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Chapter One

When the ladder caves and you find yourself falling, time doesn’t slow, nor after you land. You are left to deal in real time. They say things will get better. They say it will be like normal again. The fact is, no, it won’t be close. Things have shifted and no matter how much you pretend things are normal, you are left with reminders. You can’t escape what happened or what all is to come. You will walk the path. You cannot turn back.
The sky lit once more. The ground shook from the fear above. The awning swayed in the wind. The rain streamed over like a waterfall. A sensor dared not let it extend further. Once more the sky grew bright. Stephen Jones found peace outside his parents’ home - feeling the anger of nature itself. Could it be more than his own?
The sky lit. Stephen couldn’t count a second before the thunder shook the area. Lexville, Ohio, had a few terrible storms year-round, excluding the snows of winter. His ears caught the generators humming steadily. A propane tank in the yard had been installed along with the generator two weeks after a terrible storm when Stephen was in high school.
The patio door slid only a little. A woman in her mid-thirties leaned her head outside. Her eyes caught another bolt. “You need to come inside,” she said. “There’s an alert for…”
“I know,” Stephen snapped.
“I must -”
“A little longer,” Stephen said sternly. Trina nodded her head. The soothing coolness faded with that. His father had always kept the house a steady 71 degrees, and Stephen hadn’t thought to mess with the original programming when he arrived.
Stephen was twenty-five, fresh from obtaining his Master’s degree. He had hoped to be close to his new school. The full ride had been gracious. All he had to do was teach a couple courses. The more he thought on it, it felt like he was holding the ashes of that contract to that signed future.
Crash! Stephen’s somewhat good hand tightened on the wheel of his chair. His dark blue eyes caught another bolt. Jeez. Wind whipped through his black hair. It had come to a mess of curls and twists. His hair used to look good wild. He could now probably pass for a bum on the street.
“That’s enough,” Trina said. Stephen’s hand barely could resist the turning wheel. Cool air covered him. His chair neared his father’s throne. He gritted his teeth. His foot finally left the ground. The cushion felt nice. Why did it have to be this chair?
“Could I get some water?” Stephen asked.
“Sure,” Trina said. “Ice?”
“Yeah,” Stephen said. He rested his head back. The home had an unusual silence to it, unlike in the past when he alone visited. He had never had the luxury of a brother or sister, nor cousins to come and visit. It still felt warm back then.
The home was only a bit older than Stephen, built by his father a few years before Stephen’s birth. It was to be the home his father took his bride their first night before their journey to Hawaii the next day. He did well. His father had several friends that knew more about the means to construct a home, as well as a professional contractor who was one of his best friends before meeting his fate in a motorcycle accident years back.
“I can do it,” Stephen spoke quick. His struggle was short. Why couldn’t his hand do as he told it? Trina, his caregiver, held the straw for him to sip.
“It’s good to see you determined,” Trina said with a smile. She had darker skin and a full heart. “Keep positive.”
It was day one here, and Stephen hoped Trina wouldn’t have a different side to her. The idea she brought of him sleeping in the master had really irritated him earlier. “Have they called?” he asked.
“When we spoke before,” Trina said. “I sent Gabe a text again. I don’t think -” Something outside didn’t sound like thunder. Trina was quick to the window. “They should have waited it out.”
“It’s nine-thirty,” Stephen said. “They wouldn’t have waited till tomorrow.”
Trina sighed. “Bless their hearts,” she said. “It’s nice to come see you at home.”
“This isn’t my home.”
“Don’t keep saying that.”
Knock, knock; quickly they came and once more. Rain blew into the home. A woman rushed inside, closely followed by two men, a hand on the other shoulder. Stephen hadn’t expected his friend Andy to be here tonight.
“Jeez, the weather,” Kim said. She brought her hands back through her ash brown hair. A glob of water joined the tiny puddle beneath her feet. Still beautiful and Gabe was lucky she had said yes to him. She was pencil thin with little bust which took nothing from her beauty. Her ocean blue eyes lit at the sight of Stephen.
“Man, what a mess this is making of your driveway,” Gabe called. He kicked off his shoes in the entryway. “Paved and still a mess when it pours.”
“Or snows,” Andy added. Gabe led Andy to the couch in the living room. Andy’s hand felt over the armrest slight before he sunk down. “How are you, Stephen? He is in here, right? Don’t make me look stupid again, Gabe.”
“Very funny,” Gabe said. “Yes. How are you, Stephen?”
“How does it look?” Stephen said.
“I wouldn’t know,” Andy said with a grin. It faded quickly. He leaned forward. “How’s the home treating you? Too many cobwebs?”
“No,” Trina assured. “I cleaned only a little. Stephen, I’ll be in the study if you need me.” She had taken the futon in his old father’s study. It was comfy, and she had a nice size TV for her entertainment, when she wasn’t with him.
“Thank you for being here,” Kim said. Trina nodded. It wasn’t like Trina really minded. She got a paycheck. “How are you?”
“Disabled,” Stephen said.
“Please be serious,” Kim said. “How is it being home?”
“Like it has been since my senior year,” Stephen said.
“Oh.”
Kim pulled at her hair lightly. She found a seat by Gabe on the small love seat by the fire. The furniture was old yet well kept. It helped when no one sat on it much for the years past. Even the TV, which was a plasma and an early generation, looked great. His father had bought it and spent a good deal to have such an entertainment space.
The silence crept on. Stephen suddenly groaned. He tried to hold his left wrist through the brace. Pain pills didn’t help it much right now. He found Kim at his side. He quickly shook his head. “I’m fine,” he assured. “I deal.”
“I don’t like to see you in pain,” Kim said.
“Then you surely didn’t want to see me back then.”
“Stephen,” Gabe spoke, “she’s trying to help.”
Stephen sighed. “I’m fine,” he assured. “Thank you.” Kim’s hand came close to his, only to retreat. She sat back beside her fiancé.
“Your leg,” Gabe said. “Uh, you never told me what they said.”
“I don’t know what they are going to do,” Stephen said. A lie - yet not. He knew but didn’t want to be certain. “It’s how I landed. I am surprised they sent me home.”
“They can’t keep you there.”
“The university was paying,” Stephen said. “They -” He dare not say another word against the school that had given him much. “I don’t want to be here.”
“Your dad would be pleased to know you’re here,” Andy said. “This home is his way of still being here for you since -”
“I was seventeen,” Stephen reminded. “It was a long time ago.” Somehow, he still felt like he came back from the hospital with his grandmother when he recalled those painful memories.
Stephen’s father, Caleb, was a strong man. A portrait of him and Stephen above the fireplace mantle showed him in his prime. It had been back when Stephen was 16 and before the pain. They had gone on their own vacation. Up the portrait went to replace the one that had his mother when he was younger. She too had passed but not like his father who suffered for longer. The collision - hopefully - was a quick death for her.
“He’s watching over you,” Kim said warmly. Her smile helped a little.
Watching over? Hardly, Stephen felt. No god would have done this to Stephen after he already dealt with his father’s death, his mother’s, and his grandmother’s extreme Alzheimer’s disease. He couldn’t visit her right now, and she would again be afraid of this foreign man she cared for a little after the loss. Where was this god to stop the cycle?
“What did they say?” Andy asked a bit curiously. “With your leg? I know last -”
“I don’t know,” Stephen said again. His right hand stung as he clenched his fist. Why did it have to be both wrists? His left had been shattered; his right spared with a merciful green-line fracture. The brace was light, and only a screw helped him heal.
“Okay,” Gabe said. “We aren’t meaning to upset you. Your last text was -”
“I can barely text. I have to do the stupid voice to text thing.”
“Stephen, I’m sorry. Try to calm down.”
“They said they may have to fuse it,” Stephen vented. “Oh, it’s not like I was a step away from getting that damn contraption with pins sticking in me. Now I have to deal with this. I can’t have a limp.”
“You still will be able -,” Kim began.
“Stop,” Stephen said. He heard the same thing spoken many ways. “You don’t get it. I loved going to the gym. I like morning runs. I like walking. I even considered teaching some classes with a friend of my former sensei.”
“You still have your career,” Gabe reminded. “They won’t care about that if you go to space.”
“Like I was ever going to space,” Stephen muttered.
Once more the silence seemed to linger a bit long. Why did Stephen close his eyes that high up? He had to have closed his eyes. One moment he was up and the next he saw the ground. So much for him trying to help at the youth center. He hoped they melted that ladder down. Any higher and he wondered what the fall would have done.
“Um,” Kim spoke, “Megan wants to know how you’re doing. Should I text her? I didn’t want to unless -”
“No,” Stephen said. That relationship was dead and buried. It wasn’t fair for her to feel when he didn’t feel the same, no matter how much their relationship had seemed to progress.
Megan had graduated this year and worked as a nurse at an ER. She’d have loved to take care of him. Stephen met her when he was a junior, she a freshman. She had left and he didn’t know she had actually come back the next semester. They bumped into each other at the end of his first year of his master’s program, and while he only wanted to be friends, as much as they hung out, he did grow to care. One day, she felt like it was like they were dating because they saw each other all the time and so it was. It hardly seemed right now and bringing her in brought a fear he knew would happen; he’d settle for her, possibly for life.
“Are you allowed to drink?” Andy asked. He had three sets of eyes on him quick. “Uh, sorry. Seems like you need one.”
“Trina wouldn’t allow it,” Stephen said. “I, I want a tall glass. It’s not good.”
Stephen had two heavy painkillers Trina could give him. It had helped some in the hospital, till he started getting sick on one. He had Norco that did its thing but not as well. It was pain or get sick. Drinking was dangerous right now. He might as well wheel out into the storm if he would make a stupid decision like that.
“Do you want to be alone?” Kim asked.
“No,” Stephen admitted quick. It was unfair to snap at them. They had driven through the storm which felt like him. These were his best friends. College friends never competed, and he hadn’t really heard much from them other than “I’m sorry.” Sorry for what? Saying you’re sorry sounded like you were apologizing for not knowing what to say.
“I think when you are feeling up to it in the coming weeks, we should take you out,” Gabe said. “Maybe that would help.”
“I have a consultation in a couple days,” Stephen said.
“So?” Gabe questioned. “Wouldn’t stop you.” Stephen would prefer that people not see someone who could barely feed himself. He had to push himself for even that. Trina had to do everything for him - everything.
“Uh, sure,” Stephen said. “Ma’s sounds good.”
“I’d go now,” Gabe chuckled.
Ma’s wasn’t the name of the Italian joint in Lexville. Many of the locals called the woman Ma, and everyone referred to her place as that. Lexville had little to offer to eat besides that, a diner, a McDonalds, and Wendy’s. In the past if they hadn’t gone to Ma’s, it was the rundown drive-in, which was a lot nicer supposedly now, or the two-screen theater downtown.
“She’d serve you whatever,” Kim said. “Even Mexican.” Stephen managed to chuckle. Ma knew Stephen’s father well. Her oldest son had met him in college. She’d probably come over right now if she knew Stephen was like this, claiming he needed a good meal.
“Are you cold?” Gabe asked.
“No,” Stephen said. “I shake now.”
“I’m not sure if you are joking or -”
“I have metal in me,” Stephen said. He took a long breath.
The fall had spared Stephen’s right leg. It had gotten a bruise. Describing the feeling of this was something others couldn’t get. Not the same or not normal would have them scratching their chins and asking for more details. All Stephen could say is it felt like someone had drilled and put steel wire throughout his body and at any point could tug. There it went again. His leg shook, a jolt tore, and he felt total worthlessness.
“I can get Trina,” Kim said.
“You called?” a voice came. Speak of the devil.
“I’m fine,” Stephen said.
“Are you sure?”
“I’m fine.”
“It’s okay to take something for the pain.”
“I’m fine.”
The in-home nurse was all Stephen could manage. He had to deal with it. Trina stared for a bit before he nodded his head. It was getting late anyways. His old buddies would laugh if he called this late. He was up till midnight most nights. A bottle rattled. Two pills popped out and into Trina’s hand. Well, there went his wish of keeping those things out of him.
Don’t look at me.




