
  
    [image: Lost Orbits Stories]
  


  
    
      LOST ORBITS STORIES

    

    
      
        JEANNETTE BEDARD

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Jeannette Bedard

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        A note from the author

      

      
        How Not to Rescue a Hippo

      

      
        Finding Joy the Hard Way

      

      
        All They See Are Stars

      

      
        Chapter 1 of The Lost Star Chart

      

    

    
      
        Thanks for reading!

      

      
        Also by Jeannette Bedard

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up this collection. These three stories are your introduction to Darla—a cynical, fiercely independent space captain who would much rather talk to her holographic hippo than deal with actual people. She navigates the fringes of an interstellar Protectorate that’s more interested in bureaucracy than justice, taking odd jobs, dodging criminals, and insisting she doesn’t need anyone.

      She’s wrong about that last part, of course. But don’t tell her I said so.

      In ‘How Not to Rescue a Hippo,’ you’ll meet Darla on a simple delivery job in exchange for an antique statue she's been after for years. But, the job turns out to be more than it seems and goes spectacularly sideways.

      Next in ‘Finding Joy the Hard Way’ Darla’s ship needs repairs forcing her to take it to an out of the way asteroid where a less than upstanding repair shop can do the work. Once there, a group of feral children steal a prized statue she just acquired. She wants her statue back.

      Finally in ‘All They See Are Stars,’ Darla and her new robot companion Tud (which is not short for totally useless device) infiltrate a Star Cult ship to rescue an old friend.

      These stories set the stage for The Lost Star Chart, the full-length novel at the heart of Lost Orbits. If Darla’s voice gets under your skin the way it got under mine, I hope you’ll join her for the rest of the journey.

      

      Happy reading!

      

      Jeannette
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            HOW NOT TO RESCUE A HIPPO

          

        

      

    

    
      Theo65 set everything up for me, like they always did. It was a simple job: transport a small box to Dome 17 on Happy Acres Moon and give it to Dyson. Sure, Dyson was a known criminal, but nothing was wrong with just dropping off something for him. The exchange was straightforward—the little box in my backpack for a little Hank the Hippo statue, supposedly from Old Earth—and simple enough to risk the statue being a fake.

      With the box stashed in my backpack, I headed to the Centaur Ferry Line check-in kiosk. I put my hand in my jacket pocket to confirm my Emerg-Blast remained safely stowed there. The small device could create a localized but mighty electromagnetic pulse. If things went sideways, which tended to happen, it was way easier to use than any other weapon I’d tried.

      As I stopped to check the departure board, a man bumped into me.

      “Sorry,” he said without taking his eyes off the smiling centaur logo above us.

      With dark hair, dark eyes, and an average build, nothing stood out about him, which doubled my suspicion. Using the new software on my AR goggles, I tagged him.

      I grunted and strode off to board the ferry. Choosing a seat that gave me a good view of the main cabin, I settled in. The ferry pulled away from the dock a few minutes later and set a course to Happy Acres Moon—a name given to lure in farmers. It was a rock with the right amount of sunlight to grow food under domes. (Only Blue Moon Colony was better situated.)

      Looping one of my backpack straps around my ankle, I set my proximity sensor and closed my eyes for what I hoped would be a three-hour nap.

      Forty-five minutes later, something woke me. I remained motionless, my goggles hiding my wakefulness from others. That’s when I spotted him for a second time—the man who’d bumped into me. A knot twisted in my gut. Maybe this job wasn’t as simple as I’d thought.

      The man took a seat near the snack bar a short distance from me. Despite his intense focus on his fingernails, my gut said he was watching me. His ordinariness was a clear indicator he was on the clock following me. Had Dyson sent him to make sure I brought the box? Or had a different criminal group tasked him? Worse yet, did he work in law enforcement?

      I played it cool, not letting on that I’d spotted him.

      

      When I disembarked the ferry at the primary settlement on Happy Acres Moon, he followed close behind me. (The tiny camera on the band of my goggles gave me an excellent view.) The crowd wasn’t huge, so I dodged to the side and slowed. He did the same and pulled out his datapad as if to check messages. Zooming in, I took a few pictures.

      Next, I did what any sane person being followed would do and darted forward, weaving through the flow of people like I had somewhere to be. At the last minute, I sidestepped right and entered the nearest washroom, securing the door behind me.

      Using code from a probably unsavoury source, I searched the population information from Indigo Station starting with the assumption that was where he was from. (I had to start somewhere.) Five seconds into my search, he came up.

