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      Meade's chair squeaked. Overheated leather squeak, sweaty skin stuck to the leather squeak, metal bearings not maintained squeak. She gritted her teeth. Breathed. Focused her attention on the displays around her even as sweat dripped down her ribs, pooling where her thighs joined her hips, puddling under her butt on the old leather seat that should have been replaced at the last port.

      Too damned hot for clothes in her pilot's cubicle.

      Should have a new chair right now.

      Jaya had promised it would be. Had sworn up, down, left, right, forward and back that the seat would be gone when Meade came back from visiting her family on-station. She'd even put her prosthetic hand over her heart and sworn by her Thor amulet that it. Would. Be. Gone.

      Wasn't.

      So Meade sweltered in her pilot's seat, where the air vents didn't work and the seat squeaked instead of reclining properly and her controls resisted her every time she tried to craft a Wave. Another damned day. Another promise broken.

      "Docking bay open," Pilirani called over the comm, her voice tinny because no, of course Captain Celeste of the all-might Prichard Family Lines hadn't seen fit to repair the comm system either.

      "Watch your attitude," Meade called back. "Too much debris out there, Pilirani."

      "I know," Pilirani replied.

      The comms weren't good enough to pick up her tone. The sheer shortness of the reply told Meade that Pilirani was furious, teeth-gritting angry, about where Captain Celeste had insisted they start work. As well she should be. Space walks were never a safe thing, even when you had the very best suits, the best jetpacks, the best backup. Doing it alone with a glitchy jetpack and a suit that was three generations old and didn't fit right in the first place?

      Damn near murder as far as Meade was concerned.

      But then everything Captain Celeste did was right on that edge of murder by neglect, indifference and greed.

      Should have quit her job, found a different berth. Stayed with her family for more than a few days. Found a damned lover who'd put her up until she found a better berth, that'd work best of the three options.

      She hadn't.

      More out of sheer stubborn affection for the rest of the crew than anything else. The Mind's Eye was a junk heap of a ship, only suited for salvage at this point. It'd been amazing once upon a time, back when Meade's grandmother was a baby. Now it was held together by Jaya's determination, Meade's piloting skills and probably microgravity working to pull the parts together instead of apart.

      "Look deep," Captain Celeste called over the comms. "This is our big chance. The wreck's a rich one. If we can just retrieve the computer core we'll be set for life."

      Big chance. Set for life.

      Yeah.

      Right.

      Meade didn't snort. Her cubical wasn't exactly private since the door got taken off to keep her from roasting to death in her and she knew the comm cutoff in her cubicle didn't work anymore. The whole crew could hear anything she said or did. But wow, did she ever want to.

      There was no 'set for life' when you were on a ship as old and glitchy as the Mind's Eye. Meade was pretty sure there wouldn't be much more life if she didn't get the hell off the ship next time they docked.

      If they made it back to port again.

      No guarantee they would because there was no guarantee of what was in that damned wreck.

      It was too old for any usable ID on the hull. Been bashed up a million times by asteroids and such because debris floated around it in a cloud that mimicked satellites around a planet. Or maybe around a moon since the ship was just a big egg shape, nearly round other than a slight thinning at one end where the engines came out.

      Didn't have a hull so much as a thick layer of regolith topped by non-functional bots strung together with heavy wire. Like an old-time generation ship, it might be an asteroid that someone had hollowed out and used as a ship. Two ports in and out, on either end. One had a single engine at the center. The other had solar panels that looked like they'd blown out, or been impact-damaged, centuries ago. Just one usable airlock but that hung open so they all knew the thing was dead-dead.

      No life inside if there was no air.

      And no reason to believe the computer core would still be there. Who'd leave the airlock open when they left if there was anything at all worthwhile left behind? Nobody, that's who.

      But there was no point to arguing that with Captain Celeste. She'd just yell and threaten and Meade wasn't going through that crap again. Of all of them, 'Ismat was probably the only one who would and they'd given up on openly fighting Captain Celeste a while back. Didn't stop 'Ismat from giving Captain Celeste the worst serving of food every time they ate but that wasn't outright rebellion.

      "I'm in," Pilirani said. Even with the crappy comms Meade could hear a hint of excitement in her voice. "It's all hollow, just a spun habitat. Soil's frozen, dead. Don't see any signs of ice so they pumped out the water before they left."

      "The computer core?" Captain Celeste demanded loud enough that Meade heard it with her ears as well as the comms. "Can your scanners find it?"

      "Looking," Pilirani replied so clipped that Meade grinned.

      Oh yeah, Pilirani was going to rip Captain to pieces once she got back on board. If there was one thing Pilirani Voigts was good at, it was verbally eviscerating someone. She'd have to make sure to be there when it happened. Always presuming the Mind's Eye didn't get hulled straight through by some of the damn debris orbiting the wreck.

      "We don't got a lot of time, Captain," Meade said. "The debris cloud's a big danger to us. Some of those bigger pieces could punch straight through and not even slow down."

      "Shut up with that," Captain Celeste snarled, head poking into Meade's cubical, one hand over the mouth of her mike.

      "Just warning you that we gotta maneuver in thirty-three minutes and we don't got the fuel for to many maneuvers," Meade said and didn't bother to cover her mike. Wouldn't work anyway. The thing couldn't be muted, not when it was tied into her squeaky damned chair.

      Captain Celeste cursed, not quiet at all, and disappeared from the cubical door in a swirl of silky sleeves and blond braid. Should have known not to take this job when she saw that the captain was an Earther. None of them knew a damned thing about flying a ship. They'd never made it back off Old Earth after the colony ships left ten thousand years ago. She was the next best thing to a ground pounder.

      And Meade had to take orders from her.

      "Captain, there's no computers left," Pilirani reported. "I've got some fine metals, copper in particular. Some good soils that could be brought back to life easy-peasy, but no computers at all in the whole thing. They stripped the thing bare when they left."

      Captain Celeste cursed a wide streak and then stomped out of the command center. Threw her comm against the wall and that was that. She wouldn't be out of her room for a few hours. When she did emerge, it would be with a foul mood, cursing at everything and probably fists for anyone who got in her way.

      "What's the status on the bots on the outside, Pilirani?" Meade asked. "They got anything usable?"

      "Maybe," Pilirani asked, stretching the 'a' into three or so syllables. "Lemme jet out and check. Tell me when you gotta maneuver. I'll try to be done by that point."

      "You got thirty minutes before go," Meade said. "Be back in twenty-five."

      "Will do."

      Meade sat her squeaky chair up, turned and the squeezed her way out of the cubical. No Captain Celeste meant that she could stand up, get some water and breathe while she waited for Pilirani's report. There might not be an old computer core to sell to the collectors but old bots with lots of copper wire between them would be a useful little haul. So would soil, frozen or not. Every station in the galaxy liked soil that they didn't have to create themselves.

      The wreck wasn't their ticked to a good life but that didn't mean it couldn't pay off enough to get Meade a new pilot's chair. And maybe even some environmental controls for her cubical so she didn't have to work stark naked.

      [image: ]

      Six days. Pilirani sighed as she cut the last of the tethers on the bots surrounding the old wreck's regolith. They weren't much. Just little brainless things designed to be slaved up to a long-gone central command unit. Must have been the bots that initially formed the asteroid into a habitat.

      That was how they did it in the old-old days. Send a rocket from Old Earth with self-replicating bots. Then the bots would slowly burrow into the asteroid, breaking it up and pushing it outwards into a sphere. Some bots went on the outside to form a net to keep the regolith from flying away as the sphere began to spin. Others worked inside to break up and then condition the resulting dust-sand-gravel mixture into true soil.
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