Chapter Two

Company had been nice. Stephen grew to like Andy’s visits more. He worked as a support representative for a shipping service out of Chicago. His Associate’s degree helped, and he earned it mostly online with some coursework at a college close to where Gabe and Kim lived. He made his own hours, took calls, used a Braille keyboard, and special software to file reports. It was a little weird how he looked up an account.
Andy kept his folded cane in his lap. At this time of day, Stephen could only find soaps. He hadn’t bothered having the satellite renewed. The only thing this house had was Internet through the DSL link on the roof, and it was piss poor slow out here. For 2011, he had hoped there was something else in the area.
“Did you want to talk about it?” Andy questioned.
“No,” Stephen said.
“Whenever you want to talk.”
Andy rested back on the couch. Deb, his mother, was the kindest woman he had ever known, yet Stephen wouldn’t want his own mother cutting his hair at their age. The buzzer was all she knew. Andy’s dark blonde hair had never been longer than half an inch in the time they had known each other.
Deb had been over once in the old red minivan she used for their carpool long ago. It had too many miles. Replacing it was out of the question. Nothing got replaced unless it was really dead. It explained the fridge and the TV that whined in the living room. They never had a lot of money. His father had run off when he was a baby and only now was trying to make amends, and his older brother was a druggy living in an alley somewhere.
Stephen eyed the papers on the end table. Trina had brought him back from the surgeon’s office two hours ago. Where she placed them, they had not come up. He sighed. If only he had said no to helping the center. His heart never could wean from something he could do to help.
“I think Kim is here,” Andy said. Stephen tried to listen over the poorly acted character of Margaret on the television, shocked once more by the betrayal of her brother and father.
Stephen found it humorous that in not a lot of time, two of his friends would wed. Gabe had been pointing out the new transfer student in high school when they were juniors. Kim was a year behind them, and Gabe did not make the greatest impression. Somehow, he managed to turn that around.
Knock, knock. Kim tried to visit every night if her evenings were clear, which they were. She worked under a therapist at a small clinic, and he had her taking clients when he wanted to be home with his wife. She made good money from what Stephen knew. Gabe’s marketing rep position would have the two searching for a home after their wedding in a few weeks. They’d have it now, but Kim’s mother was trying to still ignore the fact they lived together in an apartment and weren’t married.
Trina had the door. Kim’s smile never faded when she first arrived. “Good afternoon,” she said.
“Damn, it’s hot,” a voice complained.
“Gabriel,” Kim said stern.
“Sorry, babe.”
“I didn’t know you’d be coming,” Andy said.
“Half day,” Gabe said. “My vacation days will renew not long after we get back from our honeymoon. Have to use them or lose them.”
“I’ll work tomorrow. They won’t argue.”
“Ha ha,” Gabe said. “You still live with your mom.”
Andy gripped his chest. “Ouch,” he said. He chuckled. “I plan to be out in a year. I have a place in mind.”
“You do?” Stephen questioned curiously. Deb had always cared for Andy’s condition. She’d have the hardest part if he moved.
“I’ll show you when you’re back on your feet,” Andy said. He needed something. He had done the job for five years now.
Kim placed the box on the coffee table that read ‘STUDY’ on the side. It was one of the many paper shipping boxes that she grabbed from Gabe’s work to pack up the apartment. Stephen couldn’t reach the third floor of his building because it had no elevator. The place hopefully was empty now. Gabe saw to it and had to take a couple days off work. Stephen used to live three hours from his parent’s home. The drive was farther for Gabe and Kim. It meant a lot.
“More paperweights?” Stephen questioned.
“No,” Kim said. “We brought everything from your study. We only have a few more boxes in the car.”
“I’m not looking forward to moving,” Gabe said.
“I had all my stuff packed,” Stephen said. “I wasn’t worried.” He’d would be seeing them all less. Five hours south would be a trek for them.
Kim pulled the top off the box and tossed it to the floor. “I thought it would be nice to put some things in here to motivate you,” she said.
“How about some robotic limbs?”
“I’m not sure you’ll find those for a while,” Gabe said. “Did your visit go well?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“That bad?” Gabe asked. He only got a nod. “Well, maybe these will help.”
Stephen stared for a few moments before taking a deep breath. “Why?” he asked. “Take those to a room upstairs.”
“You earned these,” Kim said.
“And I can’t earn more.”
“No one has told you that. If you keep with your therapy -”
Papers flew angrily across the living room. Luckily, they were stapled. Kim backed up quickly. She took to the kitchen. “Easy, bud,” Gabe said. He knelt down and scooped up the papers. He ran his hand back through his short, neatly styled, dark brown hair. “She’s trying to help.”
“Maybe she’d understand if she read.”
“Still, dude.”
Gabe sunk down by Andy. Stephen tried not to eye the two trophies Kim had managed to pull. He really had been good in the sport he chose. Martial arts only came after his mother’s death. His father came to his elementary school a few times, only to learn his son had gotten into another fight. Going to a dojo was a surprise. Stephen would get to really kick some butt. He met his sensei who instead taught him discipline, respect, and how to focus. Those trophies spoke enough.
Stephen sighed. He didn’t want to think about not being able to train anymore. He loved Karate and tried to branch into judo. How could he focus his anger now? That’s what he did when his father died, too.
“Ouch,” Gabe said.
“What is it?” Andy asked. Whispers came to his ears. Andy sat up straight. “Get another opinion, Stephen.”
“I will,” Stephen said. “It won’t make a difference.”
“It’s really gone?” Gabe questioned. Kim suddenly approached with a glass of water.
“I’m sorry, I angered you,” Kim said. “I was -”
“I’m sorry,” Stephen was quick. “You don’t understand.”
“Babe,” Gabe called. “It’s not good.”
“I don’t want to read it,” Kim said. “Talk to me. What did you learn?”
Stephen took a deep breath to swell the anger. “I told you they had to remove some bone before from the accident,” he said. “They managed to pack a lot back in my wrist area, but not my ankle.”
“Where is this going?
“My ankle has gotten worse, and therapy most likely won’t help. It’s either deal with the pain, which will get far worse in time, or do what will need to be done to permanently fix it.”
“A fusion? You can still jog and -”
“Try imagining everything I did before. The scope of this is only a beginning. This is stage two of surgeries. I don’t know if they are going to have to do more. I already have a fractured knee too.”
“When do you have to decide?”
“By Monday.”
It had come to mid-August already, and Stephen should be deciding on where to put things in his new apartment that he couldn’t sign the lease on now - not a life-changing surgery. How could he say yes right now to something he knew he didn’t have a choice for?
“It’s only Thursday,” Gabe said. “You have time. Why don’t we take you out tomorrow to Ma’s? It might cheer you up.”
Cheer up? Did he really hope that a simple meal could counter all this?
“Sure,” Stephen said a bit too quickly. He sighed. “I wish this never happened. I want to be on campus.”
“They did say they’d hold the offer till next semester,” Andy reminded. “You’ll be back to school. Don’t let it limit you. You bounced back after your last accident.”
“Someone hit me,” Stephen said.
“You still bounced back.”
This time it was all his fault. Back then, he had worked the late shift at Wendy’s for a summer with Gabe, and they got off at 3 a.m. at times. One late night, he had an encounter with a drunk driver, and would have been dead if his friend Kevin hadn’t been driving home and spotted the accident. The motorist had fled, leaving an upside-down car and a lifeless boy with glass stuck in his chest.
“Crap,” Stephen blurted.
“What?” Gabe asked.
“I have to go to the bathroom.”
“I can call Trina.”
“I hate this.”
There they went. Their taillights disappeared around the trees. The home had been built in a wooded area for solitude. Stephen kept close to the window of the spare bedroom. This was where Trina had left him not long before the trio had decided to leave. Stephen hadn’t snapped like that before. Sunlight still had time in this area, and he hadn’t pictured them leaving till it was dark.
Creaks came from the hall. “That, I must say, was very rude and uncalled for,” Trina said.
“She gets emotional,” Stephen muttered.
“Your actions were hurtful towards them, and you must see that.”
“I’m allowed to be angry.”
“That can’t always be an excuse,” Trina said sternly. “I may only be your in-home nurse, but that will not stop me from ensuring that your care towards others improves.” Stephen scoffed. “You can replace me, but you can’t replace them.”
What would it be like if none of them came? Stephen rested his head back. The plain spackled ceiling was nothing compared to his old room on the floor above. He wanted to be able to walk up there, lie on his bed, and look at the glow in the dark constellations he and his father had put on the ceiling. That brought him peace in the past. None of this was right. He could feel the swell inside him. How come things couldn’t be in his control?
The chair started to shake. “Calm down,” Trina said. “In and out. Breathe. You have to clear that mind of yours. Do it for them.” Stephen nodded. “I’ll be upstairs finishing unpacking the boxes, unless you don’t want me to.”
Kim had asked Trina if she may be able to help. It didn’t make sense to unpack boxes in a place he couldn’t go to. “It’s fine,” Stephen said. “It must be a mess in the gym.”
“It is a little messy with everything they’ve brought.”
“I know.”
“Try to remember they love you. I know you don’t have much family.”
“Any family,” Stephen said. His grandmother was all that was left, and he was a stranger to her.
“Remember that. I’ll be upstairs. You have my beeper if you need me. Do you want me to turn on the television?”
“Uh, sure,” Stephen said. White noise. The remote soon came to his lap. All he had was a Roku in here.
Trina’s footsteps could be heard upon the second step and third to last from the top. Things wore over time. Those old creaks were good spots to get caught sneaking out or in. Stephen had managed to get out several times in his teens. Nothing he did was stupid besides toilet papering. He tried to be a good child for his father, and his father had a way of knowing anyways if he got out - including the bedroom window.
Stephen struggled with the remote. It needed a voice feature. Finally, his show came on. His eyes shot up. His old room was above the guest’s. No furniture had come back from his apartment, only heavy boxes of his stuff. The landlord cut a deal with Gabe and Gabe managed to pawn the rest to people Stephen knew. Six hundred bucks ended up in the bank after this, two hundred of it Stephen had tried to tell him to keep.
“How much did they bring?” Stephen mumbled. What had they all seen? He didn’t have any dirty pictures or anything - nor did he want such things. Megan had been stern that no pictures would be taken after a craze took off on ‘sexting.’ It seemed dumb to do such degrading things. Though Gabe probably found some items if he opened a drawer.
Stephen rubbed his knee or what he could. He wanted to take the braces off, yet when he did, he expected barren skin. He hated the nasty scars that still needed bandages in some areas. His knee ached a lot, his left wrist all the time, and the simple bump on his left foot made it feel like someone was rattling a screwdriver within. He took a deep breath. Don’t think about it. His eyes trained on the television.
A laptop would come in handy if Stephen could manage to use it. He wasn’t in the state of typing on his lap yet. Diving into some of his editing software would be a great time killer right now. He was heading to his doctorate as an aerospace engineer after all. There were tons of things to dive into with all he had learned. At least a computer would let him watch YouTube. He didn’t dare look at his social accounts right now.
“Pardon.” Stephen’s head snapped to the doorway. “I found this,” Trina said. “It’s unopened and addressed to you. I didn’t know if you missed it at some point.”
“No, I didn’t,” Stephen said.
“Oh,” Trina said. “Why haven’t you opened it? I don’t mean to overstep my boundaries here. It’s curious.”
“As it was when Gabe called me about it,” Stephen said.
The grey envelope had been part of a larger envelope with documents in it once. A man in a suit had called Stephen into an office, read a document to him and his grandmother, and handed that to him. That writing still looked familiar to this day that adorned the envelope.
Stephen,
Open this when you’re ready.
Dad
“Have you ever opened it?” Trina asked.
Stephen shook his head. It had a little pull tab to keep the contents secure. The envelope was thin and had obvious padding within from how it felt as pressed between his fingers before.
“Please, put it back,” Stephen said.
“Why?” Trina questioned. “Your father wanted you to have it. You’ve kept it for all this time.”
“He said when I’m ready and I think I’ll know.”
“Why don’t I put it on the table here,” Trina said. “I’m not done yet and I don’t want it to get put away wrong.” It had been in drawer in his desk for a long-time collecting dust. “I’ll be upstairs.” Stephen kept his eyes fixed on the envelope. Trina had put it right on top of the Macintosh laptop he had yet to open. Gabe had been quick to grab it from the apartment.
Dang it. A pull let the chair move along the carpet. It never had been about being ready. Stephen would have opened it right when he got home all those years ago. Yet, all he had left from his father would be revealed when he opened it. There would be nothing left to learn from him unless he happened across a journal here like the diary his mother had hidden between the mattress and box spring. It wasn’t about being ready - only not letting it be over.
The red tab had some stubbornness. Groans came after a bit. Stephen kept his elbow pressed and managed finally to pull the seal off. Plop. “All that?” he said. The DVD rattled lightly before coming to rest near the edge of the table. An odd, small silver cylinder rolled next to it. His name was scribbled upon the white label of the DVD. He peered inside and shook his head. All these years for a DVD and a piece of metal. He picked up the cylinder. It was very light.
Stephen flipped open the lid to his Mac. For a bit he waited. Not a sound came from the hall. The rain earlier had left this silence - or had been him? A bar progressed slowly across the screen. He preferred a desktop for speed but didn’t have the money. His father had given some to charity and the amount left would not come to Stephen until he was 28, in hopes then in life it could be of more use, and even Stephen would not know the amount till then.
The disk gave way. In it slid. That little hum he knew started up. How many disks had he ripped on this thing? The DVD popped up after a bit, next by his ripping software which he had an auto launch programmed. All that rested on it was a single movie file that would last six minutes. His father had never been techy like his son, who might have gone about putting this into more than a folder.
No.
A bald, weak-looking man sat behind a desk in his study. Light came from the lamp on the desk, making him look far paler than he should - or had he come to that?
“Hello, Stephen,” his father said.
It had been short; the fight with cancer. Caleb Jones had a cough that he finally decided to check out after his son’s more than slight annoyance built. An X-ray led to more, and the diagnosis followed. It had hit with full force. Yet learning the news, Stephen had this gut feeling his time was very limited with his father. One night it got bad. Stephen had urged his father to go in and they did. His father had tried to talk to him before. Stephen had silenced him once more and said they’d talk once his father came back from some testing. Stephen waited around and got some water. When he came back, he found a doctor, who took him to the lifeless man who had raised him. His heart had given up.
“I know you must hate seeing me like this again,” Stephen’s father said. His breathing was wrong. “I try to keep going forward. I hope I fought to the end. There are some things I wanted to talk to you about. There are many more. I wanted to share a beer with you in time. I want to see the sunrise in Hawaii again at the top of a volcano. You hated being hauled up there.”
It had been a little chilly. That vacation had been wonderful. What Stephen would give to see that sunrise once more.
“My time is short, and I have to tell you hard facts. I am sane, Stephen. I know the drugs have made me a little off now and then. You must trust me.”
Stephen had come home to find his father passed out during the weeks. A nurse had been stationed with him after that. It would have been worse if Stephen hadn’t found his father breathing that time. None of the drugs made him crazy.
“You’re adopted, son. I know it may come as a shock. Your mom and I didn’t know when to tell you. It’s difficult to fathom your response. I was going to tell you before you graduated. I made it a promise. I’m sorry.”
Stephen sighed. That news was old, and he had a suspicion once that faded, till he came across documents in his father’s study. His mother hadn’t been able to conceive. This house had been made for more than one child, yet only he had ever come. A report read that Stephen was found alongside a road, and the aftermath brought him into the best home. Of course, it stung a little, but how could he stay angry against people who raised him as their own blood?
His father told of their issues conceiving and a final test ending any chance of a birth from her. He had been the one to find Stephen. Lisa, Stephen’s mother, latched onto him in little time. They had a child, and all was right with the world at that moment.
“Check the second-to-bottom drawer in my desk,” his father said. “You’ll find all you need on your adoption and what was filed. I didn’t expect to find you, but I’m glad I did.” Me too. “I wished that was it, son. I wish that packet had complete accuracy.”
“What?” Stephen questioned.
“I lied, Stephen and I’m sorry.”
As his father talked, Stephen could only stare at the screen. This man spoke sincerely and calmly. Finally, his words were interrupted by a massive storm of coughs.
“Dad!” a voice called. “Are you okay?!”
“I’m fine,” his father ensured. He took easy breaths. “Go back to bed, Stephen. You have a test tomorrow.” His breathing had slowed to what had then. He shifted his focus back from the younger Stephen on the other side of the door to the current one watching the recording. “Stephen, take it as you want. All I can say is what I have. I love you, son. I really hoped I could have told you this in person.”
Stephen held the small cylinder up. It had a slit along the top, as if it could be opened. Was it some sort of a tube? He stared at the envelope for a bit and slowly started to shake his head. The tube rattled on the floor. Why did he open that envelope?




Chapter Three

Dark yellow tablecloths covered the old oak tables. The dark wooden floor had seen its days. Black iron fixtures kept bulbs secure over yellow shields. The decor matched the black candle holders upon the table with egg white candles in burn. Not much changed here and that was the best. Ma’s kept the local crowd and would be a hole in the wall for those who were brave enough to venture far off the main highway.
Ma’s Italian cuisine included many of Kim’s favorites. She never could eat the whole dish, even if she wanted to. Sometimes Ma would split a dish with her and a friend before so as not to waste. Kim only recalled having dessert here a few times. Gabe could speak more for that area. He had a knack to sometimes put an order in for dessert at certain places with his meal. It was odd the times he had a cake arrive alongside his main course. If it hadn’t been for Stephen, he’d be chubby like he had been his early days of high school. Kim only had pictures, being a transfer student as a sophomore and a year behind him.
Ma sat behind a polished counter. She had some weight to her. Her hair had gone grey. She wore her normal white sweater over her black top. That smile never faded since the day Kim first met her. Clippings from newspapers, magazines, and Ma’s own sources were on a board on the wall. She had many children and showed their successes here. One of the clippings still revealed a champion that now sat in a chair, being pushed along by Kim.
Gabe belched suddenly. Ma’s laugh overtook the roll of eyes Kim had for that. He was still a boy. “Enjoyed my food too much, eh, Gabriel?” Ma questioned.
“Amazing as always,” Gabe chuckled.
“You’re looking a bit lean,” Ma said. Those words came a lot around here. “Make sure you come back. It’s been a while.”
“We live an hour and a half away, Ma,” Gabe said. “You need to expand.”
“You’re sounding like Stephen,” Ma said. “Always trying to get my recipes out into the world.”
“They have a point,” Andy said.
“You hush, young man. You’re in here every week.”
Andy laughed. Gabe handed over the bill. The old-style register rung up. “Forty-five, ninety-six,” she said.
It had been very nice that Gabe offered to cover the bill. Kim couldn’t argue with the bonus he got. There was plenty for a beautiful honeymoon. The silver card slid in a device Ma once claimed she’d never learn to use.
“Please be sure to tip Dillan,” Ma said a bit softly. It had been a first to see her eldest son waiting tables. “He’s going through a rough time.” Gabe nodded. Kim tried to do twenty percent unless it was horrid. “Stephen, try to cheer up. I’m sure you’ll be on your feet in no time.”
“He’s having to make a difficult decision,” Andy explained. “He’ll be fine.”
Since the accident, Stephen’s mood went here, there, and never up. Kim never saw him hit denial in this. He hated this beyond reason. It was different today. Stephen kept zoning, and at times, it took a bit to get his attention. She needed to check with Trina when they got back if she had given him anything strong. She trusted them to take care of him this evening. Gabe really hoped not to have to take Stephen to the bathroom.
Ah! A nice August breeze greeted them outside. Deb’s van awaited them in a parking spot close to the door. Ma’s was located in the strip in the small downtown area of Lexville. Kim struggled lightly with the chair.
“That’s new,” Stephen said faintly. The same words came out coming in.
Brew Fusion opened up two years back. They did all sorts of coffee drinks, oven fired pizzas, sold books and interesting items for the home, and had a bar that opened up in the evening in the back. Locals really loved it. The wheels that struggled suddenly started to roll. Kim pushed again. Stephen’s hand retreated.
“Do you want to go in there for a bit?” Kim asked.
“Sure, whatever,” Stephen said.
“What’s on your mind?” Kim questioned. She braced herself. Not a word came unlike these last weeks.
Gabe held open the door. A cane moved about inside the shop. Coffee; a wonderful drug for the morning. Kim took a deep breath. The shop’s walls revealed some of the original brick of the building. Tables here didn’t match like chairs. A few corners were taken. Most had moved out to the bar by now. Another inhale made her smile. Dang.
“Anybody want a drink?” Kim questioned - a regret she’d deal with later. A line ran from the counter.
“Go,” Stephen said softly. “Put me by the window.”
“Are -”
“Get your darn coffee.”
Kim took an easy breath. A red circular table would keep Stephen company. He rested his best arm on it and caved over. Her eyes met Gabe’s. “Do you want anything, bud?” he questioned. Stephen shook his head. He rarely drank pop or coffee as she remembered.
“Give him some space,” Andy whispered.
Being cooped up must have not been easy. Kim hesitated a bit. Her feet moved along and joined the line. Andy kept a hand on Gabe’s shoulder. “Should we have left him?” he asked.
“He’s like twenty feet away,” Gabe said. “Give him space. He’s been a major downer today. More than usual.”
“This is different,” Kim said. “I prefer him talking over silence.”
“I agree,” Andy said. “Do you think he made his decision?”
“He had when he learned,” Kim said. “I don’t know what to do with him. I’ve never dealt with someone in that situation.”
“I don’t see him when I look,” Gabe said. “Dang, this is wrong.”
“It shouldn’t have happened.”
**
Why couldn’t Ma’s have changed things? Stephen hadn’t ordered more than a breadstick and shared some of Kim’s alfredo lasagna. Nothing made sense to him. His mind kept revolving around his father and what he would tell the doctor. He shook his head lightly. One moment he agreed to help, the next he felt more pain than what a doctor said a woman in bad labor may have from those damn painkillers not working.
“It’s Stephen, right?” someone asked. The man was possibly in his late forties. Grey had started to take to his hair, adding to the slight balding. He wore a red sweater vest similar to a teacher Stephen had known in high school. “Stephen Jones? I apologize.”
“Yeah,” Stephen said. “Who are you?”
“I was a friend of your father’s,” the man said. “My name is Herald Zumerkrin.”
“Zumerkrin?” Stephen questioned. An odd name; one he hadn’t heard his father utter before.
“Yeah, it was a long time ago,” Herald said. He took a sip from a tall white cup with a brown lid. ‘H Z’ had been written on the bottom. “I know it’s a little weird.” He shook his head. “You look a lot like your father.”
“Like him?”
“Yeah,” Herald said. “Do you mind if I sit?”
“It’s not like I can go anywhere,” Stephen said. The others had a couple people left till they could order.
“I’m sorry about what happened,” Herald said, sliding into a seat. He seemed to tower a bit from the height of the stool. This place was weird. “I hope recovery is treating you better.”
“What recovery? I have to have more surgeries.”
“Oh,” Herald said. “I’m sorry.”
“How did you know my father?”
“It’s a bit complicated. It would take a bit to explain. I don’t want to take too much of your evening up.”
“Why haven’t I seen you before?”
“Again, it’s a bit complicated. It’s also going to be a bit odd, the question I am about to ask.”
One set of eyes had caught the attention of Herald. Kim tilted her head slightly. Stephen quickly shook his head. “Go on,” he said.
“Your parents left you something,” Herald said. “I know it’s strange for me ask to have it, but I must.”
“What exactly did they leave me?”
“Something you’ve probably carried,” Herald said. “It’s a strange metal tube that you can’t open.” Stephen’s eyes lit. “You know what I speak of. Look, let me be honest. I’m not going to steal it or beg. There’s more to it than you will understand. I ask that you spare many questions and try to understand that -” Herald sighed. “I didn’t really think it through on how I would approach you for this.”
“How did I come to have it?”
“Your father,” Herald said. “He must have given it to you.”
“How does he know you?”
“It’s -”
“Complicated, I get it, but you’re not going to touch it if you don’t tell me how you know him.”
Herald took another long sip of his drink. Their eyes did not part. He didn’t seem like a man with a hidden evil agenda. There was more behind those green eyes to speak.
“Try to understand,” Herald said. “Do you know that you’re adopted?”
“Yes,” Stephen said.
“I was good friends with you birth father and your mother too.”
“Good friends with those who abandoned me.”
“It’s not that simple,” Herald said. “There’s a lot more to it than that. Stephen, if I go into telling you more, it’s not helpful. You may not understand why. That’s how it is.”
“It’s not simple, either. Tell me, Herald. How did I come to be on the side of the road in a metal pod?”
“Uh, what?”
“You heard what I asked, and I saw it in your eyes. You know. It’s very odd, Herald.”
“The circumstances to you being there are complex, as are how your adopted parents managed to cover it up.”
“They did very well,” Stephen said. Too well. His father claimed that he heard a noise and then saw something not high in the sky while driving. “Talk, Herald. What research lab put me in a pod?”
“You ask questions that will only lead to more,” Herald said.
“My father found me in a pod that opened up as he came close. Whose sick idea -”
“It opened by itself?”
“You didn’t know?”
“I tried to understand it, but I didn’t -”
“It supposedly told him to back away before it took off.”
“Curious,” Herald said, scratching his chin. “You filled me into a mystery for another.”
“Where did I come from? A lab, a -”
“Have you noticed this conversation only adds more? I’d love to have time to tell you everything, but I don’t, nor a lot of time in general before I must go. I asked for what I did. Please give it to me, Stephen.”
“Where did I come from? Why did my parents do that to me? You haven’t answered anything important.”
“Your parents did it for you,” Herald said. He sighed deeply. “You really won’t budge without answers.”
“My father left me a message that messed me up. Of course, I want to know the truth.”
“The more you learn, the harder it will be to let go. Stephen, I spent a long time searching for you. A lot longer than you can believe. I thought many times of what I would say, and this had never been a scenario. I didn’t want to be stretched for time, nor come off like I am. Your predicament complicates thing.”
“How so?”
“You aren’t where you should be,” Herald said. “I’m not sure that helps. You should be where I was looking, not here.”
“Were you in Russia?”
Herald chuckled for only a second. “If it were so simple,” he said. “Where you come from is far different from this. I could say, you have been denied your birthright.”
“What?”
“Think of it as being born someplace and never being able to go back. Your birthright is where you were born. You shouldn’t be here. I figured I’d meet you in the last place I would look, yet here you are in this small town.”
“You talk like -” Stephen began. The very word had slipped his mind. “You talk as if everywhere I have been is wrong.”
“It is in some way. You have been blessed with a great life.”
“Yeah, my family is dead, and I’m in a wheelchair. Oh, did I mention someone has to wipe my ass, Herald? Do you think I’m really blessed here?”
Herald shrunk a little in his chair. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I wish things were different.”
“If you tell me two things, I’ll give you it,” Stephen said. “You tell me the truth, in detail, or I’ll see to it that my friends take me away.” The others had finally gotten to the counter. The heavyset woman moved towards the back with a ticket in hand. Kim’s eyes were once again upon them. “Do we have a deal?”
“That’s fair, but I warn -”
“Yeah, yeah. I learn and question more. Where am I from?”
“It’s, uh -”
“What did I say?”
“It’s not easy.”
“Last chance. If you really searched for me, I hope it wasn’t only for this damn thing. What an honor to my parents who sent me away.”
“Don’t speak about what you don’t understand.”
“Then speak,” Stephen said.
“You’re from a place far away,” Herald said. Stephen took a deep breath in through his nose. “Far away. I’m not sure really where you were born. Your parents weren’t allowed to say. They were working on your father’s project. He headed a very small team. You were born during that time, and one day, I got a message that you were coming my way in that pod with what I have asked for.”
“Why?”
“Is that your second -”
“Answer me.”
“I’m technically your godfather,” Herald said. “They trusted me.”
“Where exactly are you from then? I don’t understand. Europe?”
“No,” Herald said. He leaned back. From how he sipped, he might have preferred something else now. “I was born on Earth, but not this one.”
“Uh, time-travel?”
“Yes, but not controlled. I don’t think there is a way. It’s complicated.”
“And I’m from Earth?”
“No,” Herald said. “I haven’t lied to you. You came far from Earth. That pod had taken its time to be revealed.”
“You found it?”
“You’ve asked more than one question.”
“Herald, come on,” Stephen said. He hadn’t really noticed that he had sat up, his skin maybe flusher, and his mind fully focused till now. He kept his eyes fixed. “I’m from the future. A different planet possibly. That’s not something I can easily pretend I didn’t hear.”
“Which is what I warned, and why I’m a bit shocked you believe me.”
“I told you, my father left me a message that messed me up,” Stephen said. “He never lied to me. Hid? Yes, but never lied. I refused to take what he told me before his death as a hallucination.”
“You are from the future, and I am not sure where,” Herald said. “I know in your mother’s pure intention; she’d have wanted you to make it to me. It was her who sent the message”
“Oh,” Stephen said. He tried to keep his mind from wrapping on too much. “What about the tube?”
“I’ve answered enough, Stephen. I kept my end.”
“You talked about birthright.”
“What?”
“You said I was denied it. The pod -”
“I may find out in time why the pod managed what it did. No, it isn’t a time machine.”
Stephen took a deep breath. “I want to know more,” he said. He found an ache within. “I need to know more. It’s not right for you to go.” Beep, beep. Herald pulled out a thin device that looked like darkened glass. It lit up just a little before he slid it back into his pocket. Had the image popped off it a little?
“I know a lot about you,” Herald said. “Being here may disrupt a little of your future.”
“So, you know what happens to me?”
“Your life is not over. I will not give you details on it.”
“Do you think it could be better?”
Feet were starting to move across the floor their way. “What do you mean?” Herald asked.
“Do you think I could have a better life if offered.”
“I think I understand what you want to ask,” Herald said. “I was informed I could offer you a choice, but I didn’t want to.”
“Why could you offer me?”
“Universal Principle. Don’t interfere with non-advanced space-faring species and don’t mess with the past. You are not supposed to be here. That’s also why I need what we agreed upon.”
The tube had been tucked away in Stephen’s short’s Velcro pocket this morning. “Can they heal me?” Stephen asked.
“Heal what?” Gabe asked.
“Hold on,” Stephen told his friends. “Can they do that, Herald?”
“As much as I would love to be able to show you what you deserve,” Herald began, “it’s not the right conditions. You have to understand that.” If Stephen had been some farmer on a purple world, sure they would take him then, but not when he’s broken in the past - how unfair. “You have to really be -”
“Can they do it?” Stephen said sternly.
“Yes, of course they can.”
“Who’s this?” Kim asked.
“A friend of my father’s,” Stephen was quick to say. “Can you give us some time?”
“We promised Trina.”
“She’s not my mom!” Stephen exclaimed.
“Stephen Jones,” Kim said. “That’s enough of that. You need to get home.”
“That’s not my home.”
“Stephen,” Herald said. “I need to go. Please, the tube.”
“What’s he talking about?” Andy asked. “Who exactly is this guy?”
“Please,” Stephen said. “Give me a little more time.”
“I don’t have much more time I can spare here,” Herald said. “Please.”
“You know what I want.”
“You aren’t in any state to -”
“Help me, please.”
Eyes fell shut. Herald hung his head. The other’s voices seemed to fade. Maybe they’d haul Stephen out soon. A nod. Stephen groaned. Every part of him wanted to stand up. Herald rose from his chair. “The problem persists with them,” he said.
“What the heck is going on?” Gabe asked.
“This is Herald and he was a very good friend of my father. Will you please, give me some damn time to talk to him? I’m not a child. Just because I’m in this chair, doesn’t give you power over me!”
Gabe threw his hands up. He headed to the door. Kim quickly followed after, unable to grab his arm once more. “You really ticked him off,” Andy said. “Sounds like it, at least.” Gabe hadn’t gotten this irritated since he came to the hospital before the surgery.
“Andy, I must go with him,” Stephen said.
“Did you say go?”
“Yes, please understand. There’s more to this than I can explain. I know what I have to do.”
“Uh, I don’t know if that is wise.”
“Andy, come on.”
“How are you going to go with him in that chair?”
“That’s a good observation,” Herald said. It felt odd for Stephen to see Herald looking at him with such resistance now after seeming so relieved when he first saw him. Clearly, he wanted to meet him. “I have a motorcycle.”
“I have the keys to my mom’s van,” Andy said. He was to keep them on him when they weren’t driving. Convincing Deb to take the van had been hard, let alone letting Gabe drive it. “No one is going anywhere without my voice.” His chuckle had a bit more to it.
“I don’t need this chair,” Stephen said.
What could it really be described as? Fire burned as Stephen managed to brace himself upon the table. Up he went. It was as if strings were pulled throughout his arms and leg. Finally, he could stand; elbow on the table and a single foot to keep a poor balance, far from what he was used to. He groaned.
“You’d really do anything to come, wouldn’t you?” Herald questioned.
“Yes.”
“You really are like your father; stubborn. Okay, if you can manage to come with me and understand the risk, you can leave.”
“Risk?” Andy questioned.
“What would you give for this, Stephen?” Herald questioned. “Would you give up your friend here?”
“I,” Stephen began.
“What I offer, this course, is only done, by leaving everything behind. If you come with me, you can never come back. I have no power there.”
“Never?”
“Never,” Herald said sternly. The table started to shake. Stephen saw the ground. His mind flashed to the fall that did not slow. His heart started to race. It did not come. He found an arm around him. “You are in rough shape,” Stephen stare at as his friend. Andy stumbled a little, finally finding the table. “I’d love to be able to give you what you want, but -”
“I understand.”
**
“Andy,” Gabe said. An empty wheelchair rested close to the table. Andy hung his head. “Where the hell did he go? Where is that guy?!”
“I don’t know what’s going on,” Andy admitted softly. “Stephen had me sit in a chair and told me to stay. I should have fought and screamed once he was gone, but Stephen sounded certain in what he was doing.”
Gabe fumed. He didn’t care what shit Stephen had said. The man wasn’t in his right mind. This guy who showed up was not someone Gabe had ever seen. He poked his head outside and gasped. A black motorcycle started to move from a space. “Hey!” he boomed. “Kim, let’s move!”
“We aren’t his parents,” Andy said.
“He’s not in his right mind,” Kim said. Gabe held open the door. He cursed and tossed Andy over his shoulder. Damn, if only they had parked the van over here. Never in Gabe’s days would he have envisioned Stephen leaving Andy like that.
“Sorry,” Gabe said. He about tossed Andy into the van. Both his cane and the chair were left behind. Damn. Thank goodness, he actually handed over the keys. “What all did that man say?”
Come on. The key turned five times. Deb’s van needed to be junked. A roar made a kid walking by jump. A horn blared. Gabe fought to flick off the truck. Off they went. His gaze barely caught the motorcycle turning far ahead. Shit, shit.
“What did he say?!” Gabe boomed.
“It didn’t even sound like he really wanted Stephen to come,” Andy said. “He kept telling him to think about things. I’m not sure what else there is. He seemed to be in a hurry.”
“Wait, so that man doesn’t want Stephen with him?” Kim questioned.
“What the fuck is going on?” Gabe said, following by a nasty grunt.
“You are lucky I don’t smack you, Gabriel Heartfield.”
Horns blared. Kim’s nails dug into Gabe’s legs. “Ease off,” he warned. “We need to catch him.” A cop seeing him running and turning on that red light would be a good thing right now. The van zoomed on, its engine working harder than it should at that age.
“There,” Gabe said.
“That’s an odd motorcycle,” Kim said.
It went fast - for sure. This Herald didn’t care too much for the speed limit. They passed out of town in very little time. As bad of a time as it was, Gabe wondered where he could buy such a motorcycle. It was sleek black, with a blue underbelly. Its wheels where thin with blue rims. He couldn’t hear its engine. It might be from Japan for all he knew. Dang, it looked cool.
“He noticed us,” Kim said. “Hey they are slowing. Never mind.”
Instead the motorcycle sped quickly through the country. Gabe tried to press the van. They were pushing past 70. Kim kept her eyes forward. She hated it when he sped out here. The last thing Gabe would do was let his best friend of twenty years go away with this dude to God knows where.
“There,” Kim said.
The motorcycle had slowed. Off it went behind a wooded area. The van suddenly shook as it went onto the curb. Gabe held the wheel firm. Shit. The van came to a stop leaning a bit more to the right than it should.
“Damn it!” Gabe said.
“My mom is going to kill you!” Andy barked.
“She can kill me after I kill Stephen!”




