
  
  
      
        
          Savage Space Salvage

          
		      
          Eric Kercher

        

        
          [image: ]

          Paper and Sword, LLC

        

      

    


  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        From the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Savage Space Salvage
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Eclectic Stories
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also By Eric Kercher
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Copyrights
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  For Noah








  
  From the Author


There are days when we all need an escape from a terrible job, a terrible day, or a terrible life. 
Join my newsletter and get an escape from the real world, stories, and lore designed to entertain and delight.
You’ll also get Stories from the Deep, an exclusive, unpublished anthology chock full of extra epilogues, short stories, and lore from the Patmos Sea Fantasy Adventure Series.
Join now at erickercher.com.
Enjoy the book.
-Eric Kercher






  
  Savage Space Salvage


Stars twinkled out the front visor, flashing in the nebula of pain. Stella sat watching it, a cooling cup of fragrant, steaming coffee languishing in her hands. 
“Trouble sleeping?”
She turned. Dave stood in the hatch, silhouetted by the cool, blue light of the corridor behind.
“Some.” She returned to her staring, the hard chair holding her. Dave joined her, taking the pilot’s seat next to her.
They sat in silence for a while, then finally Stella licked her lips. “Are we doing the right thing?”
“I think so. What else would happen to it? Drift forever, unused?”
“You make it sound noble.”
“In a way, it is. We re-purpose what has been lost.”
Stella shivered and rubbed her arms with her hands. The ship was warm, but not enough to cover the chill that ran down her back.
“Today was a hard day, I know that.” He reached over and patted her knee. “You’re going to be fine. Eventually, this will fade, and the next job will come up.”
She turned away. “I just can’t…” Memories flashed through her mind. She wiped one eye, then the other.
“Death is the one thing we can count on,” Dave said. She didn’t turn back, and he eventually stood. “Goodnight, Stella, wake me if you need anything.”
He left her to her thoughts. Stella stayed on the bridge until her coffee stopped steaming, then turned cold, hugging herself.

      ***"Message incoming,” the ship said, a soft, female tone that inspired confidence and soothed nerves.
“Send it to me,” Dave said. He picked up his tablet, reading it as it streamed in. A half-smile appeared on his face. “Sandy, tell the crew to gather. We’ve got another job.”
He walked down to the dining space, the sounds of the ship talking to the other distant. The smell of breakfast lingered in the air—re-hydrated potatoes and proteins. He poured a cup of coffee as the others came in.
“What’s up?” Sal said, picking a reconstituted orange from the fruit bowl and peeling it. “Another job?”
“You know it.”
Sal smiled, then clenched a fist. “Hot dog, I’m in for a mile.”
“We’ll cover the details when everyone else gets in.”
They chatted, making small talk, as the others joined. Sally, Zeld, and then finally Stella.
She had dark bags under her eyes, and took a seat without saying anything.
“I’ll cut to the chase,” Dave said. He flicked up on his tablet, and the hologram of space appeared above the table. “We’ve got a tip on the Orion network about a missing freighter loaded with synthesized proteins.”
The computer zoomed in on a section of space, highlighting a track that circled through empty space, then disappeared. “Rescue crews combed the area, but couldn’t pick up the ship’s signature.”
The ship in question appeared, turning slowly. Independence was splashed underneath it in bright, white letters.
Stella retreated, which Dave noticed. “She had a crew of three, all presumed dead. If we can get to it before the proteins go bad, that food will do a lot of good to the Cyclosian colonies less than a parsec away. The freight company has already written it off as a loss and it’s eligible for salvage.”
“So we just have to find it, that’s it?” Sal asked.
“That’s it. I’ve already altered course, and we’ll be in the sector in a few days.”
“They didn’t find it during the search?” Zeld asked.
“No trace. We’ve got the search area here.” A section of space glowed red. “They had two rescue ships with long-range scanners try the most likely areas of breakdowns.”
“What about attacks?” Stella asked, breaking her silence.
Dave paused. “The freight company never got a distress call. The crew checked in as normal and then went silent. There could have been an attack, for all we know, but they never told anyone about it if they did.”
“They might not have had the time,” Sal said. “Pirates move fast.”
“Unlikely,” Dave said. “Low-cost freight, too much risk. There are easier, higher-paying targets out there in space. My guess is a malfunction that took out the communication equipment at the same time.”
“And all the backups?” Stella asked.
Dave shrugged. “It’s been known to happen. Zeld, Sal, do the research on the ship. Everyone else, you know what to do.”
Cool, steady air from the ventilation blew down on Dave. Even though it was filtered air, it still smelled like fresh air. The others left, going to their respective tasks, but Stella remained.
“This is my last job,” she said after they were alone. Dave’s frown tightened. “I’d like to get off when we get to Sirus.”
“I respect that, and even though I’m disappointed by it, I think I understand.”
“I’m not cut out for this, Dave.” Her hand trembled.
“Stella, I’ve known you for years. You’re stronger than you think you are.”
She turned her head, away from him.
“Please look at me.” She did, her green eyes locking onto his, studying his face, examining him. “Is this about what… Is this about us?”
She looked away. “No.”
He approached her, knelt down. “If it is, I’m sorry, and we’ll never do it again.”
“Dave, it isn’t that. I’ve made my decision. Please let me make it.”
He nodded, got back to his feet, then turned away from her. “I’ll make the arrangements at the next dock.” His voice was ice-cold, as cold as the space that surrounded them. “I’ll be on the bridge if you need me.”
He left her, dwelling on his own thoughts, and tried to keep his emotions in check.

