
CHAPTER ONE

Hang on a second while I try to fix this vidicom.  There we go, that should do it.  Okay this is 
V-log reference AZ267/M, data log reference point 2458712/6540.

Well how did it all start?  A contact of mine in the Agrillian system gave me the heads up 
concerning a suspect they wanted to question in connection with nine murders.  It took place 
on Agrillia 3, on an archaeological dig where a team of scientists were looking into some 
ancient civilisation that once inhabited that region of the planet.  There were ten in the team 
who lived and worked at the dig for three months, after which they were due to be 
transported back to draw up their conclusions and official report of their findings.  When the 
pick up got there to take them out, they found nine dead and one missing.  The official law 
enforcement file says the usual crap; an extensive search of the locale was made etc, the 
suspect wasn’t found etc, you know the kind of shit they come out with when they don’t want 
to admit they were too stupid to find the guy.  My contact there is a good friend so he called 
me up and told me about it and said would I be interested in the job and the substantial 
reward?  Would I be interested?  Hell yeah, that’s my job and the promise of a substantial 
payout is always of interest.

The suspect they were after was some brainiac called Professor Kluvak Nembier, a native of 
Agrillia and up until that time he seemed to be your average well respected humourless 
clever guy.  He had no previous record, worked hard all his life and was respected by 
everyone in his field of expertise, which was ancient Agrillian languages.  He was one of 
those guys who is all brain and no brawn y’know?  A guy like that is clever but seldom 
resourceful and tends not to be too successful at being on the run and keeping himself 
hidden.  Having been doing this job for a long time, it was reasonable to assume that this 
would be one of the easiest paydays I’d had in years, so when my contact asked me if I 
wanted the job, I almost bit off his arm.  How wrong can you be?

It took me all of two days to find out the guy had taken off and signed up as casual labour on 
a low budget, long haul, passenger liner that just happened to stop by Agrillia 3 at the very 
time he went missing.  One of the whores who works the Agrillian Space Terminal 
remembered approaching him and being given the brush off by him.  Between you and me, 
he was an idiot to turn her down; she is an expert in her craft, but I digress.  A couple of calls 
told me that there was only one cruise line that called on Agrillia around that time, so after 
securing the details of their course I set off after them and caught up with the liner within a 
few days.  Experience convinced me that I’d have the guy in custody within a few hours and 
would be able to deliver him, claim my pay check and head back to Agrillia to revisit my new 
lady friend at the Space Terminal to continue our umm, conversation.  Boy if only I’d known 
then what was to come.

Being ex law enforcement myself often helps when trying to encourage folks to be co-
operative and although all freelance law enforcers have to be registered, I used to be a Law 
Enforcement Officer myself a few years back.  This means that not only do I carry the usual 
freelancer’s ID papers but I also have the added advantage of being able to provide them 
with a tag.  This document proves that I’m known to the Galactic Law Enforcement Agency 
as a trustworthy person to do business with.  Being able to flash a tag is second only to 
flashing your official enforcer’s badge and people are more likely trust you and do as you 
ask, which comes in mighty handy at times.  There are, of course, many unregistered people 
trying to do this job without being officially recognised as doing so.  They’re universally 
known as Mercs, but the general public tend to label all of us with this rather unflattering 
name.  Being labelled as one of those low lifes annoys me because I’m not a Merc.  I have 



standards; a code and I resent being tossed into the same pile as all the crazies who don’t 
give a shit whether they bring in the right guy or the wrong guy or even kill them to bring 
them in.  Mercs never engender affection from me and I would never do business with them.  
There have been times when I’ve found them tagging along behind me on a job and a 
couple of times they’ve tried to relieve me of my catch after sitting on my ass and watching 
me do all the work.  Those types of occasions are the only ones where you’re likely to see 
me really lose my rag.  Knowing what I know now about this whole Nembier business, if I’d 
known any Mercs were shadowing me, I’d happily have offered them the job without a 
second thought.

