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Arkhangelsk

	“You look like a belyy medved1.”

	“And so? It is so cold, Olezhek, how did I let you talk me into this?”

	Light snow had started falling. The pair stood by the side of the empty, narrow road, an expanse of white spread out before them in every direction. Two wood-framed packs sat nearby in the snow.

	Oleg turned to his wife and smiled. Even with nothing but her eyes peeking out from behind her fur hat and scarf, her playfulness sparkled in them.

	“We vowed to beat the cold back through the passion of our love, my sweet.”

	“Bah!” Tatiana scoffed, picking up her pack and shrugging it onto her shoulders. “If you expose your passion in this weather you’ll end up with an ice sculpture.”

	Oleg smiled again. He was sixty-two years old, his wife a year older, and he still loved her as passionate and complete as when they’d met—through the tumult of the revolution, somehow surviving even as the crossroad detachments came and took their chickens, then milk cow, and finally the food in the root cellar.

	They had starved but starved together, and survived; been imprisoned and found each other again once beyond the gates of their gulags; starved again in the great war for freedom; and now, so fortunate, retired and comfortable, with three wonderful children and, so far, five grandchildren.

	His mind raced through all these thoughts so quickly Tatiana did not notice his pause. He picked up his pack and settled it on his shoulders.

	“We shall see when we settle in for the night!” he boasted.

	They laughed together.

	Oleg consulted the compass on the lanyard hanging from his neck, then pointed. “This is north.”

	They set off in that direction.

	#

	In the evening they camped in the lee of a small rise that sheltered them, though only somewhat, from the biting wind blasting endlessly across the snow.

	“When will we reach the sea?”

	Oleg turned from gazing into their small fire, regarded the last of the light fading in the western horizon, then downed the dregs of his now-cold coffee.

	“By lunch tomorrow, I expect,” he replied, melting a bit of snow in his mug to clean it out. “But it is hard to tell in the winter when everything is ice.”

	The snow had not let up. In fact, it had become much heavier, and, combined with the howling wind, threatened to put out the fire.

	“Let’s get in the tent,” said Oleg. He tried to stand, but the ice had him slip back down.

	Tatiana, laughing, helped him to his feet. “My big, strong hero!”

	Oleg looked into her eyes, barely visible in the dying campfire light. His heart skipped a beat.

	#

	In the tent they found neither an ice sculpture nor the passionate throes of love-making. The cold had sapped their strength. So, instead, they lay face to face, holding one another other, looking into each other’s eyes.

	“How we would embarrass the children if they could see us, snuggling like teenagers!”

	“Oh, but they are no longer children… Tania, won’t they be frightened?”

	“Perhaps, but only for a time. Sometimes one must focus on the self, not always on others.”

	Oleg furrowed his brow. Was she correct? But Tatiana always thought of others. Even on that day, by the highway, she’d been thinking of others…

	“Do you hear that?” he asked.

	“Hear what?”

	“That sound… like a horn. Don’t you hear it?”

	“I hear nothing but the wind,” Tatiana said, putting down her knitting and crawling into bed. “The wind and the flapping of this old tent.”

	“Remember when we were young? We would go dancing all night.”

	“You stepped on, more than swept me off, my feet.”

	“But you loved me?”

	“Of course.” She paused. “But there was so little time for love. Our story, like so many Russian stories, is long and sad, and ends in nothing.”

	Oleg cocked his head, thinking he’d heard distant shouting, the plaintive wail of a horn, the terrible cracking of ice, children screaming. “But our story has not yet been told.”

	“All stories end, my dear. This is the promise. By their beginning the story is already over, the teller put down the pen, donned a grey hat, the family in mourning,”

	“You are in a mood, Tania, I know you too well. The morning will dispense with this mourning.”

	“You are right.” She put down the sock she had been repairing and crawled into bed. “Why is it so cold? Did you forget to stoke the fire?”

