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Chapter One

Lunch and Experiments

With a skeleton crew, free space was abundant aboard the Magpie. The lab ship’s doctor had moved into the infirmary. Having an unofficial bedroom was preferable to living in a cramped capsule.

From a place of dubious safety, Dr. Selma Seaward observed her patient, crewmate, and best friend from outside an impact resistant glass stall. Nurse Touma Daisuke was testing his new telekinetic implant. The augmentation was exposed through the center of his skull as red, proprietary metal.

He practiced with four objects on a table: an open thermos of water, a metal paperweight, a stylus, and a spare tablet to write on. The stall otherwise had a medical bed and that was it.

The overhead speaker crackled for Captain Andy Perez making an announcement. Nothing the captain said was coherent because the paperweight slammed a spiderweb pattern into the barrier.

“Sorry!” Touma yelled.

Selma hurriedly opened the stall door and asked, “What happened? You were doing so well.”

Touma replied, “I heard the loudspeaker while levitating the block. I’m not sure what happened, but it just sort of slipped.”

“Sideways?” she asked.

Touma hand picked up the metal cube. He said, “I should have just dropped it. I can’t hear very well when using my implant. I mean, I heard Andy, but I didn’t understand him.”

On her tablet, Selma marked auditory processing disorder, a common symptom regarding fresh neural implants. It was not a major concern. Testing was halted and Selma walked to her dashboard comms to call Andy back.

Andy answered, “Yes, Selma.”

She said, “We had a minor testing accident, so Touma and I missed your announcement. What did you say?”

“May finished making lunch. Everyone is to report to the galley by twelve hundred. I want to go over Dr. Waldman’s retrieval job,” Andy said.

“Yes sir.”

It was going to be noon soon, so Selma locked her screens and closed up the nonessential parts of the lab. Touma assisted.

He asked, “Should we have May fix the stall?”

Selma assessed the damage. “I don’t think so. It still looks solid. We’ll run out of barriers if we replace them like scalpels.”

[image: Section Break]


Cooking was a loose term. There was no stove aboard the Magpie, but it had a multipurpose oven. The pantry was filled with dehydrated and shrink-wrapped food. Illustrated instructions joyfully explained preparing the meals supposedly just as good as if they were fresh.


May was more than an engineer. She was an artist.

Touma looked down at his tray and asked, “May, what are we eating?”

“Miner’s goulash!” May excitedly said, sitting down to eat.


Selma pondered her meal. Egg noodles, meat, and a red sauce made of packets from other packages’ spice mixes. A fruit cocktail was on the side, separated from the rest of the meal within a silicone cupcake liner. All that was missing were vegetables.


She took a bite and was hit by the spicy sauce. It continued to burn down the back of her throat after swallowing.

Once she finished coughing, Selma said, “It’s got a kick!” She then went in for more.

“Delicious, right?” May asked with her mouth full.

Andy chewed for a solid five seconds before saying, “Yeah. This is pretty good. I’m not getting that kick, Selma.”

Touma coughed. “I got it.” He then went for the fruit.

Selma asked May, “What spices did you put in this?”

“Not sure,” the engineer replied. “They had peppers printed on ‘em, so I knew they’d be good.”

Although everyone else had cleared their plates, Touma was turning pink in the face. Spicy had never been his forte but May had never been told that.

When the meal was mostly over, the captain discussed Dr. Waldman’s retrieval job. Touma got up and grabbed coffee while Andy spoke, and Selma leaned over to watch him pour extra powdered creamer into his thermos.

Andy said, “Our bounties are still under the radar, but I don’t want to test our luck. Once we undock from the Centipede, we’re on our own.

The ship we’re looking for is an Arbitar transport, Mesmer Double-Oh-Three, hiding in Field Ten-Sixteen. These are some of the roughest coordinates I’ve ever had to work with in my career.

Dr. Waldman wants the bodies and all crates marked for medical supplies. Everything else is our ticket out from under the weight Esme put over our heads.”

Touma sat back down, his skin calming. He asked, “Sorry about that. What’d I miss?”

Selma abbreviated. “We’re going to Field Ten-Sixteen to collect bodies while May hauls loot out of Mesmer Zero-Zero-Three.”

“Two questions.” Touma held up his fingers. “Where are we storing the scrap and what if there’s no oxygen aboard? We only have Bill’s old suit since the comet incident.”

Andy replied, “Waldman offered four engineering, space grade suits from the Centipede as part of his down payment.”

May asked, “Four? Don’t we only need three?”

Andy said, “I don’t intend to stay a crew of four. We pinched our pennies, but I’m having to gamble on the Mesmer having cargo pods aboard. Touma, how’s the neural implant?”

Touma touched the protruding metal. “Fun, really! I can get high things out of the cabinets, and Selma was only almost killed by a paperweight.”

“Excuse me?” Andy asked.

Selma said, “He’s exaggerating an incident with a paperweight in a controlled testing environment. I was in no danger, but I wanted to monitor him practicing since he’s still recovering from the surgery. Speaking of which, we should probably prep the lab for our guests.”

Selma eagerly stood up to put her tray away and mentally started planning for all the bodies she was about to work with. Cold storage would need to be defrosted and sanitized.
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Two days after undocking from the Centipede, and without incident, the Magpie made it to Field 1016. The journey was boring for everyone other than Andy. There were no windows, and the artificial gravity prevented the crew from feeling the ship moving.

Instead of practicing with Touma, Selma checked on May that afternoon. The engineer wasn’t bereft of work. She was the only crewmember capable of fixing more than fuses and lights, but the young lady was reclusive outside of work and the galley.

Selma found May hiding in the engine room—now converted into an almost cell-like bedroom. A mattress pad had been pulled from one of the uninhabited sleep pods. May used a sheet like a curtain to partially block the reactor’s light. The reactor had a gentle hum.

She was laying on her back, hair rough and down, and gazing at the ceiling. Selma noticed white chalk in May’s hand. Looking up, May had drawn a sky above her bed, looking like a sunset with the reactor’s raking orange glow. It occurred to Selma that the girl might never have seen a real sky before.

Selma said, “That’s very beautiful.”

May set the chalk aside and sat up. “Here for my dose?”

“I’ve got your stim here, but I need you to come to the lab so I can check your spinal plates too,” Selma explained.

May held her arm out for her half-dose jab. “I’m okay, Doc. My back’s not hurtin’.”

Selma gave her patient the dosage. She then said, “Touma is making lunch today. He’s not in the lab.”
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