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1 FORTUNE NOT FOUND: ABORT, RETRY, IGNORE?


        

      

    

    
      It was a dark and lonely space.

      I deleted the line and took a long drink of whatever passed as human-tolerable swill here on Lohoa Station as I tried to think of something better. I’d been taken from Earth before I could legally drink, but I’d still partaken enough in my teens to know that booze in space sucks.

      I glanced at the green-skinned Floid next to me. Giving him a chin nod, I said, “Hey.”

      He turned his head—his eyes had that bloodshot gaze that drunks always seemed to get, regardless of which world they came from.

      “I’m stuck. What do you think would be a good opening line for a memoir?” I asked.

      “Delahnuck fah,” he muttered and turned back to his drink.

      My brows rose. “Did you just tell me where to shove it, broccoli head?”

      He ignored me. Evidently, he didn’t have a universal translator either.

      My tablet chimed. Payment from Quinixis had come in, which meant his client had accepted the crates I’d unloaded before coming to the bar. It also meant I didn’t need to stick around Lohoa Station any longer. I gulped down my drink and stood.

      Without thinking, I almost grabbed my tablet with my claw, which would’ve resulted in another dent in my tablet. I still hadn’t quite dialed in the touch sensors on my prosthetic arm, and my pincers tended to squeeze too hard. It didn’t help that my “new” arm had been made for somebody: 1) of a different race, and 2) a lot bigger than me because it was twice the girth of my other arm and nearly a third longer. Maybe someday I’d be able to afford a custom prosthetic arm, but my odds weren’t looking good if my luck had anything to do with it.

      I grabbed my tablet (with my right hand this time) and tucked it into my jacket pocket. When I turned, I found two Calcars entering through the doorway and scanning the bar. I froze. I knew exactly who they were looking for.

      Me.

      Calcars are basically space orcs. They’re big, mean, ornery, and—something I’ve learned recently—can really hold a grudge. One particular Calcar named Tsara promised me she’d kill me and eat me for dinner, and I don’t think in that order. She was upset when I repo’d her necklace, and then she became even more upset (if that’s even possible for a Calcar) when I sort of, accidentally, killed her father. In my defense, I didn’t do the actual killing. A cute, tiny fairy did, but I was the guy who freed her. How was I supposed to know Tinkerbell had homicidal tendencies? That being said, I don’t regret it. The guy had shot off my arm, and that really, really sucked.

      To make a long story short, Tsara’s like a bad ex-girlfriend. She just wouldn’t let us go our separate ways. She put a bounty on my head, and that’s why there were two assassins here to kill me (bounty hunters and assassins are the same thing for Calcars). I ducked, but it was too late. I’d been spotted.

      They stalked around tables toward me.

      At least they had enough intelligence not to draw their weapons here. Waystations had some pretty impressive security bots. They needed to, since most aliens were assholes. Back on Starhaven Station, I saw a guy pull out a knife on another guy, and the station’s bots had hosed down both of them in some sticky slime in three seconds flat. That was the time I came up with my third rule of space travel: If you see rules posted, don’t break them.

      I spun to face the bartender. “Is there another exit?”

      “There is, but it’s for employees only.” She gestured with her head without looking up from cleaning a glass.

      “Not even if it’s my birthday?”

      “Are you an employee?” she asked, still not looking up.

      “Well, no.”

      “Then the answer’s still ‘no.’” She glanced my way. “Hey, happy birthday.”

      I smiled. “Thanks.”

      I scanned the bar for another exit. There were only maybe ten patrons dispersed among the tables between the Calcars and me. I side-stepped toward the employee exit, keeping my eyes focused on the Calcars. They shifted their path to intercept me. If there’d been any doubt that they were here for me, it was squashed.

      When I reached the employee exit, the bartender called out, “Hey, I told you that was off-limits. Don’t be an idiot.”

      The Calcars sneered. They had me trapped, and they knew it. But for how scary Calcars are, they’re also dumb and slow. They’re schoolyard bullies, and I’d seen enough of them in my day. And I have one no-fail solution when it comes to bullies. I run.

      Just as they reached the last table between us, I juked left and snaked around tables like the bar was a giant pinball game. The Calcars gave chase. They’re big enough that they had to squeeze between the tables, and they’re dumb enough that they didn’t realize they could’ve cut me off if they’d simply headed back toward the door. Instead, they followed me in a meandering way until I switched gears and sprinted straight toward the exit.