	Oleg looked to the front of the tent, its closed flaps whipping in the wind.

	“I thought the wind put it out…”

	“My forgetful old man. Then you’ll have to see to getting the fireplace going again in the morning. The cold will be a lesson to you.”

	“Yes,” Oleg agreed, not certain to what he’d ceded.

	#

	In the morning he slipped out of the tent early and attempted to light a fire for breakfast. But the wind proved too strong, so he soaked his rolled oats in water, cradled inside his coat, until they were soft enough to eat. He made cold coffee the same way, then put his pack in the tent, zipped it closed, and began walking north.

	He caught up to Tatiana in a few minutes. They walked together. It was far too cold to hold hands; they had to settle instead for walking close and bumping shoulders, like secret lovers sneaking irregular kisses.

	“How did I let you convince me on this trip?” Tatiana asked, sweeping her hand across the barren, whitened sameness of their horizon.

	Oleg stopped, suddenly. He knelt and put a gloved hand on the ice.

	“We are on the sea,” he said.

	They continued walking in silence, and soon they came to a jumble in the ice.

	Oleg stared. He had seen this before, or something very much like this. In the dark. On patrol. The re-frozen ice over the sea, blown apart that day as a shell reduced it to a mass tomb for some approaching Bolshevik soldiers. He could remember their screams as they slipped beneath their frozen fate, could remember the splashes of blood that evening, on the ice. The blood looked black in the dark, like the sea.

	“Olezhek? What are you staring at?”

	He came back to himself, the last image from his mind that of wiping the snow off the ice within the crater, and seeing a face, a frozen rictus of fear, crying out to him from beneath.

	“There could be men trapped. Even a Bolshevik does not deserve such a fate!” Oleg stepped into the jumbled ice.

	“No! What are you doing?”

	Oleg slipped with his second step, catching his other foot on a ridge in the ice, rolling onto his back, and sliding to the bottom. There was a terrible crack.

	Tatiana was there, instantly, holding his head, tears freezing on her cheeks when she saw his foot twisted nearly backwards.

	“I’ll go for help.”

	“I will freeze before you get back.”

	“Then I’ll build you a fire.”

	“Here the ice is weak. It might give way beneath a fire and drop me into the ocean. Besides, look.” He swept his hand over the horizon. “There is no wood on the sea.”

	“Then our packs! Why did we leave them in the tent? I’ll retrieve them, and the tent as well!”

	The snow was falling again, heavily, adding to the fifteen centimetres already on the ice.

	“Please go quickly. The ice is freezing me where I lay.”

	She turned to go, then stopped, slowly turning back to him. “I’m not coming back, am I?”

	He looked at her and shook his head. She nodded, her face a sadness, before jogging off into the snow. Her boots left no impression where they landed.

	#

	The cold and pain kept him exhausted, but awake. In the jumble of his mind he saw a bus sitting on the ice after crashing through the shoulder barrier of the highway—heard the children crying out, saw the front wheel slipping into the ice with a terrific crack, heard the wail of a horn, saw Tatiana running for the bus, unafraid.

	They were together again as the summer approached and the ice melted enough for her to float.

	“It is not too late to head back,” Tatiana said, putting her pack on the ground and sitting on it.

	“It is not too late to stay away from the bus,” he replied.

	“True,” she agreed. “It is always too late.”

	She came over to him and lay beside him. The cold had taken the agony from his leg and he thought he could sleep.

	“Will you hold me?”

	“Forever,” she said. “I will hold you forever.”

	#

	On watch, the sailor lifted his binoculars and surveyed the frozen sea. Above him black smoke billowed from her smokestacks, as the Yermak drove her bow onto the ice in front of her, crashing through it as the ship’s bulk forced the ice to split.

	At first the polar bear caught his attention. He had seen many this spring, but this one was a monstrous size. The beast rose up on its hind legs, stumbling backwards as if afraid. Then it roared, its giant maw a cave of teeth. But still it retreated, walking backwards, like someone afraid to turn their back to a ghost. Finally, it jumped into the sea through an opening behind it in the ice.