Chapter Four

Of course, they followed. Wouldn’t Stephen? Herald made some fine points about what may happen with his friends. Gabe happened to be pretty tough and would easily intervene if needed. It wouldn’t be long till they were over here. Hmm. Stephen looked about the area he had been brought to. The motorcycle obviously didn’t fly. A wooded area and field didn’t appear to conceal transport.
“Are you okay?” Herald asked.
“As good as I can be,” Stephen said. This reminded him of his first therapy session before the surgeon cancelled them. He wanted a CT scan on the ankle. “Let’s go.” Herald’s struggle hopefully would be short. “How far in the future exactly are we going?”
“700 years.”
“700?!”
“Yes, now hold on.”
Herald pulled out his interesting device. The handheld’s dark glass appearance was cool. Stephen could partially see through it. A tap brought it to life. An image came to the front. Part of the image popped out farther than the others. His finger moved quick. It retreated suddenly. The device slid down into his pocket. Something strange was happening around them, but only if Stephen stared upon it too long. A section of the trees looked a bit distorted.
What? Something really was off. From the distortion, a section started to become more visible, revealing what appeared to be the inside of a craft. Someone stepped from it wearing a sleek black jacket and skinny jeans. The man had some youth. His auburn hair was full of curls and his blue eyes quickly fixed upon them. His mouth came open suddenly.
“You got him to come?” the man gasped. “I thought you said -”
“I didn’t expect it,” Herald said. “Stephen, this is Howard. He’s one of my colleagues.”
“Hello,” Howard said. He hurried to the motorcycle. “Let’s get this on board. Time is running short. I thought you’d be back an hour ago.”
“You try tracking the signal without being noticed.”
“Figures as much,” Howard said. He ran his hand down the seat. His fingers came under. A slight groan came from it. The motorcycle folded on its own frame. How could something so sturdy bend in such a way? Howard rolled it quickly towards the craft.
“I hope you have really thought this over,” Herald said. “You can’t come back, and there isn’t a lot of time to talk this over with them.”
“Why the rush?” Stephen questioned.
“We were only allotted a specific amount of time after we came. If we go over, we can’t come back.”
“Oh,” Stephen said.
“Hold up!” Gabe boomed. “What the hell do you think you are doing, Stephen?”
“So, it begins,” Herald said faintly. Gabe came quickly, Kim behind with Andy’s hand on her shoulder.
“Look, you don’t understand,” Stephen said. “There isn’t time to explain. I have to -”
“What the hell is that?” Gabe questioned. He stopped not far from them; his finger pointed at the oddity in the area. “What the hell is going on?”
“I’ll give you the simple version,” Herald began. “I am from the future.”
“That’s a time machine?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. Stephen made a choice to come with me back to the period he was born into.”
“Uh, what?”
“Gabe, I told you I was adopted,” Stephen said.
“Yeah, but you can’t honestly expect me to believe this,” Gabe said.
“You’re staring at a cloaked shuttle and think my origin is far-fetched?”
“He has a point,” Kim said. She looked a little pale. “This doesn’t seem real at all.”
“It’s exactly why I never expected this,” Herald said.
“And you thought it would be simple?” Stephen questioned. “You came and told me all you did. How can you think I wouldn’t want this? Would I’d simply forget it in time?”
Herald sighed.
“Look, I have to go. I need to go,” Stephen said.
“Why?” Gabe exclaimed. “You have a life here! Your future awaits. You’re going to work for NASA, I promise it. Don’t go because you hit a bump.”
“There have been many bumps, Gabe. I’ve drawn the line. This is my chance to have a life of infinite possibilities. The galaxy is vast, and I can learn more of my origin. I wouldn’t stop you.”
“But you can never see them again,” Herald reminded.
“What?” Kim questioned.
“If he comes, he can’t come back.”
“How can you make a foolish choice?”
“Indeed,” Howard said. “How can you be that stupid?”
“Now Howard,” Herald began. The man slowly shook his head. “I’m trying to resolve this. Let’s not make it worse.”
“You had to make it worse,” Howard said. “Such a fool.” Something came quickly from his jacket. He motioned with his other hand. “Give it to me now.”
“Now -”
“I’m not afraid to put a round in you.”
A faint blue glow radiated from the tip of the barrel. The gun had a smooth, red body. Howard kept his finger locked on the trigger. Never before had a gun been pointed at Stephen. His father had taken him hunting a few times with a buddy. Neither Stephen nor his father really hunted but enjoyed getting out to the area.
“Now, give it me,” Howard warned. “There doesn’t have to be unnecessary bloodshed.”
“Please, give him what he wants,” Kim said quickly.
“He looks serious,” Gabe added.
“Of course, I’m serious, fool,” Howard said.
“Why are you doing this?” Herald questioned. He kept his arms raised. “You know -”
“Do you have any idea, the potential profit it can bring?”
“This isn’t to -”
“Do not speak again. Give it to me. Give me Kodon.”
“The tube?” Stephen questioned.
“Give it to me,” Howard said, motioning once more. “I know you aren’t capable, but you, Herald, or your friend can. I’ll make a deal. I get it and leave. None of you, including Herald will die. You’re lucky actually, Herald. I was going to leave you on the ground with a bullet sizzling in your head.”
“All right,” Stephen said. “It’s in my short pocket.”
Herald pulled up the Velcro. He reached into to barren space. Stephen shook his head. The day he had to wear khakis. “Hurry up,” Howard warned. “We are on a schedule here.”
“Let me help him,” Gabe said. “No one needs to get shot.”
“Stay where you are!” Howard warned. Gabe froze. “You’re trying my patience, Herald!”
Herald groaned. Howard brought the gun around. The force took to Herald. He fell to the ground, clutching a fresh gash on his cheek. Stephen swayed. The gun fired, making Gabe freeze once more. Damn it. Stephen’s leg burned. He tried not scream from the force he found to his wrist. The ground had many rocks that pressed against it. He lay, taking deep breaths to stim the pain.
Another pocket was searched. “I grow tired,” Howard warned. “Which one is it in?” The gun came to rest against Stephen’s forehead. “Tell me.”
“Right bottom,” Stephen managed to say. The gun retreated. Gosh, it felt wrong to have a hand sifting there. Megan had several times stuck her hands into his pant pockets to get his attention.
“There,” Howard said. He rose, a silver tube in hand. His smile grew great. “Ah. I can retire now.”
“Go,” Stephen said.
“Oh, I intend to.”
“Hey, Howard,” Herald’s voice rose.
“I thought I -”
“You should have checked.”
Howard’s eyes lit, only briefly. He fell back, and his body slammed into the ground. No bounce, no sign of movement; his eyes did not close. A crisp blackening hole had appeared in the side of his forehead. Herald took a deep breath. His weapon lowered and returned to his side.
It was as if a glass barrier had shattered. Gabe and Kim raced forward, leaving Andy. They stood over Stephen, eyes in panic. “Look what you did!” Gabe blasted at Herald.
“How was I to know if he would really let us go?” Herald exclaimed. He came close to the body. His eyes scanned only a little. Gabe snatched the tube away.
“You need to hand that to me.”
“You caused all this!”
“I’d be dead if -,” Stephen tried.
“You wouldn’t be here if he didn’t show up,” Gabe said sternly. “We have to get you to the hospital now.”
“No, get me onboard.”
“Are you insane?!” Gabe shouted.
“Stephen, under the circumstance -” Herald began.
“Stay out of this!” Gabe blasted. “You caused this!”
“Knock it off!” Stephen blasted. “Get me to my damn feet. So help me. Damn, I hate this.” He groaned. Herald’s attempt fell short. “Let him help, damn it!” Gabe bounced suddenly. He clutched his knee.
“Damn it, Stephen!”
A single kick could still to damage. Stephen finally kept his weight on the right foot. “Get me onboard,” he said. “I’ve had enough of this.”
“Stephen, this isn’t right,” Kim spoke.
“Enough!” Andy blasted. “For heaven’s sake. Can’t you see you can’t stop him. He’ll hate you forever if you make him stay. Don’t you get it? You can’t change his mind!”
Birds chirped in the trees close by. Herald’s arms came to support him better. Stephen glanced around. All eyes were on him, but no one said a word. He hopped to help. His foot finally came onto the hard floor of the shuttle. No hand came to stop him from the others.
The shuttle had two rows of seats and a chair positioned in front of a curved dash. Several screens waited for Herald’s command. They, like his device, seemed to have the images pop off a little. Herald sat Stephen down in the closest seat. The cushion felt wonderful after all he had been through. His mind focused on possible destinations, not the stinging, the weakness, and pain he had of all that happened.
“Hold on,” Herald said. “I need to grab it from your friend.”
Gabe emerged, about butting heads with Herald. Stephen took an easy breath. Where had he really come from? What was important enough to kill for whatever amount of currency in the future? He tried to steer his mind from the glowing barrel, or the crisp hole it left. Why hadn’t there been blood?
Beep, beep, beep. The same three tones started to become louder, repeating every few seconds from the front of the shuttle. Herald cursed. “I don’t have time,” he said. He snatched the tube and pressed it into Stephen’s hand. “Don’t let go of it.”
“Stephen,” Kim’s voice rose. “I know this seems good, but you are leaving everything.” She brought Andy into the shuttle. He stumbled a little and about bumped into the motorcycle at the back. Herald raced by, cursing many times under his breath. “Stephen, talk to me.”
“I have to do this,” Stephen said.
“There’s so much this world has to offer.”
“This is not up for discussion. This world has done enough. I don’t want to live like this. I need to be able to have more. I’m going where I never thought I would.”
Herald’s groans became more apparent. Howard’s head bumped the side of the shuttle. It took three more large pulls to get the body in. He kicked the feet inside, shaking his head. “Hurry up,” he warned. “I have to go.” The beeps started to warn louder. “Shit.”
“Stephen, please,” Gabe said. “If I were to say goodbye to you, it shouldn’t be like this or forever.”
“You have one minute,” Herald called back. “Then this shuttle’s door is sealed and I’m taking off.”
“Stephen -”
“I know,” Stephen said. “I’m sorry. This has happened fast.”
“Let’s go home,” Gabe said. “There’s a lot you can still do.”
“I don’t have a home. It ended when he died. I’m lost, and I’m ready to know what I am meant to do.”
“Not like this.”
“Thirty seconds!” Herald warned.
“Please.”
“Go.”
Silence took held. The beeps stopped. The door to the shuttle came back and rested into place. A slight hiss sealed it, preventing anything from getting in or out. Up the shuttle rose with little effort over the countryside. Stephen kept his eyes closed. He wondered what it would look like from Herald’s seat. Up the shuttle went further. Force took hold. No rocket could take such speed, nor such a speed should exist like this. Fire burned against a field outside. Like that, darkness.
Stars, real stars, nothing to stop their sight, were in the distance. It was as if Stephen had fallen back to his childhood. His dreams had pressed him towards space. He always wanted to go, ever since he had stared as a five-year-old into the abyss. While in school, he knew the chance was getting slim - yet he pressed. Now here he was. Could this all be a dream? Had he passed out at the coffee shop and would soon be awoken by his friends? The ship’s engine truly lit. How could a ship move this fast? He’d made a choice that he never could take back.




