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  Murphy’s Law




  by Douglas Smith




  Dex hadn’t planned to save the entire human race. Mostly, he’d been trying not to die, while still keeping his job in the process—two goals that, Dex had learned, were often mutually exclusive. However, since humanity remained unobliterated, from Earth to the outer ring colonies, while Jack Dexter—Dex to his friends—remained broke, he figured that his fellow humans at The House Limit could at least buy him a beer.




  The Limit was the only spacer bar on Station Beta One, making it the perfect destination for two things: cheap beer and a good yarn. More importantly, Dex knew that the second could serve as payment for the first.




  Crash Carswell was lovingly polishing the long strip of white heat shielding that formed the top of the bar when Dex walked in. The shielding came from Crash’s old tug ship, a vessel that had provided both Crash’s nickname and much of the décor of the Limit. The big bartender scowled when he saw Dex.




  “No credit, Dex.”




  “Nice to see you, too, Crash,” Dex said. Tossing his last pay chip on the bar with a sigh, he ordered a beer then made his way to where a crowd of regulars sat at the back.




  Long, dark, and narrow, the Limit wasn’t like the spacious, comfy watering holes that catered to tourists and business types. Everything in the Limit was salvaged from real ships, from the gray plasteel hull plates covering the walls and low curved ceiling to the viewports welded onto deck struts that served as tables. The place had the close, cramped feel of a ship and the smell of too many spacers in too small a space. Dex felt right at home.




  Nodding to some familiar faces in the circle, he slipped into an empty chair that had once been a crew seat from Crash’s tug. Sly Silverstein was in the middle of a story about transporting Fanarucci viper eggs that had hatched in transit. Dex sat for an hour, nursing his beer and listening to others tell their tales, waiting for exactly the right moment.




  It came as Stumpy Burgess finished a rambling and—in Dex’s view—uninspired story of how a string of improbable accidents had left his ore freighter drifting towards a black hole.




  “Murphy’s Law,” Stumpy declared. “‘If anything can go wrong, it will.’ That’s what happened to us.”




  “Aye,” Sly Silverstein agreed. “And it’ll pick the worst time and place to do it. Murphy’s Law is right.”




  Like any good pilot—and storyteller—Dex knew an opening when he saw it. “I knew him,” he said.




  All eyes turned towards him. “Knew who, Dex?” Sly asked.




  “Murphy,” Dex replied quietly.




  Stumpy snorted. “Whaddya mean? There’s no real Murphy.”




  “I heard there was,” Sly said. “Some fly-boy on Earth, before the Fall. They say…”




  “Ah, that’s a load of moon dust,” Stumpy interrupted.




  Dex stood up, both to cut off Sly’s retort and to move his chair into the center. “Nevertheless, gentlemen and ladies—and using such terms to describe this audience will be the last time I stretch the truth today—” Dex paused for some good-natured guffaws. “—nevertheless, I knew Murphy. Or rather a ‘Murphy.’ For ever since our ancestors crawled from the primordial muck, we’ve had Murphies among us—sad souls who attract more than their fair share of calamity.” Noting that he had everyone’s undivided attention, Dex glanced at his empty glass.




  “Ah, jeez, all right,” Stumpy groaned and called to the bar. “Crash, bring Dex a brew on my tab. Just this one, mind you. Some other sucker can spring for the next.”




  Crash brought the beer and joined the group himself. Dex took a swallow. “Not to denigrate in any way the risks faced by Mr. Burgess in his fine tale, but my encounter with the vagaries of Murphy’s Law placed not merely myself and our ship in danger, but also—and I rely on my reputation for veracity here to escape your disbelief—the entire human race.”




  “Veracity, my ass,” Stumpy growled. “Just earn your beer.”




  Dex grinned and continued.




  ~*~*~




  I first met Murphy serving on the MCES Fiscal Restraint, a freighter in the Merged Corporate Entity’s fleet. I was first officer. Or chief cook. Or security chief. Take your pick. It kind of depended on the day.




  To appreciate how Murphy came to have the impact he did, you need to understand that the MCE in its corporate wisdom had recently made cost-saving “improvements” across all of its fleet. Most of these savings had taken the form of smaller crews, resulting in double or even triple roles for those of us “lucky” enough to have made the cut. So one day, you might be supervising a jump through a wormhole, and the next cleaning the latrine.
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