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Introduction

Tales From The Galactic Rim is a collection of sixteen stories from author, Jay Toney. The stories span from near future Earth to distant star systems across the galaxy.

Alien Cargo: Be very cautious with the space junk you pick up. It may not appear to be what it is, and the consequences can be...

Blowups Happen!: A schizophrenic rockhopper and his imaginary companion discover an alien relic while prospecting.

Deal Of The Century: Some deals are better left undone. If you discover this planet—Run!

Escape From Avalon: Free traders cross the border into Alliance territory to bury their former captain on his homeworld. To regain their freedom, they must escape!

Ghost Of A Chance: There are good reasons derelict generation ships are not boarded. They are not just space talk and superstition to scare the competition away. The crew of the salvage ship, Lucky Star are about to find this out the hard way.

Graveyard On Titan: An exploratory ship is sent to Saturn’s moon Titan. On the surface, they discover they are not alone. There is life on Titan—spiders.

Heart Of Gold Redemption: A pirate attack leaves most of the crew of the merchanter ship Amillia dead. After years of hiding, its captain, and sole survivor is forced to relive those memories with the pirate captain that may have been responsible for the loss.  

Honeymoon Aboard The Mary Celeste: Johnathan and Roxanne defy their parents and elope. They conspire together to punish their children when they refuse to annul the marriage. Their punishment, an all-expense paid tour of the solar system aboard the newly commissioned luxury starliner, Mary Celeste. 

Library of Eternity: It doesn’t pay to be too good at your job. Devon and Jadsia must flee for their lives to a place they have never been heard of. They are not being pursued for failing in their mission—for succeeding. Along the way they make a horrifying discovery—The Library of Eternity. 

Marooned: Crewman Logan defies his captain’s orders, having his way with a hostage. His punishment is being marooned, set adrift in space aboard a disabled assault shuttlecraft and left to die. Except he is rescued. Has he learned his lesson, or will he repeat the very actions that caused him to be marooned?

Net Zero and Net 2.0:  Near future dystopian tales where future wars will be fought on virtual reality battlefields. Funded by the DOD, DARPA, and an unnamed eugenics foundation, Nexus Advanced Systems Technology, Inc (NASSTI) is developing games, and are preparing for public release. In these games, die in cyberspace, and you die or real.

Project Terra:  A low-ranking crewman is awakened from cold sleep after the Palomino collides with an unknown object. The ship’s AI has chosen him as having the best chance of saving the ship, and the sleepers aboard it. Why him? Surely, there are others who are more qualified.

Sundancer Down: After fighting a battle and escaping to hyperspace, the crew of the Sundance is forced to land on a planet to make repairs, but a failure causes them to crash land. Now they are fighting for survival. By day, a mist carries a toxin that causes hallucinations, at night, apex creatures come out to hunt. Humans are prey.

The Joust: An accidental insult on an alien planet leads to a duel—a joust with starfighters. The prize is the passenger Nathniel is sworn to protect. It is winner takes all.

The Oracle: Devon and Persephone are members of a band of pirates. After a simple robbery goes wrong, they are abandoned, left as a distraction while the rest of the gang escapes. Their only options are to escape, or die trying. 
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Jay Toney

Chapter 1: The Ghost in Orbit

The stars shimmer beyond the bridge of the CS Searcher, distant and cold. Uranus, a pale blue giant, drifts beneath them, its rings a ghostly halo in the dark. Titania hangs like a shadowed coin, its slow retrograde spin casting the void in deeper silence.

“Short-range scans have detected an object,” the sensor officer says. “It may be our target.”

Captain Donovan stands behind the helm, arms crossed. “The Nostromo.”

No one speaks. The name hangs in the air like a myth returned. Twenty-three years since the cargo vessel vanished without a trace. No distress beacon. No escape pods. No wreckage. Just... gone.

Until now.

Donovan steps closer to the viewscreen, where stars blur past the camera feed. “What is the reading?”

The comm officer shakes his head. “No transponder. No comms. It’s dead quiet.”

The Searcher’s hull hums faintly as power reroutes. Lights dim slightly—standard procedure when diverting energy to the sensor array.

