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Seven years into my employment as a salvager, management put me in a room, handed me an 18-year-old greenhorn, and told me she was my new navigator.

“No,” I said.

She had the look of an Earth kid who had broken atmosphere for the first time hours ago: wild-eyed and stupid. Her black hair had clearly just been chopped to company regulation and her uniform was so fresh it still had creases. I didn’t look at her name badge.

“Greaves,” the crew manager said, voice flat. “Don’t be difficult.”

“This is a child,” I said. “We’re a top-ranking crew. You are sabotaging us.”

The crew manager’s office was the same ugly, grey, prefabricated thing that all lower management used until promotion or retirement. Its tiny square window looked out from the orbital station and down to the burning white curve of Earth below, the view limited to a stamp of light. I did know the manager’s name—it was Myer—but I did my best not to say it, just in case he ever got the impression that I liked him.

“I’m not sabotaging you,” the manager said. “Greaves, do you think it’s easy to find an experienced navigator?”

“That’s not my problem. Hiring is your job.”

“And I have done that job,” Myer said. “Laurie has—”

“I don’t want to know her name.”

“For fuck’s sake, Greaves.” Myer glared at me over his glasses. The bags under his eyes were becoming permanent, a sign of too many years stuck in the prefabs with promotion always just out of reach. “Would you at least sit down? Let me explain.”

“I don’t see the point.”

“Do you want a navigator at all?” Myer asked. “If I don’t give you one, you won’t get one. You can try to have your crew reassigned to another manager, but by then the season will be over. You’ll lose rank and miss out on the quarterly bonus. Is that what you want?”

I stood still for a moment, visualizing how I might force him through that tiny square of a window. It wouldn’t work, of course, the glass was heavily reinforced.

I sat down. The kid tried very hard to make eye contact.

“Good,” Myer said. “Now, then, as I was saying. Ms. Laurie Estrel comes to us with a stellar resumé. She graduated top of her class from an accredited Achieve Intra-Galactic training college.”

“Resumé,” I repeated. “Training college.”

“She scored extremely highly on her navigator aptitude tests,” Myer continued, as if he couldn’t even taste the bullshit. “Greaves, if I wanted to sabotage you, I could have just stuck you with any washout applicant. You’re not going to get another navigator with years of experience; there aren’t any left. You’ll take Laurie.”

To my frustration, Myer had a point. Experienced navigators did not exactly grow on trees in the solar corridor. Most people with skills like that could find better jobs elsewhere with shit like benefits or salaries. Salvage got the dregs: Washouts, burnouts, ex-cons, and kids with no experience desperate for their first corporate paycheck.

I grit my teeth. “We can try one run. But when she fucks it up, I’m coming right back to get a replacement.”

Myer’s tight expression gave way to a disingenuous smile. “You’re a good crew. You’ll be able to teach her the ropes. Now, stop being such an asshole and introduce yourself to your new crewmate.”

I turned and looked at the stupid kid. She had a polite expression frozen on her face, like she hadn’t expected to go from standard employment onboarding to watching her new manager and crewmate cuss each other out.

To be fair, Myer was normally a lot more professional than that. I bring out the best in people.

“Candor Greaves,” I said. “My job class is surveyor. If you take this job, you are going to get yourself killed.”

“Greaves,” Myer snapped.

I leaned back, shrugging towards the paperwork on the desk. “Your contract there says pretty much the same thing, doesn’t it? Take this job and you’ll probably die, sign here so we don’t have to pay anyone too much money when that happens. Just thought I’d translate for her.”

The newbie just watched me, a small smile unexpectedly tugging at the corner of her lip. “... I guess we’ll see.”

I suppose I should have realized that, having gotten this far into the process, she was the type of 18-year-old who thought she was immortal. That pretty much guaranteed it: this kid wasn’t making it through the salvage season in one piece.

Despite my efforts, the kid—“Laurie”—signed her name in elaborate cursive, and Myer quickly wrapped up the onboarding procedure. In a matter of minutes, she was my problem.

We stepped out of Myer’s office and into the long hallway of the station’s administrative corridor. Laurie studied me for a few seconds and then asked, “No offense, but are you a man or a woman?”

Right out the fucking gate with this. I started walking.

