trip over here,” he said as he reached for the flask. 
 
      
 
    The thug pulled it back and unscrewed the cap. He sniffed it and made a face, and shrugged in Banner’s general direction. 
 
      
 
    “Any good?” Banner asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll drink it first,” said Tinker. “You can have what’s left.” 
 
      
 
    He wiggled his other arm loose and pulled a cigar out of the other inside pocket. 
 
      
 
    “One last smoke and drink before you put me in there, okay?” 
 
      
 
    He fumbled a jar out of another pocket. 
 
      
 
    “Look, you can have the rest before I go.” 
 
      
 
    Banner nodded to the thugs. 
 
      
 
    The one on the left passed the flask back to Tinker. He tipped it up, took a sip, awkward with the cigar in his hand. He chomped the end in his mouth, passed the flask back. 
 
      
 
    It tumbled out of his hands and spilled across the thugs shoes. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Tinker apologized around the clenched tip of the cigar in his teeth. 
 
      
 
    He fished a match out of his jacket and tried to light it with his thumb tip, just like he’d seen the cool guy do in the bar. 
 
      
 
    The match head flared with a flash. 
 
      
 
    The flame burned his skin. Tinker yelped and flinched.  The match sailed end over end and landed on the guard’s soaked shoes. 
 
      
 
    The moonshined caught fire, blue orange flame dancing across the spilled liquid on the deck and on the legs of the thug. 
 
      
 
    The man barked out a hoarse yell, danced back from Tinker. 
 
      
 
    The move knocked the jar of moonshine loose. 
 
      
 
    It crashed to the deck and exploded on the metal under the thug on the right. 
 
      
 
    The man had enough time to stumble back before the puddle reached the flames and fire raced across the floor and enveloped his legs. 
 
      
 
    Both men screamed and shrieked, bouncing around in the flames, splashing drops of flaming moonshine across the deck as they tried to pound out the fire on their legs. 
 
      
 
    Banner took a couple of steps back, his mouth open in a circle of surprise. 
 
      
 
    Tinker leaped over the trail of flames that blocked the airlock door and paused beside Banner. 
 
      
 
    “Oh shit,” he said. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    The thug on the left bent down to the beat his burning pants with his hands. His shirtsleeves caught on fire. 
 
      
 
    He reached out with arms afire, lumbered toward Banner like an old earth zombie.  His mouth worked out moans and short screams as the flames spread up his arms toward his face. 
 
      
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Banner grabbed  
 
      
 
    Tinker and tried to shove him in front of his flaming former muscle man. 
 
      
 
    His hands dislodged a second jar from inside the coat. The top twisted off, spreading moonshine down the lower part of Banner’s shirt and pants. 
 
      
 
    Tinker skipped back as Banner stared in horror at the potential disaster wetting the front of him. 
 
      
 
    “Stay back!” he screamed. 
 
      
 
    The thug moaned. 
 
      
 
    His counterpart sagged against the air lock door. 
 
    “Fire!” he rasped in the same low gravely voice that sounded a lot like the first guards. 
 
      
 
    His thick fingers punched at the metal next to the panel to open the airlock. It was the only way to fight fire on a space station. If the automatic fire suppression system didn’t work immediately, protocol dictated opening an airlock and robbing the fire of precious oxygen. 
 
      
 
    Tinker got it. 
 
      
 
    The guy was going to pop them all into space. Fire, boss and all. 
 
      
 
    He turned and ran back up the corridor. 
 
      
 
    The smell of cooking flesh, the crackle of flames and the screams of panicked men followed him. 
 
      
 
    He searched for an emergency bulkhead panel to seal off the passage. They were standard on new space station construction, so that a portion could be sealed off in case of an emergency or just to provide some privacy. 
 
      
 
    Even older stations had them, or they  
 
    were installed post construction because in space, everything outside the walls of the station could kill you. 
 
      
 
    Except Banner must have modified his little chop shop, because Tink couldn’t see a damn panel.  
 
