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Derke Statton piloted his salvage vessel Scavenger 1 towards Mars, eager to return and unload his cargo. He’d been out for six days, a gruelling time spent collecting scrap from among the orbital flotsam. He flew Scavenger 1 solo, and that’s how he liked it. Just his ship and him, living off the nourishment and environmental systems. She was a single-operator craft, whereas most had room for three crew and the pilot, with a cargo capacity that was only half the size of the larger ships used for salvage.

A small craft for its purpose, but Scavenger 1 suited his needs, especially with the neuro-link adaptation that communicated directly to his brain. Neuro-links were only legally available to UN marine pilots with the surgical mod – certain black market sources could provide them. Even the underground surgeons maintained a rigorous regime of testing before they’d consent to doing the operation.

The majority of Derke’s flying was done with his console, but he could fine-tune manoeuvres, operate the ship’s systems, and the sweeper arms with only a thought when needed. He'd also upgraded the nourishment feed to work with the new osmo-permeate tech, meaning he could be sustained for up to two weeks without physically having to consume anything.

Additionally, he'd made some modifications of his own that weren't entirely ‘legal’ as they put Scavenger 1 on a performance level the local interceptor craft couldn't hope to match. Mars’ authorities didn't press the issue, though. Derke was too good a junker, profitable, and he kept to most of the rules and regulations.

He thought about how much he loved the solitude and the timeless quiet of working in space. With nothing and no one to worry about but himself, not that there was anyone else to worry about. There was so much scrap in so much space around Mars that one could fly for days and not encounter another ship. Only the commercial and passenger flight lanes were busy with shuttle traffic, and those were kept clear of debris by Mars Command’s ships.

Upon docking at Mars Delta, he would auction his cargo, make his final payment to Hawethorn and be one step closer to getting away from the depressing hunk of rock once and for all. It would be a good haul this time. He’d found some quality metals and bits of reusable tech that should fetch a good price, assuming the right buyers were at the auction. He’d even reclaimed an almost complete drive core from one of the old orbiter stations that the recyclers would clamour over.

Mars’ orbit was full of such remnants from the early exploration and colonization days. After this haul, he’d be done with Marius Hawethorn forever. Derke intended to sell Scavenger 1 to some other desperate junker, book passage back to Earth and forget he’d ever come to Mars. Just one more decent payload! He couldn’t wait to be free from Hawethorn, that overbearing criminal asshole. A man who had gained his position through considerable wealth, built and backed by his ties to a criminal underground. It was a classic story, one as old as humanity.
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AS DERKE APPROACHED the sensor field surrounding the planet, he opened comms to the control station, “Mars Delta Control, this is Scavenger 1 requesting salvage berth.”

“Scavenger 1. This is Delta Control, please transmit SIG code and cargo classification.” As always, the response.

It was Nichols on dock duty this time. He was a good guy who never gave Derke a hard time. The commands were standard; the SIG code would identify his ship and license, and the cargo class input would specify his salvage for the dock's customs.

“Stand-by Control.” Derke input the sequence as requested.

A reply came a minute later, and he was instructed to navigate through the LLSA field at a slow burn for a short scan before receiving a dock berth. It was routine. During the short scan, the sensors would conduct a quick scrutiny of the ship and cargo to verify the information he’d transmitted. A formality for the most part, one almost as old as the Mars colony from way back when they had no idea what could be floating around out here.

Useless in his opinion, but he couldn't dock without it. Better than the alternative, which was to fly to one of the field’s sensor gates for a full scan. Ostensibly, they were checking for contaminants and contraband. Realistically, the sensors were so outdated that they wouldn’t know what they had unless it triggered a red. Regardless, the control crew all knew him, and he wasn’t often subjected to a full scan.

He flew through Mars’ LLSA field at the regulated speed and braced himself for the sensor contact. It always sent a bit of a tingle through one’s body as the sensors scanned and categorized all material on the ship. It didn’t hurt, but it was unpleasant. The feeling reminded him of an old idiom his grandfather used to say about someone stepping on your grave. He’d never seen a grave himself; due to overpopulation, humankind cremated all of its dead.

