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                        Loner
                        by G. L. Parry 
     Spacecraft don’t get stolen every day.  In fact, they rarely get stolen at all.  And out in the Belt?  Never.  Until yesterday, that is.
     As a law enforcer both on Earth and off I thought I’d seen at all: theft, assault, fraud, rape, and murder--yes, even murder, with education standards and public protection as good as they are today.  Lucky for us recidivists aren’t any more imaginative than they once were, which makes them so much easier to catch.  But none of them expect to be caught, right?  That's the criminal mind for you, even with the odds better than ninety‑eight percent that they will.  Thanks to modern technology, crime is too damn difficult.  Guardian Angels, for example--little cameras you wear which transmit everything you see or hear back to a recorder at home.  If you’re the victim of a mugging or worse it all goes down on disk, and the good guys turn up minutes later to make the collar.  The death penalty ensures that the mad dogs are humanely put down, making the world that little bit safer and cleaner for the decent majority who play by the rules and respect their fellow earthlings, two-legged and four-legged alike.  It’s called civilization, last time I checked.

     Anyway, where was I?

     Oh, right: when I received a call saying that a ship had gone missing it grabbed my attention, and fast.

     At first, I was too surprised to suspect a trap.  "A spaceship, you say?"

     Lane 'Highway' Henrikson, Director of Nearside's tightly‑run Criminal Investigation Department, nodded grimly.  "You heard right, Jack."

     I was working in Brisbane's north‑east, capital of the old Australian State of Queensland.  Business in the Homicide Department was slow and getting slower--not that that was a bad thing, of course.  

     "How the hell did he get hold of it, Lane?” I asked.  "Piloting any spaceship single-handed is illegal in itself, last time I heard."

     "The Ceres authorities are still investigating.  Looks like security was slack, but who would've expected something like this in the first place?"

     I shook my head helplessly.  "Why call me?  Everybody I've locked up is either fully rehabilitated, still inside, or safely dead."

     What I really meant was: Anybody with the balls to try a crazy-assed stunt like this.

     Besides, I hadn't been off‑world for nearly ten years.  Crime in the Sunshine State was my specialty these days, and strictly groundside.

     "Does the name Nazzari mean anything to you?" he wanted to know.  "Renato Nazzari?"

     I rifled my mental files for maybe twenty seconds, but all the little index cards were turning up blank.  "Not a thing, I’m afraid.  Why?"

     "He was a small‑time hactivist to start with," Henrikson drawled, and I realized how much he was trying to sound relaxed.  "Good with com-systems, but not greedy: confidential business transmissions and that sort of thing.  After he emigrated he and a few friends switched to small-scale import/export, plus a little smuggling of luxury Earth-goods out to some of the new Saturn and Jupiter Trojan settlements."

     "Still nothing.  What can I do to help?"

     "How soon can you be here?"

     Give me an hour or so, I almost said, then remembered who I was talking to and where he was.

     I rallied quickly.  "I can be on my way in two hours-- anything to break the routine.  I'll just get it cleared..."

     "Everything’s already taken care of.  While you're sitting in the ship you can take a look at these."

     Off-screen, he pressed a button.  A few seconds later my slot coughed out a thin sheaf of neatly-bound papers: ID shots, a biography, maps, a series of star‑charts and a long, curving trajectory aimed in-system...  

     Star charts?

     Something clicked as I studied the perp's photo, and slowly it started coming back to me.  Something about a weird religious nut...

     Henrikson saw my expression change.  "This is a potentially serious case, Jack.  Anything involving theft of a spaceship is, for obvious reasons.  See you in two days."

     "Right," I mumbled, barely aware that he had already signed off.  I was too busy dredging up the past, recalling headlines from the last time our paths had crossed: 'Highway' cops some Flack!  And: 'Jack' Flack does it again!
     Just because I'd--well, that's another story.

