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        Being a private detective on a space station sucks. Not official enough for high paying clients. Stuck only with the scraps the security office sends. Background checks, minor cases.

      

        

      
        Barely enough to make the rent, never mind replace a dented food recycler.

      

        

      
        Until a lowly dockworker comes in looking for his son.

      

        

      
        And slams a target on an even lower private detective’s back.

      

        

      
        Solve the case, or die trying, in the science fiction/mystery Bessel Station Blues.
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      Being a private detective on the Bessel Station wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Most days I was lucky to make enough credits to let me grab a meal at one of the food distributors on O level. If not, I had to settle for the recycled sludge that came out of the old food recycler that perched on the edge of my small desk.

      The recycler had definitely seen better days. The squat, retangular body, a foot and a half long and barely eight inches wide, was dented on both sides and the paint had long faded to reveal the flat metal form. The dents had come from an overly annoyed perp. They fit the top of his head perfectly.

      The recycler had never quite worked right since.

      The buttons on the top were faded as well but it didn’t matter what configuration I tried to punch in, I would always get the same old sludge.

      The sludge was nutritious and I could live on it but it had as much taste as my ex-husband.

      Too bad my ex-husband was the senior security chief on the station and one of my largest clients.

      Mother had always told me to finish my doctorate and become a lawyer for the Planetary Alliance. I could have worked my way up to being a magistrate, maybe even become a senator. But that would have entailed being stuck in bright white offices filled with bright holo screens, wearing immaculate suits and conference links along with the latest in seasonal hairstyles.

      I bet if I’d done that I would have my own chef instead of relying on the culinary skills of some third-rate food recycler on a second-rate space station.

      But I’d always hated white walls and I preferred keeping my head shaved to avoid the hassle of dealing with a hairstyle that might cause a problem in zero gee.

      And suits gave me hives. Just like the security uniform had.

      Another of the reasons my marriage hadn’t lasted.

      So all I had was my little hovel of an office. Steel-grey walls showing every weld. The narrow metal desk that I’d scrounged from the recycling plant. One leg was too short until I shoved the folded remnants of my marriage license under it.

      My aforementioned food recycler perched on the left side of the desk, still steaming from discharging my most recent mug of coffee. It might be crap at creating food with actual taste but it could brew coffee just how I liked it. Black and strong enough to strip a layer of skin off the roof of my mouth.

      I leaned back in my deluxe Self-Chair. It was the only thing in my entire office worth a solid amount of credits, including me. I’d spent every credit from the divorce settlement on it. It was a large blob shape until I moved toward it and then it shaped itself to whatever I needed. A desk chair for work. A recliner for holo work when I was surfing the datastreams. A bed when I needed to sleep. It would even flow into an emergency bubble in case of depressurization in the station and could be a life pod, complete with a rudimentary engine for navigation and life support if necessary.

      It was more supportive and more useful than my husband had ever been.

      Fortunately, I’d never had to test the life pod aspect of it.

      The steam from my mug diminished enough that I could lift it to my nose without singeing myself. I inhaled the warm, rich smell of coffee. Ahh, elixir of life!

      As I leaned back in my Self-Chair, it stiffened to support my back. I began lowering my left hand holding the mug. The left arm of the chair expanded and flattened, becoming a small side table for my coffee.

      That always made my smile. God, I loved this chair.

      I just had to figure out how I was going to afford the upgrade.

      I’d heard about it a few weeks ago. There was an upgrade to both the physical set up and the software that allowed you to liaise directly with the chair, turning it more into an intelligent assistant than just a chair.

      I’d already given it the nickname of Robby. Just thinking about having Robby do more than help me sleep or connect to the datastreams made me salivate. With enough awareness, I could assign it work on the datastreams while I did other jobs.

      Maybe I could even get out from under, afford two meals a day at the food distributors on O level. Hell, maybe I could even replace my food recycler and get one that understood spices.

      But first, I had to find a case that would earn me enough to pay for Robby’s upgrade. Right now, the Self-Chair was only smart enough to give me a side table when I needed it. I would never be able to assign it to work on the datastreams without supervision.

      The trouble with Bessel Station, like all space stations, was that the Planetary Alliance only allowed their security to work legitimately on stations. Fortunately, most of the time, the security forces on stations didn’t have enough staff to handle everything so they farmed work out to small time operators like me.