Chapter Five

The shuttle finally slowed. Herald leaned forward. Where was it?
He pulled a screen from across the dash. A simple hand movement made it grow. This manual piloting stuff, he had left for Howard. How had he missed any sign of that betrayal coming? All this for a possible fortune? Howard was the newest to his team, but he had excellent recommendations. Darren would be angry the moment he learned of any of this.
Ah. Herald pulled back his helm control. A joystick would work better, like the ones he used to play old-style video games with. He brought the right thrust. The tear approached. This small section of space barely fit this shuttle. Space mirrored itself here. He held his breath. The shuttle shook lightly. Odd light took to the windows. Lights flickered. The very dash had gone dark when they came through last time, and for a moment, he had feared them being stranded.
But exhale Herald did. Life returned to the shuttle. He gulped lightly at the vessels that dwarfed them. He was but an ant to one of them. Here in old Gamarinian Space, the Galatian Empire kept good patrols and investigated the dangers that remained, as well as protected this tear from wherever it may lead. A tone quickly sounded.
“Zumerkrin, here,” he was quick to answer.
“We thought you may not make it,” a woman’s voice came through. “You’re lucky. We were only thirty seconds away.” Herald let out a sigh of relief on that.
“I’ll be on my way to the Explorer C.”
“I’m puzzled by my scans onboard your shuttle.”
“That’s for the Councilman Wallace to deal with.”
“I understand. Head now. Your time is done in this space.”
The shuttle’s engine fired. Past the cruisers they went. Another massive one waited. Herald took them underneath and up. Here was the Explorer C. It compared little to the rest in the area. It was older and the crew measured fewer than sixty. It needed only a skeleton crew and those who had been chosen for his team. While not much to look at, it had been his home for years in his search for his godson and Kodon - and finally paid off.
Herald rubbed his face. He rounded the Explorer C. A blue field covered his entry. The shuttle breached it and hovered a little before taking down to a place a shuttle bay officer waved him to with a baton. He wasn’t alone, the chief of security waited close by in her uniform. Her gun hopefully would not leave her belt after all this.
This wasn’t the homecoming he wanted nor envisioned. Coming empty-handed had been most of them. He tapped and started to shut down the shuttle. He ran his hand along the dash, clearing most of the windows. Only one remained open. Butterflies fluttered inside his stomach. His finger came close. Tap. A hiss erupted from the side. Herald hoped Darren would be close. His best friend would hate what happened.
“You really, meant it,” the girl spoke. All this time had been silence. Herald spun his chair around and rose. “Please, take us back.”
“What about ‘one minute’ did you not get?” Herald questioned.
Those three had ample time to depart. It wasn’t fair, but there hadn’t been any time to explain. She, like the two men, had remained. One had a reason. He couldn’t see his way out - not in that state. Herald shook his head.
“This isn’t real,” Gabe said. “This can’t be.”
“We’re onboard a starship,” Stephen said. A smile rose and faded quickly. The door finally slid along the shuttle into place.
A head peaked in. The chief of security was a lovely female Telicion. Her skin was a dark blue and very smooth. Her hair was white. Two antennae protruded from the top of her head with small bulbs on the end. Her eyes several times scanned over the guests and finally to the body on the ground.
“I’m sure there’s an explanation at hand,” she said. The others stared at her. “Do I need to call for backup, Herald?” The confusion brought the other’s attention to Herald. They had no idea what she was saying - they hadn’t any way.
“No,” Herald said. “We need a conference room and the captain. I need to get a hold of -”
A voice rose outside. Someone soon stepped back onto the shuttle, eyes fixed at Howard. Herald sighed. “Crap,” he said. “What the heck happened, Herald?”
“It’s very interesting.”
“And who are they?”
“Uh, they are his friends.”
Darren’s eyes focused on the wounded. “Ian Porter?” he questioned. Herald nodded.
“Who?” Stephen questioned.
“Your birth name,” Herald explained.
“I’ll get the captain and security,” the chief said. “Sorry, Herald. This is too much to come to this vessel.”
Darren stepped into the shuttle. He was younger than Herald and in better shape. The muscle tone to his arms could easily catch interest. His hair was short and curled up in the front. His green eyes piqued with interest at the sight of Stephen.
“I take it, you three are an accident?” Darren said.
“You can say that,” Gabe said. “I demand we go back.”
“That’s not for me to decide,” Herald said calmly. “Councilman Wallace will need to be informed. It was he who granted us permission to enter the tear. I apologize for the circumstance that brought.”
“Cut the shit,” Gabe said. “I -” He quickly held his face.
“Not another foul word from your mouth, Gabriel,” the girl warned. “It does not help this. Let’s figure this out together.”
“But,”
“I don’t like it either! At least I know when to stop.”
In Herald’s research, he had never come across this girl. Gabriel Heartfield and Andy Miller had a history with Stephen. Herald had gotten profiles on the others in case, but nothing revealed a relationship between Gabe or Andy and this girl. He needed to understand who she was. Of course now, any data besides what was on his handheld was gone. The moment they left, they disappeared from history and most likely, the advanced record to come on them.
“I’m sorry,” Darren said with much sincerity. “Please, let’s wait for security and I promise, we will get this sorted out.” His eyes locked with Herald. “What happened with Howard?”
“Greed,” Herald said with such disgust.
“Really?” Darren questioned. He shook his head. “Damn it. This wasn’t supposed to happen. How did he expect to get away with this?”
“He had some plan.”
“Selling Kodon?” Darren said and let out a short sigh. “I thought he knew better.”
“What is Kodon?” Stephen questioned.
“That will come in time. Now, we follow them.”
“What?”
Five security officers had joined the chief outside.
**
Captain Adel could be described in many different words, Stephen thought. It would be plain wrong to come out and refer to him as a cat-man. It fit for a first look though. He had a human-like body, yet it was covered in dark orange fur. His arms had some black stripes to them. A long tail curled behind him, and he had a set of cat ears. His face even appeared a bit catlike with the nose, but his mouth opened more naturally like a human.
Somehow, Herald spoke to the captain in English, along with others, yet they didn’t speak it back. How did he understand them and they him? Stephen kept trying to keep up with the conversation. Captain Adel didn’t help with his changes to English only to address Stephen and his friends, which was rough enough that Herald had to further explain.
The conference room aboard the Explorer C was small. A single long window revealed streaking stars. It reminded Stephen of some sci-fi movies. He felt nothing, and this ship still went a speed unthought of. This only brought more silence to Kim.
Gabe’s face had finally gotten a bit less red. Stephen wished he could help Andy understand what was around him. This sucked for them. They had a chance and they didn’t take it. Here they were, stuck. If only they’d have listened to Herald. There had been no second chance. He took off at the time he had told them.
“Captain, I went by Councilman Wallace’s word,” Herald said. “He gave an option for the Porters’ child to come.” Again, Herald seemed to repeat himself, but in a different defense.
The captain’s speech didn’t sound weird, only foreign. He circled the table, scratching the back of his fury ear.
“I know we didn’t expect it, but Howard acted.”
Captain Adel asked only Stephen and Gabe to explain briefly what happened in the confrontation with Howard. The theory of him being provoked fell flat. It seemed like Howard hadn’t been thought suspicious in any way. It had been a shock to Darren, a good friend of Herald’s, possibly the best from how he talked of Darren while they waited for the captain. Sadly, Darren hadn’t a chance to learn any more than he did.
One final word had been spoken. Captain Adel headed out. The door slid closed, leaving an uneasy calm in the room. Herald rose from his chair and approached the window.
“We are going to Galat II,” Herald said. “We’ll meet with Councilman Wallace about getting you home.”
“Why can’t we go back now?” Kim questioned. “If we explained -”
“Do you not think I’d try if I knew it were possible? That space has been highly monitored after the war. We can’t go back without permission. It was a luxury for me to be in it.”
“And I take it you found the pod back there,” Stephen said. Herald nodded. “Why did they bring you?”
“It was exactly to detail of what your mother sent me,” Herald said. “Councilman Wallace granted me a great honor by requesting us there and allowing travel into the tear. I never thought I’d be able to go into the past.”
“Isn’t there a machine we can use?” Gabe questioned.
“This isn’t fiction,” Herald said.
“I’m sorry,” Kim said. “I need to wake up. None of this should be real. Stephen’s parents weren’t from the future.”
“You never met them or learned anything till now,” Stephen said. “Why doubt it? Look around you.”
“I don’t want to. I want to go back home. I’m getting married in three weeks.”
“With any luck, you may still,” Herald said. “We should be at Galat II tomorrow evening.”
“Does this councilman have that much power?” Andy questioned.
“Yes,” Herald said with a strong nod. “He’s part of the Galatian Council, which controls the empire.”
“Isn’t an empire a bad thing normally?” Stephen questioned. He thought of dozens of real and fictional empires that never led to good in the end. Herald’s chuckle was short and soft.
“Not this one,” Herald said. “The Galatian Empire is the largest alliance in the known galaxy with nothing measuring close. Almost all alien races who have reached advance space faring are part of it, including humans. Councilman Wallace is a human as well.”
“And this council rules it?”
“They govern it. Rule is a strong word, Stephen. They ensure the right choices are made. When things are tough, sometimes the best course of action isn’t the easiest.”
“Can their final say be overturned?”
“No, that is why we are an empire. Do not worry, we’ll meet him, and he is very knowledgeable and understanding.”
“You better hope so,” Gabe said. “For your sake.”
“I didn’t mean any harm, nor did I cause it personally.”
“You had to bring him on the shuttle for this stupid Kodor thing.”
“Kodon,” Herald corrected.
“Who cares about the name?! You endangered our lives!”
“Stop shouting,” Kim said. She kept hold of her face. “I need to lie down. Maybe I can wake up from this.”
“I wish it was simple,” Herald said.
“I don’t think there is much of a choice,” Andy said. “Sounds like this empire has all the control back there.”
For a first time in space, Stephen had thought he’d be overjoyed. It faded the moment he saw such a force that could send them all into oblivion. Here he was on a starship - a real starship. His heart seemed to have more life when he thought on that, than his friends.
“I need to get Stephen to the infirmary and see Darren,” Herald said. “The captain said he’ll have guest quarters readied for you. The officers outside will take you.”
“I’d prefer him stay with us,” Gabe said.
“I’m not a child,” Stephen said. It felt since the accident that he had become a burden to people that needed taken care of - a helpless infant who would starve and die without someone to hold him. Oh, it got old. “Herald, take me to the infirmary.”
The chair had nothing to touch the ground. A small panel at the back let Herald adjust the height and assist in moving Stephen. Back he went. Gabe’s eyes kept locked for a bit. “I’ll make sure he is taken care of,” Herald assured. “You need time to rest. The quarters here are nice.”
“It doesn’t seem like I have a choice at all now,” Gabe huffed.
The hall outside was long and ran a little under the length of the vessel from how it appeared. Three officers waited to tend to the others. Their uniforms were black with dark orange to their top. Specials guns were holstered at their waists. Kim was the first to emerge. It seemed to calm her a little that the man to greet her was human, unlike the rest.
“They’ll be fine,” Stephen assured.
“You do realize that this is your fault too,” Herald said. “I warned about the complex situation that would come.”
“You expected me to hand over this Kodon thing without any hesitation or questions.”
“Fair,” Herald said. “I do apologize for all this.”
“Why is Kodon so important?”
“There is a time to explain this. We need you checked out.”
“Do you think they can heal me?”
“I took scans of you and read before of what they did to you,” Herald said. “It’s not a simple fix, Stephen. Let the doctor look at you.”
Herald tapped his foot. It quickened. He hit the panel by a set of doors once more. The doors slid, sticking at times. A man jumped back. Stephen’s eyes widened. The alien’s skin was blue and matched that of the alien Stephen had seen earlier. He spoke quickly in a language Stephen did not understand. Herald laughed and pushed Stephen in. The small room curved partially inside and reminded him of an elevator with the panel.
“Galat II will be good this time,” Herald told the man. “I bet she’ll contact you.” It took little to understand the ‘yeah right’ expression.
The screen inside had a touch interface. They only went down a single level. The door opened to another plain hallway. A sign, resembling possibly a medical flask with a cross, took their attention. They didn’t need to go far. A set of doors awaited them. They slid to reveal a large, very clean and mostly white room. Three beds were pressed against the wall, two tables appeared to be for examinations, a long counter had glass cabinets revealing thin bottles, beakers, racks of medical tools, and what may be blankets or towels, and an office was in the corner with a door next to it. A light above might be indicating an operation or examination was taking place inside.
A lone woman waited inside. She wore a white uniform. A blue symbol spread across her chest; the same symbol from the hall. It had a light blue glow to it. She appeared human as she smiled.
“Welcome to the infirmary,” the woman cheerfully said. “How can I help you?” The cheer in her voice was a bit much for nothing going on. Did they get a lot of people in here besides checkups?
“I’m here for the doctor,” Herald said.
“I will inform him.”
Stephen stared, a bit puzzled. The woman took a place by one of the examination tables. “Don’t worry about her,” Herald said.
“That’s a bit rude,” Stephen whispered.
“She’s an android. She’s programmed for care here. Unless she’s programmed to get offended, don’t worry about it.”
“She looks real.”
“Real enough to do what is needed.”
“Are there a lot of androids?”
“It depends where you go,” Herald said. A memory spiked in Stephen’s head of a movie he saw once where androids started to consider themselves real and tried to take over the human race. It brought a chill that perhaps something like that had almost come.
A right old cough escaped the office. An older woman emerged with dark skin. She had an odd bone formation that ran down the center of her face and pressed out the skin. It stopped at the tip of the nose. Her mouth opened and yet again, Stephen was lost to what she said. The doctor motioned to the examination table by the android.
“Careful with him,” Herald said. The doctor nodded. Stephen’s eyes widened a little. The chair rose higher, and the android’s hands came close. Her smile brought little ease.
“Are you comfortable?” the android questioned.
“Sure,” Stephen said. Slight warmth came beneath him. The doctor waved the android away, speaking her tongue. The android barely made it to the counter when the doctor spoke loudly about something. A cough followed.
“You don’t sound good,” Herald said. The doctor laughed. “You need to stick to better snacks, doctor.” Herald seem to look a little curiously at the doctor when her gaze faded, as if checking her out, not unlike how a guy would eye a fine woman.
The android returned holding something black. An earpiece like this looked a bit similar to the Bluetooth headset he had with his old phone. It didn’t appear to have a microphone piece. The doctor snatched it right from the android’s hand. Jeez. He tried not to struggle as the piece slid into his ear. An odd tone echoed from it.
“There, better?” the doctor questioned.
“Uh, yeah,” Stephen said.
“Good,” the doctor said. She dismissed the android away with little care. How could it smile after that? She took her place near the door, in possibly the same exact spot she had been in when they arrived.
“Don’t mind her,” the doctor said, snapping his attention. “She’s a big help when I need her. Herald informs me you were attacked. He also states that these injuries aren’t from today. What crude healing methods.”
“It’s the best they could do,” Stephen said. The doctor pulled a handheld from her light blue coat. The uniform beneath had green to it, unlike the security from earlier.
The handheld looked like a thin slab of black metal. A finger press brought it to life. She tapped a bit, glancing up a times. She gasped. “Wow,” she said. “These methods are unique. Herald, I know you told me not to question -”
“Captain’s orders,” Herald said sternly.
“I don’t detect any major recent injury. There is bruising, but nothing. Wow, these methods are crude. I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay,” Stephen said. “I’m Stephen if he hadn’t told you.”
“Doctor Cherkera,” the doctor said. “I do apologize. I haven’t seen this alloy used for repair. I thought at first you were being altered for cybernetic purposes.”
“Huh?”
“Cybernetic enhancements.”
“Like becoming a cyborg?”
“If you want to put a label on it, yes. Your bones read a different story. What happened?”
“Doctor, I,” Herald began.
“I had a nasty fall,” Stephen spoke.
“Oh, and I guess there is a story for the means used to heal you.”
“Yes.”
“Well, if the captain ordered for that to be kept out, then that is how it will be. You are in decent health. There’s a lot I’m getting readings on. Your body is struggling to heal at the point of fractures.”
“Why?”
“You have a couple of low levels that would greatly impact your healing process. I can give you an injection to help. I apologize, it won’t be of immediate help. I can’t increase the dosage with the alloy they’ve used in you.”
“Oh,” Stephen said a bit sad. “I hoped there was more you could do.”
“More?”
“Take that alloy out and heal me.”
The doctor’s gaze came to Herald. “I know, you don’t have the equipment,” he said. “He was -”
“What kind of infirmary would this be if I didn’t have the correct medical equipment?” Doctor Cherkera questioned. She rolled her eyes. “I may not have the best stock for every procedure, but do not assume, Herald.”
“I apologize.”
“Does this mean you could heal me?” Stephen asked.
“It would take a few hours at least. Your damaged areas will need work. You’re missing bone, and I’d have to create the exact portion to match yours. Something like this can’t be done right now.”
“Why?”
“You have to understand, Stephen. This is not a hospital. This infirmary treats illness and injury for Galatian Empire officers. You do not belong to the Galatian Empire or you’d have a match in records. Also, it isn’t a procedure that is performed by our crew.”
“Huh?”
“No one has your prior health treatments.”
This thing on Stephen’s ear had a little oddness at times when she spoke. Sometimes the fluidity sounded normal and then a word or two would stall compared to the rest. She also didn’t sound normal, as if this thing gave its own voice. His other ear didn’t seem to work properly with this thing attached.
“Come on, doctor,” Herald said. “You know you want a challenge.”
“Sure, but at what risk?” Doctor Cherkera spoke.
“Let’s cut to it,” Herald said. “I know very well that you can perform a surgery onboard for payment.” The doctor’s right eyebrow shot right up. “I am a crew member, and I can pay for a procedure, right?”
“If it is you or family.”
“He is my family.”
“Your family?” Doctor Chereka said. Her eyes went wide. “You found him.”
“As you know, he has no relation, but cut me some slack, Doctor. If you get it started, I’ll ensure the captain is fine with it. He owes me one.”
“And your recent venture didn’t?”
“Please,” Stephen said. “Don’t make me beg. I might not be able to get off the floor.” The good doctor’s eyes fell closed. She let out a deep sigh and crossed her arm.
“Your status is sad,” Doctor Chereka said. She sighed and took towards her office. “I’ll get everything started. You will pay for this now.”
“You have my account.”
**
It wouldn’t be like the captain to care about a procedure being done if it resulted in no-to-little cost upon the empire. Doctor Chereka would resupply the moment they got to Galat II. Herald rested his back to the wall, checking the cost the doctor had quickly charged to his account. Ouch would be a harsh word for this. It didn’t set him back, but he still was smart to watch.
The halls aboard the Explorer C never had much noise in them. Herald kept close to the lab he spent the majority of his time in. He had a team of four, including himself, that fell to three today. Shifts were normal to his old roles. It got pretty boring, and he felt that he and Darren could have handled this all by themselves.
It should have been Darren to go with Herald. The captain chose to leave him onboard after seeing Darren’s over eagerness to enter the past. Herald would have fought more. The point had been made. He hadn’t thought till now what it would have been like to come back if Howard never went down. Would Stephen not be here?
“What a mess,” a voice said. Darren crossed his arms. “I tried to speak with them. They aren’t in a talking mood beside the blind one. It’s curious to see someone without sight onboard.”
“I had hoped to not meet his friends,” Herald emphasized. “You have no idea how they responded.”
“And we have them. Who is the girl?”
“I don’t know,” Herald said. “Darren, do you remember if Stephen was married?”
Darren’s mouth shut. He rubbed his chin. “I swore I remember reading it,” he said. “His youth, I don’t remember what we’ve discussed.” He swiped his handheld from his pocket.
“I wouldn’t bother,” Herald said. “There’s nothing past the point we knew of this date. I checked.” The only copy of what Stephen could have been resided in Herald’s handheld, and he felt it needed to be wiped.
“How are we going to explain this to Councilman Wallace? He knew what we sent him. Heck, I don’t know what I sent him now. This doesn’t make sense.”
“That’s the thing,” Herald said. “We knew going back could alter things. He does not exist in the past anymore.” Nor did Stephen’s friends. “It is curious.”
“What?”
“I remembered Carson on security being a man.”
“Uh, a man? Come on, Herald. I’ve only hit on her a dozen times.”
A dozen times? Herald’s memory of anything of the sort would be ridiculous. The idea of time travel was not impossible, but improbable. Nothing made had ever worked, nor would it in his mind. The Galatian Empire had done well to hide the truth of the tear. Herald experienced firsthand one of the theories of time travel’s effect on the present.
“Herald?” Darren questioned. “You really are serious.”
“I’ve seen little things,” Herald said. “The doctor is also a woman now.”
“This is freaky.”
Changing something in the past had different theories. One, which many would probably first see, would be that change affecting the future in a way specific to that. The idea of taking Stephen and his friends and causing such changes over the course of 700 years was ludicrous. This then brought in two theories.
Herald had come to the same future he had left, but his very presence on top of what happened sent little ripples upon the timeline. These ripples, while small, had changed the timeline. It may not be major - he hoped.
The other theory is that Herald never returned to his future, but one of many which formed when he went back. Of course, the tear joined the two points, so that seemed more farfetched.
Herald pinched his forehead. “I must say,” he said. “I hate thinking about what I may have done.”
“We don’t know what all has been done,” Darren reassured.
“How much has changed? Am I even where I should be?”
“What I know is that your reputation on the ship is the same, I know you as my friend, and you behave as I have known. That is what should matter, and that Howard met his fate. If he were still alive, I’d see him locked in the brig. I doubt he could find a buyer.”
“He may have known where to look.”
“We do have Kodon and the Porters’ son,” Darren said. “The others are troubling.” Herald nodded. He had to do some looking. All he had was his knowledge against the changes. If something really had changed the course he knew, he’d have known, right? “Relax. Things will be fine, I’m certain.”
“I hope so,” Herald said. He didn’t want to come to a point where he expected things to be different. It would suck the joy and mood to come. “Stephen’s in surgery”
“You convinced her?”
“She cares about compensation for time and supplies, like the captain. I have plenty.”
“Had. You lost a lot of it in stocks.”
“What?!”
Darren smacked Herald’s back. A laugh shook the hall. “Sorry,” he exclaimed. “I couldn’t help it. See, not much has really changed.” Besides the identity of two crew members. “You’re fine. How long?”
“She said four hours tops,” Herald said. “She’s going to install a translator too. That’s my money, hard at work. She had me choose between two top models.”
Both were a bit more than what Stephen needed right now, but they were like Herald’s and would give Stephen the best integration into understanding people. It was amazing how far that technology was still coming. A language’s own slang could come through like another’s if specific features were turned on and were capable in a unit. It may be weird for a while to get over lips not matching. Herald had not moved to a surgical one till his years at the academy. By then, he got used to listening and not watching a mouth.
“Is Kodon in the lab?” Darren questioned. Herald nodded. “I feel it is still best we wait. He should be here when we open it.”
“I agree,” Herald said. They had talked about the chance of Stephen coming, and they did agree that Stephen need to be present when examining. It was vital now he was part of this. “He must understand it. I don’t want him confused more than he is on what got a man killed.”
“Kodon is very special,” Darren said. “We arrive at Galat II tomorrow evening according to Ensign Wild. I hope we have time tomorrow to examine it before then. We’ve tried to ignore it, but it won’t be in our hands for too long. Councilman Wallace will have great control over it. He may choose for it to be elsewhere, and who knows if he will want us there now that Howard is dead.”
“Or now that we have Stephen and three surprises.”
“Stephen is surprise enough. I thought you would take him to his father’s hometown if he came.”
“I had planned to leave if he came,” Herald said. His heart had been set on finding if Ian Porter had a chance to live. He knew the child’s fate and had the damn thing that caused much trouble. “I may very well keep to that. I’m not old.”
“Yes, you are.”
“Very humorous, Darren. I’m old enough though and have plenty of money. There are jobs I can take. I want to give Stephen a chance to enjoy what he has come to. He needs to know all I know about Kodon and his parents. Hopefully then, after he sees the scope of what he has, he will look back and decide upon his choice.”
“Choice?”
“He’s here.”
It still felt unreal.