	The sailor, now invested in the spectacle, strained to see, now using the ship’s fixed binoculars, whatever could have frightened a three-plus-metre polar bear.

	Then the ship’s bow broke through the ice once again, and the image he thought he saw was lost. He retrained on the spot, but saw nothing, save the surface of frozen ocean, its monotony only broken by cracks from the warming sea.

	What he thought he saw, and what he failed to put into the watch log at the end of his duty shift, was a large slab of ice rising on one side and flipping over, with what looked like a man lying down and rolling into the sea as the ice overturned. Even more curious, the sailor imagined a dark shape, a woman’s shape, with long, black hair, a shadow of a woman, clinging to him as they tumbled together into the icy deep.

	
Mind Without Mercy

	There can be no worse punishment

	than to look in a mirror, to confront,

	(naked, honesty)

	what is there

	And where madness might bring reprieve,

	a mind without mercy

	will not let me turn away; rather,

	it holds the chin,

	forcing me to look deep

	into this

	
14 Months

	~~~~ Act I ~~~~

	“That’s an asteroid.”

	“Look at this albedo.”

	“So, it’s a shiny asteroid.”

	“Not. An. Asteroid. Don’t you have something to do?” Jose Soares asked, turning in her seat to give the ship’s junior engineer the stink eye. She was not a pretty woman, nor slight as fashion favoured, but her eyes could enchant. When she was angry they almost seemed to shine.

	“Well, I would,” Pedro Silva explained, “if you would find something to salvage.”

	Pedro was tall and broad in the chest. He had to stoop to enter the bridge. He always seemed to be smiling, even when he was angry, which often diffused situations before he knew they needed diffusing. He also hated confrontation, so after his poke at the ship’s spotter, he beat a hasty retreat from the bridge.

	“Bah!” Jose groaned, frustrated, as she turned back to her station. She was a cosmologist, and a good one, which was why she received more shares of their salvage than engineers, like Pedro and his older brother.

	That’s not a natural object, she thought to herself, even as the ship’s computer displayed “INCONCLUSIVE” at her. Jose was a scientist, and would never admit this to anyone, but she believed she had an edge on computers—the hunch—with which she could see a good salvage, even when the computers didn’t.

	Diving into Vega’s gravity well would mean a massive cost in fuel to pull them out again, but that would only be her problem if she was wrong about the target. She made a decision and flipped on the ship’s internal speakers, “I need a course change.”

	After a few seconds a reply came back, “Be there in five.”

	#

	“Another hunch?” Captain Luis Beto asked his navigator as she sighed and keyed off the comms panel beside the mess airlock. Luis was average height and build, with a moustache he tricked out with long handlebars. His brown eyes always seemed to be laughing at an unspoken joke. No one who met him would ever guess he held the stressful job of captain of a salvage ship.

	“She’s maybe fifty-fifty on those, and I’m not up for another argument.” As she spoke, Ana Ximenes retrieved her half-eaten meal and dumped it, tray and all, into the recycler.

	“I’ll come up with you,” Luis announced as he, too, dumped his tray. They collected their mugs of coffee and headed through the mess hall’s open door. Ana handed her mug to Luis and pulled the heavy bulkhead door shut. She moved the locking bar from “open” to “closed” and they both heard the air-tight seal engage. Luis handed back her mug.

	Ana said “Thanks,” both for the return of her mug and his support. She was short and slim, but voluptuous where it mattered. People often commented how controlling such a large ship when so slight person made her even more appealing, but Ana was oblivious to any effect she had on admirers. She was in love with space.

	Luis shrugged. They continued walking. Then he added, “Sure,” as they reached the end of the hall. There was a ladder fixed to the wall, which led up to a closed airlock door in the ceiling. Luis went first. “But,” he continued. His hands and boots made that metal ladder rung sound. “When she hits, she hits.”