She picked up the pace to match mine, unbothered. To my annoyance, she was leggy, a little taller than me. “What? I said no offense! I just thought it was better to ask instead of taking a guess. Never mind, then. Your name is Candor?”

“Greaves is fine,” I said. The last thing I wanted to get into right after the gender thing was how funny and quaint people from Earth found spacer names, and how much they thought mine either did or didn’t suit me. Hopefully we could get through all this quickly and then never speak of it again.

“If you say so,” she said, thankfully bypassing the name thing. “How long have you been doing this job?”

“A while.”

“Myer said years—that’s huge. I heard the, uh, turnover rate is really high. So you must be really senior.”

At age twenty-eight, it was the first time I’d been called a senior. Considering the life expectancy in this place, though, I sometimes felt like one. "Are you just going to keep throwing questions at me?”

I had been walking quickly in an effort to slow down her chatter, but that had only hastened the inevitable. We left the administrative corridor and emerged near the top of Achieve Intra-Galactic’s main concourse, a massive spiral of ramps and walkways leading to all sectors of the station. In the central basin below, a neat grid of company vendors waited to bill shelves of cheap goods against our paychecks.

“Oh,” Laurie said, stepping up to lean against the rail and take it all in. “It’s kind of pretty from up here, isn’t it? In an industrial way.”

I made an attempt to leave her behind, but she noticed, hurrying to catch up.

“I guess you get to be the fourth-ranked salvage crew by not wasting time,” she said cheerily. “And yeah, of course I’m going to ask you questions. Isn’t that what you do at a new job? Get acquainted with everything? Mr. Myer said I could ask you all the questions I wanted.”

“Mr. Myer has his head up his own ass,” I said. Laurie laughed politely as if I’d made a joke, which only annoyed me further. “Anyway, all your questions are about me. Don’t ask about me. Ask about the job.”

“Okay, jeez.” She made a motion as if to toss her hair over her shoulders, but she couldn’t, seeing as it had been cut too short. She then tried to play this off as if she were scratching her neck. “I could come up with better questions if you stop trying to shake me like I’m a stray dog. You realize that I’m officially assigned to your crew, right? Even if you manage to ditch me, the system will just direct me to your ship.”

“That’s my bad luck.”

Laurie smiled at me. She still had a bit of manic energy around the eyes, but it seemed like harassing me was really soothing her nerves. “All right, Candor, take me to the ship and I’ll ask you all the questions I have about my job.”

“I said Greaves is fine. You got your rations already?”

She hadn’t. That meant we had to tromp all the way down to the concourse, get through all the ID checks and lines, and listen to the vendor try to upsell us. I ignored Laurie looking back to me for help, letting her get talked into paying nearly double for a two-week ration pack that promised to contain actual flavor.

“Well!” she said, shouldering the awkward load on one arm. “That wasn’t too bad. How edible would you rate these, on a scale of one to ten?”

“It’s food,” I said, mystified. “It’s either edible or not edible.”

“I guess that’s spacer practicality for you.”

Thankfully, carrying the rations took most of her breath for the long walk to the shipyards, the silence broken only by the sharp echo of our footsteps. The long, narrow corridor opened into a vast space with ceilings so high they were barely visible, dust motes dancing beneath distant LEDs. Ships of all sizes and in all states of repair were parked in grids as far as the eye could see, up the walls and across the ceiling.

Laurie stopped to stare. “There’s... so many.”

“A lot of them aren’t operational,” I said, picking up the pace.

Even with the heavy box, she kept up. “So what, they’re broken?”

“Most probably still work,” I said, “but their owners died or sold off when the cosmic storm hit. Achieve owns the lot and rents the ships out to suckers like us.”

This seemed to sober her up, but the situation wasn’t exactly breaking news. Even she had to be aware of the general numbers: the spacer population had once been over a million, all of them using spacecraft like these to get around the solar corridor. Hundreds of thousands lost their lives in the disaster. Most of the survivors limped back to Earth. Those who stayed up here were a vanishingly small percentage, a ratio the shipyard and its endless landscape of abandoned craft made starkly obvious.

“Where’s ours?” she finally asked as I headed to the platform elevator and started keying in commands.

“Up,” I grunted. She set her rations down on the elevator floor and I pressed a button, crawling us up the wall towards the web of catwalks up above.