Chapter Six

It still felt unreal. Gabe had seen plenty of shows and movies dealing with space travel, partially because Stephen had an obsession with the what-ifs. He had a telescope in a box back at his home that cost more money than a computer Gabe had. It had a screen, and he used to take that thing to the drive-in so he could stargaze there or later.
White dots streamed by on the large window. Gabe felt a little bit of peace watching them. Silence had fallen to the guest quarters they had been put in. Andy had joined them. It didn’t make sense to throw him in a room by himself. He didn’t have a cane to navigate.
“I’m hungry,” Andy said.
“They said we could go eat when we wanted,” Kim said.
A panel by the door revealed the time. It wasn’t a big change. Gabe’s stomach grumbled a little. Some chips would be nice. He leaned his head back upon the blue chair. The small living area had a couch and a table that supposedly could provide them entertainment. None of them had bothered touching it.
There wasn’t much to these quarters. The layout reminded Gabe of a one-bedroom studio apartment, but smaller. There was a double bed and a door to the bathroom. A closet space had been provided for the guests. He couldn’t imagine living in a room like this for a job aboard. How did anyone cope with this not having far to walk onboard?
“Where is he?” Kim asked.
“I don’t know,” Gabe said. “He should have been back by now.”
“You don’t think he got injured worse from that man?”
“I don’t know,” Gabe said. “We need to find him. I’m tired of waiting.”
“Darren seemed nice,” Andy said.
“All smiles and cheer,” Gabe said with a roll of eyes.
“He was trying to be polite with the situation.”
“Whatever,” Gabe said. “We need to meet this Gala Council, or whatever they’re called, and get back.”
“Darren said we will arrive tomorrow,” Kim said.
“How are we going to explain this if we can’t get back before Monday?”
“There isn’t much of a choice right now,” Andy said. “We’ll have to wait.”
“This isn’t fair,” Kim said.
“Of course, it’s not fuc -,” Gabe said, but quickly cleared his throat. “It isn’t. Stephen was an idiot. Some man he doesn’t know claims to know his birth parents and bam, I’ll go with him. He’s not in his right mind. He’ll regret this.”
“I can’t blame him,” Andy said.
“What?!”
“Think about it,” Andy said. A yawn escaped him. “He’s in a wheelchair and can’t do anything for himself. A chance to change that came, and he could learn his real origin. That is an enticing offer.”
“But he has college and -”
“He’s in space now. He wanted to make it there. Plus, Gabe, it’s not like he knew when he’d get back to college. You know as well as I did what happened really messed his body up. Perhaps they can fix it here.”
“If they fix it, he’ll have to explain a lot when we go back.”
“What gives you the right to decide that?” Kim questioned. Gabe stared, a bit shocked at his fiancée. “He made a decision regardless of how foolish it may have been. He started biting off our heads before because he felt like a child.”
Stephen was incapable of caring for himself. Gabe felt that someone like that shouldn’t have any reason to make this choice. He took a deep breath. “Where is he?” he asked. “This is getting ridiculous.”
A tone came. It was hard to figure the origin with how balanced it sounded. Kim rose after a bit of staring and headed to the door. These doors really were something else. Hmm. Kim’s smile came and went. Herald brought his hand to her back and motioned to the couch.
“I’m sorry for the delay,” Herald said.
“It’s been an hour and a half,” Gabe said sternly. “Don’t your hospitals have things to speed it up?”
“It’s an infirmary,” Herald corrected. “His visit would have been quick if it were a checkup from the wounds.”
“And?”
“He made the choice to have the previous medical hardware taken out and use our ship doctor’s methods to repair his body.”
“You’re making him normal?”
“That sounded harsh,” Herald said a bit shocked. “He made a choice so he can get back to full health.”
“How are we supposed to explain that back home?”
“Gabe,” Kim sighed.
“He should be out in a couple hours or so,” Herald said. “He’s in good hands. His recovery will be longer. The doctor will fill us in when that comes. For now, you should all try to rest. He won’t wake up anytime soon after the surgery.”
Gabe rubbed his face. He had thought to interrupt that surgery, only to smack his friend and let them get back to it. It was his choice, sure, but now of all times? Couldn’t this have waited till after they met with the council? There would have been a chance, he felt, that the council wouldn’t allow it. Clearly, Stephen’s place was in the past. He barely lived here compared to where they had been.
“I know you’re frustrated,” Herald said. “Things will be okay.”
“Can you guarantee that?” Gabe asked.
“Nothing can be completely guaranteed.”
“So, will he walk right away?” Andy asked a bit quickly. “Or is a progression?”
“Right away,” Herald said. “His body will remember. It will come to him very quick. He’ll be back to his fullest.”
“Good,” Andy said. “Well, I think if you help me to my room and a light snack, Herald, I’ll take it. Can I get a new walking stick, or should they give me new eyes?”
Herald’s chuckle fell short. “One thing at a time,” he said. “As much as I know you probably want to see, perhaps there is a better time to hit that topic. You must speak to the council.” It would make for an interesting conversation with Deb when his son strolled in without any help at all.
Herald helped Andy up. “Goodnight,” he said. “Try not to fume anymore. It’s getting a bit warm in here, Gabe.” Gabe rolled his eyes.
The door slid close, leaving the two finally alone. “That’s enough, Gabe,” Kim said. “I know this stinks. We have to deal. We have with everything else before.”
“This is different,” Gabe said. “We could at least go home or to a hotel. I don’t like being stuck.”
“Nor do I,” Kim said. “You don’t see me with the stick up my butt. Stephen will be fine, and we can have a real talk with him tomorrow. A lot has happened, but I keep faith.”
Faith? Gabe didn’t question his, but had trouble understanding it at times. Some big figure shouldn’t have done this, yet supposedly even if he knew all that would happen, he still let it. No wonder Stephen was an atheist again.
Softness came to Gabe’s hand. He took a deep breath. A warmth he loved kept hold of him. “Don’t change,” he whispered.
“You need to keep a hold of yourself,” Kim whispered into Gabe’s ear. A nice peck came to his cheek. “Let’s relax in bed. Talk to me. Anger doesn’t help anything right now.” She was right. Who really should he be angry at, or was he just angry? There had been times he was furious at Kim when she deserved none of it.
“I promise we’ll get home in time for the wedding.”
“I can’t promise that it will be the same if he stays.”
Oh.
**
Sometimes it got a bit too quiet at night here. A skeleton crew of two ran the bridge till morning. Half the time they read up reports on the day and made their own. They would rest at times and wait. Frandel tapped his foot in the captain’s chair. This wasn’t quite what he envisioned when joining the academy. Bridge crew should work with the captain, not when everyone left.
Kend, his usual coworker, had a tablet out. The human always brought it to their shift. If someone stepped on the bridge, he’d switch it right over to work. Frandel sighed and rubbed his face. A yawn escaped. Galat II would soon be before them, and he had plenty of shore leave. What would come to the Explorer C? A slight joy rose at the chance to transfer. One day, he wanted to be captain. He hadn’t quite gone that route, but if he showed promise with some experience, he may still get it.
“Weird,” Frandel spoke.
“What?” Kend said. Frandel took to the helm. “What is it?”
“We came out of warp.”
“What did you do?”
“Nothing. Contact engineering.”
Their course was still set. Frendel set them back in motion. He scratched his scruffy blue chin. “It’s not from them,” Kend said. “I’ll make a note on it. They are going to run a diagnostic. Uh, what the?”
“Get someone up here,” Frendel said. A station flickered close. The ship needed an overhaul on the bridge. It wasn’t the first time something like that happened. Coming to a full stop needed to be looked into regardless. “We’re back on course. We’ll be at Galat II soon enough.”
“They can sort out this shit while I go bed my wife.”