	The bridge was up one more deck. The pair arrived in five minutes, as Ana had predicted. She pulled open the bridge bulkhead door. They both stepped through. Luis pulled the door shut and locked the seal.

	“Brought backup?” Jose asked, turning in her chair to see the ship’s navigator and captain entering the bridge.

	“Peacekeeper,” Luis corrected, taking his chair immediately behind and other two stations. While the bulkhead behind them was covered in equipment and interrupted by an airtight door, the sides and forward section of the bridge saw the floor and ceiling slope towards each other, ending in a series of oval viewports about a metre wide, and half as high.

	The captain’s chair was mostly free of equipment. There was a single pad that could be manoeuvred for access by either hand, while the parallel forward stations, Jose seated to the left, Ana to the right, were covered in panels; four at eye level in a grid, and a large angled desk sporting a single, flat, touch surface interface.

	Jose tapped several areas on the display on her desk and three of the grid screens before Ana lit up. The captain’s pad also woke up, and he began swiping between its several options.

	“Um, that target is near the bottom of the Vega gravity well,” Ana said, using two fingers to zoom in on one of her display screens. “It’s going to cost a metric shit-ton of fuel to get down there and back out.”

	“So?” Jose countered. “We use the planets to pull ourselves out.”

	“How do you know it’s not just an asteroid?” said Luis.

	“It’s complicated. Another ‘montel’ hunch,” Ana complained. Jose flipped her the bird, which was not well-received.

	“Knock it off, you two,” Luis barked. “Ana, what’s the cost to get in and back?”

	“Hold on,” Ana sighed as she worked at her console. “We can get alongside in a week. There’s a two-week window from there. We can use the sun and two gas giants, and make it out stellar north in seventeen days.”

	“Fuel?”

	“Fifteen to twenty percent. Leaving us around forty-five sub-light fuel. For an asteroid.”

	“It is not an asteroid,” Jose said between gritted teeth. “Its course and albedo say it’s not a natural object.”

	Luis rubbed his forehead with his hand. “Okay, Ana, make your calculations and put in the route. I’ll get in touch with Joaquim and let them know to prep the hangar and tighten up what’s in the hold.” He got up from his chair.

	“No comms?” Ana asked, apparently already over her frustration.

	“Nah,” said Luis. “They love it when I show up unannounced down there.”

	Both women chuckled, despite themselves, as Luis left the bridge.

	#

	“What tonnage was that last ‘big score’ again?” Joaquim said as he typed at his console.

	“What, you mean that ‘big score’ of an asteroid?” said Pedro.

	“Yeah, that one.”

	Joaquim was not as large as his brother, but was five years older. Unlike his younger brother, Joaquim’s face was lined and troubled. He had borne the brunt of the difficulties they’d faced when they lost their parents as children.

	“Rounded out to forty million metric tons.”

	The brothers were in their office in Engineering, a small room on D-deck, a part of the ship which was their responsibly: engineering, propulsion, and RCS reaction control. They were nominally responsible for all the systems on the ship, but the other crew members would often help out if the engineers were overwhelmed, which was often. They were taking this unusual down time—the ship’s name was apt, Oedipus Wrecks, because it was an old, rusted-out, roaming disaster that was broken more often than not—to get clear up some of their paperwork. The constant repairs left little time to eat and sleep, never mind sit in the office, so they tried to catch up when they could.

	“You writing stories or reading ‘Dear John’ letters?” Luis asked, as he stepped through the open hatch to the engineering office. He turned as he came through, making sure the brothers took note of this breech of regulations.

	“I told you to seal the hatch!” Joaquim scolded his younger brother.

	“What? You came in after me!”

	“Don’t care who, just don’t do it,” Luis said quickly, cutting them off and waving away the issue with his hand. “I bring tidings of great comfort and joy!”

	“What’s broken now?” complained Pedro, shutting down his terminal.

	“Nothing but your dismal spirit,” Luis quipped. “We will be alongside a target in seven days. I need the salvage equipment certified, docking ports working, and E-deck organized to receive any booty we might find.”

