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Dedicated to my 11-year-old self, when he first poured over the Elite manual and was flying even before he turned on the computer.
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Flying Scrap




Never assume things can’t get worse. Things can always get worse.

M. Foote, And Then Things Got Worse



The Komi System is located just over two thousand light years from Sol in the part of the galaxy Terrans call the Orion Spur. First inhabited by the Nubra as a remote outpost almost a thousand years ago, it sits unremarkably along the so-called Void that makes up the Draxon/Nubra border. 

Its main port is an obsolete but practical cylindrical starport near the fourth planet of the system, rotating on its central axis to provide artificial gravity. Pragmatically named Komi Station, it had been in orbit for hundreds of years, been repaired, renovated, and upgraded countless times, and yet somehow to all aboard, it had always remained the same station.

It had seen the rise and fall of nearby governments and survived long forgotten wars. It had seen generations of people born, grow old, and die within its rotating hull.

But in all that time, it had never seen anything quite like what floated a dozen kilometres away right now.

The Nubran traffic controller on duty had just started his shift, drinking his favourite stimulant from a bag. Station Control was located directly under the massive central portal ships came in and out of a thousand times a day. As a result, it had almost zero gravity. Despite its centuries-spanning history, it seemed the budget had never had enough to install proper grav pads. You had to get close to the station skin before you could enjoy a drink from a proper cup.

It was his job to keep things running smoothly, and make sure some hotshot in a Wasp or racing ship didn’t try screaming through the same time a giant Molossis transport lumbered out. Cleaning up drifting ship debris was a pain in the ass for maintenance. It got everywhere.

He’d just given a long range survey vessel clearance to leave when a blip on the sensors appeared. Dragonfly class. A Draxon ship.

The controller was slightly more attentive whenever Draxon ships came by. This station lay on the border of the Void, after all, and even though there hadn’t been a border dispute between the two species in centuries, there was always that fear in the back of his mind that it might not always be the case. It was hard to trust a species that had a caste-based hive mentality, even if they did look similar to his own people. 

It was hardly unusual to see a Dragonfly out here, however. Just about everyone in space started off with one. The unimaginatively named Draxon Shipyards mass produced Dragonflys on an unbelievable scale, flooding the market. They undercut the competition to the point where you’d be crazy not to use one of the tiny multipurpose ships to learn the ropes. 

Ground huggers sometimes compared it to a gateway drug, getting aimless kids to lose their heads in the stars instead of focusing on what was important back home. Dirt farming or whatever they did.

No experienced pilot would be caught dead in a Dragonfly outside of a secure system, though, considering them little more than toys. But one false move in their fancy, state-of-the-art pride and joys and they could end up back in a Dragonfly all too soon.

Now one of these ubiquitous wedge-shaped toys was drifting towards the station, but far too slowly.

The controller secured his drink to his chair and hailed the ship. “Komi Station to approaching Dragonfly, what’s your status?”

When he got no response, the man checked the ship’s registration and hailed him again, this time using the ship’s name. He had to check the name twice to make sure he saw it right. 

Was that a Terran name? 

He hadn’t seen many Terrans, even though they were only a couple thousand light years from what was left of their homeworld, but he knew all about them.

“Bucket o’ Bolts, please respond.”

Still nothing.

He turned to the external cameras and zoomed in. The small ship—well, small by ship standards, it was still the size of a decent planetside apartment—was still heading for the station, but with a few noticeable anomalies.

First off, it had no canopy. The reinforced cockpit, transparent but almost as tough as the ship’s hull, had blown out. The ship was covered in carbon scoring from pulse cannons, and parts had been shredded by kinetic fire. One of the main thrusters had been reduced to scrap, and its opposite side didn’t resemble a wing so much as a stump. It was a miracle this thing was moving at all. A thin blue jet, no doubt a maneuvering thruster, was barely visible at the back of the ship, nudging it forward.

The second anomaly was that it had no pilot. The controller zoomed in on the busted canopy, but no pilot, living or dead, could be seen. There was also no pilot seat. They must have ejected and left the ship to drift here on its own. 

Before he could call Search and Rescue to get a tug to bring the ship in, he received a crackle of static over the comms. 

“Um… Komi Station? This is the Bucket o’ Bolts.”  Even through the translation, the controller recognized the pilot’s accent as Terran. “I’ve been informed you’ve been trying to contact me.”

Been informed? The Dragonfly was a single person ship. He might have been taxiing someone who didn’t mind cramped accommodations, though. But where were they? Not the cockpit, that was for sure.

“Komi Station to Bucket o’ Bolts, we’re preparing to dispatch Search and Rescue to your position. Acknowledge.”

“At your prices? Forget it! I’ll take my chances shoving her in on my own.”

Shoving? He couldn’t possibly mean… The controller switched cameras to one that might show him the back of the drifting Dragonfly.

Sure enough, the reason there was no pilot or seat in the cockpit was because the pilot was using their ejection seat’s emergency thruster to slowly push the ship towards the station.

The controller looked around the room for his supervisor and waved her over. “Um, ma’am? You need to see this.”

He started recording from every camera angle possible. This was definitely going into the year-end holiday gag reel, along with the footage of the police shuttle that accidentally hit its boosters inside the station and bounced around like a rubber ball. 

His supervisor arrived and assessed the situation. Most people would laugh at this, but she was the humourless sort.

“We had reports of raiders in system. ProSec drove them off. Run the ship registration, make sure they’re clean.”

The controller was way ahead of her. “They are. Must be one of their victims.”

The supervisor nodded and contacted the pilot. “Bucket o’ Bolts, this is Komi Station. Return to your ship and await SAR. Acknowledge.”