      I existed in a legal grey area. The PA turned a blind eye to private detectives on station as long as we stayed out of trouble and didn’t do anything to attract notice.

      Unfortunately, the only jobs that let me stay out of trouble and not attract notice barely paid enough credits for a meal at the food distributors after paying my rent.

      If I wanted to upgrade Robby I was going to have to get a case that made some noise.

      Just not enough to piss off the PA.

      Which really meant not enough to piss off my ex-husband.

      That was gonna be some neat trick.

      I took another sip of coffee, savouring the strong kick of caffeine. I was just about to set it down on the chair arm table when a soft tap sounded at the door.

      I triggered the right chair arm and leaned over, keeping my voice low.

      “Analysis scan beyond door.”

      My office was located at an end junction on T level, far enough from the lift that I could afford the rent and far enough that it would take precious minutes for any security to get here if there was a problem. Most offices on T level were one person shops like me, barely eeking out a living but that wouldn’t stop a thug from trying to smash in and steal the passcode to my credit stash. I’d learned very early on to never open the door without checking with Robby first.

      The little sensor light on the tip of the right arm flashed green.

      “Analysis complete. Bipedal humanoid lifeform. Negative power trace. Negative tools larger than two inches.” Robby’s flat voice matched my volume.

      Good. No plaz-gun and no knife or tool to hit with. I had programmed Robby to scan for anything bigger than two inches to make sure no one could sneak anything in.

      The soft tap sounded again. This time I felt more willing to answer it.

      “Door open,” I called.

      The door clicked and hissed open. A thin, balding man stepped in. He wore grey overalls over a dark blue, long-sleeved top. The sleeves were rolled up to reveal narrow forearms poked with nutrient valves, the kind you normally saw on space workers. But these valves were old, the seals turning yellow with age.

      As he stopped in front of my desk, he tucked his chin in, giving me a slight bow. He had blond hair that was thinning at the top, retreating from his forehead like a reluctant army.

      “Can I help you, mister…?” I asked.

      “Claymore, ma’m,” he said. His voice had a rough burr to it, like he’d spend years yelling so loud that his vocal cords were damaged. “Roy Claymore.”

      I nodded. “Mr. Claymore.”

      “Yer a detective,” he continued. “I heard ‘bout you in the docks.”

      I gave another nod. That made sense. A lot of my spill-over work from security involved background checks on dock workers. Tedious, mind-numbing, yet essential work. No one wanted to take a chance on an incident like the sabotage and riot on Fairfell Station twenty years ago. It did say something about me that my ex had the confidence in my work to give me most of the dock background checks.

      Or he hated me.

      “I wanna hire you,” Claymore said.

      I took another sip of coffee to hide my surprise. I didn’t get many walk-in clients. I couldn’t even be sure he was one.

      “What’s the job?” I asked.

      He frowned, heavy brows drawing forward above his eyes darkening the shadows. His shoulders hunched a little more.

      “I got credits,” he said. His tone sounded wounded, like I doubted him.

      “That’s good,” I said. “But I still need to know what the job is first. I’m not taking any job until I know that.”

      His lips thinned. His body tensed. For a moment I thought he was going to turn around and stalk out the door. Then he sagged, all tension draining away until he almost hunched halfway over my desk.

      “I want you to find someone,” he said.

      His voice was so low I could barely hear him. Still, I didn’t lean forward. Once I’d had an angry client make a grab for me when I got too close. He’d lived but I’d broken two nails in the process of taking him down. Manicures were damned expensive and not in my budget.

      “Who do you want me to find?” I asked.

      He mumbled, tucking his chin into his neck until he was staring at the top of my desk.

      “Speak up,” I snapped. “I can’t help you if I can’t hear you.”

      He jumped, his head jerking up. I saw a flash of fear in his eyes then it was gone. He glanced around my office then back at me.

      Then he shook his head.

      “No, never mind. I made a mistake.”

      He started backing away, stumbling as his boots got caught up in each other.

      The poor man was terrified.

      I pushed up from Robby, holding my hands out Claymore. “Wait, Mr. Claymore. No one can hear you in here. I sweep the office for listening devices daily.”

      He stopped just inside the door. His hand twitched at his side as if he wanted to grab for the door but some powerful force was stopping him.

      “Every day?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “It’s very thorough. Please, won’t you sit down.”