      
 
    Couldn’t see a damn bulkhead or emergency door. 
 
      
 
    Which meant if he didn’t hurry, he could end up finding out about the kernel of new planets. 
 
      
 
    He really didn’t want to be a planet. 
 
      
 
    He wanted a drink. 
 
      
 
    And to be faster. 
 
      
 
    He poured on speed and heard the sound of pounding footsteps echoing after him. 
 
      
 
    Tinker glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    He couldn’t see anyone, but he could see an orang-ish glow against the corridor walls. 
 
      
 
    As if someone on fire was chasing him. 
 
      
 
    Which didn’t sound appealing either.
He ran faster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tinker reached the panel to the NC 17, reached inside the opening and yanked out the wires to finish the job of bypassing the electronic lock and opening the access. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to think as the pounding steps drew closer. 
 
      
 
    He pressed the two red wires together to complete a circuit and sparked the blue one against the metal edge frame. 
 
      
 
    The door began to whisk open when the power on the station failed. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Tinker snapped. 
 
      
 
    The orange glow of what he assumed was a burning man grew brighter. 
 
      
 
    Tinker threw his shoulder against the opening and tried to shove it wider. The door wouldn’t budge. 
 
      
 
    He angled his leg through the opening, pushed his left shoulder in. His chest got stuck. 
 
      
 
    Banner rounded the corner, pounded toward him. His eyes were burning with madness, even as flames roared on his pants, the back of his coat. 
 
      
 
    “Kill you!” he bellowed and lunged. 
 
      
 
    Tinker sucked in his gut, shoved and left a few layers of skin from his chest and back on the edges even though he was wearing a jacket. 
 
    The last jar of shine fell from his coat and exploded on the deck under Banner as the criminal grasped at Tinker through the door opening. 
 
      
 
    In a second, the flames flashed across the opening, blocking the door, but not the view of the burning man or his howls of rage and agony. 
 
      
 
    Tinker darted to the airlock of the NC 17 and keyed in an access sequence. 
 
      
 
    He sealed the door behind him and stumbled into the narrow pilot’s seat, fingers working across the console to fire up the engines. He didn’t know how much time he had. 
 
      
 
    The station could blow, and take him with it. Flames could spread across his ship, cook him inside. 
 
      
 
    Or a tiny piece of shrapnel could be turned into a lethal bullet that could punch a hole in the side of his ship, break the integrity of the hull and turn it into a giant floating coffin. 
 
      
 
    All of the horrible thoughts raced through his mind even as he worked the release and launch orders. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t wait, fired the retro engines to steer the vessel away from the station. It crawled through space, a ponderous speed that felt like a snail’s pace. 
 
      
 
    Tinker watched the station slip by outside on his view screen. There was still a lot of it. 
 
      
 
    Proximity alarms blared, telling him he was still too close, but he ignored them, using small blasts of compressed air to steer. 
 
      
 
    The communicator button beeped. 
 
      
 
    He ignored it too, and bit back a yelp of surprise when Banner appeared on the screen. Half his face was burned pink and black, the hair gone.  His lips were gone, showing his teeth. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve looked better,” Tinker barked as he kept working to bring up power to launch. 
 
      
 
    “When we bring in the ships,” the voice of the burned man sounded distorted due to the missing flesh. “We install overrides on the systems.” 
 
      
 
    Tinker thought the man was smiling. It was hard to tell with half his face a burned mess. 
 
      
 
    The computer began shutting down. The NC 17 started drifting in space, the controls non-responsive. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to bring you in here and I’m going to kill you. Slow,” Banner promised. 
 
      
 
    The other end of the station erupted in a geyser of flames that sent pieces and parts in an expanding cloud of smoke and debris. 
 
    Banner looked back over his shoulder at something Tinker couldn’t see. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the station followed as flames raced up the chop shop corridors. 
 