The radio crackled. “Sorry, lady. I barely got enough credits to pay for the landing pad, let alone a towing fee. Look, I’ve been told I’ve lined her up right and on this course I’ll just slide on through the slot.”

He’s been told? By who? There’s no one in the cockpit.

Just then, the controller realized that the Dragonfly had made some slight course adjustments using its maneuvering thrusters. But how? Even if the pilot could somehow still control the ship from his ejection seat, he had no way to visually tell what he was doing. For all he knew, he was pushing the ship towards the sun.

The supervisor leaned over and studied the Bucket o’ Bolts projected flight path. It checked out. She sighed and grumbled something about  male pigheadedness being a universal trait.

“Be advised, pilot, if your ship threatens the safety of this station’s facilities in any way, it will be destroyed. I advise you again to let SAR assist you and take out a loan on the costs.”

“Relax. My hull might be scrap, but the docking computer is working fine. She just needs a bit of forward thrust, is all.”

Well, that sort of explained it. If the docking computer was still functioning, it could compensate for the station’s rotation, something this lunatic in an ejection seat could never pull off on his own. But it was highly unusual for a pilot to go to this much trouble to save a ship, and a Dragonfly at that. How desperate did you have to be to try salvaging what was literally the cheapest interstellar ship in the galaxy?

The supervisor rolled her eyes and looked at him like this was all his fault. “Crazy Terrans. I don’t have time for this. I’ve got a convoy from Hopa coming in and that delegation from the Senate to provide escort for. You deal with this. If it looks like he’s going to crash into any of the buildings, turn his ship into even more scrap. Then bill him for the cleanup.”

“Understood.”

To his surprise, that turned out not to be necessary. The thrust from the ejection seat was minimal, but it built up, until he was going about ten meters per second. Then, as he got close to the circular energy barrier, he maneuvered his seat ahead of the ship, right to the nose, and started to slow it down.

All the while, the ship’s docking computer managed the vertical and lateral thrust. Once inside, it lowered itself down onto the designated landing pad, which by now was surrounded by emergency crews. The controller switched cameras for a better look. 

The Bucket o’ Bolts came down like a feather, a textbook landing that would have been deemed too slow and cautious on any functional ship, but for a ship in this condition was downright reckless. Once it was secured, the controller noticed a number of credit chips exchange hands between dock workers and rescue crews alike. 

The ejection seat, now spent of fuel, dropped to the platform. But seeing as it was only a fraction of a gee at that level, the fall didn’t amount to much. The Terran pilot unbuckled himself from the seat as the platform lowered into the hangar, but took the time to face station control and give him a salute before he disappeared.








  
  
Legitimate Salvage





You know what chaps my hide? Earth science fiction vids used to show aliens as basically humanoid. Paint their skin green or put a cigar out on their forehead, and boom, you got an alien. That was because of budget restraints. They threw around terms like panspermia or convergent evolution to explain it, but scientists insisted that would never happen. 
But by the time I was born, because special effects got better and cheaper, aliens tended to look crazy as hell, but still scientifically plausible. 
Then we make contact with actual goddamn aliens, and it turns out the old vid shows more or less got it right. 
Panspermia is real. Go figure.


M. Foote, Portrait of the Pilot as a Cranky Ol’ Man



Hel peeked over the ripped up upholstery of a discarded captain’s chair to see if the Orijen brothers were still looking for her. She didn’t see them, but it was still too soon to make a move. She ducked back down and listened for any sign of them.  

The Orijen Brothers’ junkyard on Komi Station was big. Big enough to hide in. Big enough to live in. Big enough to have a network of tunnels that ran through the heaps of scrap left behind by the Smasher or deposited by drones. You could climb the tallest heap and still not reach the light panels. From here, she could almost imagine the area as its own planet, a planet of junk where the horizon curved toward the ceiling.

Hel didn’t hear anything. It was probably safe to move now. She slipped down into a tunnel that would let her double back towards the smash yard so she could see whether there was anything new around she could use. The compulsion was building again, telling her to keep looking, and it was getting harder to ignore. 

Her path took her through the husk of an old fighter. She crawled in through a hole in the port side where an engine had once been mounted, and was now smashed up against the underside of a larger ship. She climbed that until she was on top of the heap. Drones hovered and scanned the area, either for security or cataloging purposes. When the Orijen Brothers needed to find a part, they needed to know where to look. 

Located mid-way through the station towards the nominal-g decks, the Junkyard attracted a certain kind of clientele. Most spacers expected only the best, and wanted every part freshly manufactured on the spot whenever possible.

Then there were the other kind, those skint for creds who couldn’t afford anything new, or purists looking for vintage parts to maintain the resale value of their antique ships, or those so set in their ways they refused to move with the times and demanded parts that were the same as when they first learned to fly.

Junk was a niche market when it came to spacecraft, but big enough to be big business. And since the mid-decks of a station weren’t as highly sought after as those with more comfortable gravity, or those closest to the landing pads, it wasn’t hard for an outfit like the Orijen’s to buy up a lot of space. It also meant the station could get rid of its recovered junk, which had a tendency to build up over time, for free. 

Hel knew all this because of the other yard rats, and the other yard rats were part of the reason those drones were patrolling the surface.

She wished she was back home, but there was no more home for her. After Graduation Day, she’d become property. Now she was property without an owner.

She kept low until the closest drone floated by, kept aloft by its disk shaped repulsors, which changed angle to push it along wherever it needed to go. A scanning beam was visible as it checked the remains of a cargo loader with half its wheels missing, then moved on. 