As I said, I caught up with the liner in a few days and hailed them to let them know who I was 
and the reason for my visit.  Cruise liners and the folks who run them are often a little 
unwilling to entertain folks like me because they’re worried my presence will be bad for 
business but this one was one of those low budget outfits that don’t take so much trouble to 
screen their passengers and crew as the more up market companies.  This means that they 
know there’s a higher than average chance that they could pick up a dodgy character as 
casual labour, and as they’re more worried about themselves than their passengers, they 
tend to welcome me more openly in the hope I won’t give them any problems with the 
Galactic Tourist Federation by reporting them.

“Unidentified ship, this is Captain Hann of the Nightliner Sally B.  We are responding to your 
hail.  Please identify yourself and state the nature of your business.”  The guy sounded calm 
so I guessed this was going to be a fairly trouble free encounter.

“Captain Hann, this is Sam Sinclair and this is my personal vessel, SC257. I’m here on 
official law enforcement business and wish to dock with you.  Sending you my ID beacon 
and official tag now.  Awaiting your response.”  A smile settled itself across my face as I sat 
back and waited for him to reply.  There was no doubt in my mind that he would let me in 
without too much of a fuss; my official tag would ensure that but sometimes these types of 
people liked to try to psyche me out by keeping me waiting a little longer than necessary.  
That doesn’t bother me too much; I’m happy to wait.  As it happened, Captain Hann came 
back pretty quickly and I was a little surprised at the warmth of his welcome.

“Mr Sinclair we have your ID and tag.  All seems to be in order.  Come around to the rear 
dock, port six.  Sending you the docking beacon now.”

Captain Hann and his First Officer were there to meet me when I disembarked in the Sally 
B’s rear dock.  The place was shabby but functional, as would be expected on a low budget 
outfit like Nightline obviously was but Hann greeted me with a smile and a handshake, which 
is more than I often get on such occasions.  They both nodded as I returned their smiles and 
shook their hands and they seemed happy when I accepted the Captain’s offer of 
refreshment.  Hann indicated for me to follow them to his office to discuss why I was there.  
As we walked I sneaked a look at him and smiled.  He was in his early fifties I’d guess; 
probably ex military by the way he walked and his confident manner and his uniform was 
clean and sharp, despite the round gut that strained against his belt.  He looked proud of his 
position and was obviously used to being in charge so I guessed he’d been an officer in his 
military days.  As we left the functional areas of the liner behind and entered the public 
areas, the place became a whole lot cleaner.  Here and there passengers passed us in the 
corridors and he greeted them all with a smile and a nod.  This was a guy who wasn’t used 
to trouble and didn’t welcome the thought of it.  He liked his easy life and his position, so 
anything able to threaten that was not going to be welcome here.  This pleased me because 
it meant he was going to be only too happy to accommodate my requests so I could take the 
problem away for him.  Over the years I’ve been doing this job I’ve met many people from all 



different planets and cultures and I’ve become something of an expert at reading people.  
Some of my colleagues in law enforcement quite rightly regard me as an excellent judge of 
character and Captain Hann wasn’t about to prove me wrong.

His office was small and comfortable but still the military presence was everywhere; from the 
distinct lack of anything purely decorative to the precise arrangement of the few items on his 
desk.  A digital log sat to his right, placed precisely between the communication panel and a 
single holographic photo viewer. To his left he placed his cap, after carefully wiping the 
badge that adorned the front with a pristine white handkerchief.  Once he nudged the cap a 
few millimetres to the right, he sat down.  My mind mentally drew up a list of what the 
holographic photo viewer displayed when switched on.  At the top of the list was Hann 
himself as a younger man dressed in military uniform.  Second was a group shot of him and 
some military buddies, whilst bringing up the rear was him receiving some award or 
promotion.  The rank outsider was a dead heat between a landscape of some kind and a 
family group.