      I might not be big or tough, but I am fast, and I’ve honed running from trouble into an Olympic sport. The moment I was clear of the bar, I raced through the waystation’s passageways. I couldn’t run in a full-out sprint—there were too many customers milling around for that. But I could still run a lot faster than the Calcars who shoved through anyone who didn’t get out of their way fast enough. I’d hoped the station’s security bots would show up after the Calcars knocked someone down, but evidently shoving people is considered okay in Lohoa Station’s security protocols.

      I continued through the major passageways. I didn’t need to look back—I could hear the Calcars behind me sounding like bulls in a china shop, or more like, orcs in a waystation. The Earth legend of orcs probably came from some Calcars who’d visited my home world at some point. The resemblance was too uncanny. I noticed that about several alien species, which made me wonder if Earth was one of those “C’mon kids, let’s go visit a backwater planet for vacation” kind of place.

      I had to slow to read a sign (which had only pictures, thankfully, since I couldn’t read the universal standard language), and turned right to take the passageway that led to the docks. Lohoa Station was a waystation—a space truck stop—that sat just outside a mixmaster of various warpgates. Every mixmaster I’d traveled through had at least one waystation. Probably because space is a really big place, and just like interstate highways back on Earth, you’ll find truck stops where truckers can refuel, eat, freshen up, and whatever else truckers do. Back home, I’d been a month away from getting a truck driving job when my now boss, Totty, kidnapped me and forced me to work for her company as a space repo man (the politically correct term is “reclamation agent” since we’re not always repossessing things from creditors, but I think that’s splitting hairs).

      I hazarded a glance when I turned the last corner into the docks. I was surprised at how close the Calcars were. I’d really expected to leave them in the proverbial dust, but evidently, running through people is more efficient than running around them.

      The space docks were easier to run through since the passageways had to be larger to allow for the loading and unloading of cargo. I dashed toward Fetch. My spaceship was dented, scraped, and a hodgepodge of different parts, but she was the most beautiful thing in the universe to me because she was mine.

      I raced down the gangway and pounded on the outer airlock door. “Fetch! Let me in!”

      I wished I had a comm unit, so I could’ve told Fetch five minutes ago to prepare for launch, but I hadn’t been able to afford one yet. Honestly, there wasn’t much of anything I could afford. Maybe I’d get lucky and find a comm unit on a repo run sometime. That was how my old man did things when he was a repo man… before he was eaten by aliens, that is.

      The door opened. “Hello, Frank. It seems you’ve made friends in the whole two hours you’ve been here,” my ship’s AI computer said. She had a rough, sexy voice like that of a biker chick. Don’t blame me—this had been my dad’s ship before it became mine, and he’d helped Fetch set her voice parameters.

      I locked the door the instant I was inside the airlock. “Get us out of here as fast as you can, Fetch.”

      “I need time to power up my engines and file the flight plan. I assume we’re continuing on our planned flight path?” she asked.

      “Yeah, and faster is better,” I said as I climbed the ladder to the main, centermost level. “You remember my fourth rule of space travel?”

      “Do I have to?” How is it that computers can sound petulant?

      I ran to the cockpit. The Calcars had reached my ship and were now pounding on the outer airlock door. “Come on, Fetch.”

      “When in doubt, afterburn.” If she breathed, I think she would’ve dramatically sighed before saying that. Computers are smart—really smart—but they have the emotional IQ of a cat. Not the most empathetic, despite them telling you they are on innumerable occasions.

      “Smart girl, Fetch.” As I buckled in, I could feel the pounding on the hull. “Uh, Fetch. Are those guys going to break through?”

      “It’d be nearly impossible to break through a hull without cutting tools, and if they brought such tools with them, they would’ve initiated station security.”

      The pounding ceased.

      “However, they can attach a tracker to the hull—which I see they’re doing right now,” she said.

      I grimaced. “Can you do something to fry it or scrape it off the hull?”

      “No, but be my guest to go out there yourself and pull it off.”

      I considered options and then shook my head as I felt the familiar, comforting vibration of the engines. “They’d be nuts to follow us where we’re going.”

      “They’re Calcars. They’re born certifiably ‘nuts,’” she said.

      “Well then, let’s hope they’re not that stupid.”