Hel sprinted to the next chain of passages twenty meters away. There was a route that ran beneath it, though it was narrow and not altogether stable. But what the heck? Outsmarting security drones was what passed for entertainment these days.

She slid over the mirrored hull of a much larger ship and dropped through its smashed canopy into safety. This ship once had big atmospheric wings with engines jutting out on either side, though those had been cut off ages ago. All that was left was the long thin body, only half of which still had its silver hull intact, which was the start of the next set of tunnels.

As she dropped through the canopy, she heard a commotion in the darkness ahead. The drones were too big to fit through the cabin doors, so it had to be a person. Hel turned on her wrist light and pulled out the large spanner she kept on her hip. She proceeded cautiously.

The light let her see into the darkness of the derelict ship, but it also told everyone where she was. That was part of the point. Yard rats weren’t typically violent by nature. If you had nothing of value on you, they were good company and even watched each other’s backs. If you had something of value, you stayed clear until you’d sold it or stashed it away.

Or, more often than not with Hel, built something with it, like this wrist light, or her big project.

She heard a metal object rattle down the hallway due to the angle of the ship’s hull. The canopy had been at the surface, but its fuselage dipped back down into the strata of junk. It probably wouldn’t be long before this whole section of the yard was processed for sorting and recycling. Junk couldn’t stay here forever, so when room got scarce whole sections were melted down for scrap, after a last look for anything of value or vintage interest. That might have been why the drones were around.

It was a shame. This part of the network was not only familiar to Hel, but a key nexus point, giving her access to other parts of the yard where new scrap was dumped off, as well as a direct line to the main processing facility, which was where she was now headed. 

As she continued down the corridor, she sensed movement from one of the cabin doors. She pointed her light at it and hit the bang switch.

In one fluid motion, a tinted visor slapped down over her eyes and ears, her light flared like a supernova, and a sonic pulse deafened everyone within ten meters. The man who had been hoping to ambush Hel staggered back, a length of pipe in his hand. He dropped to his knees, covering his eyes and raising his free hand in surrender. Hel recognized him.

“Goddammit, Grund. What are you thinking?”

Grund’s normally wide eyes squinted at Hel, trying to cover the flashlight beam with his free hand so he could see her better. He dropped his pipe. “Hel?” 

Grund was what passed for a friend around here, so she doubted he’d known who he was trying to attack. Of course, she hadn’t seen the blue-skinned Nubran in a week, so who knew how desperate he’d gotten in that time? What little money he made he spent just as quick topside, trying to double it and almost always failing. He even had a special suit he kept extra clean stowed away, just so he could fit in up there. 

Hel had no such suit, or anything other than the functional overalls or discarded flight suits she’d adapted for her own use. The tinted visor that now raised back over her head had once been part of a flight helmet. 

“Bad luck at the tables?” Hel asked.

“What?” Grund shouted. He hadn’t gotten enough of his hearing back to understand the adaptive translator.

Hel leaned in close so he could read her lips as she repeated herself slowly in GalCom. “What. Were. You. Thinking?”

Grund nodded his understanding of the question. “I thought you were with the Brothers. They were chasing someone this way, had the hounds with them.”

“That was me,” Hel said, still enunciating clearly. 

Grund smirked. “You must have taken something nice from them.”

Hel tapped his forehead with her spanner. “Nothing you can sell. Where are you going?”

“I figured if they were out hunting, the processing plant might not have as many guards right now. I might get lucky.”

“I am going there as well.”

Grund stretched his jaw as if trying to clear his ears. “Wait, did you not just come from there?” 

Hel switched back to her adaptive translator. GalCom made her sound more formal than she liked. “Exactly why they won’t expect me again. I didn’t get everything I wanted.”

Grund smirked. “Do we ever? I will join you. Equal shares?”

“You can have 60/40, but I get dibs on the item I’m there for.”

“Deal.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“What do you mean, it’s not here?”

Moss tried to stare down the deep storage attendant, ready to throttle him even bluer than he already was, regardless of his explanation. The Nubran’s reaction to that stare was of the “You think you’re the first?” variety.

“I mean, you were declared dead, Captain Foote. Your ship went up for auction and was sold for parts.”

Moss couldn’t believe what he was hearing, and wondered if there was a bug in his translator. “Parts?! That was a perfectly good ship!”

The attendant looked over the records on his display. “Sure didn’t look like one. Was listed as non-functional and went for… eight hundred thousand.”

That almost made Moss faint. The ship had been worth twenty times that. “Eight… hundred… the insurance on it cost that much!”

“Look, I’m just the guy who works the computer. The Galactic Protectorate registered you as deceased weeks ago, confirmed by the Terran Colony Fleet, and there was no one to claim your property. Everything that happened was by the book.”

Moss’s head was spinning. This had been his last best chance to get back on his feet. The Bucket o’ Bolts was a pile of scrap in a hangar bay, and the worst part was, it had been a loaner. He couldn’t even sell what was left of it.

Maurice Foote had had his share of ups and downs in his life, but this most recent down was pretty much rock bottom, if not drilling new depths into that rock in search of superhot magma to end his suffering once and for all. 

Not that long ago, he’d hoped to never see this ship again. Now it was his only chance to get a fresh start. At least, a start that didn’t involve making tiny cargo runs for the next two years to build up capital. He’d only find new and depressing ways to get into debt.

“Well, I’m not dead. Doesn’t that mean anything? Can’t I challenge ownership? Get it back? Get the buyer’s money returned?”

Saying he wasn’t dead was only half-true. First off, he’d been dead before. Fortunately, it hadn’t stuck. Secondly, the DNA he was using on his ident most certainly did belong to a dead man, and it was just his bad luck that the body had finally been discovered. He’d hoped to slip out before anyone noticed and get a new ident fixed once he had his ship in hand.