“Run a full sweep,” Donovan orders. “Thermal, starlight optics, everything.”

The image flickers as the sensor officer cycles through filters. First infrared: a blurred, boxy heat signature floats against the black, tinged orange and red. A single hot point burns faintly near the center—maybe a reactor core.

He switches again. The green hue of starlight optics resolves into sharper shadows and shapes. The object is large, rectangular, bulky, familiar.

“It’s a freighter,” the officer says. “Bulk configuration. It’s the Nostromo.”

“Helm,” Donovan says, “plot an intercept course.”

Dana nods and begins tapping commands into the navigation console. The Searcher adjusts position, maneuvering jets firing with soft puffs of vapor.

Onscreen, the derelict ship remains silent, dark, a drifting coffin gliding just inside Titania’s shadow.

Dana overlays a trajectory: a slow elliptical approach. They’ll swing ahead of the freighter, decelerate, let it catch up, then match orbits. It’s a cautious dance—standard for potential salvage operations.

“Course locked,” Dana confirms.

Donovan nods once. “Take us in.”

The main thrusters ignite, briefly illuminating the void. The Searcher glides forward, silent but sure. As they near, the sensor pod rotates, tracking the Nostromo.

“Still no comms,” the comm officer mutters. “No auto-beacon either.”

Too many systems offline, disabled, or destroyed.

Donovan’s gaze hardens. “Get us within thirty meters. Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”

Chapter 2: Breach and Entry

The Searcher drifts into position, a sleek shadow sliding alongside the derelict Nostromo. The stars between them vanish as the two ships edge closer—one alive with light and motion, the other dark as the grave.

“Thirty meters and holding,” reports the helmsman.

“Steady as she goes,” Captain Donovan says. “No margin for error.”

Exterior spotlights activate, flooding the Nostromo’s hull with harsh white light. Its surface gleams metallic and cold—untouched by time, untouched by anything for decades. No visible damage. No signs of collision or breach. Just silence.

“It’s too clean,” mutters Mac, the engineer, as he leans over the sensor display. “You’d expect micrometeorite pitting, at least. Scorch marks, external repairs. This thing looks like it left Mars yesterday.”

Donovan ignores the comment. “Comms, prep a boarding team. I want Mac, Dr. O’Connor, and two security officers in full suits. They’re crossing over by tether.”

“Not docking?” Dana asks.

“Not yet,” Donovan says. “I want eyes on that ship before I open our hull to it.”

In the airlock chamber, the boarding team suits up—environmental seals checked, biosensors synced, helmet cams activated. Vital stats stream to the bridge: pulse, oxygen saturation, respiration—all within normal range.

“Comm check,” Donovan calls out.

“Loud and clear,” replies Mac, adjusting the magnetic clamps on his boots. “Helmet cams transmitting. Tethers ready.”

“Proceed with caution,” Donovan says. “If you see anything you don’t like—anything—say the word.”

“Copy that,” says one of the security officers. “We know the drill.”

Mac cycles the airlock. The chamber hisses, depressurizes. The outer door yawns open, revealing the void. He steps into it. With practiced motion, he hooks a line to a reinforced loop beside the hatch and kicks off into space.

The abyss swallows him. Only his breathing—slow, focused—fills his ears. He reaches the Nostromo with a dull thud, his body thumping against the hull. One hand snags a rail, the other fumbles briefly before the magnets in his boots lock onto the surface.

“Line secured,” Mac calls. “Sending tension.”

He loops the tether and pulls it taut. One by one, the others follow—hand-over-hand across the gap, trailing on the line like spiders in the dark. The airlock on the Nostromo yawns open without resistance. No pressure inside. No atmosphere to contain.

The interior is dark. Dead. They cycle through and enter a narrow corridor, lit only by the beams from their helmets.

Dr. O’Connor scans the environment with a handheld analyzer. “Oxygen levels twenty-four percent. CO₂ is high. Nitrogen is in the seventies. Trace organics.”

“Safe to breathe?” Mac asks.

The doctor hesitates. “Technically, yes. But I’d keep your helmets sealed until we’re sure. We don’t know what happened here.”