The old piece of shit was waiting exactly where I had left it, its once-blue hull doing its best imitation of a dented soda can. Back in its heyday it had been a small freighter, the closest you could get to launching a featureless cube into space. Its miserable sliver of viewport, ever-present burnt smell, and pockmarked exterior transformed the name engraved on its central chassis into a sarcastic epithet: The Diamond Blue.

Laurie, for once, was speechless. Satisfied, I headed for the boarding ramp.

She dragged her feet as she followed, looking the ship up and down. “This thing... flies? In outer space?”

“So far,” I said, slapping the button to open the door. It didn’t work.

“Like real outer space, where if you have a single hull breach, the whole crew dies horribly?”

“So, you Earth people do know what outer space is,” I mused, resorting to pounding on the door instead. “Otto!”

After a brief delay, the doors slid open. “Sorry, sorry. I was picking at some of the wiring and forgot to turn it back on.”

Otto Aberham was our technician, in charge of operating drones and making sure the ship could get us back and forth from the salvage zone. He looked like he could maybe just throw the ship in the direction we needed to go and that would do the job—he had the heavyset, dense muscle you only get from growing up on Earth, buzzed hair, and a crooked nose which had clearly been smashed in at one point.

Laurie had a similar reaction to seeing Otto as she had to seeing the ship. Otto glowered at her for a moment, then reached into his jacket pocket for a pair of thick-framed glasses and slipped them on his nose.

“Oh!” he said, his eyes relaxing. “You’re the new recruit, right? Welcome aboard. I promise she’s not as much of a trash bucket as she looks. Here, let me carry those rations for you. We’ll show you around.”

Laurie’s face brightened. “Oh, thanks! I’m Laurie Estrel, your new navigator.”

“Otto. Technician. I suppose Greaves made you carry that all the way here by yourself?”

“How is carrying her shit my job?” I complained.

Otto shook his head, affecting the look of a disappointed schoolteacher. “Now, Greaves, there’s this thing called ‘basic human decency,’ I’m not sure if you’re familiar...”

“Otto, today is really not the day to mess with me,” I warned him. He just grinned, then turned to lead Laurie further into the ship.

Crew quarters were cramped. Most of the ship’s interior space was dedicated to the cargo-hauling segment on the back, leaving us with a set of four narrow bunks jammed into a connecting corridor. Otto stopped at the entrance to indicate where Laurie could put her stuff.

She didn’t really have stuff, just the rations and a small drawstring bag of toiletries. I set my jaw and tried not to think about it too hard as she tied her bag down to the bunk atop Otto’s, where Val used to sleep. All his things were long gone.

“Are we leaving yet?” a hoarse voice called from the bridge.

... That voice was too hoarse this close to launch. I pushed past Otto and Laurie and into the operations center of the Blue, which was just as cramped as the rest of the ship. It had initially been built for only two operators and must have been a tight squeeze even for them.

Our pilot, Kellet Loon, was exactly where I thought I’d find her, leaning back in her chair with a bandana pulled over her eyes like a sleep mask. I marched over to her and ripped the half-empty bottle of vodka from her fist.

“Oh, shit,” she said, thumbing the bandana back up to her forehead. Deep-set corpse eyes stared balefully back at me from their leathery net of wrinkles. Kel was one of the oldest people still at it in the salvage zone—in her fifties, though alcoholism had added a good fifteen years. A defunct implant stood out at the corner of her eyebrow, once good for advanced computer piloting and now only good for causing advanced skin irritation. “Greaves.”

“Loon,” I said. “You’re not flying this thing drunk.”

“It’s just takeoff,” she sighed, eyeing the bottle. “I can do takeoff in my sleep. You gonna pay me back for that, or what?”

“I’m going to go pour this off the catwalk before you fly us into a wall and kill us."

“Relax. I barely had a sip.”

Considering I could smell her breath, that seemed unlikely. “I’m cutting you off.”

“What is this, rehab?” She smiled, crossing her arms over her chest. “Greaves, how long we been working together? Five years now, six?”

“Four.”

“Do you still have to play parole officer every run, or can you admit I know my own limits and can fly this bucket just fine without your nagging?”

