
  
    
      SPECIAL DELIVERY

    

    
      
        E. R. PASKEY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: E Minor Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      For my husband Timethy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SPECIAL DELIVERY

          

        

      

    

    
      Their clothes refresher died that morning. It wasn’t an unexpected loss—the machine had been limping along for a couple of months—but the timing was irritating. Breena Nez had just been telling herself just the night before that she needed to catch up on her laundry before something happened.

      Well, it finally happened. Right in the middle of the wash cycle.

      Breena made the discovery when she came back to the cramped rust-gray compartment she and her dad called a utility room, expecting to find a load of clean, dry clothes. Instead, she’d found a silent machine full of dirty clothes and a little soapy water. She stared at it in dismay for a few seconds before she started punching buttons.

      Nothing happened.

      She bit her lip, a knot forming in the pit of her stomach, and ran through the rest of her usual troubleshooting. Still, nothing. The clothes refresher just sat there, unresponsive.

      Breena blew out a breath and slumped against the lifeless machine. The clean, sharp scent of detergent filled the air, but it didn’t make her feel better. She squeezed her eyes shut and wished she could go back to yesterday.

      The only clean clothes she had at the moment were the ones she was wearing. It wasn’t the end of the galaxy, but it was certainly annoying. She’d known the clothes refresher was on its last legs, and she hadn’t meant to let everything pile up, but it was the beginning of the month and that meant all the usual reports she had to file with the Consortium for their little research station. On top of that, they’d had some engine trouble. She and her dad had spent the past two days poking around the station’s guts to fix it—and everything else connected to it.

      Breena shuddered at the thought. Touch one thing around here and it impacted five or six other things…all of which had the potential to affect something else. There were days she wondered if the station was going to eventually just collapse around their ears.

      But, as a result, today she was wearing clothes she wouldn’t be caught dead in outside the small research station they called home: an eye-watering hot pink sweater (a gag gift from a good friend on her last birthday) and a worn pair of ugly puce green workpants she usually saved for nasty jobs like cleaning the station’s water reservoir. Needless to say, eye-watering hot pink was not a good look on her—it lent a weird flush to her red-brown skin—and neither was that particular shade of puce green.

      Her dad had taken one good look at her at breakfast that morning and burst out laughing. He’d informed her that she looked like some kind of tall alien plant.

      Breena agreed with that assessment, but argued that at least everything was clean. And it wasn’t like they were expecting anybody today other than the usual delivery transport.

      Hyatt Windcalm was as dependable as the sunrise—and as old as her dad. Breena was sure he’d seen stranger things than her current getup in the course of the decades he’d spent delivering things to the worlds and asteroids on the fringes of the Consortium.

      Plus, it just so happened that Hyatt was bringing them a new clothes refresher. Breena had ordered it a couple of weeks earlier, rightly assessing that they couldn’t count on the other one. She and her dad had been saving up for it, and the fact that it had lasted a lot longer than they’d thought was a huge plus.

      Only trouble was, today of all days, Hyatt was late. Breena glanced at the small comlink device she wore on her left wrist, noting the time. Two hours and seven minutes late, to be exact.

      Biting her lip, she pushed her long black hair over one shoulder and stalked out of the utility room. Hyatt was never late. She hoped that meant something bad hadn’t happened to him.

      Breena’s boots thudded on the worn, rust-colored metal deck as she marched back to the compartment she and her dad used as an office. They’d chosen the compartment with the best view, on account of the amount of time they spent in here. A wide viewport had been set into the pale yellow bulkhead that made up the starboard side of the compartment, providing a stunning view of the vibrant pink, red, and purple swirls of the Elantia Nebula beyond framed against a star-studded backdrop.

      The Elantia Nebula was Breena’s favorite part of living on the research station. She’d grown up here, could remember as a toddler pressing her nose against the cold glass of the viewport to stare in rapturous wonder at the gorgeous swirls and whorls of bright color hanging out in the distance. Her memories of the Nebula were clearer than her memories of her mother, who’d died of a brain aneurism when she was three.

      Her father had buried her mother in the Nebula. At the small funeral, he’d sent her casket out of the hangar bay, headed into the Nebula like an ancient burial ship on one of Old Earth’s oceans. Breena couldn’t think of a more beautiful fate for her mother’s body than to drift for an eternity through that gorgeous chunk of space. One couldn’t get lonely when surrounded by all that beauty.

      Now, Breena plopped down in her favorite office chair and swiveled to face the old computer display that hovered over the desk, which was made of real wood. Her dad had gotten it as payment for an off-the-books research project a decade or so back, and Breena loved it. As a child, she’d run her fingers over the smooth, satiny wood grain, marveling at the speckles and stripes in the dark brown surface.
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