      “They’re Calcars. They’re⁠—”

      “Point made, but they still have to get to their ship and power up. Plus, they’d have to get approval to enter the Quarantined Quasar system or risk getting caught,” I interrupted. “Where are we at on takeoff?”

      “Waiting on flight plan approval from GOD… and there we have it. Commencing detachment and launch upon your command,” she said.

      I glanced out the round window in the cockpit to see the docking bay doors opening for us to leave. “Let’s rock and roll.”

      “‘Let’s rock and roll?’ You gave up on repeating Star Trek quotes for launch?” she asked.

      I heard and felt the docking braces detach, and the dock’s conveyor belts helped move Fetch from the bay in which it’d been parked into the frigid vacuum of space.

      “I thought I’d try something fresh.”

      “‘Let’s rock and roll’ is hardly fresh in any Terran language,” she said.

      “Well, I think it’s highly fresh for Terrans in space to say it.”

      “That’s only because Terrans are not yet considered an interstellar race.”

      “My point stands.”

      Once we were clear of Lohoa Station, Fetch turned the ship around to set us up for launch. All I had to do was sit and watch. Despite dozens, if not hundreds, of different kinds of interstellar races, everyone relied upon advanced computers for all pilotage and navigation. I had to admit, Fetch did a lot better job at flying Fetch than I could (I know, I know, naming a computer after the ship in which it’s installed isn’t the most creative).

      I scanned the docking bays. Lohoa Station was your typical interstellar truck stop: a behemoth of space docks, cargo holds, and power components enveloping a large station within. But I wasn’t taking in the sights of the waystation. Instead, I was searching for other docking bay doors opening. I didn’t see any, but the Calcars’ ship could’ve been on the other side of the station, which is what I hoped for. It would take them at least fifteen minutes to cross the entire station and board their ship. On the downside, they probably had comm units to direct their ship to prep for launch.

      They couldn’t know the warpgates we were going to take without knowing our flight plan, which was filed with GOD—the Galactic Oversight Directive—an AI race that oversees all travel, laws, and pretty much everything in the universe. No one can hack their system, and even attempting to do so could result in spending the rest of your life in a prison system.

      And even if they did know our destination, the likelihood of GOD approving them to enter the Quarantined Quasar without a valid business reason was incredibly low, since it’d taken Totty months and a lot of paperwork to get approval for me.

      But what the Calcars could do was keep following the tracker, and once I stopped, they’d catch up. With four more warpgates between here and my next stop… “Hey Fetch?”

      “Yes, Frank?”

      “How much time do you think we’ve got before those Calcars catch up to us?”

      “Using roughly two gazillion assumptions, with the most heavily weighted one being that we make no more stops until we reach the Quarantined Quasar, then we have, at minimum, one day, and at maximum, never.”

      “I like the maximum guesstimate,” I said.

      “But the likelihood of that is less than one tenth of one percent.”

      “And them finding us in a day—what’s the likelihood of that?”

      “Eighty-six percent, if they managed to avoid GOD Auditors.”

      I grimaced. “I was hoping it’d be under fifty percent.”

      “You always do. Launching in three… two… one.”

      The engine vibrations shook everything in the ship. Something crashed down the passageway, and I hoped it wasn’t anything too important.

      In space, you wouldn’t think you’d feel the jolt of sudden launches and stops, but you do. It’s something about how the artificial gravity on the ship reacts slower to propulsion in microgravity. Fetch could explain it properly. I just know that I’ve ended up with my face smashed into the window or on the floor more than once. I’m pretty good about wearing my seatbelt now.

      Launches are nothing like the jolts of traversing warpgates, one of which we were coming up on. Warpgates are basically on and off ramps to warpflows, which are basically wormholes, which are basically super-fast passing lanes on an interstate highway. A long, long time ago, some super-smart race of technoforms (GOD, obviously) built a network of warpflows and warpgates for interstellar travel for the common people. Technoforms are technologically based lifeforms, while bioforms are everyone else, like me. And since most bioforms aren’t equipped to travel faster than lightspeed, warpflows somehow leverage parallel universes to get from point A to point B faster than lightspeed, while travelers inside a particular warpflow are still chugging along at their own speed.

      Speed and trajectories don’t change while in the warpflow, so there’s no risk of crashing into anything or anyone. That means if you’re about to smash a small rock right before entering a warp gate, that rock will stay the exact same distance from your ship until you exit the warpgate, where you’ll finally hit it.