The blue-skinned attendant sighed. “Do you have any idea how much paperwork you’re going to have to go through? By the time you’re done, there won’t be anything left to claim.” Then he smiled. “Of course, if it turned out anything unethical had happened prior to the bidding process…”

Moss sighed and reached into a thin secret compartment on his flight suit. His last hundred credits were tucked away there. After this, he was broke. But he had to get that ship back, preferably in one piece.

He held out the credit chit to the attendant, who reached for it a little too eagerly. Moss pulled it away and nodded to the display. “Results first.”

The Nubran worked his computer remarkably fast for someone with only four fingers on each hand. He then turned the display so Moss could see a holographic recording of the hangar his ship had been kept in. 

The rounded form of an Arcadia-class medium transport sat there, its green paint almost stripped bare. The Viaticus Rex II. Technically, it was a Nubran trading ship, but Moss had upgraded and modified the hell out of it to become a long range explorer. A relic from another life, a what-might-of-been he’d wanted to forget about after his life had all fallen apart on him… again.

The transit drive on it alone was worth twice what the ship had sold for, and it had so much more going on under the hood than that. It looked like crap, but then, that was the idea. Ship thieves didn’t steal crap. Well, most of the time.

Moss’s eyes narrowed as two figures entered the video. Two very familiar figures. Short, ruddy, pear-shaped, with no visible necks and disturbingly wide mouths, all traits of their species’ evolution on the high-gee world of Hopa.

“The Orijen Brothers,” he said. He watched the two Hopat go inside and inspect the ship. A third man, a Nubran like the attendant, came into the camera view, presumably to oversee their inspection and make sure the brothers didn’t walk off with anything valuable.

The attendant nodded. “They have an arrangement with the auction house. That’s one of their guys there with them. They get a firsthand look at anything on the block. If they like it, the house changes the entry so it looks like a junker and the brothers can buy it up cheap. Not many people come to auctions for parts. Totally illegal, but until now, I hadn’t heard of it happening to anyone still alive.” He held out his hand.

Moss brought the credit chit halfway. “I need leverage. Give me a copy of that recording, and instead of this, I’ll give you ten times the amount when I get my ship back.”

The attendant smirked and handed him a memory crystal. 








  
  
Negotiation In Force




Deferred gratification is the resistance to the temptation of an immediate pleasure in the hope of obtaining a valuable and long-lasting reward in the long-term. But when the risk is high, most people go for a guaranteed payday rather than take a chance on something that might not happen. That’s where people skills come in handy.

M. Foote, Portrait of the Pilot as a Cranky Ol’ Man



Hel and Grund peeked over an overturned and gutted buggy at the edge of the junkyard’s nerve center. From here, the extra wide lift that took customers up or down through the station’s many levels stopped right next to a large pre-fab building. The sign on the roof read “Orijen Salvage and Repairs” in Hopat, Nubran, and GalCom. 

The area outside the building was a professionally organized mess, designed to look like a scrap yard while at the same time showing off a wide selection of what they offered with the same flair as an upstanding market topside. Nothing at all like the mess the yard rats lived in. 

The pride and joy of the junkyard was also there on the opposite side of the clearing. They called it the Smasher, though it would be more accurate to call it a stripper. Multiple robotic arms and laser torches peeled wrecks apart with expert precision to get at the good stuff quick and easy. Hull plating and bulkheads were set aside for recycling. Only after everything useful was stripped were the remains compressed down to a cube. 

What sat on its platform now, ready for the royal treatment, was a beat-up looking green cargo hauler. 

“That is an Arcadia,” said Grund. Hel nodded. She didn’t know much about ship models or makes. What she cared about was inside, soon to be on the outside, and she needed it. Though if you were to ask her why, she wouldn’t have been able to give you a clear answer. She’d just seen something similar once the last time an Arcadia had been taken apart, and knew.

The junkyard only had the one Smasher, which was why half of the yard was composed of semi-intact husks instead of organized piles of parts like the other half. Yard rats sometimes tried raiding that side, thinking it an easy score. Usually they ended up arrested, sometimes in very bad shape. “Accidents” were common with the Orijens when it came to trespassers. 

The pair ducked their heads back behind the wrecked buggy as the oversized lift dropped down and opened. They peeked through the smashed canopy to get a better look at who came out. 

Four of them were clearly Draxon drones, of the bodyguard variety, meant to give the Terran leading them a more menacing appearance. He sure as hell couldn’t pull it off on his own. He was pretty average in that department, though she couldn’t get a good look at his face. 

“We do not see many Terrans here,” Grund said. “Present company excepted.”

Shortly after the group disappeared into the junkyard office, Hel and Grund made their move, hurrying over to the Smasher. The Arcadia on its pad looked like it was prepped for surgery, or, more accurately, an autopsy. 

“Okay, now what?” asked Grund. “Get inside before they turn it on?”

“No, turn it on first.”

“Are you kidding me? That will bring out the brothers and their goons.”

“This thing only needs a minute to do its thing. Once it starts unloading parts, grab what you want and go.”

Grund grumbled and readied a satchel to fill. “Do you even know how to work it?”

“It’s automated.” Hel looked over the control panel at the front. Its interface had been simplified to the point where blue meant on and red meant off. “Stand back, will ya? And stay out of the building’s line of sight. We do this right, and they’ll assume it was just a malfunction.”

Grund nodded his understanding. Hel pressed the blue button and the pair got clear of the massive apparatus. Almost at once, the machine sprang to life. Robotic arms, drills, torches, lasers, graspers and more started to work.