Chapter Seven

Slight warmth, softness; better than the bed Stephen was used to waking in. He rubbed his face. Hmm. Once more he brushed his nose. Dang, his body was tired. The aches and pain were hard to detect. He moved his foot around a bit. His body wished to lay there and do nothing. Maybe it was for the best. He let his eyes rest a bit.
“You should not be awake,” a woman said.
The infirmary had little light inside it. A dim bar ran along a door, likely the entrance. A slight glow illuminated the android’s top. Her eyes themselves had a similar green glow. To Stephen, they were calming. She leaned over him, hands at sides.
“Your vitals are recovering,” the android said.
“What’s your name?”
“I have been assigned the name Nurse.”
“That isn’t a name,” Stephen said.
“It is what I have been given.”
“Don’t you have a name you would like to be called?”
“I am programmed for specific need. A name is not necessary.”
“I see,” Stephen said. “I thought androids in the future would be more free thinking.”
“We are programmed to interact and learn to a level. My programming and failsafe ensure I do not pass them. I do not see a need to. I enjoy my time here. My last role was loud.”
“Loud?”
“I saw many patients and rarely was retired. They assigned me after a new model came. I enjoy this better.”
“Is there a reason you’re limited?”
“I am fine with what I have. Past events have ensured advanced AI does not cause unneeded conflict.”
“War?”
“I do not have that information. Please, rest. I need to sedate you. You need your next round of treatments.”
“I can barely move,” Stephen said. “Is the surgery over?”
“We ran into multiple issues. Your surgery was successful and lasted two hours and three minutes longer than estimated.”
“Am I okay?”
“Yes,” the android assured. “Doctor Cherkera managed to remove all alloy from your bones. I suggested a method that allowed the final screws to be removed. The next treatment will help your tissues continue to strengthen and heal.”
“When will I walk?”
“Doctor Cherkera’s own words: One moment at a time. Your condition has greatly improved. Your body will need to heal more before you return to your condition prior to your accident. Sleep.”
Stephen barely got a word out as something pressed against his neck.
**
“Please tell me you can fix that annoyance,” Captain Yarn Adel said sternly. An engineer rose from beneath the station and shrugged. “Come on, this ship isn’t that old.”
“It is, sir,” the engineer said. “We are having power fluctuations again on the bridge, like last month and the month before and the -”
“I get it,” Yarn said, resting back in his captain’s chair. “The ship needs overhaul. It will get it. We have a date with a shipyard.”
“Leave too?” Commander Huskur, the second and command, questioned.
“Yes,” Yarn said.
“Sir?” the helmsman called.
“What is it? Your station now?”
“No,” the helmsman assured. “Same thing in the report early morning and three hours ago.” Yarn sighed. He pinched his forehead. “I’ve reengaged our course. We are three hours from Galat II.”
“Keep an eye on it. Someone contact engineering. We can’t risk another full stop.”
“I think it’s starting to occur during the major fluxes,” Commander Huskur said. “We may want a hard reset some of our systems.”
“We are on a direct course,” Yarn reminded.
“Captain, maybe we should stall. It would only take an hour to do the resets necessary. They helped last time.”
Yarn once more pinched his forehead. “On one hand, we may make it to Galat II without more issues and the other,” he said. He shook his head. “If we run into something else and have to fix it, fine, I’ll order the reset.”
“Wait,” the engineer spoke. Bang. He backed from the console, rubbing the back of his head. Ensign Mull had only come to his rank a month ago - unready if the Yarn were to chime in. “Why don’t we check over the computer core first. We may be able to manually scan and see if there is an issue with a specific system.”
“We have droids that do that.”
“And they may not be functioning or reporting correctly from their age.”
“It also may not be related to the core at all and be right here.”
“I thought it would be worth trying than dropping out of warp to do the resets. It will take less time, I assure you.”
“Fine,” Yarn agreed. “I’ll head down there myself. I’m familiar with this type of computer core.” A great doubt grew, but at least they would be closer to Galat II if they had to stop. “Commander Huskur, you have the bridge.”
**
“You’re not ready,” Doctor Cherkera said. Stephen pressed his foot on the ground. The weakness had faded, yet he couldn’t seem to break the slight tiredness from it. Slowly he managed to fully stand. “You really like to push it, don’t you?”
Stephen swayed. His body wasn’t used to standing. Doctor Cherkera came close with her handheld. “Is he okay?” Herald questioned.
“Yes,” Doctor Cherkera said. “He’s a strong one.”
When Doctor Cherkera spoke, Stephen could not focus on her lips. Old Japanese movies he used to watch with his father, such as the awesome old-style Godzilla one, had everyone’s lips moving, and the English voice-overs doing what they could. Whatever she put in his brain instantly translated what she said. It was to catch slang and the way she used her words to make it sound natural, rather than the basic translations.
The infirmary was quiet this afternoon once more. Someone came in with a burn they got in engineering. The android tended to him. Doctor Cherkera didn’t seem to do much unless it interested her.
“Whoa,” Herald said. He gripped Stephen’s arm. “Easy now.”
Damn. Something hovered over the ground. Doctor Adel looked sternly at Stephen. Regretfully he sat down in the chair. He at least was out of his infirmary wear and into some comfy shorts and a blue t-shirt with a seal of the Galatian Empire adorned on its front; a blue shield surrounded by a circle and a single five-pointed star within.
“I’ll get you some shoes,” Doctor Cherkera said. “I suggest one more injection. Herald, I’ll send it with you. I’m sure he is anxious to leave.”
“I’m fine, Doctor,” Stephen said. “Thank you for everything.”
“It was a pleasure. I haven’t had a complex operation for a while.”
“Ever?” Herald joked.
Doctor Cherkera rolled her eyes. She went into her office and soon returned with odd grey shoes of a brand called Raxaor, in a way that seemed like Stephen should be impressed. They had purple bands over their tops. A similar one was at the back of the heal. A logo near the front had an X made up of two snakes. A pair of grey socks seemed small till they easily stretched over his feet with great comfort. The doctor pushed the shoe on. At first, they seemed far too big. A sudden compression took as she pushed the back band. The very bands had tightened, and he sighed from the unreal comfort.
“Stephen, I must suggest you stop pushing it.”
“You best listen,” Herald urged. “Your body has to get stronger. It’s tired.”
“I feel ready to go,” Stephen urged.
“I know, but even here, not everything is suddenly fixed.”
It had been weird for Stephen to look upon himself. The scars were gone, along with the very pain he had sadly gotten used to. It was all gone. This accident no longer could or ever would hold him back again. The old scars he held were those on his chest from a previous accident that the doctor hadn’t thought to run this regenerator she had on.
Doctor Cherkera gathered up something in a small kit on her counter. The white, single-stripe kit came to Herald’s hand. He thanked her once more. Doctor Cherkera came to a knee in front of Stephen with a kind smile.
“It was great to have met you, Stephen Jones,” Doctor Cherkera said. “I hope you don’t have any more accidents to come.”
“I hope not too,” Stephen said.
“Come, Darren should be with your friends still,” Herald said. “They’ll be glad to see you.”
Apparently, the three had come earlier to see Stephen this morning. He had been pretty out of it with what the android had given him earlier. It was nice of Darren to show them around the ship and help them get lunch. It was sad to hear from the doctor that Andy had been questioning about his sight, and she had little interest in helping him. Herald explained it really didn’t fall into a place of possibility under the circumstance.
The android appeared the moment they were at the door. Her smile looked real. “Goodbye, it was a pleasure to assist you,” she said. Stephen nodded. “I appreciate your conversation last night.”
“Take care,” Stephen said. Did she understand what that meant?
**
Captain Yarn Adel placed his hand upon the panel. Creak. He slammed his hand upon the door several times. The stubborn door to the maintenance passageway opened before him and the ensign. He leaned his head inside. The tunnels were only good to crawl in. A few of the lights flickered, and one appeared to be out.
“This ship,” Yarn muttered. He ordered Ensign Mull in.
The crawl was short to the first junction. A small station here helped with emergency power flow and gave control of some of the tunnels. A hatch would take them below. Yarn’s fingers went fast along the panel to get them on. Engineering could move through these tunnels, but only senior officers could access the computer core.
Down they went to bottom deck of the Explorer C. Only one thing was housed here. A long window gave view to the computer core. Yarn came close, pressing his hands against the safety glass. His mouth hung in awe.
The core lay on its side and ran a good distance down a small section of tunnel. Here the information of many things in the galaxy could be found. The knowledge here could never be taught in any being’s lifespan. Many ship functions were linked here and could also be disconnected. Core systems were housed here for bridge control. Part of the core did house a deactivated ship AI that had once been great to help assist the crew if they had questions and needed things located, but it had started to malfunction.
An object hovered and moved along the core in a slow wave pattern. The spherical droid with a curved in bottom was one of several that scanned for any damage or degradation. The core couldn’t always speak for itself if it didn’t know what was wrong. On the droid went.
“It seems normal,” Yarn said.
“We should check the diagnostic station,” Ensign Mull suggested.
It meant more time in warp hopefully. The door in was small. Yarn gave his clearance once more. A small and short lift took them down to the base level. Whoosh, whoosh; the only noise that came around here. The core emitted a blue light for show when someone was in here. It did help to see the components better.
“Here, captain.”
A station sat along the wall. Glass revealed the other droids on standby. A computer station came to life with a touch. Yarn hovered over the ensign’s shoulder.
“Well?” Yarn questioned.
“It seems to be in running order,” Ensign Mull said.
“See.”
“What if we tried a hard reset.”
“You’d do anything to keep us from dropping out of warp. Good.”
Beep, beep. Yarn pulled his handheld. “What is it?” he asked.
“We dropped out of warp again,” Commander Huskur said. Shit. “We are having trouble re-engaging.”
“Don’t,” Yarn began. The station had already powered off. “Standby, Commander. I’ll give the order for a reset to be done once we’re done here.” He had a half a notion to smack the ensign upside the head.
A droid came close hovering and awaiting orders. Yarn pushed it aside. “Sorry, sir,” Ensign Mull said. “There we go.” The screen came back to control. “Now a quick scan and we’ll know for sure.”
Three droids rushed from the station, followed by the idle one. Their movements were dangerous, yet none collided. A red light suddenly lit upon the screen. “Oh,” Yarn said.
“Um, something not right there.”
“I see that, Ensign. Call back the droids. Leave one at the spot.”
Yarn neared the rail that kept any from falling over. He carefully hopped it, forgetting quickly that there was an access point at the end. One droid hovered directly over a spot near the end. He brought out his handheld and commanded it to bring up the schematics of the core. Hmm? The droid did not move from the spot. A small beam of red soon extended at the exact point of interest.
Carefully, Yarn placed his index finger upon something that would easily be missed. A slight pull brought out the clear chip. Beep, beep. “Did that work?” he quickly questioned.
“I don’t know what happened,” Commander Huskur said. “We lost power at the helm for a brief second. Our systems are back. Wait, what’s that? Hold on, Captain.” Yarn hurried back.
“Captain, I think this station may have been tampered with,” Ensign Mull said.
“Captain,” Commander Huskur came through. “We’re in the Taliest Solar System!”
“Get us on course now!”
“We can’t. Engineering lost control for a bit too. We are waiting to link control again. Don’t worry, there’s a Talon Federation Vessel coming into the area.”
“Which one?”
**
The idea of a starship wasn’t bad. The idea of going anywhere in the galaxy did bring some awe to Kim. This stuff existed and she got to see it firsthand. She stayed near the open door where terminals inside served as the library onboard. Not a book was in sight. Darren had been up to showing what he could to them. It had been him to guide them most the day, and it had been him to take them all to breakfast. The only appeasing things had been the oatmeal, and it had an odd sourness to it.
“So, let me get this straight,” Gabe said. “You don’t even have to use this. Why do you even have it?”
“The library is a place where you can find peace,” Darren said. This room could be the size of a large walk-in closet the celebrities had that she had seen on television. It had little seating; a couple chairs and a couch on the wall. Each terminal had a chair floating in front of it, and she doubted without the back it wouldn’t be comfy for too long.
“I’ve seen enough,” Gabe said. “Let’s go. I am hungry.”
“I want to take you back to the lounge,” Darren said. “We can check up on things.”
The trek back only took thirty seconds at most. The floor wouldn’t serve anyone for power walking. Kim sunk down on the couch she had come to call hers this morning. Darren had done a lot to keep them company in here. Gabe couldn’t pass up playing a game on one of these special tables that projected a screen. It even generated controllers. When Darren beat him twice, Gabe was done. He and Stephen had a similar outcome when they played video games - especially if they weren’t on the same side.
Darren launched into another of his stories. His back kept to the window. He had a spot back on Galat II where he used to watch live music. The girl he liked, Carey, was a human and looked beautiful from the pictures he showed. His plans were to take her there when they got in.
As bad as a response Gabe might bring if Kim said it, she wanted to see Galat II. Darren said it was a multistory planet. Each level had something else. The upper city, as some call it, would be a good place for them to stay. There were plenty of parks, restaurants, and sights. Darren made the planet seem like a paradise, yet Herald joked about the congestion a bit much.
Suddenly, Darren went quiet. He grinned. Kim rose in a flash. She tried not to hug Stephen too hard. “I’m fine,” he assured. All day, she had waited to see him awake. Herald let the chair come alongside the couch in the lounge.
“Well,” Darren said. “I’m going to talk with the cook like I promised. You’ll have some great burgers before we hit Galat II.”
“I could go for a burger,” Stephen said.
“I’ll let you know what I managed when I get back. Nothing a bit of bribery can’t do.”
Gabe questioned why they didn’t have some sort of machine like in the shows that replicated food. ‘A good burger is all I’d ask’ he had said. Darren talked about the cook onboard making a mean one. He went by a schedule he set. Gabe might get his wish before they landed, unless they arrived early and didn’t have time. She doubted they’d get right off the ship till things were sorted out. Had Herald got a hotel, or how did that work?
“I hope the lift doesn’t get stuck again,” Andy said. “Darren said he got caught yesterday in it.”
“Yes he did, along with two others,” Herald said. “I’m sure he’ll be fine. We got down here okay. This ship will be tuned up. I’m not sure what its new course will be.”
“They could take us home,” Gabe said. “The Voyage Home.”
“I doubt he wants to send this ship out for a while.”
Kim didn’t mind the room onboard. The issues she saw weren’t horrible - though she hadn’t been on other starships. Feeling like a speck to the one she saw yesterday was scary. She peered out the window. There was another one out there now. Its distance made her realize they were once again a speck. How could such a thing be built so large?
“Uh, what the heck,” Kim said. She stood slowly. Something flickered their way.
“God no,” Herald said. Kim found a hand on her shoulder. She was pushed hard into the hall. Andy followed. He hit the ground hard, face in shock. The very ship shook hard.
Gabe stumbled a bit, able to catch himself on the wall. Once more, a massive shake took the ship. Kim could barely stand before a wheelchair hit her side. “What’s going on?!” Gabe boomed.
“Shit, shit, shit,” Herald exclaimed. “We need to move.”
“Who’s attacking us?” Stephen asked.
“I don’t know, but we aren’t going to stand a chance.”
Red light illuminated the halls. Kim finally came to her feet. The onslaught had stalled. Herald motioned them towards a small set of double doors. He placed his hand on the panel. A small tunnel lit. He ordered them inside. Kim’s breaths quickened. Someone had joined them who clearly hadn’t been there a second ago.
“Don’t move,” the man demanded. He wore a black suit of armor and a helmet. Not a mark or symbol rested upon him.
The man took a single step. A hand flipped his arm into the air. A bullet tore into the ceiling. Herald brought his elbow back hard into the man’s chest. Back he went, hand reaching for his weapon. Two shots fired, one tearing through the man’s helmet.
“Now!” Herald ordered.
“You killed him,” Kim said faintly. Gabe took hold of her. She groaned. The tunnel was small and made her knees ache. Herald sealed the doors behind them.
“Where are we going?” Stephen asked.
“There’s a way off here,” Herald said. “Damn it, I need to get ahold of Darren.”
“You killed him,” Kim said once again.
“Wake up to reality, or you’ll be dead,” Herald said sternly. “Follow me. I’m going to try to contact Darren.”
The tunnel led into a small room where Kim could finally stand. Andy’s hand flowed through the air till she managed to help him up. Gabe had enough trying to help Stephen. Could he not walk yet? Herald kept his handheld out. He soon cursed.
“He’s not answering,” Herald said. “Damn it. We need to move. I fitted an escape shuttle with a modification out of request of the captain. It’s a long story. I doubt he’ll be using it.”
“How do you know we don’t stand a chance?” Stephen asked.
“We haven’t had a chance to fight back. The ship’s key systems are disabled. We are dead in the water. Now come on.”
The trip up a level was difficult. Stephen could climb, but not as fast as the rest. The images kept coming to mind of that man. Herald had to stop the man, like Howard, but what would have the man done if they’d complied? Kim felt like a fool to question someone aiming a weapon at them. A good smack to the face would help. Once again, she was on her knees.
“Not far,” Herald whispered. “Keep quiet. We have to get out of here before security stops trying to fight them off.”
“How long will that take?” Kim questioned.
“Not long.”
Gabe cursed under his breath. “You told us, things were going to be fine,” he said a bit loudly.
“Quiet,” Herald barked. “We don’t have time for this. Howard had obviously put a failsafe in to ensure we didn’t get far. He must have been working for someone.”
Kim kept moving. Her knees really started to ache. They couldn’t keep this up with Andy and Stephen. Finally, they took a turn coming back to the hall. Herald pressed his ear to the hatch.
“We need to move three doors to the left, fast,” Herald whispered. “I’m sorry, Stephen and Andy. Kim, Gabe, move them quick.” Kim nodded. She had been letting Andy keep hold of her shoe. His nails had dug into her ankles a couple time.
Hiss. Herald leaned his head out briefly. Like lightning, he was out. He pulled them each and rushed. His hand went quick with the panel. “Come on,” Gabe whispered.
“I’m trying,” Herald whispered harshly. He tried another pin. Kim sighed some relief. She led Andy quickly inside. “Now to -”
A force took Herald to the ground. Kim barely spun around when something hard slammed her face. The door slid closed behind a man in dark armor, unlike the one before. His helmet had an odd set of red eyes. A wicked-looking, curved gun with a long barrel was in his hand. Those eyes moved over them.
Andy groaned. Next to Herald, he had taken a hard hit to the floor. Blood seeped from his nose. “Curious,” the man said. His voice was dark and distorted. “What brought you here? Nevertheless, I know you have Kodon. Your colleague wouldn’t give me anything.”
“What did you do to Darren?” Herald said. He groaned once more and held his gut.
“So that was his name. Rest assured, I can have you join him soon as well. Give me Kodon.”
“I don’t know -”
Pieces of the metal ceiling splintered. Once more, the man fired his gun. “Who are you?” Stephen questioned. “Why do you want it?” More splintered. The man pointed the gun at Stephen.
“I am Hanash,” he said. “Kodon will be in my hands. Is it greater than your lives? You may get out of this if you cooperate.”
“Liar,” Stephen said.
Hanash sent a kick towards Stephen. If he hadn't managed to dodge a little, it could have broken his jaw. He rolled over the ground, holding his shoulder, till his belly came to the floor. God, please. That armor was tough. Kim still held her face. “Please,” she pleaded. “Give it to him. No one needs to die.”
“Very smart, miss,” Hanash said.
“Okay,” Herald said. “I have it. Please, don’t hurt them. They don’t belong here. They’re innocent.” Hanash held out his hand. He motioned once more for it. Herald stood up. “Please, put the gun down.”
“Give me it, now,” Hanash demanded.
Herald reached into his pants pocket. Why hadn’t it been in the lab, like he told Darren and them earlier?
“Faster. My finger is getting twitchy.”
Kim shrieked. A bullet struck the wall. A horrible distorted scream took hold. Hanash fell back, gun firing. He hit the ground. Kim didn’t think, she kicked the gun away. He writhed in pain, holding his chest. The gun so close could end it. That very thing had killed Darren. She felt some temptation yet wouldn’t budge. Murder wasn’t right, and she hated it more seeing it firsthand.
Herald stood over Hanash. “Who shot him?” he asked. Stephen groaned. He sat up. Something sleek and deadly lay on his lap. “Jeez.”
Hanash screamed on. Herald took a deep breath and his foot swept. The man’s head turned hard. Hanash’s screams were gone. Herald bit his lip and wobbled to the back of the small room, cursing lightly
“Is he going to live?” Kim questioned.
“He got hit pretty bad,” Herald said.
Kim tried not to get to close. Hanash’s arm moved suddenly. A leg too. He groaned. If he were to die, she wanted to be far away the moment it came. This had to stop. Then a hiss turned their attention.
It had been curious why such a small room was here. There hadn’t been signs of any other doors in here, yet she knew the depth of the others was greater. All this had was a bookcase, a chair, and a table. The plate outside did read ‘Captain’s Lounge.’ The hiss came once more. Herald backed from the bookcase. Weird - it didn’t have any books, but plenty of tablets and odd fixtures. It came out with the rest of a section of the wall.
Hidden in here was a shuttle behind the wall. Someone rather slim may be able to squeeze around it for repairs. “Well, come on,” Herald said. The door slid open to the shuttle. Kim stared uncertainly at this blessing.
“Are you okay?” Kim asked. She helped Andy up. He already had signs of bruising.
“Are you?” Andy questioned. Kim shook her head, fighting back some tears. “We’ll be okay.”
“You can’t say that.”
“It has to be.”
Kim took Andy onto the shuttle. It only had seating for three and little else in it. Herald powered it up and got the door closed. His hand moved along the small dash. The light within faded. It didn’t appear like they’d be going anywhere. Suddenly, the shuttle shook.
“We have limited air,” Herald warned. “Control your breathing. We are emitting the least bit of power we can to keep the stealth field the captain had me install up. If they pick us up, we’ll hopefully come off as debris.”
“Oh no,” Kim said. She covered her mouth. They really were a speck. A massive vessel was above them.
“Who is that?” Stephen asked.
“Quiet,” Herald said. He soon shrugged. For something that big, there had to be money. On they floated. Kim could not see a thing anymore, but distant stars. Her mind kept pleading to be calm.
In, out; Kim closed her eyes. Had the air already thinned? Something peaceful had to come to her mind. Home, the wedding; there had to be something. A chill started to take to her body. Kim tried to limit the breaths she took further.
Warmth, airflow. Kim took a deep breath. Herald worked with the dash. He tapped a screen. “We aren’t out of this,” he said. “I’m going to take us to the gas giant. It should shield us. We need to make for the Cradle Launcher Station on the edge of this solar system.”
“Why aren’t they helping?” Stephen asked.
“It’s a private company, and I doubt they are paying too much attention to something far away like us. We aren’t in their area by far.”
Thrusters fired once more, altering their course. A greenish gas moved quickly towards them. The shuttle shook lightly. Engines finally fired. Herald took them through. Kim tried to clear her mind again. She searched the two compartments in the back and hoped to find more. Tools had no use. A rag would have to do. She brought it to Andy’s nose.
“Hold this here,” Kim said. “You didn’t get much on your shirt.”
“I don’t care about my shirt,” Andy whispered. “I don’t even know what’s going on. Who was that man?”
“I don’t know,” Herald said. “I can’t believe what I’m reading. It’s impossible.”
“What?” Stephen questioned.
“My scans read that as a Talon Federation cruiser. The Amandora.”
“Who?”
“Another alliance,” Herald explained. He rubbed his face. A few times his fist slammed the armrest. “This isn’t right. There will be much to talk to Councilman Wallace about. Once we’re on Galat II; things will be fine. Damn it, Darren,”
Kim wished she had something to say. Herald had managed to save them and get them here, yet she barely knew him. Now all he knew was gone - like them.
“I think we’re in the clear,” Herald said. “I’m going to slowly increase our - No! How could you?!” Kim took a sudden breath. Herald’s brief cry tore upon them all. “No, not them all.”
“The whole ship?” Stephen questioned.
Silence fell once more.