      Frank Dole was his name, and he lived with his husband in the Delta Sector of Indigo Station. Frank appeared to be a schoolteacher; of course, that had to be a fake job. The man was obviously an undercover agent of some sort.

      After waiting a half hour, I poked my head out and looked around. Everyone who’d disembarked the ferry was long gone. Only a ticket agent and a janitorial robot (a repurposed TUD unit) remained.

      My plan had been to take a train, delightfully climate controlled but fully wired for AIs with access to facial recognition algorithms, to Dome 17. If the guy following me—I rechecked his name was Frank—jacked into the local system, I’d be super easy to track.

      Lingering would also raise questions, so I continued out of the ferry terminal and into the dome. It smelled good, like apples and sunshine. A cozy village was snuggled into the side wall, leaving plenty of open space for the orchard. It would be a nice place to raise a family of apple lovers. I snorted, picturing hordes of rug rats running around being extra annoying. This wasn’t the kind of environment I could live in, though; good thing I was only passing through.

      I tested the handle of the first maintenance door I came to. Locked. Trying to look like I belonged, I used my Delock6000 device (not exactly legal, I knew). After a quick swipe, the door opened. Ignoring my urge to glance around, I entered and locked the door behind me.

      Given the dome’s public nature, a map of all the maintenance corridors was available for download. I found an appropriate airlock and headed that way.

      By avoiding the train, I faced a ten-kilometre trek across the planet’s barren terrain, a landscape devoid of breathable air. But I’d come prepared.

      I wove through a maze of generic corridors to reach the airlock and pulled my fancy new nanite spacesuit from my backpack. All I had to do was put on the helmet and the nanites would disperse and envelop me. In space it was good for thirty-six hours; on a planet it would be even better.

      The suit’s drawback was its inability to alter colour, and its colour happened to be Day-Glo magenta. At least I didn’t have to look at myself.

      Spacesuit sealed, I let myself out of the airlock.

      Outside the dome, a field of grey rocks reached to the horizon, which wasn’t that far away because Happy Acres wasn’t a big moon. (Have I mentioned how lame calling this place ‘Happy Acres’ was? It was like the place demanded its citizens be happy.) The water world this moon circled was out of sight. The system’s sun was just rising over the horizon, casting a blinding amount of light, forcing me to switch my goggles to their sunglasses setting.

      My goggles overlaid a green line along the route I needed to follow. I couldn’t see the end, which meant I faced a long trudge. For entertainment (because I was already bored with the endless rocks), I started my Hank the Hippo program.

      Hank, in his fantastic hippo form, appeared beside me. He looked up at me with his huge round nose and glossy eyes, and my heart almost melted.

      “Shall we go?” I asked.

      Hank wiggled his ears.

      We started walking.

      

      We reached Dome 17 three hours later. The structure was as a prefab marvel of interlocking triangles. Despite being big enough for a farming settlement, its panels lacked the required transparency. Whatever was going on here wasn’t agriculture. Not that I cared. All I needed to do was make the exchange and get out.

      “Next we have to find a way in,” I said to Hank (who didn’t answer, because he was a hippopotamus—and an imaginary one at that).

      Hank kept pace as I followed the dome’s wall counterclockwise away from where the train came in. By law, remote habitats were supposed to leave their airlock doors unlocked as a safety measure. Even though unsavoury sorts inhabited this dome, I hoped to find an open one. Besides, only a fool would arrive on foot, so why would they lock the doors?

      “I wonder if the hippos of Old Earth were as big as you?” I said. Hank’s head reached my elbow, and I was a tall human.

      He gazed at me with his liquid eyes, showing me why I kept him at my side as much as I did. (Humans only ever caused me trouble.) We continued on.

      After another few minutes of walking, we reached an airlock. I tried the door, and to my surprise it opened. (My Delock6000 didn’t work on airlock doors.) Inside, as soon as the air had cycled, I removed the magenta spacesuit and tucked it in my backpack, but I left Hank running.

      My contact, Dyson, waited for me farther inside. The exchange wouldn’t take long.

      “Next step is to get to Diggers Draw,” I told Hank, who wiggled his back half—not a graceful move. “That sounds like a pub to me.”

      

      Digger’s Draw turned out to be more of a scummy tavern than a pub. It was outside a maintenance bay, and most of the patrons looked like they’d arrived directly from their shift, still covered in the grime of whatever work they did. All I could do was hope they’d washed their hands.