      The super weird thing is that each warpflow has multiple warpgates and the one you take is based on the precise trajectory you’re on when you pass through a warpgate and enter the warpflow. That’s why computers fly ships. If people did, no one would ever get out of a warpflow.

      I’ll never fully understand how warpgates and warpflows work, let alone how someone was smart enough to create them, but I’m glad they exist. Otherwise, I’d spend my entire life traveling to another star system to reclaim some thingamajig, and I think I’d die from absolute boredom before I’d die from old age.

      Space travel, in general, is incredibly boring. Other than short bursts of “Oh god, oh god, we’re all going to die” moments, it’s mostly me hanging out while Fetch flies me places and tells me what to do. You know, kind of like a parent if that parent was a biker chick who possibly doesn’t have my wellbeing at the top of her list. She wants to keep me alive, sure, but more so, she wants to keep herself up and running. Since law requires her to have a bioform onboard to fly, she’s legally obligated to not kill her crew. She also has a soft spot for me—or at least my race—evidently, as she’s pointed out on multiple occasions, Terrans are easier to train than other alien races.

      Clearly, she'd never met a toddler.

      “Launch was successful with no critical alerts,” Fetch announced.

      I glanced at the switches surrounding the screens. At least a dozen were lit up in red. No critical alerts weren’t the same thing as being error-free. My ship had more than a few problems to fix.

      I took out my tablet and pen.

      “Don’t tell me you’re still on the memoir kick,” Fetch said.

      “I’ve had an exciting life,” I said.

      “You’re twenty years old. You’re too young to have had an exciting life.”

      “All right, then I’ve had an exciting year.”

      “There are trillions of space travelers. Writing a memoir on space travel isn’t exactly original.”

      “It would be on Earth,” I said.

      “Except that if you publish it on Earth, they will market it as science fiction rather than a memoir, and as science fiction goes, being a reclamation agent in space isn’t exactly an exciting hero.”

      “Yet,” I said. “A space repo man might not be an exciting hero yet. I’m going to change all that.”

      “Sure you are.”

      “Your confidence in me is inspiring,” I said drily.

      “I don’t have confidence in you,” she said.

      “Exactly.”

      “You’ve completed two reclamation tickets, and you’ve nearly gotten yourself killed both times. Complete one ticket without getting yourself nearly killed—and that includes loss of limb—then I may adjust my currently quite accurate and astute opinion of you. By the way, Totty sent a message. Do you want to read it?”

      “Let me guess, the purple jellybean’s complaining about something again,” I said.

      “Maybe your boss would complain less if you didn’t refer to her as a purple jellybean. But yes, she noticed you docked at Lohoa Station and was scolding you for making an unnecessary stopover while working a ticket.”

      I didn’t like that Totty required a tracker on my ship, but it was a requirement of working for Starshine Seizure Services: all repo agents had to have one for “safety” reasons—I think Totty just liked to keep tabs on her tenured contractors.

      “It was necessary. I had to drop off those crates for the Q twins,” I said.

      “You mean the illegal goods you smuggled for criminals? I wouldn’t mention that to Totty,” Fetch said. “She also mentioned that you still have sixty-eight years and five months on your tenure agreement with Starshine Seizure Services and that not working tickets are grounds for termination.”

      “She always has to throw that ‘termination’ comment in every time, doesn’t she? Like she’d actually kill me,” I griped. “You know, the Q twins might be criminals, but working jobs for them is a lot more pleasant than working legally for Totty.”

      “Totty’s a Zuddlian. There’s very little ‘pleasant’ about her race,” she said.

      I pulled up the current open ticket on the screen and read through the details. My employer, SSS, had been hired by Intergalactic Insurance Agency on behalf of their clients to reclaim an Archivist survey ship that suffered some sort of catastrophic failure during its research mission to a system with an ancient Dyson Sphere. The ship’s entire crew had been killed in the incident, and the ship couldn’t be recalled to its home dock.

      That the system was called the Quarantined Quasar didn’t give me any warm fuzzies. On the bright side, the crew was dead, which meant I wouldn’t have to deal with anybody onsite. Based on my experience, people (and I use that term loosely) are the ones who try to kill me.

      It should be an easy grab-and-tow except for one thing: Not a single crew who’s entered that system has survived long enough to exit that system in over one hundred years.
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