Mac snorts and opens his faceplate anyway. He inhales.

“Smells like a sealed tin can,” he mutters. “No rot, no souring, just stale air.”

The others keep their helmets locked. They press deeper into the ship, boots thudding softly on metal deck plating. It’s cold, still, claustrophobic. A bulkhead opens to a central corridor. The lights are off, consoles dark, panels unpowered.

“This is wrong,” Dr. O’Connor says quietly. “There should be signs of wear—neglect. But everything’s... pristine.”

“Too pristine,” Mac agrees. “Like someone cleaned house before company came over.”

One of the security officers unclips a scanner from his belt. “We’re not getting reliable lifeform readings. Some kind of interference.”

“Interference?” Donovan asks over comms.

The sensor officer on the bridge confirms. “Not external. Internal to the ship. Something’s blocking full-spectrum scans.”

Inside the Nostromo, Mac and the others exchange a glance.

“We split up?” the doctor suggests.

“Negative,” says the lead security officer. “Protocol’s clear. We stay together until we know it’s safe.”

Mac nods, stepping ahead. “Engineering’s closer than the bridge. Let’s check there first.”

They pass a fabrication shop—tools hung neatly, machines powered down but undamaged. No signs of panic. No struggle—Nothing. A corridor angles off. A heavy door hangs open.

“Engineering,” Mac says.

The guards move in first, blasters drawn. They sweep the room—behind consoles, under walkways, inside crawlspaces. No movement, no heat signatures, no bodies. Mac steps in. A pile of metallic debris lies near the central console—scrap twisted and blackened, clearly salvaged from outside.

He frowns. “That wasn’t standard equipment,” he says.

“Later,” Dr. O’Connor says. “Let’s clear the bridge.”

Mac gives the reactor a once-over. “Reactor is online. Minimal draw. Life support is active. No helm control. And the starboard airlock—open to vacuum.”

“They didn’t leave in a hurry,” says the doctor. “They didn’t leave at all.”

“Then where the hell are they?”

The silence answers for them.

Chapter 3: Echoes of the Missing

The bridge lies ahead, sealed behind blast doors. Its control panel glows faintly, still receiving minimal power from the ship’s core systems.

Mac stands in front of it, arms crossed. “If anyone is alive in there, they’ve had twenty-three years to answer the door.”

Dr. O’Connor raises an eyebrow. “Unless they’re in stasis.”

“Unlikely,” mutters Mac, pressing the plate.

With a soft hiss, the doors slide open. The two security officers sweep in, weapons raised, backs to the wall. In seconds, they give the all-clear. The bridge is empty.

Dr. O’Connor and Mac follow. It’s a tight space—unusually small for a cargo ship of this class. A main console curves in front of a wraparound viewport, which now displays only blackness. Sparse control stations ring the chamber, unpowered, untouched.

Mac moves to the helm and flips a few switches. “Nav/comp’s still active. The ship has been holding orbit this whole time, but helm control is disabled. Power feeds were cut—surgical, not sabotage.”

He glances back at the doctor. “Whoever did this knew what they were doing.”

Dr. O’Connor sits in the captain’s chair, calling up logs on the central display. His expression darkens. “Most of the files are gone. Not corrupted—wiped. Even the backups.”

“What’s left?”

The doctor scans quickly. “A single entry, three weeks after they left Mars: a brief log noting the discovery of space debris in the asteroid belt and authorization to bring it aboard.”

Mac straightens. “That scrap pile in engineering?”

“Probably. Everything after that is blank.”

“Well,” Mac mutters, “maybe it was full of fancy star maps and secret treasure.”

O’Connor doesn’t smile. “Or something worse.”

Mac shrugs. “Could be they thought they could sell the junk for scrap. Nothing illegal about salvaging.”

“There are protocols for inspecting foreign objects before bringing them onboard,” O’Connor says, voice sharp. “You don’t just drag in unidentified debris and dump it next to your reactor.”

“Looks like someone did.”

“Captain,” O’Connor says over comms, “you’re clear to hard dock. Starboard airlock is open, but otherwise the ship is secure. No bodies, no crew, and no sign of what happened.”