	“Engineering, bridge,” came through a speaker near the door to the office. Luis walked over to it and made the channel bidirectional.

	“Engineering, how may we be of assistance, bridge?”

	“Captain?” came Ana’s surprise.

	“Yes. I am giving an object lesson on how to be polite in space. What can we do for you?”

	“A-deck environment controls have gone haywire. It’s thirty-five degrees with ninety percent humidity in here.”

	Luis glanced at the engineers on the other side of the small office, then spoke into the panel, “Understood.” He closed the circuit and walked over to the brothers.

	“You wanted to know what was broken. Now you know. Get environmental controls working on the bridge. I’ll be in my quarters, expecting to hear they’ve been fixed.”

	“Captain,” Pedro acknowledged. Joaquim gave an informal salute.

	Luis gave the two men a nod then left the office, sealing the door behind him.

	“You’re on environmental,” Joaquim announced, standing up and pulling up the top half of his engineering overalls so he could put his arms through the sleeves. He zipped it up and checked to ensure the overall’s external connections all had their orange protective safety caps attached.

	“Come on,” Pedro said. “You know they’ll be all over me up there!”

	“Yup,” his brother replied. He tapped the left side of his chest. “Note the ‘Sr’ before ‘Engineer’? Sucks to be you.” Then he walked over to the hatch, opened it, and stepped through.

	Pedro watched, annoyed, until it was clear Joaquim was not going to seal the door. Then he flipped the open hatch the bird.

	#

	On the bridge, Ana used a cloth to wipe condensation off her console. Both women had taken off the top half of their flight suits, which was against regs, but even in their thin undershirts both were slick with sweat, and miserable.

	The bridge was hardened against moisture, so there was little threat of equipment failure, but the internal cooling systems protecting the electrical components caused even worse condensation on the very equipment they had to work with.

	Ana touched an icon on her console and spoke into her microphone, her voice broadcast throughout the ship, “Course change and point one G constant acceleration in five minutes. Everybody strap in. Course correction in five minutes.”

	“How can you even see anything?” said Jose, wiping her displays and wringing out her cloth. A substantial amount of water dripped to the deck as she twisted and squeezed.

	“I can’t,” Ana replied. She pulled the restraints for her five-point harness over her shoulders and snapped them into the central hub at her waist.

	Jose did the same with her restraints, waiting expectantly for an answer. She had given up on trying to identify their target more clearly because the condensation on the equipment made such work impossible. She gave up expecting an answer, and put another imaginary negative notch beside Ana’s name.

	Ana touched her console and spoke again, “That’s ninety seconds, folks. Ninety seconds to course correction.” She sat back in her chair and examined the nails of her left hand. Jose noticed they were not very long, but were carefully manicured and looked like passing star fields. As they both watched, the nail on her pinky finger had what looked like a nova explode on it, an animation that lasted for a few seconds before fading away, leaving the original star field. Jose often wondered about things Ana did, like getting her nails done. She wondered what it was like to turn heads. But then, Ana didn’t seem to notice she did. What a waste!

	Ana touched her console and spoke again, “That’s ten seconds. Unless I hear a desperate cry, we are doing this.” She then counted down from five, reading from one of her displays showing a countdown in numbers so large the condensation could not distort them.

	After “zero”, both Ana and Jose were pulled into their chairs as their restraints tightened in anticipation of the upcoming manoeuvre. The ship flipped end for end and fired, then its main engines. The pair was pushed back into their seats until the ship was at zero relative motion with the Vega system. Then more rotation, this time in three dimensions, and the star Vega came into view through the condensation-covered bridge windows. They automatically tinted themselves to protect the crew’s eyes from the naked solar radiation. All rotation ended, and once again the main engines fired, pushing them into their seats once more, but not nearly so hard this time. Finally, the harness straps released their tension as the ship’s engines went cold.