      As I entered the stench of stale beer and body odour assaulted my nostrils, and my gut churned. I certainly wasn’t going to order any food here. Making the place weirder, the air held an uncomfortable stillness, like a spell about to be broken. Despite knowing I should turn around and head home, I proceeded down the two steps to the main floor.

      The minimal overhead lighting left the place dim, and I could barely make out the alcoves that surrounded the main floor. I set my goggles to their low-light setting. People, either conversing or drinking themselves under the table, filled most of the alcoves. No one looked happy to be there except Hank at my side. He always looked happy, and I loved him for it. I headed to the bar.

      “What do you want?” a wizened barkeep asked, her overgrown eyebrows oscillating in time with her words. A bun contained about half her grey hair; the rest formed a tangled halo around her head. She frowned as she looked me up and down. “You must be new.”

      “Um, yeah, I just got here.”

      She nodded. “Fresh meat.” She turned and filled a mug from the tap.

      As she set the drink on the bar, a dark brown froth spilled over the sides. I cocked my head. Wasn’t beer foam much lighter? “What’s that?”

      She slid the mug toward me. “Something you’ll have to get used to.”

      “Right.” There was no point beating around the bush. “I’m here to meet someone. He said his name is Dyson.”

      The bartender pointed to an alcove that contained a single person dressed nicer than anyone I’d seen so far. His slicked-back hair glistened in the low light.

      Not caring what it cost, I swiped my chip to pay for the beer or whatever the drink was—I wouldn’t be consuming it—and took the mug to the alcove.

      “You Dyson?” I asked. Just then my goggles flashed red. I froze as I sifted through the warnings. The guy from the ferry, Frank Dole, had just entered the bar.

      I missed the raised step to the alcove and tripped. As I tumbled forward, the drink escaped my grasp, hit the table, and splashed Dyson.

      “Crap!” I’d also hit my knee, and now it throbbed, but splattering my contact was a far greater injury. I didn’t want to lose my cute little statue.

      Dyson scoffed. “You’re a clumsy oaf.” He spoke as if I was beneath him. “Sit. We have business.”

      I wanted to respond to his insult with a witty rebuttal, but that wouldn’t have helped anything. (Plus I couldn’t think of one.) I bit my tongue and slid into the seat across from him. “Do you have the statue?” Keeping my gaze on Dyson, I tried to locate Frank. For once my tagging habit paid off.

      Dyson leaned back. “Let’s see the box first.”

      Warning bells went off in my head. I should have walked out of there, but instead I pulled my backpack onto my lap and removed a small metal box. It had been powder-coated with a smooth white paint that gave it a clinical vibe. I set it on the table and slid it toward Dyson.

      “I’ll take that.” Frank darted in and grabbed the box off the table, then fled.

      Dyson fixed his gaze on me.

      I pointed to Frank, who was hurrying for the exit at a pace that resembled a run. “He’s getting away. You need⁠—”

      Dyson put up a hand, and I stopped talking. “You led him right to me.”

      I froze as cold sweat formed under my clothes. “I have nothing to do with him.”

      Dyson leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “But you know who he is.”

      “Frank Dole,” I said and immediately regretted it.

      Dyson made a dismissive gesture, and someone grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the seat. I barely kept hold of my backpack as the security goon dragged me out of the bar before I could say another word.

      

      Stripped of my goggles (I always felt naked without them!) and backpack, the goon shoved me into a holding cell. As I stumbled to stay upright, the door slammed behind me, and I heard the click of a lock.

      “Crap,” I said to myself.

      “This isn’t how I planned on my day going, either.”

      I spun around. “Frank Dole.” I gritted my teeth as I imagined punching him in the jaw.

      He sat on the built-in bench along the back wall. A dark bruise marred his jaw, suggesting someone had beaten me to the punch.

      “How do you know who I am?”

      I glanced around our shared cell and groaned. Unless I sat next to Frank, I’d have to stand. So I remained on my feet and leaned against the wall.

      Frowning, I fixed my gaze on him. “You seemed dodgy, so I searched out who you are.” I snorted. “Schoolteacher is clearly a front for something more nefarious.”

      “I teach math to grade six students.” Frank sounded so genuine I almost believed him. He stood and moved closer to me. That was when I realized we were the same height.

      Since the general population was typically much shorter than me, looming over people was my typical intimidation tactic. Didn’t everyone have a favourite intimidation tactic?

      Frank took a step closer—too close for my liking. “Now, tell me why you’re trafficking embryos for Dyson.” His breath smelled sour.

      I put up a hand, palm facing him. “What are you talking about? I’m not working for Dyson.”