Donovan’s voice crackles through. “Acknowledged. We’ll be over shortly. Prep for extended sweep.”

Mac turns back to the helm console, thinking aloud. “Still doesn’t explain it. Both shuttles are docked. All escape pods intact. If they left, it wasn’t in anything this ship carried.”

Dr. O’Connor lowers his voice. “Then they walked out the airlock. All of them.”

Mac scoffs. “That’d be mass suicide. Why?”

“No answers here.” The doctor rubs his temples. “This place feels... wrong.”

A hiss echoes from the corridor. The hard-dock clamps engage, and a dull clunk vibrates through the floor as the Searcher links with the Nostromo.

The rest of the rescue team crosses over. The main power conduits are connected. Lights flicker on. The ship hums back to life—but the air stays cold, and the shadows linger.

Later—

Dr. O’Connor debriefs Donovan on the bridge.

“It’s as if the crew just... vanished. No signs of panic. No violence. Quarters are immaculate. Personal effects left behind. It’s like they were scrubbed out of existence.”

Donovan grimaces. “And the logs?”

“Wiped clean, deliberately.”

“Could we recover them?”

“Not a chance. Even the deep backups were wiped. Someone didn’t want this story told.”

Donovan looks out the viewport toward Earth’s distant glimmer. “Then it’s ours now.”

He turns to Mac. “Can the ship be flown back?”

Mac grunts. “I already patched the helm feeds. She’ll fly. Engines are fine, reactor’s stable. Between the Nostromo’s thrust and ours, we’ll shave six months off the return trip.”

Donovan’s eyes narrow. “Command will want a full report, but with the ship intact and no crew aboard, salvage law gives us a legal claim. Between the ship and the cargo...”

“We all retire,” Mac mutters.

Donovan doesn’t disagree. “Prep for departure,” the captain says. “We’re taking her home.”

Chapter 4: Salvage and Return

The twin ships begin their long burn toward Earth, engines blazing white in the shadow of Titania. The Nostromo lumbers in sync with the sleeker Searcher, tethered by hard-dock and thruster timing. In the vast dark, they move like conjoined beasts pulling away from the ruins of something forgotten.

Inside, crew members from both vessels work to bring the Nostromo back online. Lights flicker. Hatches hiss. Systems respond—mostly. The cargo holds remain sealed, pristine. Dr. O’Connor insists they stay that way.

“We’re not opening those until we’re within orbital control range,” he says flatly. “Not without proper decontamination.”

No one argues.

Engineering Bay – Two Days Later

Mac stands before the pile of salvage brought aboard decades earlier. With the ship stable and thrust routines automated, he has time to tinker. He’s already cleared away most of the debris—twisted metal, scorched panels, shredded insulation. Whatever ship or station it came from is long lost. Beneath it all sits a single object.

Three and a half meters wide, double saucer-shaped, seamless. It doesn’t resemble any human technology Mac’s seen—not in forty years of service. He runs a handheld scanner over its surface. No markings. No visible access points. Just a smooth, metallic shell that reflects light like liquid glass.

“Definitely not a beacon,” he mutters. “No thruster ports. No antenna arrays. No hull seams.”

He taps it. The sound is dull, hollow—but not empty. There’s mass inside. Machinery.

He hoists it carefully using a gravity clamp and flips it to examine the underside. No openings. Just a series of micro-perforations—concentric rings of pinholes surrounding a triangular arrangement of three raised nodes.

“What the hell are you?” he whispers.

The object doesn’t answer. Unseen behind its featureless exterior, something stirs. Deep within, a central carousel rotates. Four sealed cartridges lock into place. A narrow needle extends, puncturing each in sequence. Gas hisses silently into internal manifolds. Hundreds of ports along the underside begin to vent it into the air—colorless, odorless, invisible to every sensor aboard.

The Nostromo’s environmental system distributes it evenly—undetected. The Searcher, still linked by airlock and shared circulation, breathes it in too.

Four Days Later

They pass Neptune’s orbit. The crew begins to complain.

“Irritability. Fatigue. Mild tremors,” Dr. O’Connor notes in his report. “Possibly psychosomatic. Long-term isolation and proximity stress.”