Chapter Eight

Bits still continued to fire off what was left of the engine. It was never clean like this. All that would be left to identify the Galatian Empire’s Explorer C would be the indicators on the hull fragments or specific pieces that were placed in the workings in cases like this. Debris continued to move out from the final point of explosion.
The bridge around had two levels, one for observation, the other for officers to command from. Many stations were filled for this. Crew continued to scan around, keep tabs on what transmission may be going on, and ensuring the rest of this operation went well. A long walkway served for commanding officers and ran straight down the bridge. At the very end, before the drop, was a chair. A roughly built human male in his fifties sat, one leg extended over the other, watching the holographic monitor before him.  A shine could easily come to the top of his bald head.
Reports piled up from security crews who had been onboard. The crew had been dealt with. Many pointless deaths could have been stopped if they’d have answered. A dozen were being searched in the shuttle bay and no clue yet had come what to do with them. Not everyone needed to die.
“Captain,” someone called. Captain James McCall’s head snapped to a woman below. “Herald Zumerkrin is not aboard the Amandora.”
James leaned forward. A report ensured the Explorer C was clear. They investigated a small animal that was now aboard. He scratched his chin briefly. Some scarring had come under his chin from years back, which he had yet to have healed. His sharp green eyes stared once more at the detailed report on a screen projected above his armrest.
“Are we sure he wasn’t onboard that ship?” he questioned. “Positive,” a man assured from not far away. “Let’s hope your force didn’t kill him.”
Commander Vixen served as second in command of the vessel. His black wavy hair wasn’t trim as a man in his command should be, and the odd choice today of a black jacket with buckles down its front added to the uniqueness. The second in command of this fine vessel could hold his own with as toned and fit as he was. Their green eyes locked quick. Vixen tended to push James’s buttons, yet orders stated he could not be removed from command. He strolled back down the walkway. Stairs would take him in the back to his desk - where James would prefer him to stay.
Knuckles on head; James stared off out the window above. He knew little of this Zumerkrin fellow. He once more pulled up this boring fellow on his screen. What was so special about him which allowed him to retrieve Kodon? That too, James was uncertain about. He wanted to see it firsthand. He scrolled through the reports more. Not much had changed.
“Sir, we just got a report, sending it your way!” a man shouted in the back. They did have a better system than that.
James shook his head. “You gotta be kidding me,” he said. “Damn it! Scan beyond. We’re looking for a shuttle.”
“There’s no way we could have missed that,” a young officer assured. James rose and approached the edge. This height made him truly tower over the young crewman. His last name may be Corte. James forgot the names of those who were weak.
“Do you want to keep your job, or would you prefer the abyss?”
“I, I’m certain, I didn’t see anything. A power signature would have been detected.”
James huffed. “We had an agent go right for Kodon,” he mocked. “Not even he could do the damn job. We need to figure out if there is a trail out there. It can’t have gone far!”
“I think I have something,” a woman said. “I, I am uncertain. There is a lot coming into the cradle territory. Rest assured, captain, they would have not got a distress call. We hit them.”
“I know what we did! Find them. There has to be a vessel belonging to the Explorer C. We wouldn’t be in this mess if our agent hadn’t gotten -”
“I would watch your words, captain,” a dark, distorted voice rose.
Hanash approached in newly darkened red armor that had been delivered a week ago aboard, special for him. A slim portion of the chest was pitch black and wrapped over his shoulder. The same darkness ran down in four parallel lines on the helmet, past those void-of-light eyes, and split back around. Tiny red horns fit what those who known Hanash to be - The Demon.
“I am not responsible for shuttle launches.”
“They found you on the floor,” James spat. “You were as good as dead.”
“Watch your words. I do not work for you.”
James’s hands did not raise. That weapon of Hanash’s could be set to kill or shoot something into a person’s system to cause severe pain. This demon tortured people when he started this career. His record had more in the past to show, and James did not want to read some bits again. Hanash’s real name had been lost to true record or one James couldn’t obtain.
James took an easy breath. The gun retreated into its holster. “Herald Zumerkrin outfitted another stealth shuttle,” Hanash said.
“We took the shuttle bay first,” James said.
“The captain had an escape vessel. You easily would look over something that seemed to be debris on your scanners. He’s smarter than you.”
“Details I was not told do not make it my fault. You have been ordered to leave. I will supply a vessel on hand for you. I will figure out where he went.”
“He’s going to Galat II, fool.”
Hanash strolled away, tapping once at his weapon. James shook his head. He had fifteen minutes at least before he was to leave, and the fewer the better. He’d have to send some shuttles out if nothing was picked up.
A slight vibration caught the captain off guard. He pulled his handheld and quickly shook his head. His superior had been watching the reports, too. Once Hanash was gone, they were to send out two shuttles and move to a farther location. A report needed to go out in an hour about the Explorer C’s possible destruction.
“Someone, find that damn shuttle!” James boomed.
**
“Hold still,” Herald said.
Stephen relaxed a bit more. Herald pulled down his collar and placed the loaded injector to the skin. A brief hiss, slight pain, and he tucked it back into its case. That was it; all that the good doctor had given. It was hard to believe what happened. Herald still had red behind his eyes. It felt like Stephen had thanked Doctor Cherkera for her hard work, and now he didn’t know if she was alive or dead. That massive cruiser hadn’t given any mercy, and Hanash would have killed them.
“Relax for a bit longer,” Herald told Stephen. “We don’t have long. I can see it now.”
A warmth started to spread within Stephen. Ugh. Like the last time, he felt a bit off in the head. Strength would soon come. He had begun to really move during the attack. The gun fired in his mind once more. He had shot a gun plenty of times, although mostly while paintballing. He had gone to a regular shooting range with his father’s buddy to train for hunting with him, but besides a paintball, no bullet had ever nailed a person till today. Something rose within him unlike anything before in his life - he had to fire that gun.
“I see it,” Kim said.
“We’ll be safe here,” Herald said. “We’ll get a transport ship to Galat II and clear this up.”
“They have their own security?” Kim questioned.
“Yes, like I said before. You can see the outer turrets.”
One started to grow. Its size dwarfed the shuttle, and also may have been a little larger in width than the Explorer C. The shuttle passed by. Another defense awaited. The cruiser was a decent size with odd markings, possibly the company that managed the security here. There was plenty of traffic ahead. Something flew by them pretty fast. All Stephen could catch was the blue glow of the back disc.
“What the heck is that?!” Gabe exclaimed.
“That’s a Cradle Launcher,” Herald said.
“Are you sure?”
“Do you have to question me?”
“I don’t want us to get shot at,” Gabe said, voice getting soft at the end. His fire went out after the attack. Stephen hated this. They didn’t deserve to be here - they shouldn’t be here.
The Cradle Launcher was larger than the Amandora. It consisted of a black, spherical back and large, white sections of long arms that extended far off it. They appeared to be moving. Stephen leaned forward as they came together. What exactly did this thing do? The very tip started to open, leaving the rest. It did not open much more before a violet light streamed out of it.
“Wow,” Stephen said.
“High warp like transport for non or low warp crafts,” Herald explained.
A large station floated a distance from the Cradle Launcher. A large thick ring floated below. A section ran up from the center and grew large at the top. Much attention was upon it, including its own turrets’ protection floating close by. Down their shuttle went to the base.
Many fields covered the station, a mix of red and green above each. One in particular started to flash as they got closer. The green indicator became white. Herald took them inside. A ring of light illuminated around a space in the small bay. It was empty, besides some containers along the wall. Gently, the shuttle rocked, not felt at all by any aboard.
“I know this wasn’t expected,” Herald said.
“No, it wasn’t,” Gabe said.
“We need to get to a transport office. We aren’t getting a launch ticket in this thing.”
“A launch ticket?” Andy questioned. “Does that go to the thing that can shoot us at warp speeds?”
“Yes. This vessel may bring up some suspicion under the circumstances. I’ll contact the Galatian Empire as soon as we are on a transport shuttle.”
“Why not now?” Gabe questioned. “They were super helpful back there.”
“That’s cold, Gabe,” Kim said. “Don’t you dare talk like that.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t want to be here.”
“Trust Herald. He’s trying his best.”
“He got us into -”
“We chose to not get off that shuttle. It’s our fault, too.”
Gabe hung his head. Stephen had what he wanted before the attack. Was this worth the aftermath? “Come on,” Herald said. “Take what you need. Andy, you need to change. We don’t want to explain the blood on your shirt. There should be a spare set of clothes tucked in a maintenance hatch. It might be a little big. It’s the captain’s.”
“Was he planning an escape?” Stephen asked.
“No. This isn’t legal to use everywhere. It’s a long story. Here’s the short version. The captain paid me to cloak this shuttle so he could go visit someone he fancied. It is legal if done in the right areas. It didn’t work out, and he regretted paying me.”
“So much for his love boat,” Andy joked. Not a laugh followed.
Stephen tried to let his mind clear and come to getting off this station. A cool breeze greeted them as the door slid open. Light music rose as they stepped outside. He compared it to light sixties dance music his father had played before to annoy him - minus the odd flute. Before his mother died, he could still remember putting a puzzle together on the living room floor while his parents danced.
“This way,” Herald said. “These stations are all about the same.”
“There’s a lot of them?” Andy asked.
“Yes, plenty. They help move people across the galaxy.”
Stephen’s feet kept moving. Nice. He brushed off Gabe’s attempt for support. No more helpless friend to them. How did his body seem to know what to do again? He didn’t stumble, did not fall - an unreal return to norm. Stephen clenched his fist, rolled them about, and could only smile.
“Wow,” Kim said. “You really don’t have pain anymore.” Stephen nodded his head. “It’s odd.”
“Yeah,” Gabe agreed. “Weird.”
“Do you prefer to push me in a chair now?” Stephen asked.
“Uh, no. You ain’t light”
A curved hallway had odd symbols projecting above each door. They rolled up to letters and numbers as they got close. Signs projected the way to the lifts. Colored arrows moved before them. Its lines faded as they walked over it. It was quiet down here. Kim jumped right back into Stephen. A droid, resembling a trash can with a white bottom, moved along the floor in a hurry. Something flashed upon its body.
“Sorry,” Kim said. “Jumpy.”
“I know,” Stephen said.
The lifts weren’t too far. Only a few people waited before one. Herald kept them back as a small crowd flooded off. A heavyset alien, looking a bit like a reptile, tail and all, didn’t seem to want to move as they waited inside. Whack! The tail hit Stephen’s knee once more.
“Problem?” the lizardman spoke.
“No,” Stephen assured.
The lizardman was quick to push as the doors slid open, knocking back someone as he went. “Rude,” Kim whispered. It felt like they could be back on Earth. “Did you understand him, Stephen?”
“They installed a translator, remember?”
“Oh.”
Different signs floated ahead. Herald’s quick observation had them going around a curved hall. A large, circular counter went around two strange creatures, each with purple, gooey skin, and many tentacles. It was pretty hard at first to see where their short heads separated. An odd flap moved, bringing forth a rather unpleasant noise from one. It motioned them forth with its tentacle. Its beady black eyes may have been fixed at Herald, but Stephen couldn’t be sure.
“Welcome,” a friendly male voice rose. A speaker sat upon the desk. “We have your shuttlecraft safe and secure. A hold will be kept on it till payment is made upon departure. Would you like to add an account to speed up your departure?”
“Later,” Herald said.
“Is there anything else we can help you with?”
“Where is the main transport office located?”
Odd belches responded, bordering on farts. “You will find it in section 24B,” that friendly man’s voice sounded. “A marker has been added to the lift behind us when you enter to guide you.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re very welcome, kind sir.”
Two sets of doors were to choose from. Herald didn’t bother to signal them, nor did a panel seem in light. “They were nice,” Kim said.
“The translator they use is the friendliest I’ve come across,” Herald said. “You won’t be able to understand them, Stephen. Their language structure is very different than any.”
“I about laughed,” Gabe whispered with a grin.
“It’d be wise if you didn’t,” Herald said. “Those Geletoids could ground the shuttle and have us held by security. I had a friend who pushed too much at their speech many year ago. I did not enjoy being in a cell for an hour.”
“That’s a bit overkill.”
The lift arrived, bringing forth a family of telicions. The little girl was not even to Stephen’s waist. Her white hair rested in pigtails. She held a small red creature in her arms. It panted lightly, blue tongue smacking its nose.
“That thing looked interesting,” Kim said, the moment the lift started to move.
“They are very strict here on what pets can leave the shuttle,” Herald said. “It’s rare to find that species harmful.”
“What is it?”
“A friend of mine called them a puj. I’m not sure the correct name, to be honest.”
“What did it look like?” Andy asked. “A pug-eon?”
Stephen kept to the waiting area in the transport office. A handful of people sat about. Most people here were in lines to whatever company had the best rates or quickest times. The boards at each would cycle between different languages. English seemed to be about everywhere, so it helped to make things quick. The names of the planet didn’t change much between the languages. Symbols made up a couple.
Herald had finally come to the front of the line. A short person in a bodysuit stood on the counter to match about anyone’s height in line. A breather ran to its mouth from a pack on its back. Its hand moved about tapping a tablet the size of her head.
“Wish I had my phone,” Gabe said.
“You wouldn’t have reception,” Kim reminded.
“At least I could play a game or somethings. We’ve been here for like an hour.”
“Thirty minutes. Please, Gabe.”
Gabe huffed. He tapped his foot. Stephen shook his head lightly. Gabe rose and took a walk around the waiting area, snagging a tablet from a rack. He plopped down by Stephen.
“Check this out,” Gabe said. “You can pick what you read.”
“We had tablets and apps,” Stephen reminded. They didn’t have the images pop like these.
“I don’t get any of these stocks here.”
“Gabe, why don’t you try to relax.”
“I can’t relax, Stephen,” Gabe said. He rubbed his face. “We’re God knows where. That blue planet is how far away now?”
“Gabe,” Kim said a bit harsh. “Please.” Her breath was long and broken. Like that, Gabe sat down by her. Stephen reached down and picked up what easily could be stepped on.
Battlefield Shrinks on Zwanga
Paradise Exists on Jurna Prime
New Laws Passed on Galat II
The tablet let Stephen view the most current topics as a list or scroll by the cover of each. A magazine feature could be accessed through a different page. He set the tablet back on the table Gabe grabbed it from. One article had looked interesting enough, but he really couldn’t find himself reading here.
An exasperated sigh caught their ears. Herald had his handheld out. A purple envelope pressed behind it. “We have an hour and a half,” he said. “We have to change ships unless we wanted to wait till tonight. I’ve sent a message to Councilman Wallace about everything. I won’t hear back for a while.”
“Why not?” Gabe asked. “This is an emergency. We need to say something.”
“Firstly, I don’t want to draw the attention of that cruiser here. The Talon Federation is one of our allies.”
“Yeah, they welcomed us with torpedoes,” Gabe mocked.
Herald explained the Talon Federation originated from Earth at the start of the last Galactic War. A human alliance had collected a vast number of supporters as the war was declared and thus formed the federation. Their size didn’t compare to the Galatian Empire, yet their force was not to be reckoned with. It didn’t seem logical that they would send their own to attack the Explorer C. Stephen scratched his chin. His hand dipped into his pocket, feeling something smooth and cool.
“We will leave with the transport,” Herald said. “We have to board a shuttle first to be launched to the area. It will only take a half hour. Once there, I can contact the Galatian Empire directly about the attack, and they’ll send a ship to investigate if one has not been there already. Do not draw attention to us, understood?”
“Yes, sir,” Gabe said.
“Knock it off already.”
Water surged upwards from the beautiful marble fountain. The station had a lot to offer for food and shopping. Several hotels could house them for the night. Stephen came to a stop with the others by the fountain. Coins? Sure enough, a collection of different colors and shapes littered the bottom. He had tossed plenty in his life. The last time had been to save his father.
“This a kedren chip,” Herald explained. His wallet had not much to it; two of these blue, thin, partially transparent clips and what may be his ID. “This holds what geks I put on it.”
“Geks?” Stephen questioned.
“A gek is the currency base the empire moved to long ago,” Herald said. “The chip will convert it to whatever a shop around here takes, without us needing to worry. There are choices here. I suggest you eat well.”
“Shouldn’t we stick together?” Kim asked.
“There are a lot of choices,” Herald said. “Do you see anything we can all agree upon?”
An area near had several fast food restaurants and many tables. Bo’s Bar and Grill had its own area. ‘Galaxy’s Best Wings,’ could be a challenge. It was odd to see a something resembling an old fifties-style, metal diner sticking out of the wall, fit with neon lights. The booths insides were green. Red fixtures floated over the tables by the windows.
“Something fast is fine with me,” Gabe said.
“I agree,” Kim said. “Is that a Subway?”
“Uh, yeah,” Herald said. “Remember, we have about 45 minutes. These places will get you food quickly.”
“I would like to talk to Herald,” Stephen said. “Would it be okay if you guys went and ate, while I do?”
“Sure,” Kim said. They all might want to have a word with him - at some point.
“Let’s go to Bo’s,” Herald said, nodding his head towards the place. Gabe found a kedren chip for his use. Herald quickly showed how to see how much gek was on it; 320. All he had to do was hand it or stick it in a slot at the place they chose.
Bo’s had some funky music coming from inside. The guitars had a nice rock beat to them. Some odd type of pipes joined it. Whatever drummer played could jam, but it was unlike any drum set Stephen heard before. A woman wearing a short black skirt and a nice red top that hugged just right, motioned for them to follow. A small table in the corner would be theirs.
“I’ll be back to get you order,” the waitress said. “Feel free to order your drinks and look over the menu.” The two thanked her. “You can also get rid of that if you want.”
Stephen stare wide eye at the transparent screen that appeared above a roll of napkins. It had some scores running down one side that looked foreign. His finger rose to the box by the scores. It had some sort of guide for watch choices. Herald quickly cleared his throat. “Act natural, Stephen,” he said. A simple tap on the bottom corner had it disappear. Red flashes came to the corners of the table. Stephen was tempted to push it and confirm his suspicions.
An icon hovered near the side of the table. Stephen tapped it. A virtual menu appeared on the table. “What should I start with,” he asked.
“Get a Fremisha,” Herald said. “It’s dark beer. Your father liked it.”
“I tap it?” Stephen questioned. Herald nodded his head. ‘Verified Age,’ flashed atop it and quickly asked the size. Huh, where was the scanner? ‘Ordered’ flashed a few times. “What’s good here?”
“Wings,” Herald said. “Let get a shareable basket for two. I’d recommend boneless and their zang sauce. It would be polite to let her take that order. I don’t like to send it out if someone is willing to wait on me.”
The waitress took little time to return. Foam glistened perfectly atop the beers. The fizz had a nice sound to it. Herald was very quick to order the choice of wings. Stephen always liked to sample wings and had two places back home no one could beat. He brought the glass to his lips. Wow. It tickled his lips. The taste had a slight sweetness to it. The mix of flavors were unlike anything he had before, which wasn’t saying too much. He didn’t like the taste of most beers. He did love his hard ciders.
“See,” Herald said. “It’s good.”
“Yeah,” Stephen said. “You do know why I want to talk to you.”
“Cut right to the point, like your father always did. It’s about Kodon, isn’t it?”
“Why? I don’t get it.”
“I told you that your parents sent you away because of it. It’s because of what Kodon is capable of. I didn’t think after all these years that something like this would happen. Your parents are - I’m not sure actually. I went to Earth for answers, but no one had them. It was said to be a private trial. Governments can work in unfair ways. You won’t find anything on their actions or trials.”
“Did they work for Talon Federation? You went to Earth.”
“You catch on quick.”
“Did they really have to act back then?” Stephen questioned. All he got was they didn’t like what was going on and because of that, they sent Kodon and their child away so the Talon Federation wouldn’t decide his fate.
“I, I think their judgment then had to be what they saw as best,” Herald said. He took back a bit of his beer. “I wish I understood everything. Kodon is a strange find.”
“What is it?”
“That may be for another time.”
“Cut the shit,” Stephen said. “We nearly died and you’re going to tell me it isn’t the time. What the hell is Kodon? You’ve haven’t told me anything about my parents either; I don’t even know their names.” Herald sighed. He tapped the sides of his glass but stayed quiet “If you can’t speak, I’m sure someone around here can get us help. You have to be honest with me. You owe me that.”
Herald nodded. “I had come home late, and I was upset about my commanding officer getting arrested,” he said. “That’s when I got it.”
//
25 years ago, Herald Zumerkrin returned to his apartment aboard an orbital station. His first post had neared its end sooner than expected. His commanding officer had been fired from the empire for selling secrets that Herald had yet to understand. He awaited trial, and Herald feared that he may be accused in this matter.
Light filled the small apartment. It wasn’t much, but it beat having to live on the starship. He could have free housing, but he was through with that till he got his transfer. A noise suddenly caught his ear.
Herald passed around the counter and neared his bed. The communicator he set up here was paid. He liked to have his empire line free from personal stuff. He tapped at the screen. It lit and projected a large holo-screen above it. The encrypted message brought up his decrypter automatically. Its sequence matched that only used by a specific couple. His eyes lit as the title came through. Samantha Porter sent this an hour ago. He tapped it quick and found several documents, among the first being a letter of some sort.
Herald,
Something has happened. There is little time. I wish I could explain it all, but I can’t. You must trust me. Keep this data safe. Don’t let anyone in the Galatian Empire see it. Don’t respond to this. I am purging this line and all data linked to the project. This is all that is left of our finding on Project Kodon.
I have sent a pod to coordinates attached. It has a cloak feature. I do not think they would have spotted it by now. Please, keep Ian safe. He is so precious to me. I cannot believe I had to do this. Take care of him. Raise him as your own. Kodon is in a containment tube aboard. Once you have my son and Kodon, activate the failsafe. It will cover your tracks.
Know that I do this for my son. Take care of him where we can’t.
Sam
Herald’s heartbeat quickened. He read it twice more and soon opened up the project file. He gulped. Alvin Porter never would share what he was hired to leave. He felt a chill upon reading some of Sam’s own notes on it. Nearly thirty minutes later, Herald paced about the room. He must leave in an hour. If the coordinates were correct, he would be back by morning. He could call in sick. He had seen a sole picture of Ian and nothing more. Alvin had been quiet as he was on such a project.
Herald pulled up a line for Ronald Wulf. His old roommate from the academy was still a chatterbox but one he could trust with his life. Dots started to dance upon the screen. A cough came quick.
“Ah, Herald,” Ron’s cheery voice rose. “You won’t guess what-”
“Ron, shut up and listen,” Herald said. “I am going to send you something. You must store it away safe. No questions asked.”
“Uh, Herald. What’s wrong. You sound -”
“Promise me. I will explain later.”
“Tell me something, Herald.”
“No. I can’t. I’m sorry.”
//
“My mother is the only one who sent something?” Stephen questioned.
“Yes,” Herald said. His head hung. “Alvin hadn’t talked to me for a while. When I read it all, I got it quick why someone may want to obtain it. That is all I could figure happened. Your mother had a pure heart, and I doubt she could let anyone take it, let alone harm you without a fight.”
“And what is Kodon?”
“It is something else,” Herald said. He sighed. “Alvin classified it as an energy source, but he was uncertain what kind. Nothing has been seen by it.”
“Okay, I still don’t get what the big deal is.”
“You must understand,” Herald said. “This is unlike anything out there. The very first draw off it ended up in a machine being destroyed. Tests that followed yielded the same. Kodon can give an unlimited amount of power at any rate, void of degradation.”
“Don’t ships have things that -”
“No,” Herald said, shaking his head quick. “No power source in this galaxy can do what Kodon is capable of. All it takes is one person with the wrong motive to cause true chaos. What is better than a weapon without limits? What do you think people would do for that?”
Stephen felt a chill come to the bar. He took an easy breath. “This thing,” he began, “is it dangerous?”
“Not in that containment tube, and not without being drawn from.”
“And Ron. Who is this?”
“Ron is on Galat II. I will tell you more about him. He is very trustworthy, Stephen.”
Stephen rubbed his face. “What do you think happened back there?” he asked.
“I think Howard had struck a deal with someone. They must be high up enough to command that attack. I have a feeling the Talon Council won’t find record on it.”
“Are they similar to the Galatian Council?”
“They don’t have absolute control. Some decisions they make can be overturned. Not all issues can be voted on by them.”
“Could they be responsible?” Stephen questioned. Herald shook his head. “But -”
“I admit, maybe there is a chance for one, but as much as they had to campaign, I doubt it. I don’t think we have any way of knowing who did this right now.”
Stephen sipped away on his beer. “How many people have you killed, Herald?” he whispered.
“What?”
“You shot two men dead without hesitation,” Stephen said. Herald took a breath. A plate of wings slid between them. The waitress places two plates and plenty of napkins. “Thank you.”
“Anything else for now?” the waitress questioned.
“No.”
Herald scooped some of the off-red color wings onto his plate. Stephen could only stare. They were shaped like boomerangs. A few came onto his plate. He stuck his fork in one and bit. This was not chicken. The tang added to this delicious meat that he couldn’t compare to anything he ate before.
Herald’s eyes met Stephen as he poked the first with his fork. “It’s not easy to talk about,” he said. Stephen bit again. The sauce clung to his tongue.
“Herald, I did not come here for this.”
“Nor did I think that would happen,” Herald said. “I didn’t factor you would come, or I would have three extra people who are scared. Your friend is really pushing me.”
“Gabe acts out when he feels cornered,” Stephen said. “He doesn’t know what to do, and when he doesn’t have any control, of course, who wouldn’t?” Herald took back some more of his beer. “Answer me, Herald.”
“When I was in college, I was with Ron. He had left to go back to the apartment, and I went to meet a girl I fancied at the time. I got lost and found myself in a predicament with three people. I was stabbed, robbed, and left to bleed out. I would never let that happen to me again.”
“You didn’t hesitate, Herald.”
“I’ve trained for combat situations,” Herald said. “I choose to take more courses not long after things happened with your parents. You never came, and I felt if I found you, I needed to ensure I could protect us.”
“Have you killed before?”
“No,” Herald said quick. “Not a real person. Killing my first hologram was an issue. When it comes down to it, whose life matters most? I wasn’t going to let Howard or that man end us.”
“Are you okay?”
“I don’t know yet. When things calm down, I will have a lot to think about. I need to keep my mind focused.”
Hanash had been a threat. Stephen hadn’t wanted anyone to get shot. It felt weird; he saw the gun, purposely got hit to be able to roll to it, and then fired first chance. He hadn’t aimed for the head, nor the chest. Pure luck let that bullet hit in that state. What might have happened if he had killed Hanash? His hand shook under the table. He needed to keep what Herald said in mind.
“Eat,” Herald said. “We have a transport ship to catch soon.”
Stephen nodded. The wings went unusually fast. They kicked butt. He wiped his mouth and finished the last of his beer. Herald waved the kedren chip in hand. It took a little while for the waitress to bring a tablet for them. It fit right into a slot at the top. He tapped on a decent tip.
“Thank you, kindly,” the waitress said.
“I see you eying her,” Herald whispered the moment she was behind the counter. Stephen tore his gaze. “Don’t be embarrassed. Zachar woman are very beautiful.”
This Zachar had dark purple skin, a lovely curved body, and odd, yet attractive hair. They appeared like tons of thin tentacles, that she had pulled back and secured with a black clip. Did she have to cut them? Her eyes caught Stephen. A smile grew before she started to wipe down the counter. Someone like her might get a lot of tips in here.
“How has your translator integrated?” Herald asked.
“I think okay,” Stephen said. “It’s still weird to see mouths move and hear different. I like being able to understand. Too bad they don’t have something for written words.”
“The brain can only be given so much,” Herald said. “You can learn a language, but the brain can only take so much at once. I learned a language for the academy specifically by that means but wouldn’t want to do another. I’m fine with learning as I go or learning from another.”
“Could Andy be taught by a device if he had sight?” Stephen questioned.
“Yes, but I wouldn’t recommend anything being done. He is from the past, and if he goes back, it would complicate things.”
“It could make him have a whole new life.”
“I understand, but you have to think about interfering with the past. He’d be studied for the miracle.”
“Oh,” Stephen said. He forced the thoughts of his friend strapped to a table.
“How are you, Stephen?” Herald asked. “I should have asked first, and I apologize. I know your surgery went well and you seem -”
“I feel like my old self,” Stephen said. “As much as I can at least.”
The physical state of Stephen had mostly returned. He wanted to be able to have some time to think and adjust. Going from a chair to walking was a lot. Everything had to be done for him since the accident. He hated it - asking for help. No one should have to be where he had been.
“If you start to notice pain or weakness, rest. I’ll have you looked over on Galat II before we meet with Councilman Wallace. I’m sure he’ll clear time quickly.”
“How do you know him so well?”
“Well,” Herald admitted, “he’s the only human councilman. Back when he was a senator, he heard my story. I have been searching for a long time. It would have been easier if I had total control. He learned from me about Kodon and agreed that something like it needed to be studied in the right hands. From my years of service, he granted me a spot on the Explorer C.” He shook his head. “My home and friends are gone. It’s not -”
“I’m sorry.”
“He’ll know what to do,” Herald said. “He is one of the kindest men I have met and he’s young. He believes Kodon has a purpose, and I trust him with its fate. I’d like to be onboard, but I also wouldn’t mind finding a new role. I found you. If Kodon is safe, then I did my part for your parents.”
“Did you really spend half your life looking for me?”
“Long enough,” Herald said. “I didn’t want to believe you were dead. Something happened to the pod and finally I know. Its AI risked everything to hide and go through the tear. It damaged some vital systems, and then the AI chose to let you be on Earth because it did not calculate getting back.”
“How did you find it?”
“Time,” Herald said. “It ensured getting back to space. It powered at times, changing its course in orbit over the years. Eventually in the end, it broke from the pull of the sun and by luck went through the tear. I had to replace its power cells to get what I could.”
“Interesting.”
Herald shook slightly. “Damn thing,” he said. “Pardon.” He pulled his handheld. Slowly, his eyes grew wide. “We need to move.”
“What?”
“I had set the shuttle to detect anyone around it,” Herald said. “We have officers aboard looking at it.”
“Talon Federation?”
“No, but I know it’s them. If they are there, they most likely know we would go to departures.”
“What are we going to do?”
Herald’s finger moved along his tablet; a tap here and there. “Damn,” he cursed. “I know they’ll recognize me.”
“A disguise?”
“The departure staff will get suspicious, and no doubt our friends will be scanning people around the area.”
Damn. Herald shook his head. A slight redness started to take to his forehead. “We need to head back down,” he said.
“Our shuttle?”
“No. I’m trying to think this through.”
Again, Stephen felt like he was back in the chair.