	“Next stop, one Vega-orbiting asteroid.”

	Once more Jose flipped Ana the bird.

	“Or, and more likely, death due to heat prostration!” Ana added, sticking out her tongue.

	#

	Luis opened the hatch to the climate control room on B-deck to the roar of rushing air. As he stepped through the hatch, he could see a dozen or so ceiling vents blowing what looked like steam down the wall and beneath the deck plating.

	“Close the hatch!” someone yelled from the back of the room. Luis, who was about to close the hatch anyway, felt his teeth come together and grind. He pulled the hatch closed and swung the locking arm. He confirmed a seal before making his way past the roaring vents. He was already soaked by the humidity.

	Near the end of the room Luis found Pedro leaning against the bulkhead and holding onto a lever coming out of the wall. He was wearing his waterproof overalls.

	“How goes the repair?” he asked over the din.

	Pedro cupped his free hand over his ear and mouthed, “What!”

	Luis, his teeth grinding once again, moved closer and almost screamed, “The bridge?”

	Pedro nodded and pointed to the noisy jets shooting into the floor. “Cycling the… on the … to cond… the …vapour back into …reclaim… … adjust temp… after.”

	Luis managed to catch enough of the words to gather the fix was ongoing. “How long?” he shouted, tapping his wristpad.

	Pedro held up three fingers then made a circle with his hand. He mouthed, Thirty minutes.

	Luis nodded and made his way, quickly, if not soggily, out of climate control.

	Pedro waited until he saw confirmation the hatch had sealed, then he pulled the lever he’d been holding down. The roaring stopped immediately as the vents ceased their spraying.

	“Sucker,” Pedro said to himself, then pushed the level back up. Once again water vapour shot from the jets down beneath the deck.

	#

	The humidity was back to normal, and both women were grateful to see the temperature gauge slowly tick down towards something reasonable.

	“Go Pedro, bandaid rides again!” Ana remarked, wiping her forehead with a dry cloth.

	“Why ‘bandaid’?” said Jose. “Was he a medic or something?”

	“Ha ha, no,” Ana chuckled. “We call him that because he fixes things just enough so they’ll work again, which means they usually break soon after, in the same way. You know, he puts a bandaid on…”

	“Right, I get it,” Jose said, chuckling herself. “How does he feel about that call sign?”

	“I think he’d say it makes for sticky situations,” Ana replied, then laughed at her own joke. Jose joined in.

	#

	“Passing beyond penumbra of gas giant. Line of sight in twenty seconds,” Ana said, returning to her business voice.

	Jose replied, “Acknowledged,” as she focused the ship’s main sensor array on where she knew their target would be once the ship moved beyond the system’s inner-most gas giant, the one they’d been using to hone their approach.

	“Got it!” Jose announced, having the return from the telescope display on all three bridge consoles. “It’s definitely artificial,” she added.

	Her bridge-mate said “Yes!” beneath her breath.

	“I’ve got markings… holy shit, it’s a cargo container from a long-liner, the Osprey.”

	“Get me everything we have on that ship,” Luis ordered.

	“On it, “Ana replied, working her console.

	“Container ID 317-5531” Jose added. “Damn it’s a big one!”

	“Okay, long-liner Osprey lost in transit,” Ana read out. “Reported missing November thirty, two years ago.”

	“So,” Luis did some quick Earth-standard calculations in his head, “that’s fourteen months. Is there a bounty on the ship?”

	“Two million adjusted dollars for information leading to the loss.”

	“Two mil… Jose!”

	“I’m extrapolating a reverse course. At fourteen months we’ve got a ninety-two percent accuracy within two AU.”

	“Bingo! “Luis shouted.

	“We’re in the money!” Ana sang, dancing as much as she could in her seat restraints.

	“Okay, Ana, get us decelerating and on parallel course with that thing.”

	“Yes, boss!”