Captain Donovan isn’t convinced. “Anything in the air?”

“Nothing abnormal,” O’Connor says, reviewing his scans. “CO₂ levels are slightly elevated. Biofilters are overdue for replacement, but it’s within tolerance.”

“Swap them anyway,” Donovan orders.

They do. It doesn’t help. The tension builds. Arguments erupt over trivial issues. Crew skip meals, then overeat. Hunger gnaws at them—an emptiness that food doesn’t satisfy.

Then the first person disappears. No trace, no signs of struggle—Just... gone.

Two Weeks Later

By the time they reach the asteroid belt, five crew members have vanished. Donovan, O’Connor, Mac, and the two helmsmen are all that remain. With fewer mouths to feed, rations stretch further. The hunger eases—but not for long.

The search for answers leads nowhere. There are no bodies. No signs of violence. The ship’s logs continue recording until the moment each person disappears, then... nothing. Just blank spaces in time.

Donovan tightens security protocols. Mac installs redundant locking systems. O’Connor runs genetic scans, checks for mutagens, pathogens, radiation leaks—anything. He finds nothing. Nothing human.

Chapter 5: The Hunger Within

The ship grows hotter. Not because of a malfunction—Dr. O’Connor confirms the reactor is stable—but because the crew demands it. They override the environmental controls, ratcheting up the temperature to thirty degrees Celsius. Sweat dampens every surface. Condensation beads along bulkheads. The air is thick, oppressive.

Still, the chill remains. An internal coldness that is bone-deep. It doesn’t matter how hot they make the ship—they shiver anyway. Donovan wakes scratching his arms, then his chest. The itching is unbearable. Skin raw, nails cracked, eyes bloodshot.

He stumbles into sickbay and slams his hand on the console. “Doc,” he growls, “you said it was a skin rash. It’s not going away.”

Dr. O’Connor looks up slowly. His face is pale, but his expression is calm. Too calm.

“Take off your shirt,” he says.

Donovan does. Red lines score his torso, crisscrossing his chest like cracked clay. O’Connor lifts a scanner, frowns, then sets it down. He reaches for a plastic tool and a pair of forceps.

“This might sting,” he says.

He scrapes at the irritated skin. It peels—too easily. Beneath it: scales. Iridescent green, smooth, shiny.

Donovan jerks back. “What the hell is that?”

O’Connor doesn’t answer. He peels off his gloves. His fingers are no longer fingers. They’ve elongated, tipped with sharp claws. He removes his lab coat, then his shirt. His body is fully transformed—muscle wrapped in emerald scales. His eyes blink sideways, horizontally.

Donovan stares in horror. “We’re turning into snakes.”

“No,” O’Connor says quietly. “Reptiles. Lizards, more precisely. The morphology is closer to monitor species. Human-reptilian hybrids.”

Donovan takes a step back. “What did this?”

“I don’t know,” O’Connor says. “But it’s rewriting our DNA. Whatever was in that ship—whatever the Nostromo brought aboard—it’s designed to infect us.”

“You’re saying this was deliberate?”

“I can’t prove it,” the doctor says. “But the changes aren’t random. They’re structured, engineered specifically to mutate the human genome.”

Donovan swallows hard. “The crew of the Nostromo?”

“They were infected too. They must have realized what was happening. No escape pods. No distress call. I think they made the only choice left to them.”

“They walked out the airlock,” Donovan whispers.

“Yes.”

Donovan looks at his hands. He can already see it—the slight webbing between his fingers, the discoloration along his wrists.

“It’s too late for us.”

“Not necessarily,” O’Connor says, but his voice is thin with doubt. “If I can isolate the mutagen, maybe I can stop it.”

Donovan’s eyes narrow. “We can’t let this reach Earth.”

The doctor doesn’t argue.

Bridge – Final Approach

Earth looms large now, a blue marble swelling in the viewport.

“Time to decelerate, Captain,” says the remaining helmsman. “If we don’t, we’ll slingshot past or burn up.”

Donovan stares at the planet. At everything they’ll never return to. His son’s graduation. The house by the lake. Quiet mornings.

“No,” he says. “Maintain course.”