      [image: image-placeholder]Moss hated to gamble, at least with his own money, but the stakes were being raised every step he took. First promising the attendant credits he didn’t have, now hiring Draxon muscle the same way. It was a good thing he inspired trust in people. The leader of these drones had to believe his plan was rock solid, otherwise they were wasting their time. Which they might well be.

But that same ability to instil trust made him a damn good bluffer, and that was what was going to win the day once he walked through those office doors. Either that or get him thrown out an airlock. 

He wondered what Violet would have thought of his plan. Nothing good, he suspected. Still, it wasn’t as if she’d have a better one. 

He found the rotund brothers in their office, looking like they’d just come back from a job. Barl, the larger of the two at just over a meter in height, was still taking off his protective vest, while his smaller brother Ashtar was relaxing, watching some kind of high-impact sporting event on a big display.

“Gentlemen.”

Ashtar looked at him, puzzled, but didn’t get up. Barl also looked confused, but at least had the courtesy to say something.

“Maurice? I thought you were dead?” Moss’s adaptive translator was very effective, given all his previous encounters with the brothers, and even got most of their nuances spot on.

“The reports of my death, yadda yadda yadda, go to school if you don’t know the rest. Bottom line, give me back my ship.”

Now Ashtar did get up, a sly businessman screw-you-buddy smirk on his face. Only a Hopat smirk stretched from one side of their face to the other, which somehow made it twice as sarcastic. 

“Hey, I’m glad you’re alive, pal, but you know how it is. That ship was sold at a legal auction. You have a problem with that, take it up with the station first. Then they come and ask us nicely to give it back.”

“By which time my ship is so much scrap spread across your lot in neat, organized piles.”

“It’s not my fault if we’re an efficient operation. But you barge in here with some blue goons and expect me to just hand it over? Not happening. Still, never let it be said that I’m an unreasonable businessman. I’ll sell it back to you. One million. I know you’re worth it.”

Maybe once he was. Right now he didn’t have a hundred credits to his name, let alone a million—the drinks he’d paid for while negotiating security services hadn’t been cheap. He ran the numbers in his head. In theory, he could downgrade one of the more expensive custom parts to cough up the credits, but he’d had a really lousy week and wasn’t about to bend over for Ashtar or anyone else if he could help it.

Moss held up a data crystal and tossed it to Ashtar. “I don’t think so.”

Ashtar frowned as he plugged it in. He might not have known exactly what was on it, but it wasn’t hard to figure out blackmail was on the menu. 

“Obviously, I’ve got copies of that prepped to be distributed if I give the word or if I go too long without giving any word. As much as I love you guys, there are way too many places in your yard to hide a body, and I don’t intend to find out where they are.”

Barl joined his brother watching the footage. “This is low, man. It’s not like we knew you were alive. We’ve got a business to run.”

“And I need a ship to fly. You know it’s mine. You know I’m alive. Hand it over and I’ll disappear, along with those recordings.”

Unlike Moss, Ashtar did like to gamble. For him, it was never a question of right or wrong, but what you could get away with. “And who are you gonna snitch to? Station security? You don’t think they’re in our pocket? Bad move, Moss, showing your hand like that.”

Moss held his arms out as if the very idea was ridiculous. “Station security? Come on. I dug around, found out how long you’ve been pulling this scam. You’d be surprised at the number of families that got screwed out of their inheritor’s percentage from the auction house sales. I imagine if they all somehow were to get in touch with one another, it might occur to them that there are… other… ways of finding satisfaction.”

Barl’s already reddish forehead flushed into crimson and creased like a canyon. “I think he’s talking bounty hunters, bro.”

“Of course he’s talking bounty hunters,” said Ashtar.

Moss threw up his hands. “Whoa, who said anything about bounty hunters? I’m sure they’d all take perfectly legal roads to get compensation, no matter how many years it might take, despite the fact that the auction house and station security are both bought and paid for. No need to throw around the B-word. But, to be nitpicky for a moment, it’s really more like the A-word. Assassins. But nobody’s saying that, either.”

“I think he’s being sarcastic, bro.”

“Of course he’s being sarcastic.” 

Moss sighed. “Just give me my damn ship back.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“IN ONE PIECE! I wanted it back in ONE PIECE!”

Moss looked in horror at what was left of the Viaticus Rex II. The Arcadia transport had once been his home as he and Violet travelled beyond the borders of the Protectorate, exploring the less travelled parts of the galaxy, trying to find those hidden gems no one knew existed. Worlds rich with life, stars on the edge of collapse, anomalies no one had ever encountered before, the Rex had seen them all. It was the only thing left of the life he’d once had.

Now it was half dismantled. It had been whole and intact when he went inside the office. He’d seen it. Metal arms now dug into it like a nightmare robotic version of Jack the Ripper, pulling out its guts and displaying them for all to see. Some large parts were already being carried away by drones for storage.

“It’s not my fault,” Ashtar said. His brother ran to the control panel to shut the Smasher down. “That wasn’t slated to be processed for another hour.”

Moss glared at the junk broker. “You turned it on remotely the moment you saw me, didn’t you?” 

Without needing to be prompted, his hired guards fanned out to make Ashtar feel as surrounded and uncomfortable as possible. It worked. He saw sweat roll from his big head and down the non-neck that merged right into his shoulders.

“Look, Moss, I’ll level with you. If I had a remote that I could have used to pull that off, I probably would have. But I’d also have also used it to call everyone I have back to the office to make sure your thugs don’t thump me right now.”

Moss grumbled to himself. He was right. Ashtar wouldn’t have pulled a stunt like this unless he could cover his own ass in the process. 