He offered me a seat and called for drinks to be brought in.  “Well Mr Sinclair,” he smiled, 
“what can we do for you?”  He steepled his hands together as he looked at me from his side 
of the desk and the way his smile failed to reach the corners of his eyes told me right away 
that this was a bid for dominance.

Smiling back, I looked him right in the eyes.  “I’m here to take one of your staff members into 
custody and deliver him into the hands of the appropriate authorities,” I replied, my eyes still 
holding his.  

His smile faltered and the steeple toppled.  “Into custody?  Who?  and what for?”

My hand fumbled in my pocket for my data viewer and I tried not to smile at the way I’d 
expertly put him completely off his guard.  He’d secretly hate me for it, but I didn’t care.  It 
was a victory; a small victory but a victory nonetheless and in this job you have to take the 
joy wherever you find it.  As nonchalantly as I could, I tapped the screen and waited for a 
photograph of Nembier to pop up before handing it over.

“Professor Kluvak Nembier is his name,” I said, “although you probably know him by some 
other name.  He’s wanted in connection with nine murders on Agrillia 3.  I know he came 
aboard your vessel when you called into Agrillia a few days ago and I also know he wasn’t 
on the passenger manifest so you must’ve hired him as casual labour.”  Hann and his 
second in command, to whom I still hadn’t been introduced, studied the photo as I was 
speaking.  Then something passed between them; a fleeting look that told me they knew 
who I was talking about.

“He’s working as casual labour in stores,” the second in command said as he glanced at me. 
“One of the staff had to leave suddenly due to a bereavement and we took this guy on to fill 
in.  So far I haven’t had any complaints from the other stores staff, so I assume he’s doing 
the job okay.”  

“Nine murders you say?” Hann asked, his face now a little paler than when we first shook 
hands.  His eyebrows shot to the top of his head as I nodded slowly and noticed the shock 
register in his expression.  “Thank god he’s not working with the passengers,” he said quietly 
as he took a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his brow.  “Okay Mr Sinclair, what do 
you want us to do?”

Great.  Now I had Hann’s full co-operation the games could stop and I could get on with the 
job.  “Thank you Captain,” I smiled broadly, resisting the urge to steeple my own hands.  
That would just be rude and pompous I thought so I satisfied myself with a broad grin.  “I 



presume you’d like this business to be conducted out of sight of your passengers?”  He 
nodded furiously.  “Do you have a plan of the liner so I can see the location of where he 
works?”  The second in command, who I had already nicknamed Flark, tapped on a console 
and brought up a map of the area where Nembier worked.

“This is the stores here,” he said as he pointed.

“And he works inside there?  All the time?” I asked and he nodded.  “Is there another way 
out?”  Another nod and I swore.  “Is he working right now?”  Another nod.  “What time does 
he get off?”  Flark went to check and was back within a couple of minutes.

“Three hours till the end of his shift,” he responded and I swore again.  The last thing I 
wanted was for this to become an unseemly chase along corridors where paying passengers 
were likely to be wandering around.  Then an idea suddenly presented itself to me and I 
smiled again.

“Does he have a room of his own or does he share?” I asked and breathed a sigh of relief 
when Flark told me he has his own quarters.

“Normally he’d be sharing with two other staff but as we have one in the infirmary and the 
other position still vacant, he’s got the room to himself.”

“Wonderful,” I grinned.  “Let’s go.”

Flark led the way down to the lower levels where the staff accommodation was situated and 
as we descended, the place became dirtier and shabbier.  Hann used his Captain’s 
password to over ride the private code on the entry system and we entered Nembier’s room. 

“Captain,” I smiled.  “Would you be so kind as to order Nembier back here to his room to 
help deal with a water leak in the bathroom?”  Hann nodded and tapped the comms panel on 
the wall by the door.  Nembier’s bathroom was no bigger than the wash cubicle on board my 
ship and offered just a basin, toilet and single shower cubicle.  The basin to my left offered 
just enough space for someone to wash their hands and I was pleased to notice it was even 
smaller than mine as I turned both taps on full blast, before indicating to Hann and Flark to 
hide behind the door.  We pressed ourselves against the wall and waited.