      Frank put his hands on his hips. “That box you⁠—”

      I cut him off. “I never looked inside. I had no idea what was in it.”

      He leaned in until his nose nearly touched mine. “That box contained embryos created by combining my husband’s and my DNA.”

      I shrugged (a foolish reaction, I knew).

      “You stole my children.”

      “Look, I had no idea what was in that box.”

      He shook his head and backed away. “Then why did you have it?”

      “It was just a job. I bring Dyson a box, and he gives me the artifact I’m after. If I’d known it was full of stolen biological matter, I wouldn’t have done it.” That might have been true, though I really wanted to get my hands on that Hank the Hippo statue. My reputation wasn’t that of a fine, upstanding Protectorate citizen.

      Frank stared at me, his expression blank, which I found unnerving.

      Before either of us said another word, the door opened, and a guard beckoned me. I didn’t hesitate to follow him out of the cell.

      

      Traversing a maze of corridors, the guard showed me to Dyson’s office. His name on an extra-large brass plaque fixed to the door acted as a big clue, because the guard hadn’t said a word.

      The office was unnecessarily big, so big a family of four could have lived in it with space to spare. Floor-to-ceiling windows filled the far wall, overlooking some sort of technical shop full of people hard at work, which told me Dyson was the kind of crap boss who liked to look down on his people.

      “There you are.” Dyson smiled as he entered via a different door.

      “Here I am.” I did my best to keep my face neutral. I needed to keep myself out of that cell, make the deal, and get the hell away from this dome.

      Dyson walked toward me and gestured to a nearby sofa. “Have a seat.”

      Deciding it was in my best interest to feign compliance, I plunked down where he’d indicated as he sat in a chair facing me.

      “Did you retrieve the box?”

      He smiled. “I did. My security force here is very efficient.”

      “Good to know.” I shifted in the seat, wishing I had my goggles on.

      “And I’ve determined you and Mr. Dole were not working together.”

      My eyebrows pulled together. “Of course we weren’t.” I forced my expression neutral again. “Since you have the box, please hand over the Hank the Hippo statue.”

      “I’ll uphold my end of the bargain.” He gestured, and an elegantly dressed young woman entered the office holding a shiny box. She handed it to me.

      I opened the box to be greeted by Hank’s smiling face. I wanted to smile back but didn’t. I still needed to play it cool.

      “Backpack, goggles, and I’m good to go.”

      Dyson smiled in a way that didn’t reach his eyes. “Of course.” The woman rushed out of the room. “While we wait, let’s discuss some further business.” He stood and walked to the windows. Being the fool that I was, I followed.

      “I’d rather head home,” I said, staring into the workspace below. It looked like a lab of some kind, but I wasn’t an expert in that kind of thing. I saw a stack of boxes that resembled Frank’s on a bench. A knot turned in my gut. What if they were experimenting on human embryos here?

      “It’s an easy job, one that would save you connecting between trains, elevators, and ferries.”

      The woman returned with my backpack and goggles. The first thing I did was pull on the goggles.

      “I understand you are a seasoned pilot.”

      “Yes.” I checked the train schedule.

      “Good. I’d like to hire you to fly one of my shuttles out of here,” he said, his gaze fixed on the workers below. No one looked up at us.

      My knotting gut screamed I was in grave danger, but I did my best to keep playing it cool. “Where would I be taking this shuttle?”

      “To a colleague of mine on Formax, a quick hop away.”

      “Thanks, but no. I’m expected back on Indigo Station.” I took a pace away from the window as Dyson turned toward me. “There’s a train leaving in a few minutes, so I need to get going.”

      “Of course. I need to deal with Mr. Dole.”

      I shrugged into my backpack, then ran my hands down the sides of my pants. Despite telling myself Frank and his box weren’t my responsibility, leaving him behind didn’t sit right with me.

      “Good luck with that,” I called over my shoulder as I walked out.

      

      The same guard who’d escorted me earlier waited outside the office.

      “This way to the train station,” they said as they gestured to the hall. “Dyson insists I accompany you.”

      “Great,” I said, pretending enthusiasm. “I’d get lost without you. This place is a maze.”

      The guard didn’t answer but fell into step beside me.

      “What’s going to happen to Mr. Dole?” I asked as we turned into another corridor. “Is he going to be handed over to Protectorate authorities?”

      “Protectorate authorities are not welcome here,” the guard said.

      “Right.” I bit my lip. The likelihood of Frank surviving hovered near zero. They’d kill him for sure. What if he really was a teacher trying to recover his embryos? A professional thief would have had a better plan—one that didn’t get them caught within seconds.