“I’m just waiting for your liver to give out so we can get a real pilot,” I said. “Until then, I need you conscious enough to fly us out and then back home. That’s all I ask, Kel. I’m keeping this.”

Kel cussed me out like the ex-trucker she was, but was smart enough not to take it any further this close to launch. I turned to go stash the vodka somewhere and found Laurie hovering in the entrance, eyes wide.

“Kel, Laurie,” I said, jabbing my thumb in her direction. “New navigator.”

“Oh, shit,” Kel said amicably.

“I did warn you that you would die out here,” I told the kid.

It was hard to believe we were top-ranking, but that said more about the quality of the average salvage crew than it did about us. We had clawed our way to fourth place on the one skill needed to survive this job: when push came to shove, the three of us shut up and got shit done.

I didn’t have a lot of faith in Laurie’s ability to do the same.

Over the next few hours, I checked my equipment, Otto finished his repairs, and Kel gradually sobered up. Laurie squeezed onto the bridge and poked around the navigation computer, which I prayed was a sign she was taking the job seriously and not a sign that she was trying to learn how to use it for the first time.

By the time we got the notification that the lanes were about to open, we were all set. Kel, feet still up on the dashboard, leisurely undocked the Blue and chugged us over to the airlock. A patchwork array of other salvage runners settled into place around us, the fleet looking like someone had overturned a junkyard in zero gravity.

Laurie hunched over her station at the navigation computer, frowning at the charts. I drifted over her shoulder and braced myself to look at her work.

To my surprise, it looked like corporate education had actually taught her something. She had isolated several promising sectors of the salvage zone, using Val’s records to determine which areas were too busy or over-picked.

I pointed to the sector she had highlighted. “You want us to go there first?”

“It’s our best option.” She sat straight and folded her hands as if she were making a presentation. “Salvager traffic is low, but gravity readings show there are large objects in the area.”

“That doesn’t mean shit,” I told her. “See, look there. Are there any actual records of settlement in that area?”

“No,” she admitted, “but that’s an opportunity. No one else is checking because nothing was officially built, but the gravity means something is there. Maybe abandoned ships, or stuff that got blown off other stations in the storm.”

“That’s... ambitious.” Provided she was even capable of working the systems, I had been expecting her to suggest somewhere around the previous location we’d just stripped, in a more central sector. There hadn’t been much left over, but Val would have said it could have used another look.

She shot me a bright smile. “I’m an ambitious person.”

“Too bad we’re not going there. Let’s do Sector A-4 instead.”

“What!” she exclaimed. “Candor, there’s no point! It’s already been picked clean.”

“Greaves,” I corrected her for what had to be the fifteenth time. Crazy how company seniority got me saddled with all the work of a captain but none of the respect. “We don’t have time to mess around exploring under-mapped areas. Last time we were near A-4, we saw some cubbyholes that hadn’t been stripped yet.”

“Cubbyholes?” she repeated dryly. “Look, I’m here to make money, okay? Maybe I haven’t been in space before, but I can still understand these readouts. I’m telling you, I found something no one else has touched yet.”

“Why not give it a go?” Kel drawled from the pilot’s seat. “If there’s nothing there, we can just cut straight to A-4.”

“We’d lose valuable time.”

“Not that valuable, Greaves. She’s right, your cubbyholes aren’t anything to write home about.”

I was outnumbered and had a strong feeling I knew whose side Otto would take if I involved him. “Fine. But we’re only checking quickly.”

“You won’t regret it,” Laurie said, mapping the route with a few forceful key taps. A faint alarm blared from the ship console, signaling that the doors were about to open.

Fifteen years ago, when salvage operations began, I’m told it was very neat and orderly. Decent-sized crews and modest pay rates, all done by the books. It didn’t take long for Achieve to realize that it’s more profitable to cut down on crew size, do away with steady pay, and set loose anyone willing to sign a non-liability agreement, making them compete for bonuses. The ranking system ensures that crews always aim for as high above quota as possible, since a higher ranking means a better bonus.

Of course, the company takes away as much as they pay out. As a salvager with one of the longest careers at Achieve Intra-Galactic, I can say with confidence that saving money in this job is damned near impossible. The higher you climb, the more excuses they find to chip away your pay.

If you were planning to get out of this shithole—like I was—you needed to find other, less legal income streams.