Five minutes later we heard the click as the security system accepted Nembier’s pass code 
and unlocked the door.  Gun in hand, I held my breath as the door opened and a small wiry 
man entered.  Before he took his third step across the room the sedative dart hit him square 
in the nape of the neck.  Within twenty seconds he was on the floor and out for the count 
and I was securing his hands and feet.  After hauling him up onto the bed I turned and 
smiled at Hann and Flark.

“Thank you for you co-operation Captain.  Job done quick and clean.  Wish they were all as 
easy as this one,” I  said as I returned to the bathroom and turned off the taps.

“No problem Mr Sinclair,” Hann nodded as he ran a hand through his hair and straightened 
his shirt.  “Is there anything else we can do to help?”

This guy was being so nice it was almost embarrassing.  Forcing myself not to laugh, I 
nodded.  “Yes actually there is.  Do you have somewhere secure I could use to interview 
him?  The rules dictate that I go through the proper procedure before taking him back to the 
authorities.  Y’know a formal interview so that he knows why he’s being held and what his 
rights are?”

He nodded and turned to Flark.  “Can you arrange for one of the quarantine units in the 
infirmary to be made available as soon as possible?”  Flark nodded and left the room and 



Hann nodded to me.  “The infirmary has three quarantine units just in case of a breakout of 
something virulently contagious infecting the ship.  They are completely secure and private 
and you’re welcome to use one of them for as long as you need.”

This was very helpful.  Quite often I end up doing these interviews in bathrooms, cupboards 
and all manner of places, so to have the use of a proper facility would make things much 
more comfortable and reminded me of my days as a desk bound official in Law 
Enforcement.  In those days I had more responsibility and all the back up I could ask for, 
without too much of the dirty work.  Good hours, good facilities and good pay.  Trouble was I 
was bored to fuck with the predictability and safeness of it all.  The petty rules and 
regulations I was forced to stick to irritated me no end and so many times I had to sit back 
and let some asshole walk out the door because of some rule or stupid regulation.  In the 
end I knew something had to give and it was either give it up or go freelance.  Over the 
years I’d built up a decent network of contacts and I was good at my job; I enjoyed it and 
wasn’t about to just throw it all away so I handed in my uniform and office keys, took 
possession of an ex law enforcement official tag, used up a sizeable portion of my savings to 
buy my own ship and went freelance.  The thrill of the chase took years off me and the 
freedom to do what I do well without the constriction of petty regulations was like a burden 
lifted off my shoulders for the first time.  My very first job after going freelance was the 
happiest time I’d known in years and I swear I had a grin on my face the whole damn time.  It 
was still nice to be offered decent facilities in which to do my job though and I smiled at 
Hann.

“Thanks Captain, that’ll do nicely.  When he wakes up I’ll get him installed in there and 
hopefully we should both be out of your hair within a few hours and on our way to Floxham 
Island.”

His eyebrows shot up in surprise.  “Floxham Island?  You’re taking him there?”

“Yeah.”

“Well there’s no need to rush off then.  We’re stopping there so why not stay on board and 
enjoy a few days relaxation?”  This news surprised me and I must have looked bemused 
because Hann sniggered at my expression.  It’s one of my regular delivery points as it’s in a 
main shipping lane and easy for the authorities to get to for trials and sentencing hearings.  
Why would a passenger liner be calling there?  Even a low budget outfit like Nightliner surely 
had no need to call into that place.

“Why the hell are you calling there?”