      
 
    The picture on the communicator disappeared, leaving just the memory of the horrible scarred visage in Tinker’s mind. 
 
      
 
    He really wanted a drink then. 
 
      
 
    The wave of compressed air washed over his ship and sent it tumbling out of control. 
 
      
 
    It rolled and twisted. 
 
      
 
    Tinker cringed and flinched at every ding, ping and loud splat that could mean the end of him. 
 
      
 
    Then it was gone and he was left with just the thrush rush of his racing heart in his ears. 
 
      
 
    He reached out and put his fingers on the keyboard, just to be sure. 
 
    When nothing happened, he tapped on the key and began typing in the launch codes. 
 
      
 
    It took a few moments, but he brought all systems online and turned the view screen toward the space station. 
 
      
 
    Or at least where the space station had been. It was a cloud of floating junk now. 
 
      
 
    Tinker took a deep breath and breathed out. 
 
      
 
    He patted his pockets, but the flask was gone, the jars were gone and he was dry. 
 
      
 
    “Crap,” he sighed. 
 
      
 
    It was a long ride back to the nearest station, but at least he had his ship back. 
 
      
 
    He could use the time to do an inspection, check what was wrong, check what was missing, what would need adjusting and changing. 
 
      
 
    A flash on the view screen caught his eye and he tapped in a command to zoom and center. 
 
      
 
    Letch’s ship drifted away from the cloud of debris, loose in space. 
 
      
 
    “Would you believe the luck,” he said to no one in particular as he steered the NC 17 toward the adrift ship. 
 
      
 
    He angled toward the vessel and engaged a tractor beam. It locked on the nose cone of the ship and dragged it in line with the other.  
 
      
 
    He felt a tug and momentary surge in the engines as they compensated for the increased weight, but the automatic formulations adjusted and soon he reached cruising speed with the second boat in tow. 
 
      
 
    Tinker kicked back and put his boots on the console. He took a sniff. 
 
      
 
    His clothes smelled like a night out on a town, smoke and alcohol and the sweet smell of cooked meat permeated the fabric. He wanted a shower and a nap, but both could wait for just a few more minutes. 
 
      
 
    He’d have to find a guy who would buy the derelict ship, but he knew who to ask. That gangster that worked for Mr. Kim would probably know somebody who would give him a good price. 
 
      
 
    He could fuel up with new cells, buy equipment to install his own moonshine still and probably have enough left over for more than a few visits to his favorite brothels. 
 
      
 
    “Not a bad haul,” he said out loud. “I could get used to this.” 
 
      
 
    He settled back and watched the stars whisk by on the screen as he smiled. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Want to read another adventure with Tinker?  
 
      
 
    Grab your copy of LUNAR HUSTLE. 
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    AUTHOR’S NOTE:  I don’t normally write the end because there are more adventures to be read, so there is usually a link to the next book. You’ll find that at the end of this, so don’t worry. 
 
      
 
    But I wanted to say thank you. I wrote the first Dipole Shield book about the adventures of Tinker, Mona Lisa, Bat and Junebug where I introduced them to the galaxy as they tried to save Mars. A lot of people said it was like Firefly meets Guardian of the Galaxy, which flattered me. I am a huge fan of Firefly, but hadn’t seen GOTG until this year. But smart ass pilots who are more lucky than skilled fascinate me. Tinker was supposed to be a poor man’s Han Solo, obsessed with unrequited lust and just smart enough to survive, even if he had streaks of bad luck. Turns out, he’s got a few stories to share. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Can I send you a FREE COPY of a sci fi comedy, SUPER SECRET SPACE MISSION? 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sci-Fi Comedy 
 
      
 
    Lunar Hustle- Prequel to The Dipole Shield
The Dipole Shield - The Dipole Series
Planet 9 - The Dipole Series 
 
    Planet 10 – The Dipole Series 
 
    Apogee – The Dipole Series 
 
    Apex – The Dipole Series 
 
      
 
    Sci Fi Western 
 
      
 
