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      For years, Pan searched for the ultimate starship to salvage, the one that would make his career, and his fortune.

      

      But more than that, the one that would answer long-held questions; reveal well-kept secrets.

      

      Now, he found it.

      

      Finding Bobby Jenkins is a short science fiction story about the Icaran Confederation Navy.
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      Enjoy the book!  After you’re done, please come to Michael’s website and sign up for his mailing list.  Guaranteed to be spam free, he uses it to announce new releases and special promotions for his fans.
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      Pan blew away steam that was rising from his coffee mug, then lowered his nose over it to catch the fragrance without getting his nostrils scalded.

      Deep, dark, and thick said his scent neurons to the rest of him, and he smiled slightly in approval.  What was it his first captain said?  If you can't put a spoon into your coffee and have it stand straight upright, it's not brewed right.

      This was just about there.  Perfect.

      And it had taken long enough to get it that way.  Getting any sort of coffee bean was difficult enough in a long-haul ship like the JOSEPHINE.  And weeks cruising through the void far away from any resupply, let alone a stable gravity well and natural atmosphere, meant that when he did manage to get some, it didn't last long.  Not the way his crew swilled the stuff.  Which meant they had a tendency to just take whatever they could get and run with it.

      It had taken a lot of cajoling, and some outright coercion, to get it into the skull of Jack, the crew's cook, that when he said only the good stuff, he meant it.

      But Jack was finally getting up to standard.

      Pan leaned back into his gimbaled couched and felt the gel within its cushions adjusting to match his body's new position.  The gimbals creaked slightly as well, and he made a mental point of tasking Kimbe, his chief engineer, with taking a look at it.  He loved this couch; he'd had it for years, ever since he took over as JOSEPHINE's Captain, and he hated to hear it squeaking in pain like that.

      Pan chuckled softly at his silly thought, then he raised the cup to his lips and sipped.

      Naturally, the intercom picked that second to beep into his office compartment for a second before a gruff female voice piped through.

      "Coming up on the coordinates, Skipper," the voice said, and Pan recognized Hatha, his Navigator.

      Perking up immediately, Pan straightened and placed the coffee cup down atop his desk.  It was standard sheet metal with a fake wood top, bolted to the deck just in front of his couch, not gimbaled at all.  The designers probably figured if the gravplates had gone out, he wouldn't need to be doing any paperwork.

      Or maybe it would have just been too complicated to gimbal it in unison with the couch.

      Probably a mixture of both.

      His office compartment was small by planetside standards, but huge for a ship, even one the size of JOSEPHINE.  Maybe two and a half meters on a side, it had enough room for his desk and couch, and for a pair of locker shelves on the bulkhead to the left as he faced the airtight hatch that marked the space's entrance.  He also had a little stainless steel wash basin and sink off to the right.

      The walls were painted gray, though years of grime that were too ingrained to be washed away by any amount of cleaning solvent made them drift toward black, and the deck was the same.  The overhead was the standard mess of cable runs, LED lighting fixtures, and ventilation ducts that one saw everywhere on the ship.

      As he let go of the cup, the last of the coffee's aroma faded from his nostrils, replaced by the slightly sour smell that came from the atmosphere processing gear down in Engineering.  He suppressed a sigh at that loss, but that was easy considering the Navigator's report.  Excitement surged through Pan, and he grinned a little bit more broadly.

      On the right-hand side of the desk's top was inlaid a control pad and miniature ships status display.  He tabbed open the navigation plot, then hit the intercom controls.

      "Thanks, Nav.  Get the sensors spun up, and I'll be right there."

      "Roger."

      Pan stared for a second at the nav plot.  They were right where Nav had said they would be; right where Pan had told her to bring the ship.  Twenty degrees above the ecliptic of the Melrose system, four and a half standard AU out toward Galactic North, and forty-five degrees to spinward.

      The middle of nowhere.

      But if the information he'd managed to ferret out of official records was accurate, and his extrapolation of orbital variances and drift were correct, somewhere out there in the vicinity was a bigger salvage than anything his crew had ever seen.  A massive payday, enough to set him up for life, and do really well by his crew as well.

      If he was right.

      Pan pushed himself up to his feet and picked his coffee cup back up.  Then he did take that swig, much more than a sip.

      It was just as rich and thick as the aroma had advertised, and he immediately felt a surge of energy as he swallowed and its warmth spread down his esophagus into his belly.

      He shivered slightly at the pleasure of it, then nodded to himself and strode toward the hatch.

      Time to get to work.
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      If Pan's office compartment was larger than most spaces onboard ship, JOSEPHINE's bridge was smaller.

      It didn't need to be big.  Just large enough for the pilot's couch and control panel at the ship's bow, surrounded by a hemispherical bubble of transparent plasteel that allowed the pilot a panoramic view of the space ahead of and to all sides of the ship.  And then, further back, within the normal confines of the ship's hull, the navigation station, which consisted of a horizontally mounted touch-controlled vidscreen that ran the ship's navigation program and, on each bulkhead athwart the vidscreen, controls for the port and starboard optical observation systems—telescopes to sight key stars to get a fix.