	“Jose, collect everything you can visually as we approach. When we’re within range open up the electronics sweep. I want condition, power, the lot. Ana, put the Osprey’s details up on my console.”

	After a few touches to her console she said, “Done,” then returned to navigation. Wrecks had already traded its bow for stern and the main engines were firing a deceleration burn.

	Luis examined Osprey’s cargo manifest. Five hundred and eleven trailers, five hundred and ten of which were cargo meant for colony NOR37. One trailer was destined for St. Francis, a medical facility currently stationed near NOR37 to support its terraforming and colonization efforts. He dug a little deeper. The loss of the Osprey cargo almost destroyed the colony. Even with a massive humanitarian effort half the colonists perished. The disaster set colonization plans back years. That was why the reward. Authorities were desperate to figure out what had happened. A long-liner of that size had never been lost before, never mind lost without a hint of what happened. But now, thanks to the Wrecks’ crew, they would be able to send a ship from the site of the loss the distance light travels in fourteen months, and watch the accident happen.

	Light was nature’s time machine.

	“Be alongside in two hours, boss, “Ana announced, breaking his focus on the long-liner.

	“Okay. Sounds good. Let’s keep a five-kilometre separation. And put the cargo bay on standby.”

	#

	Joaquim and Pedro were sitting in their acceleration chairs in the hangar bay. In front of them loomed one of the ship’s three submersibles, a one-person machine capable of operating in liquid, gaseous, and vacuum environments. This particular unit, the one they had prepped to reconnoitre their salvage, was named Ismene. The other two, currently stowed in their slots at the back of the hold, were Antigone and Priest. The owner of Wrecks had an affinity for works by the ancient Greek playwright, Sophocles.

	The bay’s yellow lights began flashing, and the brothers sighed.

	“Two hours until target,” came the captain’s voice over the ship speakers. “All crew assemble in the A-deck conference room in fifteen minutes.”

	They looked at each other, then removed their restraints, taking care to compensate for the ship’s constant deceleration dragging them aft. They walked in the opposite direction from the effect, like two men staggering into a strong headwind. The brothers stuck to the starboard bulkhead, using the various straps and latching rings in its surface to help them maintain their footing.

	“I suppose I should add,” Luis came back over the ship’s broadcast channel, “we hit the cousin-lovin’ jackpot this time!” Cheers from the rest of the bridge crew followed, until Luis closed the circuit.

	“Jackpot?” Pedro said, becoming excited. Joaquim did not reply, but they both began moving faster.

	#

	Joaquim and Pedro arrived last at the conference room. When they opened the door they were hit with a foul odour, the cause of which was a cigar Ana was holding. When she saw them wrinkle their noses in disgust, she took a few large puffs.

	“I took the liberty of disabling the fire suppression system,” Ana explained, her head almost invisible behind the cloud of smoke she’d produced.

	The engineers looked, and sure enough the fire warning was flashing red. The tank of fire suppressor it was supposed to be attached to had been removed, and was currently held down to the deck with a magnetic strap.

	When they looked back, Ana winked.

	“Gross,” Joaquim complained, setting the room’s air re-circulation to maximum. The blowers ramped up and Ana’s smog was quickly dragged down through gaps in the deck plating.

	Joaquim sat down. Pedro turned a chair around and sat in it backwards. The ship’s deceleration burn was reducing in intensity as the computer followed Ana’s course.

	“We have found a habitation container from the Osprey, a long-liner out of Earth, hauling over fifteen kilometres of cargo to NOR37, a newly established colony. She was reported missing fourteen months ago when all signals went dark. The habitat module we found was at the very end, number five hundred and eleven. Never mind what the salvage gets us, Jose has extrapolated back fourteen months from the accident and the reward for this information is two million adjusted.”
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