    Backwoods Station – Keeping House 
 
    Backwoods Station – Bootleg 
 
    Backwoods Station – Martian Roulette 
 
    Backwoods Station – Turf War 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Sci Fi Dystopian- Alien Invasion 
 
    
Phalanx - Invasion Earth
Pyrrhic - Invasion Earth

Beachhead - Invasion Earth
Bridgehead - Invasion Earth
Lodgement – Invasion Earth 
 
    Ultima Thule – Invasion Earth 
 
    Infiltrate – Invasion Earth 
 
    Dustoff – Invasion Earth 
 
    Riki Tik- Invasion Earth 
 
    Snakebit – Invasion Earth 
 
    Defilade – Invasion Earth
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Science Fiction Adventure 
 
    
Moon Men
Epoch - The Future Templar
Eon- The Future Templar
Era - The Future Templar

Super Secret Space Mission
The Herd Shot Round the World 
 
    High Steaks 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Thriller  
 
      
 
    ASSET – a Brill Winger Thriller 
 
    OPERATIVE – a Brill Winger Thriller 
 
    SIDEWAYS – a Brill Winger Thriller 
 
    CHOKEPOINT – a Brill Winger Thriller 
 
    DECREED - a Brill Winger Thriller 
 
    IN THE WIND - a Brill Winger Thriller 
 
    January 2019 
 
    IN THE BLACK - a Brill Winger Thriller 
 
    February 2019 
 
    
  
 
    Tin Trooper – a Brill Winger story
Nazi Nukes - a Brill Winger story 
 
    


 
   
  
 



BATTLEFIELD Z SERIES 
 
    Grab your copy of the sci fi comedy about a dad hunting for his kids in a post apocalyptic wasteland where zombies aren’t the worst thing to survive. 
 
      
 
    Battlefield Z
Children's Brigade
Sweet Home Zombie
Zombie Blues Highway
Mardi Gras Zombie
Bluegrass Zombie
Outcast Zombie
Renegade Zombie
Everglades Zombie 
 
    Flyover Zombie - the Battlefield Z series
Headshots - the Battlefield Z series
Overland Zombie
Lone Star Zombie 
 
    The Pass Zombie 
 
    Dust Devil Zombie 
 
    Terminal Zombie 
 
    Ronin Zombie 
 
      
 
    GONE DARK 
 
    SILENT RUN 
 
    NO ENTRY 
 
    RESTRICTED 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Urban Fantasy 
 
    
Witchmas - a Marshal of Magic story
Witchmas Eve - a Marshal of Magic story
Witchmas Day- a Marshal of Magic story 
 
    The Marshal of Magic – Hail Fellow 
 
    The Marshal of Magic – The Devil You Know 
 
    The Marshal of Magic - Small Medium at Large 
 
    The Marshal of Magic - Low Elf Esteem 
 
    The Marshal of Magic - Big Trouble 
 
      
 
    Historical Fantasy 
 
    
The Holy War – Blood Bound 
 
    The Holy War – Oath Bound 
 
    The Holy War – Honor Bound
  
 
    Western 
 
      
 
    Fort Smith – Judged by Twelve 
 
    Fort Smith - Carried by Six 
 
    
Evasion - Destruction Earth 
 
      
 
    Omnibus Collections 
 
      
 
    Battlefield Z Collected Adventures Volume I 
 
      
 
    Battlefield Z Collected Adventures Volume II 
 
      
 
    Battlefield Z Collected Adventures Volume III 
 
      
 
    Battlefield Z THE COMPLETE ADVENTURES Volume 1 
 
      
 
    Invasion Earth Collected Adventures Volume I 
 
      
 
    Invasion Earth Collected Adventures Volume II 
 
      
 
    Sanctioned – Shadowboxer Files 
 
    Unsanctioned – Shadowboxer Files 
 
      
 
    Incursion 
 
    Mobilize 
 
      
 
    DISAVOWED – Free book 
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