The doors yawned open, revealing the unforgiving abyss of outer space.

“Launching in five,” Kel said, hands on the throttles. “Four...”

I braced, because Kel is an asshole.

“Now,” she laughed, gunning it before the doors had fully finished opening.

Laurie muffled a shriek with both hands. The force of the launch ripped through my body, taking my stomach and sense of direction along with it. We were the first to peel out among a hundred other roaring, patched-together engines, tracing an arc of rocket fuel through the narrow mouth of the airlock and out into the waiting darkness.

***
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We spent the first twenty-four hours of the run enroute to the salvage zone, Earth imperceptibly dwindling in size behind us.

I checked my equipment again, let Otto talk at me about some technical problems neither of us had any way of solving, and eventually settled down to sleep as we reached our night cycle. Kel would man the controls for the first shift and would normally pass it on to the navigator for the second, though tonight I was taking that job myself.

Despite my best efforts to turn in early, I was still miserably conscious when Laurie and Otto packed themselves into their bunks, the lack of space making quiet impossible. At least with my bunkmate at the helm, I didn’t have to listen to her hellish snoring.

They were still settling in when Laurie whispered, “Hey, Otto?”

I turned my face away, trying to ignore them.

“Yeah?”

“Is everyone here always this miserable?”

Otto snickered, barely even bothering to muffle the sound. “Yup. Pretty much.”

“Don’t you ever get tired of it?”

“Eh.” Fabric rustled. “You know, you can’t really take it to heart. People deal with this place in their own way. Give it a few years and everyone becomes as much of a bitch as those two.”

What the hell, Otto, right back at you. I put my hands over my ears like that was going to help. If this carried on for thirty more seconds, I would throw something.

“How long have you guys been a crew?” Laurie whispered.

“I got here a year and a half ago, so I was the baby before you,” Otto said. “Explains why I’m not a bitch yet, that’ll take another few months to set in. When I got here, Greaves and Kel had already been busting each others’ balls for years. And our previous navigator...”

I stiffened. All he said was, “Well, he joined the Blue just before I did.”

“Um, what happened to him?”

I removed my hands from my ears. I might need them to wring Otto’s neck, depending on what he said next.

“Died,” Otto said. “Accident. I really recommend you don’t ask the others about it.”

“Oh. Okay.”

I crossed my arms over my chest, ground my face into my pillow, and tried my best to get some sleep.

***

[image: ]


Here’s the thing about our previous navigator.

Getting attached to people in the salvage runs is stupid. People quit, die, or get radiation sickness before you can get used to them being around. Crewmates are necessary, but they are not your friends, and they sure as hell are not anything approaching family.

That’s all Val was, too: A crewmate, just easier to work with than most. He didn’t complain much and did his job with a clinical precision that did not belong in this hellhole. He had a sharp eye and picked things up fast. No wasted breath, no nagging questions, no starry-eyed Earth idealism.

He was a “Drifter”, like me. That’s the stupid name they gave those of us lucky enough to be born in space. I assume it’s because we’re literally lighter, part for part. Human bodies develop differently under artificial gravity; less bone density, lower muscle mass.

The other reason for the name, of course, is that we have no homes. The residential stations were damaged in the cosmic storm disaster, leaving those of us who survived scraping by on corporate outstations or mining rigs.

Our parents’ generation had been the pioneers, the brand-new spacers with stars in their eyes. With no idea it was all about to go to hell in a few short years, they named us shit like “Candor” and “Valiance”: the virtues of people who were supposed to be the future of humanity. In the fifty-year joke of space habitation, he and I were the punchline.

All I’m saying is, Val got it. So, I may have slipped and gotten a little used to him being around. During salvage operations, the navigator and the surveyor have to work closely. I got sick to death of seeing my crew’s faces day in and day out, but rarely his.

But if it came down to it, I had always known what choice I’d make. If I had to choose between my ticket out of this hellhole and some mousy self-taught navigator from the ass of a mining asteroid, the choice was obvious. Even if I dreamed of it every night. Even if I sometimes still hallucinated him hunching over the charts, the lopsided curve of his spine, laughing quietly to himself at something he saw in the stars.

I had no right to mourn Valiance Alexander. After all, I was the one who killed him.
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“What the hell is that?” I asked.
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