      I tapped the edge of the desk and my single guest stool slid out from underneath. The desk sagged a little toward that side. Usually the stool helped hold the desk up but it would be okay for a few minutes.

      Hopefully.

      Claymore hesitated. His hands still twitched at his sides. I sat back down into Robby, moving with slow, deliberate motions. I gestured to the food recycler.

      “Would you like some coffee?” I asked. “It’s good and strong.”

      For a moment, I thought Claymore was still going to make a run for it. I could almost hear the clang of his boots on the metal floor of the hallway. But instead, he let out a sigh and shuffled toward the stool.

      “Coffee, yeah,” he said.

      As he moved closer to the stool, I turned my attention to the food recycler and busied myself making coffee. I had an extra mug, actually clean, and I set it under the recycler’s liquid shoot. The recycler made a slight whirling noise then began to belch out dribbles of coffee. After a moment, the rich, heavy scent of strong fresh coffee filled the air.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I surreptitiously watched Claymore as he sat down. His posture was a mix of tension and relief. The stool didn’t have a back so he couldn’t lean back on it. That might account for the tension, but somehow I didn’t think it did. Whoever Claymore wanted me to find and whatever he was afraid of seemed to war for attention inside him.

      I had to give him enough time to decide to tell me but not enough to decide to make a run for it.

      Fortunately, at that moment, the food recycler finished disgorging the coffee.

      I slid the white mug across the scuffed surface of my desk until it rested before Claymore. Steam drifted lazily out of the top of the mug. I watched Claymore inhale it.

      “It’s the real thing,” I said. “I use only the best algorithms. There’s no skimping on coffee.”

      That earned me the shadow of a smile across his narrow face. He wrapped his long fingers around the mug and lifted it to his lips. A sip seemed to relax him even more. He took a second mouthful before setting the mug down and lifting his gaze to me. From the firm set of his jaw, I could tell he’d made a decision.

      “I want you ta find my son,” he said. “RJ. Roy Junior.”

      I nodded, made a gesture for him to go on.

      “He’s a freelancer on the docks,” Claymore said. He dropped his gaze and picked up the coffee mug again. His shoulders tensed.

      A freelancer on the docks. A lot of implications in that single sentence. Had Roy Junior not qualified for the guild? Had he been kicked out for negligence? Criminal activity? Maybe not enough to be charged or not enough evidence for court, but enough to lose him his position? Or did he prefer the shady side of the docks?

      Was that what was scaring Claymore?

      He didn’t seem inclined to volunteer any further information. I was going to have to pry it out of him.

      “Did RJ have a regular position before?” I asked.

      Claymore’s fingers tightened around the mug, the knuckles blanching white.

      Got it in one.

      “Stewards had it in for ‘im,” Claymore mumbled. He had his head bowed, addressing the coffee mug.

      I let my left hand drop onto the surface of my desk, palm slapping lightly. The sound made Claymore flinch but he did look up.

      “I don’t care about your son’s priors,” I said. “That’s not my job. If I take this, my job is to find him and that’s all. But I need to know everything to do it. The good and the bad. I don’t care what they are, I just need to know.”

      Claymore let out a breath.

      “Okay,” he said. “RJ had been in the guild. He was always impatient with the politics of it, and his impatience cost him his papers.”

      Impatience. Right. It probably hadn’t been RJ’s impatience so much as some of the ships who decided they could skirt the system with a few well-placed payments. Except maybe RJ hadn’t been inclined to share or had been saddled with a straight guild stewart rather than the usual kind who was willing to bend the rules, for a price.

      Either way, RJ had lost his guild membership and was now freelance. A tougher, more dangerous, but potentially lucrative venture.

      And somehow the danger had gotten to him before the lucrative part.

      Claymore had to be prepared for that.

      “Before we go on, I have to know how far you want to take this,” I said.

      Claymore lifted his chin. The scrawny muscles on the sides of his neck flexed as his shoulders stiffened.

      “I know what yer asking,” he said. “And yes, if he’s dead, I wanna know that too.”

      His voice broke. He blinked away the moisture in his eyes.

      I nodded, straightened the blotter on top of my desk to give him a moment to gain control. When I glanced back up, his eyes were clear, his features hardened.

      “Okay,” I said “Let’s get started. Where did RJ live?”
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