The brutal dissection of his ship stopped, but the damage was done. Putting his ship back together wasn’t an option, parts of it had already been compacted or melted down. The main engines and power plant had been ripped out, as had much of the back half of the ship. The crew quarters and galley were still intact, as were the main cargo holds—though now you could see them from the outside because the hull plating had been stripped. The cockpit chair and control panel were still there, but little else. It was like someone had cut the ship on an angle close to the top of the bow down to the back of the stern, leaving behind ragged bits of infrastructure in its wake. 

“I want it back, Ashtar. I want it back the way it was, you hear me? I’ve had a really lousy week, and before that, an even lousier month. And the year before that was pretty crap too. I’m sick of getting screwed over. I get my ship back, or you become my new hobby.”

It was a bluff, of course. What could he do? He had no money. But Ashtar didn’t know that. But if he gave the Hopat time to breathe and think, or do some checking up, he might figure it out. 

Ashtar raised his hands. His tone had gone from looking for an angle to looking for a way out. “Look, Moss, you know the saying: you can screw over anyone—once. But that’s a con man’s motto, and I’m a businessman. I rely on repeat customers and positive word of mouth. Even if you’re bluffing about angry families and bounties, that vid gets out and it will hurt my business. I want you to leave here happy, okay? Happy enough that you forget that security footage ever existed. I can give you a new ship.”

“I want my ship,” Moss growled. He knew what Violet would say now for sure. He was being stubborn. Who cared what ship it was? A ship was a ship. Hell, he could probably negotiate for something better than an Arcadia at this moment. Ashtar was vulnerable.

But that wasn’t the point. He’d lost everything. This was all he had left. He didn’t want a fresh start; he wanted his old life back.

Oh, he knew what Violet would have to say about that as well… 

Ashtar steepled his fingers together, an oddly symmetrical thing given that they had three fingers with a thumb on either side. “You’ll have it. Better than ever. I’ve got tons of compatible parts stored around the yard. Whatever we can’t put back together, we’ll replace. Just leave it to me. The Smasher can also repair. I just need a couple of hours, that’s all.”

The leader of his guard detail took Moss aside, but not outside of the junker’s earshot. “They might use the time to get some of their own men here, force a standoff, try to renegotiate. We can call in a half dozen more guards, armed. It should be enough to lock down the area until the deal’s done.”

Moss looked over at Ashtar, trying to judge the kind of person he was. He wasn’t wrong about being a businessman at the end of the day. And his one ship wasn’t worth all the business he’d lose if things went south.

“Naw. I trust him. The game’s played itself out. He knows that. Let’s just get this over with.”

Ashtar seemed relieved. “Alright then. Let’s go check the damage and see what needs replacing.”

As he walked off towards the Smasher, Moss stood still and held back the guard he’d been talking to. 

“Tell your buds to gear up and wait one floor up with an entry plan. I’ll pay them half if they’re not needed, and the same as you guys if they are. Think they’ll go for that?”

The guard nodded. “We’ll let them know.”








  
  
Premature Celebrations




Trust is a wonderful and precious thing, and if you believe in it, I have a space station I’d like to sell you.

M. Foote, And Then Things Got Worse



The day had gone from bad to worse, and Moss was ringing up credits his account couldn’t cash. The Orijen Brothers’ office was getting crowded. Moss had had to call in that second Draxon security team sooner than he expected. One of the brothers had indeed used the time it took to sort through what was left of the  Viaticus Rex II to call in staff from around the yard, a motley crew of varying species, each carrying the tools of the trade that conveniently doubled as improvised weapons. 

Fortunately, pulse guns beat drills and welders every time. Ashtar had tried to wave away the incident as a simple misunderstanding. An uneasy truce had settled and they got back to sticking to the deal.

Barl pointed to the security footage just as a pair of figures disappeared off the screen. “There she is. Our little yard rat.” Anyone watching would have only seen a couple of blobs near the Smasher. The footage had been picked up by a distant drone and had only recorded the crime by accident, but Barl seemed confident he knew who it was. 

“She?” asked Moss.

“Name’s Hel,” said Ashtar. “Scavenger. One of your kind.

“Handsome? Charming?” 

“Terran. Haven’t been able to shoo her off to greener pastures.” Moss suspected there was way more to the story than that if they were on a first name basis, but he’d never seen a Terran working for the Orijens before.

This manhunt was all connected to the new problem they were facing: some key parts of his transit drive, the most expensive part of his ship, were missing. It had been a highly specialized piece of equipment. Top of the line. The parts were proprietary, brought in from Eylsia, and were not something he could simply get printed or replaced from the Orijen’s vast supply of junk. His whole plan to get back on his feet had relied on that transit drive being intact. 

This is getting expensive. 

Moss looked over the footage again, and the two blobs moving on it. “Who’s the other one?”

Barl shrugged. “Dunno. Seen him a few times. Never goes for the expensive stuff. Probably just helping her.”

“She knew exactly what she was looking for,” said Ashtar. “My guess is she already has a buyer lined up. Parts like those? She could get out of the yard for good.”

“So, how do I find her?”

Ashtar snorted. “You don’t. You think she’d still be here if I had anything to say about it? Those yard rats know how to hide, how to run, and know the yard better than any of my drones, living or mechanical.” He cocked his wide head to the muscle that now crowded the office. Moss was beginning to feel claustrophobic. “Look, I can hook you up with a standard transit drive, no problem. Factory refurbished. Two-year warranty. I’ll take what’s left of yours in trade, and we can get back to putting your ship together.”