      ***Stella worked methodically. She didn’t feel the food beneath her fingers, or the tools she used to prepare it. Her mind was on other things.
Disturbing things.
The knife clicked as she cut up the protein, striking the cutting board. She finished it and dumped it into the cooker. It steamed and released its aroma, almost as close to real beef as you could get out here.
There was some comfort in her actions, and comfort in the dish she was making. She thought it would dispel the memories, make them go away.
It helped, but only a little. Parts of them were replaced by memories of helping her mother. A warm smile, a gentle hand, the taste popping in her mouth.
But underneath it all it was still there. Haunting, clutching. Forever to be entombed by nothing.
She shivered.
“What’s cooking?” Zeld asked, slipping through the doorway.
“Beef stew. Or close enough,” Stella said, glad of the interruption. She finished chopping the onions and slipped them in, along with the greens and potatoes.
“Smells good.” Zeld took a seat at the dinner table, scrolling through something on her tablet. “What’s the occasion?”
Stella wiped off her hands. “I didn’t have one. Just thought people would like it.” The cooker boiled and bubbled, sending steam up in plumes that spread throughout the combined cooking and dining chamber.
“Missing home?”
“Every day.” Stella gave a half smile. “How about you?”
“Well, less when we keep having these issues with the scanners.” Zeld screwed up her eyebrows and flicked onto another screen. “I keep telling Dave they need an overhaul. You know what he says.”
“We can make do?” Stella said, hazarding a guess. Zeld gave her a look.
“If he puts it off one more year, I’m not sure I’m going to stick around.”
“I wouldn’t blame you.” Stella turned to hide her discomfort, pretending to check on the stew. The cooker gave off waves of heat, so she turned it down to simmer.
“You seem off. Is everything okay?”
It came back. She squeezed her eyes shut, praying that the image would go away. The feeling, the touch. “Just homesick, like you said.”
“You want to talk about it?” Stella turned. Zeld had set down her tablet and was staring intently at her.
“Not particularly.”
“When you do, I’ll be here.”
“Thanks.” Stella forced a smile, hoping that she wouldn’t be found out. Zeld returned it, but her eyes lingered a little too long.
I’ve got to keep myself together, Stella thought. She busied herself with biscuits, mixing a batch of dough and trading small talk with Zeld, listening to her complain about the sensors.
She didn’t catch most of it, but smiled and made polite noises in the right spots. The dough was tipped out onto the counter and she kneaded it. It was soft and cool, giving way beneath her hands.
Stella’s heart churned, and her stomach tumbled. She clutched the edge of her bed with tight fists, willing the ship to stay back, stay away.
To just go on past and never encounter anything else like that again.
“Please assemble on the bridge,” the ship said.
It was too late.
She willed herself to go, standing, then putting one foot in front of the other until she was there.
Everyone else was in the bridge. They didn’t even turn to look at her when she entered.
“I’m not picking up anything,” Zeld said at the console for the ship’s auxiliary systems, including the sensors. She banged a hand on the side of it. “I told you we needed to fix the long-range sensors. They aren’t giving us a good reading.”
“What’s wrong with them?” Dave asked.
“Something, I don’t know what. I’m not a technician. I keep getting artefacts or… something else. False positives.”
Dave frowned, then joined her. “Could it be a fake signal, from pirates?”
“Checking now.” Zeld manipulated the console, working through different displays at an alarming rate. “Doesn’t look like it. Short-range scanners are working fine and don’t show anything out of the unusual.”
“Alright, everyone to their stations. It looks like we’ll have a search on our hands. We’ll take it sector by sector, clearing anything in our path we think is most likely first.” They all settled in for a long search.
At first the long-range scanner, although glitching, seemed to work. But as they spent more and more time in the area, it got worse.
Stella was distracted by space. Just a few inches between it and them, like a thin membrane. She didn’t know why it bothered her now, but she kept imagining it rupturing, sucking the air and them out into the cold of space to freeze to death.
Of what she had heard it was a bad way to go. So cold it burned, then froze everything in your body. All the way down to your heart.
So she withdrew from the activity and conversation around her, staring into the black void of space.
Troubled by her memories and by what was to come.
“We’ll move on. Looks like this sector’s empty.” Dave got up and stretched, then punched in the new coordinates. The ship responded, thrusters firing with a gentle acceleration that brought them in line. “Everyone, take a break. We’ll be there in a few hours.”
Stars streaked by, but Stella sat and watched. Dave waited, sitting with her and staring out.
“Anything you want to talk about?” He broke the silence first. The others had gone back to eat. The smell of rice and vegetables drifted into the control room.
“No.” She shifted in the soft chair, worn by years of use.
Dave lingered, then left her.
The rest of the search was uneventful and took a few days. Stella walked through it like it was a dream state, wishing she were anywhere else.
A few days later, Zeld was at the scanner controls. “I’ve got something.” Everyone was around her in an instant.
The
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