The helmsman turns. “Captain—”

“That’s an order.”

Chapter 6: Seeding Earth

The Searcher and the Nostromo descend together, twin meteors igniting in the upper atmosphere. Their hulls burn white-hot, flames sheeting across reinforced plating.

But no deceleration commands come. No course corrections. No emergency broadcasts.

Inside both ships, alarms wail. Hull integrity warnings blink red. Thermal limits breach. The crew doesn’t respond. They are past response.

Bridge – CS Searcher

Donovan grips the armrests of his command chair, claws digging gouges into the padding. His breathing is ragged. His skin peels in long, ribboned strips, revealing gleaming scales beneath. His nose has flattened. His eyes blink horizontally.

Dr. O’Connor sits beside him, unmoving. His pupils are slitted. His fingers twitch spasmodically.

“I tried,” he says softly, voice rasping. “I couldn’t isolate the mutagen. It’s too complex. Self-replicating, adaptive.”

Donovan’s voice is hoarse. “How long?”

“Three to five generations. The mutations will be latent in most. But they’ll manifest. By the time your grandchildren are grown...” He trails off.

Outside the viewport, Earth swells—beautiful, blue, unaware.

Donovan nods once. “So be it.”

Nostromo – Aft Section

The ship begins to break apart under the stress. Explosive bolts give way. Plates shear off. The rear cargo deck fractures, flinging debris into the upper atmosphere. Among the tumbling wreckage, the alien object floats free.

It spins once, stabilizes. Then activates. Within its seamless hull, the final sequence engages. Dozens of remaining cartridges rotate into place. A fresh burst of gas—undetectable, engineered for atmospheric stability—vents from its ring of micro-ports.

It disperses easily in the superheated winds, invisible in the trail of the falling wreckage.

Nanoparticles ride the jet stream. They spread outward, then downward, descending like ash over oceans, forests, cities. Seeding Earth.

Moments Later – Stratosphere

The two ships disintegrate fully, flames arcing behind them like the tails of dying comets. Wreckage rains over the Pacific, burning into nothing—or sinking deep beneath the waves. But the device survives.

It plunges into the ocean, trailing steam. It sinks slowly, gently, vanishing into the abyssal dark. There it will wait. Recovery isn’t necessary yet. Not until the process is complete.

Elsewhere – Far Beyond the Solar System

A receiver pulses once, deep in the void. It acknowledges the transmission:

Objective Reached. Mission Complete.

Target Species: Preparing.

Phase Two: Scheduled.

And somewhere, beyond known space, the fleet turns toward Earth.

The End.
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Jay Toney

Chapter 1

Ceres, once considered a useless chunk of rock amongst the other asteroids orbiting the sun between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter, is now the base of operations for two of the largest industries in the solar system. The first is ice mining. Trapped in its mantle, mostly carbonates and clay, is more water than on all of Earth.

Tunnels spreading outward from a central hub, like the spokes of a wheel, have been sprayed with insulating foam and plastic to make them airtight. The tunnels that are no longer used for mining are used to house its occupants, and mining companies hoping to strike it rich in the asteroid belt. The most notable of which is Daedalus Corporation. The company specializes in deep-space engineering and asteroid mining. 

Their presence on Ceres is all about location. The dwarf planet gives them that. Using it as a base of operations, they have access to countless asteroids. There are quintillions of credits to be made for the company that can lay claim to the metal ores in M-Class asteroids, rich in nickel, iron, copper, and—gold, excavate, smelt them, and send the processed metals to Earth and Mars.

Jonah hurries through Delta Passage at breakneck speed heedless of its other occupants. In Ceres’s low gravity, point zero-two-nine Earth-G, walking is impracticable except in the mines with their steel grate floors and while wearing magnetic boots. Movement in its tunnels, or on its surface, is more commonly done by skipping. His path takes him between two asteroid miners, knocking them asunder. Their arms flail as they desperately reach out for railings that line the passages.

They grasp onto them, and stop their fall. The youngest of the two shouts, “Hey, old man, get back here and apologize!” He is ignored with Jonah conversing with someone who isn’t there. The rookie miner readies himself to give chase.