      I almost groaned as I accepted I couldn’t leave Frank behind. Why was I such a sucker? But first I needed to get rid of the guard. Step one: create a big distraction.

      I put my hand in my jacket pocket. My Emerg-Blast remained exactly where it should be, and it was fully charged. (I’d triple checked before leaving Indigo Station.) All I had to do now was find the right moment.

      As we walked past a series of windows showing the shuttle hangar beyond, I paused. A jaunty yellow one caught my eye.

      “You don’t want to miss your train,” the guard said, as if they cared.

      “Right.” Jogging a few steps, I caught up with them. “I need to be on that train.” I also needed to be far enough away from that hangar so when I unleashed the electromagnetic pulse contained in my Emerg-Blast, I wouldn’t fry any shuttles. Especially that pretty yellow one. I liked the pretty yellow one. I’d be coming back for it.

      “Let’s keep moving,” they said, and I wondered if they were really taking me to the train station. Maybe my fate was the same as Frank’s.

      

      I was wrong. Shockingly, the guard took me to the train station—plenty far enough from the hangar. I removed my goggles with my left hand and put them in my shielded pocket. (I assumed everyone picked a pocket or two and sewed in metal fabric to create a Faraday cage.)

      I’d never know if the guard would have allowed me to board the train, because, with my right hand, I activated the Emerg-Blast.

      As always, it was anticlimactic. Everything electrical around me died, including the emergency lights. A cloak of absolute darkness fell over us.

      Fishing out my goggles, I put them back on and activated night vision. First I retraced my steps. People around me started shouting. Somewhere in the distance something popped, and a cascade of sparks shone.

      I kept moving.

      If I really was the hardheaded, cold-blooded antiquities dealer of my reputation, I would have marched right back to the hangar and taken the pretty yellow shuttle. But unfortunately I had the kind of squishy core that wouldn’t leave a grade six schoolteacher behind to die—even if he did teach math.

      “Crap,” I muttered to myself. “How did I get this soft?”

      At the first unaffected part of the dome I came to, I stopped and plugged into a computer terminal. I readily found a dome map without any fancy hacking. I brought it up on my goggles and kept moving. Trying to look like I belonged, I delved deep into the maze of corridors.

      

      It was easy to find the security office (where the cells were) using the map overlay. It surprised me that a dome this size—medium-small—needed five holding cells. But it seemed Dyson felt the need.

      I stopped around the corner from the security desk and took a deep breath to calm myself. The faux-lemon scent of whatever cleaner someone had used did not facilitate my calmness. I sighed and focused on the task at hand.

      The guards would recognize me, so I needed a distraction, but my Emerg-Blast was out of charge. (Maybe I needed to invest in a second one.)

      I did the only logical thing and set Hank the Hippo to be a holographic projection. When he appeared, he looked at me and wiggled his ears in the cutest way possible. Then he started walking to the desk. I crept forward to make sure the projector didn’t cut out.

      “Oh!” the guard at the desk said. “Dugger, come look at this.”

      I held my breath as someone approached from out of sight. Unfortunately, my distraction only drew more people in—not exactly what I’d hoped.

      “Aw,” the new person said, presumably Dugger. “I grew up on Hank the Hippo. I loved him.”

      “Me too,” said the nameless first guard.

      I nearly groaned at the realization I’d created a reminiscing fest. Soon they’d be singing theme songs and hugging.

      A ping sounded from the desk, and I pressed myself more tightly to the wall.

      “Something’s going on at the train station,” Dugger said. “They want me to help.”

      “I got things here,” the first guard said.

      Staying as still as I could, I held my breath. What if they came my way? I cursed myself for not picking up any weapons, but then I remembered I sucked at using most weapons.

      “See if you can grab the source code for Hank. I’d love to have a copy.”

      I swallowed as I squeezed my hands into fists, but Dugger took another exit that didn’t pass my hiding spot. Could I assume there was only one guard left? It was a bold assumption, the kind that could bite me.

      I adjusted Hank’s code. The hippo waddled right up to the desk and yawned.

      “You are so cute!” The remaining guard spoke as if talking to a baby as they came out from behind the desk and approached Hank’s projection. Their back was to my hiding spot.

      This was my best chance.

      I charged forward. With my full, not-insignificant body weight, I slammed into the guard. The two of us hit the ground, me landing on top. They let out an “Oof’” as I knocked the air out of them. Hank’s image winked off.
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