      Of course, JOSEPHINE almost never used those observation systems.  Most times the navigation program updated ship's position automatically by interpolating time-coded transmissions from a cluster of satellites parked at stable Lagrange points throughout the system, similar to how planetside systems function inside a Global Positioning System.  Those signals combined with the data from JOSEPHINE's trio of inertial navigation system ring laser gyros in the space just aft of the bridge made for a tight navigational fix, most times.

      The observation systems were just a backup; especially since the stars would shift completely once you went through a jump point to a new system.

      Getting reacquainted with them was always super fun.

      Like every other space on the ship, the overhead in the bridge was a mass of pipes and cables and vent ducts.  Unlike most spaces, there were also a multitude of system status displays, an alarm panel for emergencies, and in the forward starboard corner, just to the side of the pilot's blister, an array of communication gear.

      It was cramped, but efficiently laid out, and Pan spent so much time there that it felt almost more like home than his bunk did.

      Almost.

      When he walked in, Hatha was bent over the horizontal plot, tapping at her lips with her left index finger.

      She was big for a spacer, and not just because she had an inch or more on Pan's—average for a man—height.  She was downright plump, expanding the offwhite jumpsuit she was wearing like a gas bubble ascending slowly through a liquid.

      It was that way on every underway.  She'd come back from a few days down time looking almost svelte and trim, though she never really qualified for either term.  And then by the time they docked again, she had expanded noticeably.

      Not that it mattered.  She wasn't on Pan's ship as a plaything, and in the year she'd been aboard Pan had no complaints at all about her competence.

      "Status?" Pan said as he stepped next to her.

      Hatha turned to look at him, and her curly black hair bounced slightly from the movement.  She shrugged.  "We are where you wanted to be," she said.

      "But ain't no one else here," came a voice from the pilot's blister.  "So why'd you drag us all the way out here, Cap?"

      Pan looked froward to see the pilot's couch rotated 180 degrees so the man in it could look right at him.

      Carl was short, dark, and wiry, with a near-continual expression of good humor on his face and eyes that twinkled with mischief.  He could also thread JOSEPHINE through tight confines better than anyone Pan had ever seen.  His jumpsuit was the kind of olive green that military flyboys liked to wear.  And why not?  He'd done his eight years in the Navy before bailing for the riches and glamorous lifestyle of a salvage crew, as he liked to put it.

      You could always count on Carl for a joke, even at his own expense.

      Pan returned Carl's inquiring look with a raised eyebrow.  "For the biggest score you'll ever see, that's why.  Got the scanners up?"

      Carl nodded.  "Yep.  And they ain't showing diddly."

      Which didn't necessarily mean anything.  It had taken Pan less than a minute to get to the bridge from his office compartment.  Light speed latency meant they might not have gotten an active return from a nearby object yet.

      And then there was the other factor.

      "Pick up the visual and IR scanning," he said.  "What we're looking for might not give a good radar return."

      That made Carl's grin slip slightly, and he cocked his head to the side.  "What is it you think's out here, Cap?"

      Pan just smiled.  "Call it a surprise."

      He felt Hatha's quizzical stare as the pilot turned back around to face forward in his blister and keyed additional commands into his controls.  Pan ignored her, stepping forward to the edge of the blister to look about.

      Clearly visible from this angle, the plasteel of the bubble was marked with a computer-generated Head's Up Display, showing JOSEPHINE's course vector and projected track ahead, as well as compass rose overlay in azimuth and elevation.  Various blue or green dots, surrounded by squares of the same color, were imposed on the display, showing smaller velocity vectors as well.  Ships, their data transmitted by their transponders and interpreted by JOSEPHINE's.  Blue for Navy, Green for civilian.

      But there were no yellow track markers yet; nothing unknown.

      Pan didn't say anything, and silence reigned for a couple of minutes.  Then Carl spoke again.

      "Still nothing, Cap.  Think you brought us on a wild goose - "  He paused, and despite being behind him, Pan could practically see the pilot's eyebrows rise.  "Hang on," he said after a handful of seconds.  "What is this?"

      A yellow dot and square popped into view on the blister bubble, about fifteen degrees off the starboard bow and twenty degrees depressed.

      Pan stepped forward, so he was standing next to Carl's couch now, squinting as though doing that would somehow magnify the target for better viewing.

      "Small IR variance and visual reflectivity there, Cap."

      Pan nodded.  He was actually surprised there was still any IR signature at all; it had been long enough the entire vessel should have completely cooled.  But reflectivity would be expected.  Ships of its class were generally darkened for stealth, but nothing was perfect.  And especially after what had happened to her…

      "Got an image on the lower forward camera.  Calling it up now," Carl said.

      A moment later a dialogue window opened on the blister bubble, taking up a third of the space on the starboard side of the bubble.  It took a second to fully compile the image from the camera's data stream.  Then Carl gasped in surprise.  More like shock.

      The dialogue window showed a vessel that had been torn open in three spots, its innards exposed to the void.  It was completely dark, but despite that its original form was easy to see.  It once had been sleek, with a bluff bow that sloped upward to a long flat hull.  Gravitic engine nacelles mounted alongside the after third of the hull.  A hangar deck, one side
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