By this point, Moss was almost ready to agree. He could still take what he had, work some of the safer trade routes, and get back in business. The only problem with that was that safe routes were also well travelled routes, and that meant increased exposure. Not exactly what a guy like him wanted at the moment, not until he could get a new ident made. 

Then he remembered something. “That model of transit drive has a very distinctive radiation signature. Every single part of it would give off that same signature in a background radiatey kind of way, right?”

Ashtar gave an extra-wide smirk. “Not the most technical way of putting it, but yeah. So what? With all the other crap that’s scattered around? Good luck picking up anything from here.”

“But if we were close, we could, right? You might not know exactly where these yard rats are, but you know roughly, I’ll bet.”

Ashtar considered this. “Yeah, might work. I even have a hand scanner that might do the trick. Tell you what, I’ll give you two of my men to act as guides. They’ll help you find her and get the parts back. We’ll get back to fixing up your ship, your current transit drive included. Those parts should be easy to plug back in once you have them.”

“I’ll take one of your men, and two of mine.” Moss countered. “The rest of you stay here, hold hands and sing camp songs so things don’t spiral out of control.” 

The Draxon security detail looked confused. Guess they didn’t have camp where they came from. But Ashtar got the gist of what he meant.

“Deal.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“So, what did you get?” Grund asked.

The pair had ducked out in Hel’s current safe house, which, by sheer coincidence, was the front half of a rusted-out Arcadia transport. It was big enough to feel like a home, but not so big as to attract unwanted attention. She’d turned the captain’s quarters into her home, and the galley next to it was where she kept her special project. 

She’d been in this spot for a couple of weeks now, but it wouldn’t be long before they cleared this section of the yard and she’d have to move. Not that it mattered. She felt like she was close now. So close to the answers she wanted. 

Hel realized she hadn’t answered her friend’s question. “Just some parts from the transit drive. You?”

Grund looked through his satchel to take inventory. “Memory chips. Did you see the markings on that ship? Whoever it belonged to was an explorer. If any of these chips have data on them I can sell, I am set for life. Why the transit drive? Was it an expensive one?”

Hel shrugged. “No idea. I just needed something from it.”

Grund frowned. “You have a strange look on you.”

“It’s nothing… just trying to remember something.”

And what was it she was trying to remember? That was the million credit question. Her memories were a mess of contradictions that always seemed to slip away any time she tried to pin them down.

Grund snorted. “You told me you used to be a bondservant before the Orijens found you. Whatever you are trying to remember is probably best left forgotten.”

“Yeah…” It sounded like sense, but she could never let it go. The compulsion wouldn’t let her.

She’d been born and raised to be a bondservant, a slave, on a backwater world on the edge of Draxon space, the one place in the Galactic Protectorate where bondservice was legal. Her childhood had been happy enough, largely because she’d been oblivious of any other. After her studies and when she came of age, she and her classmates had their Graduation Day and were put on the market. 

A retiring Hopat pirate who’d needed someone to wait on him hand and foot had paid for her, and she soon realized what kind of life she could expect from that point out. Not that she complained. She’d been trained to serve. It was what it was.

That was one version of events, anyway. The problem was, it wasn’t the only version. 

The short bastard who’d bought her had been shot down entering Komi space before she could start her life of servitude, thanks to an old bounty that had not been as forgotten as the old man had thought. She’d been in her cryo-pod at the time, and discovered by the Orijen’s salvage team when they came to clean up the mess. 

The brothers had put her to work, promising her a better life, and for a while she’d thought it was true. She learned about ships and how they worked, what was worth keeping and what to recycle. Drones couldn’t pick out the nuances of quality quite like a living person, and she seemed to be a natural at it. Things had been looking up.

Until she started sneaking away parts for herself.

She couldn’t tell you why she did it. Some form of compulsive behaviour that sprang up from the trauma she’d endured, perhaps? She didn’t know. But when Ashtar found her stash, he hadn’t bothered asking any questions and went straight to a beating. Given the strength the Hopat possessed, she was lucky she’d survived it.

But the compulsion had triggered more than just specific hoarding instincts. It had also given her a spine. Rather than correct her behaviour, she’d run off and found some of the other yard rats out in the depths of the yard. She’d been here for two months now, had moved twice, had seen one friend arrested and another killed. An accident, but they really hadn’t tried hard to prevent it. 

She’d been able to keep one step ahead of the Orijens, but not the compulsion. She’d started collecting all over again, and now, in her galley, she had a feeling her project was almost complete. 

If only she knew what the hell it was supposed to be.

Hel noticed a blue hand wave in front of her eyes. “Hello? Hel? Can you hear me?” 

Hel snapped out of it. “Sorry. My mind was elsewhere.”

Grund pulled out a busted up datapad, the one he watched vids on, and pulled out a couple of hand-rolled cigarettes. “Well, I have just the thing to relax with. A bit of sherb, and an episode of Ranger M. What do you say?”

Hel smiled. “I’ll skip the sherb, but I’ll watch the show.”

Grund lit up. “That is a mistake. This show is much better when you are high.”

Hel shook her head at Grund. Hearing him talk about drugs while speaking stilted GalCom was surreal enough. “Whatever you say.” 

The cartoon started, featuring the adventures of a masked explorer in the cosmos and his talking ferret sidekick, clearly meant for kids—or highly ironic adults. Ranger M stood on a plateau in a desert world, pointing to a number of small green ships that crackled with energy. They were flying towards a bright blue field in the distance. 

“Look out, Trouble,” Ranger M said to his ferret with dramatic zeal. “If those greywalkers reach the quantium crystal fields before the ionizing reactor is finished charging, this whole planet is doomed!”

“We should scram.” Trouble looked at the scene nervously from Ranger M’s ankles. “We can’t stop ’em. It’s hopeless, boss.”