His partner grasps his shoulder stopping him. “Let it go, Rook. That’s Jonah. He’s crazy—space mad. Nothing good will come from getting mixed up with him.”

“He’s crazy alright. Something has to be done about him before he hurts someone.”

“The company uppers know all about him, and his imaginary friend, Burt.”

“So, that is who he is talking to?”

“Yeah,” the senior partner confirms.

“He is totally schizo!”

“The company uppers don’t care. He can have a gang of imaginary friends, and they still won’t care. He is their golden goose, and as such, he is protected. That means hands off! The dang-blasted space dog has gotta be the luckiest son of a dockside whore in the entire solar system. He has had more claims that have paid out than any ten of us put together. Take my advice, stay clear of him, or else...”

“Or else what?”

The prospector looks around to ensure no one is present who may overhear him, then whispers, “Or else you may find yourself floating in space without a spacesuit.”

Chapter 2

Jonah closes the airlock door and hangs his helmet, then he removes his spacesuit and stows it in the storage locker. He takes time to examine every inch of the lower deck looking for anything out of place. While inspecting, he mutters, “Dang-blasted corpo mechanics always messing with things they know nothing about. Took time to get Dottie tuned up proper. And what do they do? Reset the systems back to factory settings. That’s all they know how to do. Ain’t that right, Burt?”  He listens for a moment, then says, “Next time I catch them messing with my ship, we’ll mess them up real good—teach them a lesson they won’t forget.”

Satisfied that nothing is out of place, and that none of the ship’s systems have been touched, he heads to the central ladder saying, “Refuel the ship, top off the LOX, and stow provisions, that’s all the ground crew was supposed to do. Looks like they listened this time.” He starts climbing the rungs, looks over his shoulder at his partner, “Let’s get on up to the cockpit, Burt. I want to get off this rock as fast as we can. We got prospecting to do, credits to make. Can’t do that sitting here on Ceres Base.”

Jonah seats himself on the pilot seat and fastens the restraining harness. He looks to the right to verify Burt is likewise fastened into his seat. “Start the preflight checklist while I get Dottie warmed up, and call for launch clearance.”

While Burt works on the checklist, he quickly scans the enunciator panel—no warning lights, communications check, navigation, check, instruments check, life support check, reactor power nominal, fuel check. Check, check, and check! He places the headset on his head, and positions the microphone. “Ceres Tower, Dottie on launch pad eleven-alpha requests clearance for lift-off.”

He turns to Burt and sees he is still working on the checklist. “As much money as we make, we ought to be on Pad One, not way out here.” He listens a moment, then says, “I suppose you’re right. They couldn’t move the ship sitting on the launch pad, not with the short notice we gave them about us coming in. But still... dang-blasted folks here should show us some respect.”

“Uh, Jonah, seems someone raised a complaint about you causing some sort of ruckus. You need to come in, so we can get it straightened out.”

“Ruckus, what ruckus? I didn’t cause no dang-blasted ruckus.”

“Jonah, if you come in, I’m sure we can...”

Another voice breaks into the conversation, “Jonah, don’t worry about it. Seems a newbie got in your way, and doesn’t know how things work out here. We’ll straighten him out, or ship him off. You have launch clearance.”

“Hear that, Burt? That’s respect!”

He flips the switches to start the fuel pumps, then presses the igniter buttons. There are no clouds of smoke, balls of fire or deafening roar from the engines in Ceres’s almost non-existent atmosphere, just jets of blue-white flame extending from the exhaust nozzles. Dottie lifts off from launch pad eleven alpha, and accelerates away from the dwarf planet. 

“What’s that, Burt?” Jonah listens intently. “You and I think a lot alike. You’re right, pickings are getting slim around here. We need to move off the grid, expand our search further out than anyone else has. We’ll keep to the inner band though. That’s where the good ones are, no sense looking if it isn’t M-Class.”

Dottie is moving through the asteroids spinward. Jonah adjusts the course to a heading that will take them close to the inner edge of the asteroid belt. He cuts the engines and coasts, but keeps his feet and fingers on the thruster controls, and his eyes on the sensor display screen. Periodically his fingers dance over the lateral controls, or his feet tap attitude controls firing thrusters to avoid potential collisions.