When Derke flew through the field and felt the familiar sting of it, his ship’s sensors went haywire with alarms. Surprised but not worried, he checked his readings and found they were reacting to the field’s alarm. He had a red! He’d been piloting out of Mars for almost 20 years and couldn’t recall there ever being a red.

Immediately, orders came from Control, “Scavenger 1, please proceed to Q-zone for a full scan. Full system shutdown required, only environmental and communications allowed. Sorry, but we gotta check it out.”

“Understood, Control. Proceeding per command.” He gave a heavy, frustrated sigh as he deactivated the alarm and directed his ship to the mandated zone just inside the field near a sensor gate.

On reaching the designated position, he shut down as required, leaving only his environmental and communication systems live while he waited for the scan. On a whim, he asked over the comms. “Nichols, level with me, what did you pick up?”

“I can’t say. It’s above my pay grade.”

“Spill it, Nichols. It’s me, you know it’s not going past me to anyone,” he insisted.

“I’m not sure, but you didn’t hear this from me.” Nichols relented, “I’ve never had readings like this. It reads that you're carrying unknown organics. That’s all I can tell you, so don’t ask for more.”

“Roger that, and thanks. I’ll buy you a drink off shift.”

What the... Unknown organics? He went over all of his sweeps from the past six days, but couldn’t recall anything out of the ordinary, and his ship's sensors hadn’t identified anything that would have caused a red. Strange, but there was nothing to do about it but wait and let the scanners do their job.

If the short scan was uncomfortable, the full scan was worse. It always gave pilots a headache and produced a prickling sensation throughout one’s body. The effects lingered for days, so he wasn’t looking forward to it. As he sat waiting and pondering what he could have picked up, he watched the gate for signs of activity. Nichols and the dock crew would operate the scanner remotely, but the sensor drones would come from the gate.

Hundreds of small drones equipped with hundreds of sensors would swarm the ship, pouring over every speck looking for what had triggered the red. While that happened, the gate's sensors would conduct an even deeper scan. The gate’s access bay slid open, and he watched the drones approach as he felt the hum of the scanner building up deep within his body. He braced himself for the unpleasant sensation about to bombard him. Then, just as the drones were about to start their work, they all pulled up short and collectively turned back towards the gate. The discomfort of the deep scan abruptly faded. Another what the moment in an already odd series of events.

His comms came live again. “Scavenger 1. We have an Executive Order, proceed to docking bay two-three.”

“Confirmed Control, on route,” Derke replied as he switched on the ship’s systems and directed his approach.

Dock two-three was a transport customs facility reserved for maintenance checks, impound or document inspection as Mars attempted to crack down on smuggling. Another strange twist because the EO could only have come from Hawethorn’s office.

Hawethorn, of course, had a vested interest in all of Derke’s cargo. Due to the debt Derke owed, Hawethorn had the first pick of items Scavenger 1 returned loaded with; his crews sorted through Derke’s inventory before it was brought to auction. He’d collected some rather interesting and valuable pieces because of this arrangement. Usually, Hawethorn was content to let Derke sell and collect his cut afterward. Derke began to feel uneasy about the situation. What was onboard that could interest Hawethorn enough to take a direct hand in things?
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SCAVENGER 1 FLEW OVER the dock access, and the bay’s slider doors opened to allow him to land. He put it into sequence and let the automated systems bring the ship in as smoothly as possible. On touchdown, the doors slid closed, and the environmental systems flooded the bay with oxygen. The change in pressure produced the usual mechanical creaking and hissing sounds as air filled the void and the landing gears' mag-locks engaged. Derke ignored the noise as he proceeded with his own systems shutdown and unjacked from his neuro-link. Policy dictated that he stay in the cockpit while customs searched the ship, but he wasn’t about to sit idly by while they tore her apart.

Derke was well regarded in all circles on Mars. He was a former UN Navy pilot with a distinguished service record, and he had a rapport with the dock and control staff. He frequented the same watering holes and was always willing to buy a round or shoot the breeze. The other pilots and junkers respected him too, simply because he was a top-notch pilot and a straight shooter who didn’t stick his nose in other people’s business. Even the admin, excepting Hawethorn, liked him well enough, but he also didn’t take crap from anyone, no matter their station. He knew most of the customs
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