AS IT SHOULD BE

Nowhere to run, nowhere to sit,

Nowhere to sleep or even take a bath.

I don't want to seem like a finicky git

But I dream of adventure, Lord and this ain't it.

--after Thomas the Smith

"Faction ships don't come with pods."

Rolf St. Ana squinted across his beer at the speaker. "What?"

"They don't, though, do they?" Maleus Garamite leaned forward. "You shoot a faction ship, it blows up and that's it. No pod."

"Worse luck for them," Rolf grunted.

"I don't know," Maleus said thoughtfully. "Another?"

"Sure."

Rolf watched as the other man made his way through the press of bodies to the bar. He knew what was coming, and it wasn't just another drink. For a moment he debated making his escape, but then decided on a pre-emptive strike instead.

"Look, Mal," he said when Maleus was seated again and the first third of his drink was safely stowed. "You don't like the pod. We know. Everyone who knows you knows...but it's a case of survival. Put it this way. Would you rather live or die?"

"Yes," Maleus said. "One or the other. Floating in that gunk is neither. You can't see, you can't hear...it's not the same through the links. I always get out feeling like I've been too long in the bath. And it--"

Rolf held up a hand to stem the flow. "Do you really think you could fly a ship half as well with your hands as you can with the neural links?"

"I'd like to find out," Maleus said. "Faction pilots do it. Most of the normal procedures are automated anyway. It must be possible."

"How many rats have you killed now?"

Maleus looked blank. "A fair few."

"How many of them have killed you?"

"Well, none, obviously," Maleus said, "since I'm still here. Not had to use a clone yet."

"There you go," Rolf said. "Think about it. Same again?"

"Not for me, thanks." Maleus got up from the table, his mind obviously elsewhere. "See you around."

"What's up with him?" said the bartender as he worked his magic on Rolf's empty mug. 

Rolf snorted. "Death wish. He wants flying to be like it was in the stories he read when he was a kid."

"Short stories, right?" the bartender said with a lopsided grin.

*

"Hang on," Maleus said, pointing at the screen. "What's that?"

"Ah," the dealer said, abandoning his well-practised encomium on the virtues of the Dominix. "That. Yes, I can see you're a man of discernment, sir. That is truly a find."

"In the archaeological sense, presumably," Maleus said, looking up the date of acquisition. "Does it go?"

"It could use a little work here and there," the dealer hedged, "but the structure is basically sound."

"It's basically holes is what it is."

"Yes, but you should have seen the other fellow," the dealer said, and was rewarded with a fishlike stare.

"What exactly is it?" Maleus said. "Looks kind of like a Megathron..."

"That is what's called a Machariel," the dealer said. "Very rare Angel Cartel battleship. Based on an ancient Jovian design."

"Hunted to extinction by rookies in Velators, I imagine?" Maleus affected to consider. "Well, I need somewhere to store my comic collection, so if you want rid of it I could maybe do you a deal."

The dealer named a price, and Maleus managed not to wince too noticeably. He named another, and the dealer laughed aloud. Half an hour later they had reached an accommodation which was just about within Maleus' budget. If he sold everything else he had.

"You'll have to fit a pod, though," the dealer said as Maleus completed the transaction. "Won't get insurance without it. Did you know faction ships don't come with pods?"

"Really?" Maleus said casually. "I hadn't heard that. Anyway, I'd need to get it to fly first."

The dealer waited till the door had closed behind his customer before calling his partner.

"Murph? Break out the good stuff. I've shifted the wreck."

*

"Maleus?" said Rolf. "Haven't seen him for weeks. If he's not flying kill missions he's down in the workshops tinkering with something. I think he bought some clunker off Solly and Murph and he's trying to fix it up."

"That boy has got no judgment where ships are concerned," said Jerel Mack. "Give him a Badger and he'd try to rig it for combat."

They laughed.

*

"Well, that all seems in order, Mr Garamite," the inspector said, pulling his head back out of the pod, and ticking several boxes on his clipboard. "I notice you've adjusted the entry cycle quite a bit."

"I don't like hanging around waiting for it," Maleus said. "In and submerged as quickly as possible, that's the ticket."

"Well, it's all well within safety guidelines, so I have no hesitation in approving it," the man said. "Congratulations, Mr Garamite, your ship is now covered."

At that price it had better be, Maleus thought. "So I can take it out any time?"

"In the knowledge that should it be destroyed while you are on board we will pay out the full amount to which you are entitled," the man said, and shook Maleus' hand as if posing for a photograph.

"Then if you'll excuse me..."

Maleus watched the man leave the ship, descended the ramp after him and waited till he had quitted the hangar. Then he returned to the pod compartment, opened an innocent-looking locker door and climbed up a narrow access tube. The locker door closed behind him.

The bridge lights came to life as Maleus emerged from the tube, and displays on the various control boards indicated the status of the ship's systems. As he settled into his firmly-upholstered captain's chair, positioned directly above the pod compartment, he fingered the safety cover over the switch that would, if necessary, propel him through the floor and into the pod in less than four seconds. It had taken some working out, and months of effort just to bring the ship to spaceworthiness, let alone fitting his refinements, but it was going to be worth it.

He pressed various currently-inactive buttons and turned various knobs, for the sheer pleasure of doing something with his hands. Then he zeroed everything again and hit LOG RECORD.

"My name is Maleus Garamite," he said. "I am a human being. I am not an extension of my ship's software. I am not a cyborg. I have arms, and legs, and eyes, and ears, and I was designed to use them.

"I came out here to be a pilot, knowing it was dangerous, knowing I might die, because I wanted to face the challenge of space. To look the universe in the eye and say, here I am, what are you going to do about it? I didn't come out here to float in total isolation in a tank of goo, perceiving everything via a datastream pumped into the back of my neck. I didn't come out here to treat ships like suits of clothes, rip one, go buy another. I didn't come out here to be safe.

"This may be the last ship I ever fly...and if it goes, I may well go with it. But by the gods, I'm going to fly it the way it's supposed to be flown."

He settled back into his seat, letting the inbuilt sensors pick up his body readings. Anyone who scanned him would get a reading indistinguishable from normal pod telemetry. He poured himself a drink from the bottle on the tray at his side, and pressed the button to initiate the exit procedure.

"Now," he said, flexing his knuckles as the stars, the real stars, filled his viewport, "let's see if I can do this."