“There are thousands of colonists here counting on us, little buddy. We have to try. For the future!” The pair then ran back to their ship.

Grund laughed. “Cartoons are the best gift your people ever gave us,” he said.

“Maybe you’re right about the drugs,” Hel conceded, reaching for a stick of sherb.

Grund smirked and passed her a stick. “So, when you were looking distant before, were you thinking about your life after you escape the junkyard?” 

“Something like that.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Moss had taken the leader of his security detail with him, along with the burliest of the group for the intimidation factor. Ashtar had sent a thin guy with oversized eyes as a guide. He looked like he could slip through the vents of just about any ship, so Moss supposed this was on the level and not a prelude to an ambush. 

The guide—Moss had no idea what species he was—lead them to the part of the yard commonly assumed to be scavenger central, full of derelict husks that the yard hadn’t had time to process due to their intrinsic low value. Hull plating and structural framework were pretty much the cheapest parts of ships these days, so they only bothered with it when they were out of the more lucrative stuff. 

Moss checked the scanner Ashtar had provided. It both sent out active pulses and took in signals from all directions passively, though at a much closer range.

“I’ve got something.”

The scanner definitely showed a reading that matched his ship’s transit drive, but it was being obscured by background radiation left over in all the various hulls stripped of their drives. Still, it gave him a heading to work with.

Their guide lead them at first through the more open paths, places meant for vehicles to drive through to drag parts back for processing, but as soon as they had a better idea of where the signal was coming from, he started taking them directly through the ships themselves.

Moss had seen his share of wrecked ships over the years. It was always an eerie experience, especially if it was a model you were familiar with. Spend enough time on a ship and she starts to feel like a living, breathing thing. Walking through these empty stripped hulls was like walking through a mausoleum.

They passed through the remains of a luxury passenger ship, and it brought to mind the countless retellings of the Titanic story, which may have started off as a historical event, but had become as much of a metaphor and myth as the Trojan Horse by this point. A surprising number of historical events still resonated today, long after Earth was gone, though sometimes with so many small changes made to them, it would take a linguistic anthropologist to trace back their origins.

Moss stopped as their guide raised a hand in warning. He looked down at the scanner. They were close enough that the passive reader had a lock on the part’s position. There was a faint hint of sherb wafting in the air. He could also hear voices. 

The guide took out a small laser welder, no doubt modified to double as a close range weapon. 

“Is that necessary?” Moss whispered.

The guide nodded, but said nothing. Moss nodded to the guards, who drew their own weapons. 

“Nothing lethal,” he warned. “I’m not here for a bloodbath.” The guards nodded back.

The guide lead them through the empty hole of a hull that had once been an Arcadia transport like his own. It was in bad enough shape that he felt better about his own ship’s condition, but that sense of walking through a graveyard was even stronger now. 

The Arcadia was an extremely safe ship to fly in, as were most Nubran models, but it was also pitifully armed. He’d once come across the burnt-out hulk of one in the depths of space, and it felt like he was looking into a dark mirror when he’d checked the wreck for anything salvageable.

Still, it was faster than most fighters, and in the hands of a cautious pilot, it could make you a lot of money trading, smuggling, or, in his case, exploring. The Rex’s specialized transit drive was faster and had greater endurance than those of most large ships. She’d helped Moss earn a small fortune travelling into the unknown, even fame for a while. But that was all gone now. 

As they skirted the now-empty center of the hold which had housed its internal modules, Moss could hear the voices more clearly. Male and female, excited, a bit of giggling mixed in. He sniffed the air again. God, he hoped they didn’t stumble across them… celebrating. He had enough awkward moments in his life without adding that to the scrapbook.

They approached the front of the ship cautiously, hoping to get the drop on them, only to have the pair stumble out the open door right in front of them. 

It seemed nobody was quite prepared for this possibility. 

Moss raised a hand. “I just want—”

That’s when their guide fired. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Hel recognized one of the men there from when she’d worked for the Orijens, a thin, bug-eyed tech who specialized in intricate work like holo displays, but the two Draxon heavies with him looked like real trouble. The befuddled looking human with them was the one she’d seen going into the Orijen’s office. He started to say something.

She knew what was coming, but Grund was caught off guard. The tech raised what looked like a laser welder just as she dove for the galley. There was a dazzling flash, but she’d shut her eyes in time. Grund wasn’t so lucky. 

Without power on the ship, all the doors had been left open, and there was no way to keep anyone out. But the only thing that mattered to her right now was her project, standing in the centre of the galley, so close to being complete. Some instinct drove her to protect it, not that she had the faintest clue how. 

She reached it and turned around, using her body as a shield as the two Draxon guards stormed in, weapons ready, taking either side of the doorway. Her flash-bang device wouldn’t work against them. They wore visors and probably had ear protection as well.

She thought she heard someone yelling for them to stop as the pair opened fire. Hel felt a sharp impact on her chest, followed by an electric surge. 

Pain, and blackness, why did that feel so familiar? 


      [image: image-placeholder]“Dammit, she wasn’t armed!” Moss yelled. 

Their guide checked on the male counterpart, who he’d stunned with some weird dazzling device. He was conscious, but still couldn’t see a thing as the guide bound his hands. 

The leader of Moss’s guard detail checked the corners of the galley for anyone else, while his partner did the same in the captain’s quarters. “We couldn’t risk it. The object she was after might have been a bomb.”

“A bomb? What the hell would junk collectors be doing with a fricking bomb?”

Moss came into the galley and stopped short.

“What the hell is that?”

Truth be told, it kinda looked like a bomb.
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