Jonah and Burt are held in their seats by the restraints. Without them, they’ll float out of their seats every time the thrusters fire. There is no such thing as artificial gravity, save by spinning the ship which isn’t practical in a spaceship of Dottie’s’ size, and suicidal inside the asteroid belt.

Days pass, then weeks. When he and his partner tire, he moves the ship outside of the asteroid belt, so they can eat and sleep. Then it is back inside the asteroids with their eyes glued to the sensor display, looking for a sizeable asteroid with the right properties.

Chapter 3

“Hey Burt, what do you think about that one? Sure, ain’t no giant-sized chunk of rock like Ceres, not even as big as 16 Psyche, but it is close. With luck, maybe even a twin, loaded with metals and such. Won’t know for sure if it is M-Class until we take a looksie with the light spectrum thingamajigger.” Too bad, he and his partner can’t lay claim on Psyche. If they could, they could retire in luxury, maybe even buy their own planet?

Jonah uses the thruster controls to reorient the ship, and fires a blast from the main engine. He maneuvers Dottie in close to the asteroid, then fires the braking thrusters to put the ship into a parking orbit near the asteroid. He stares out the viewport. “This is it, Burt. I can feel it in my bones. We’re going to be rich! No more prospecting, not after this one.”

He unfastens his seat harness, gently pushes off it with his finger tips, and floats out of his chair. “Blasted scientists, wish they’d hurry up and invent gravplates, like in all them science-fiction books. Could use some artificial gravity instead of all this floating around in zero gee,” Jonah complains. He does a somersault with a half twist, and gently kicks off from the ceiling. He floats across the bridge, grasps a chair back, and pulls himself onto it.

If he had a full crew, this is where the engineer would sit. They are short of crew, but it isn’t anything that he and Burt can’t handle by themselves. He powers up the light spectrum analyzer, and aims its laser at the asteroid, then presses the firing stud. A beam of full spectrum light strikes the asteroid, and the splash back is reflected to a focusing lens. The concentrated light passes through a prism. The light splits into a rainbow.

Each wavelength is measured for loss of intensity. Different elements absorb different frequences of light. The more it absorbs, the denser the particles are. The wavelengths are measured and compared with data files stored in the computer. The process is nearly instantaneous taking only milliseconds.

Jonah exclaims, “Eh, what’s this? Blast our luck! Dang blasted asteroid is mostly clay. Hmm... there is iron, and nickel, plenty of that.” The percentage that he and Burt will make from Daedalus Corp mining the asteroid won’t be enough for them to retire on their own planet, but maybe a moon?

Europa, if they can swing it, nice view of Jupiter, the different colored bands, and the giant red eye. Plenty of water too, enough to set up an ice-mining operation. They could set up a biodome... “Eh, what’s this? Element unknown. Metallic for sure, but it doesn’t match anything in the database. Burt, we’re going to have to go down to the surface, take a look at this unknown element, and do some sampling. We’ll bring a beacon with us, and plant it good. Don’t want no dang-blasted claim jumpers moving in on what is ours.”

Chapter 4

The cargo bay door opens. Jonah threads an armor-piercing broadhead onto a lance, and fastens a cable to its eyelet. Then he loads it into a speargun. He turns it on its swivel, takes aim at a flat surface on the asteroid, and presses the trigger. Servo control valves open, dumping high-pressure air into the gun barrel, which blasts the lance out of the barrel with explosive force.

The lance flies toward the asteroid, straight and true, without gravity or air friction to deviate it from its course. It pulls a thin cable behind it from a spool. The broadhead hits the surface, penetrates, and with a slight twist, the barbs lock it in place. “Direct hit, Burt! And right on target too. I still have the touch.”

He winds the cable on its spool, removing the slack, then fastens a tether line from his spacesuit’s utility harness to it and deactivates the electromagnets in the soles of his boots. “Time to go, Burt.” He kicks off from the deck and glides toward the asteroid, guided by the cable. He looks back over his shoulder. “What are you waiting for? Come on, get going.”

Jonah’s feet touch down
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