“It’s one of our regular stops Mr Sinclair.  As you are no doubt aware, Nightliner isn’t exactly 
the most elite cruise line in the business.”  He was right, I was very aware of this fact from 
the moment I came aboard.  “We deliver a supply of a few luxuries whenever we pass by the 
Floxham system that the staff isn’t afforded by the Law Enforcement Agency and we usually 
have a few people wishing to visit with family members who work or are incarcerated there.  
We drop the supplies and the visitors, along with a shuttle lander and crew and leave them 
there whilst we continue on to The Oasis for a day of sun and relaxation.  We then return to 
pick up the visitors and carry on our way.  You’re more than welcome to remain on board 
with us until we reach Floxham and if you don’t fancy spending three days down there in 
their visitor’s accommodations, you can use your own vessel once we get there.  It’ll give 
you a few days to relax and save you some fuel and of course, the Sally B’s facilities are at 
your disposal free of charge.”



You can call me all sorts of names, and even the unpleasant ones will sometimes be 
deserved but stupid will never be one of them.  A few days relaxing on a cruise liner free of 
charge while my prisoner was safely stowed away.  Was I interested?

“Well that’s extremely kind of you Captain,” I smiled and nodded.  “I’d be happy to accept 
your hospitality.”  He nodded back and seemed relieved that I’d accepted his offer.  It was 
obvious to me that he took this as a sign that I was unlikely to report him to the authorities for 
taking Nembier on without the proper checks and he was right.  At the end of the day all I’m 
interested in is getting to my target.  People break rules all the time; hell I break rules all the 
time and it wouldn’t serve me to take the time and effort to report Hann for taking on some 
casual labour.  Besides, building a good working relationship with him might come in handy 
at some time in the future and I’m always aware of the benefits of having a good network of 
contacts.  It’s what my job is built on and without them, I’d be out of a job.  Like I said before, 
I’m not stupid and I’m also well aware of the potential benefits that come from letting him 
think I might just decide to report him!

Hann suggested he call for a medical team to transport Nembier to the quarantine bay on a 
stretcher so that if any passengers saw him, they’d assume he was sick and being taken to 
the infirmary.  He didn’t want his passengers getting upset by seeing a guy in restraints.  
That’s understandable so I agreed and we were soon escorting a still unconscious Nembier 
to the quarantine bay where he was installed to wake up.  After I removed his restraints and 
the room was secured, a doctor examined him and estimated he’d be out for a couple of 
hours so Hann suggested he find me a room where I could take a shower and change my 
clothes before having a meal with him.  The Sally B is a big liner with a large number of 
rooms but I was expecting to be installed within a cubicle no bigger than the firearms locker 
on board my ship, seeing as I was not paying for the pleasure but to my complete surprise I 
found myself being given a large room with private bathroom.

“Very nice room Captain, thank you very much,” I said and meant every word.

“You’re very welcome Mr Sinclair.  You have done us a favour by getting rid of a murderer 
who could potentially have caused havoc on board and we are very grateful.”  He’d got one 
up on me and he knew it; my surprise at the luxury of the room he’d given me gave him the 
upper hand.  That didn’t bother me really; I’d got my man and now had a few days in which 
to relax at no expense to myself so I was happy to give a bit of ground in our little power 
game.  “Dinner is in an hour.  The dining hall is on deck three.  Just give your name to the 
man on the door and he’ll show you to my table.  There’s no dress code by the way.”  Now 
he was kicking me in the groin.  Not only had he gained a point by giving me this nice room 
but that remark was just gratuitous point scoring and I was annoyed.

“Okay Captain I’ll look forward to it and thank you again for your hospitality.” He was still 
smiling to himself as he let himself out and I supposed he was laughing quietly to himself all 
the way back to his office.  A quick trip back to my ship to collect what belongings I felt I 
might need was my next course of action and within twenty minutes I was enjoying a 
wonderful hot shower.  Although I live and work in my ship for months at a time, I have a 
shower on board; don’t get me wrong I have all the facilities I need but they’re basic.  This 
however, was luxury after what I’m used to and gave me an opportunity to take a bit of care 
over my appearance for a change.

The job I do doesn’t often call for me to look like I’ve just stepped out of a clothes store and 
I’m no male model but I do okay for myself.  You couldn’t honestly call me the worst looking 
guy in the galaxy and when I do get the opportunity to take some care, I can turn a head or 
two.