Chapter Nine

The area looked the same as that of those Geletoids. A pair of Riftvores helped along a few people here. Stephen wanted to learn what he could of alien races. Riftvores had an odd bone feature that pressed out the skin where their eyebrows should be. They looked pretty human besides that. A man approached the circular desk looking very hot in the face.
“Come on,” Herald called. The others kept close behind Stephen. Gabe held something that looked like foil in hand. It had once held a large burrito that still steamed. The green rice and orange meat looked good. Its smell made Stephen’s mouth water.
“What do you need from the ship?” Kim questioned.
“I’m not sure I got everything,” Herald said.
Andy changed his shirt aboard before they left. Stephen tried to keep alert as they came into the hall. This wasn’t their deck. Herald took them a bit and came to a stop before a large open doorway. Inside, lockers lined a wall, along with some vending machines, and two stations waited. A catwoman, which Stephen needed to stop seeing them as, banged upon one of them.
“That is my damn account,” the woman hissed. “Give me my geks, bastard!” Once more she slammed the machine. A red light flashed upon the screen. She sighed. “Fuckin’ thing.”
“Reminds me of the ATM,” Gabe chuckled. The woman’s eyes shot to him briefly. She retreated to a bench by the lockers. She sunk down and quickly hung her head.
“An ATM, Gabe?” Herald questioned.
“Automated teller,” Stephen explained. “It lets us transfer money.”
“Oh, that’s what this is,” Herald said. “I need to check my account.”
“Check it now?” Gabe questioned. “Jeez, let’s get to the shuttle, and then get out of here.”
“I need to ensure we have enough gek.”
“I hope they reimburse you for all this,” Kim said. “It isn’t fair that we can’t pay.”
“Thank you, Kim,” Herald said.
Stephen stared curiously. Herald didn’t pull anything. He tapped at the screen on the credit station. A curse rose suddenly. The woman had her handheld up. Back her arm went. She clutched it hard, several times enacting the throw.
“Mam,” Stephen said. “Is there something I can do to help?”
“Unless you have four hundred geks laying around, no,” the woman said.
“What happened?”
“My account’s been frozen,” the woman said. She shook her head, letting out a frustrated sigh. “That’s the last time I trust them.”
“Can’t you call them?”
“I’ve dealt with them before. They’ll sit on their asses, and it will be tomorrow before they do anything. I need to pay my dock and maintenance fees.”
“How much is it?” Herald chimed in.
“Four hundred,” the woman said.
“This may be odd to hear,” Herald began. The woman already had her arms crossed. “I may be willing to pay three times your fee if you can help us out.”
“Three times?” the woman asked, leaning forward. “Don’t be pulling my tail.”
“Three times,” Herald ensured. “Our recent venture with Kedel Marsh hasn’t been well. We want to get to a place where we can hire a private pilot to get us home. If you could provide us a ride to a good station or planet, then I would be very thankful.”
“Kedel Marsh?” the woman scoffed. “Of course, you’d have issues. My brother works for them. Their fees are ridiculous.”
“Oh, but they have the lowest transport cost,” Herald mocked.
“Until you want to make any changes or bring a bag.”
“Exactly. We don’t care about our luggage. Do you think you could help us out?”
“I’m going to Earth.”
“That’s fine. We can leave from there.”
“There’s five of you.”
“Four times your fees then,” Herald said.
“Well, fine,” the woman said. “If you kindly transfer or give me the geks, we can be on our way. I need to leave soon.” Herald didn’t hesitate with the new kedren chip he had received. “Meet me in 13B. I’ll be along shortly. It’s the red, pointed nose hawk. Call me Majuri.”
“Thanks,” Herald said. “Herald.”
Majuri hurried off with a smile. Stephen sighed. “What the heck is going on?” Kim questioned. “You paid for a transport ship and now this?”
“That sounded weird,” Andy said. “I wish I knew what she was saying. Did I hear Earth?” It must be like listening to someone speak to into their phone. Stephen was fortunate it wasn’t that way around here anymore with those he met.
“Some circumstances have come up,” Herald said calmly. “Let’s get to the shuttle bay and wait for her. I’ll explain.”
“Let me guess, more trouble?” Gabe said. Herald closed his eyes. He threw his hands up in the air and shook. “When will this end, Herald?”
“I’m getting us out of here. If you have a better way, speak up or shut your mouth, Gabe.”
Gabe only groaned. Their credit cards would be useless if they had them. No one could wave down a taxi. Stephen kept up with Herald. 13B wasn’t far at all. Sure enough, a red pointed nose starship waited for them. It had weird sections off the sides, which may have been the wings that housed engines. It did look like some sort of bird the more he stared.
“This is more like it,” Stephen said.
“It better get us out of here,” Gabe muttered.
“Where are we going?” Kim asked.
“She is willing to get us out of here,” Herald said. “We’ll be far away and I can make real contact. There may be an embassy.”
“But where?”
“Earth. It will be fine.”
“And there will be shelter?” Gabe questioned. Herald nodded. There needed to be someplace they could get some help. Something in Stephen’s gut told him that this would be far from resolved.
Footsteps rose at the door. Majuri ran close with a small pack over her shoulder. “That helped greatly,” she said. “Let’s go. My launch is soon. I’m glad those geks hadn’t gone to waste.”
A slight hiss came from the back of the ship. The entry doors slid apart and a black ramp lowered to the floor. Stephen headed up, trying to push back his eagerness.
Majuri’s personal starship may really only let two live peacefully, three if it included a child. The living area contained a crescent shaped couch, a circular table, and odd fixtures that hung from the ceiling. A narrow door revealed a bathroom inside with a tiny shower. Where did she sleep? One wall might hold the answers.
“Rest,” Majuri said. She stepped through an opening into her small bridge. The window curved around it, giving a great a view. Stephen took a seat at the end of the couch where he could peer into the bridge.
Stephen closed his eyes and let his breathing slow. A gun fired in his hands. So much had happened in so little time. How could something feel so right and suddenly all was thrown into chaos? He tried to clear his mind of the attack. Herald sat down by him in silence. His stare was into nothingness. What was in Stephen’s pocket should be lost to the stars in his opinion.
The ship sped out of the shuttle bay and passed by a line leading to the Cradle Launcher. They slowed, fourth in line to be launched. The bridge really was something. Majuri was in control, and he did not want to bug her in the current circumstance. Her hands came behind her head. Crack, crack.
“Please verify your launch number,” a voice came through. Majuri moved her fingers along the dash. Her screens were true screens, not holograms. “Thank you. Proceed. Cut your ships engine when notified.”
The massive creation known as the Cradle Launcher opened before them. Stephen felt a slight chill as they moved inside. A soft beep came from the dash. The ship shook. Majuri rose from her seat and scanned over her dash with her eyes before retreating back.
“We have an estimated eight hours to Earth,” Majuri said. “You’ll be able to get a taxi and find a transport. Hopefully with better luck. Where are you heading again?”
“Galat II,” Herald said.
“That’s a venture.”
“I know,” Herald said. “It’s better than dealing with their blasted customer support. Don’t worry about us. It will be a good experience for them.”
The window lit with a vibrant flux of white and light blue. Stephen rose, his breath quickening. This same light ran all over the inside of the mass of the Cradle Launcher. This power started to build around the ship as a bubble. From what he got about warp, the ship was contained inside a bubble of its own and the engines worked to shoot a ship through space, or so that’s the concept he understood from television.
The very tip of the Cradle Launcher pulled back leaving plenty of space for them. Violet light swarmed the window. Stephen felt himself sway lightly. Tiny balls of light soon started to swarm by the window. His mind suddenly shot to something horrid. Had it happened? One little bit off of the calculated angles, and where would they be?
**
Earth; Herald hadn’t expected to hear that back on the station. He had little choice. He sat in the morning researching what he could on where they needed to go. A Talon Federation cruiser had attacked and murdered all those on the Explorer C. Darren was dead and he found it hard to believe it had been done by the Talon Federation directly. There had always been corruption, he knew after the Porters acted and Kodon and their son vanished. Now, they were going to the heart of the federation.
It would be hard to track them here. Earth was a greatly populated place, and he had found the embassy he needed to go to. There, he hoped to get some quick help to Galat II. Councilman Wallace would do something about this. He’d need proof. Damnit. Herald had transferred what he could from the shuttle about his scans. It wasn’t much. It only put the cruiser there, but even that could be considered falsified.
Herald sighed. He rubbed his red eyes. He never liked to cry and had done so quietly in the small bathroom an hour ago. It seemed like when he closed his eyes and let his focus go, he saw Darren on the ground with a bullet in his head. There had been worse images than that. How had Hanash executed his friend? Darren must have refused - perhaps even fought the bastard.
Beep, beep. The tone continued a bit. Majuri stretched. She had spent most the morning on the bed that extended from the wall. “We’re almost there,” she stated. Off she went to her small bridge with a smile.
The others were up, besides Andy, who had been up late like Herald. Of any of them, he had to be informed of all this. His day had been running and confusion. Herald sighed. What was he to do with Andy in this case - let him struggle?
“One minute,” Majuri called back. “Where am I to land?”
Herald pulled up the spot he had saved on his handheld. He came to the bridge and talked a bit. Docking fees here were high, but drop-offs free. Majuri would be on the way to see her sister soon. She hadn’t been too talkative about where exactly she was going with her.
Someone was behind Herald. Stephen yawned once more. It was early still, a little past six from the time the station had been on. The time would only change again on Earth by two hours. Space travel could get hectic. Herald was used to it. Luckily, time didn’t change for ships in the Galatian Empire, Talon Federation, and those who went by universal space time.
The stars slowed. Many things rushed in, pulling to a stop before them. Specific areas were set for Cradle Launcher entries. A turret floated off in the distance; a few small ships like theirs waited, and a large cruiser was in the distance. It never was wise to linger in the path the ship had launched into. Sure, warp signatures could be detected, but that should not be relied on solely. Majuri already had them speeding out of the entry zone.
“Fifteen minutes,” Majuri said. “Unless we are stopped.”
More traffic soon came before them. No one could break a set speed without flashing lights and a transmission. Warp was nearly impossible. Specific particles were around that interfered with it, and navigation computers would trigger a failsafe to the engine if it tried. As great as those speeds were, danger rose everywhere.
“Wow,” Stephen said. “This is unreal.”
“Traffic sucks,” Majuri spat.
The blue ball ahead was not what they left. Many ships moved from and to Earth, cruisers and structures protected the area, and many stations were about. The moon they passed had many living on it now. Nothing was the same, and Herald found it hard to believe he had experienced the days before space travel took off.
“Good,” Majuri said. “We’ve been cleared.” She let the notification fade from the screen. “That will speed things up.”
“How do they monitor every ship?” Stephen whispered. Herald took him back a bit from Majuri. “Sorry.”
“Be careful,” Herald warned. “Naivety is not a good thing right now.” Stephen once more apologized. “Remember. Don’t worry. We’ve already been scanned. The ship is registered in a database. We have our own signatures. If we clear that, we are fine.”
“Is it in depth? Could they track you?”
Herald chuckled. “No,” he said - not entirely truthful. “Those scans are looking for things to flag. We aren’t being checked in. They don’t have exact names for everyone here.” They did have a count. It was nothing compared to Galat II.
The blue ball got closer, like Gabe and Kim. “This isn’t right,” he said softly.
“This is not your home,” Stephen reminded. This may be only a memory to come. Those three situations sucked and were entirely avoidable in Herald’s opinion. Councilman Wallace would help nonetheless.
Earth grew great before them. Herald took a breath as fire burned against the ship. Like that, the view of the upper city came to be. Earth had two levels; ground and the city above, which in some places was split. Many crafts moved about below. Majuri took them fast towards and soon up above, joining others looking to land.
The upper city stretched endlessly. The morning sun was up and warming the place. If not for fields in place, it would be icy cold. Tops of buildings glistened. Down they went in little time. A large hexagon complex had many open hanger doors. Green lights glowed, white lights flashing in some. The ship slowly lowered down into one of the hangers. A couple of droids waited with a human, who held a tablet in hand. Each droid had three very tall, spider-like legs and two arms extended from their tiny body. Their red eyes set upon the ship as it rocked down. This hadn’t been his home for such a long time.
**
Odd, it looked like something out of a movie, yet here they were. Stephen stood on a platform outside a large building up in the skies. This upper city, as Herald called it, was comprised of platforms that stretched good distances, each with buildings upon them. Walkways connecting them, and how this all came to be would be a mouthful. It didn’t feel like they were floating. Where was the rocking? Where was the true wind? This breeze he felt was nice - yet false.
Armed officers patrolled this specific spot. A robotic canine followed a set who passed. Its body was black with red upon its back indicating security. The rifles the officers carried were much like the gun Stephen had fired. Eyes met Stephen’s briefly. The woman’s hair was short, letting the scales show below her ears and that wrapped around her neck.
“Come on, Stephen,” Herald called. He had stopped to motion him on once more.
A nice gust of air greeted them within the tall archways. More officers waited. Glass lined the ceiling above, letting in good light that shined upon a mural on a wall. Hmm. Planets of all things were upon its stone. A long desk awaited them at the end. Five stands were there, only one with a man waving them close.
“Good morning to you, Mr. Zumerkrin,” the man said. “Please, take a seat. I’ve already been informed about the report. I am saddened to hear of the details. I will move this along as quick as I can. Let me call in Pero.”
“Thank you,” Herald said.
“Pero?” Gabe whispered. “What did he say?”
“We need to wait for someone,” Stephen said.
“Oh.”
“I can get you an earpiece,” Herald said.
“And be like my grandpa? No way.”
Stephen rolled his eyes. He suddenly found himself looking down at the fellow approaching. A man in a red and black full bodysuit shook Herald’s hand. A weird breather wrapped from his mouth around his neck to a small unit on his upper back. A pair of dark orange eyes could be made out behind thin glass.
“Saddened to hear about the Explorer C,” Pero said. “I have lined up a counselor if you need one. This is a tragedy.” When he spoke, a small piece near his mouth glowed slightly. “Please, follow me to my office.”
A set of doors blocked their way for a bit. Pero shook his head as they finally opened. The hall had a bit more light to it. A woman strolled by with her handheld wearing a visor. She nodded lightly to them. Pero took them to a lift and up to a very quiet floor.
Pero’s office rested a bit down the hall. It was large with plenty of room for them to sit. A long window revealed a courtyard outside. A white tree rose with much beauty. Sadly, two men stood close to it with rifles. Stephen wondered if this place had been attacked before or if this was just standard today. He remembered New York and armed police near the 9/11 Memorial. He had felt it overkill too - yet it was a place of peace to mourn and remember.
“I have read your report,” Pero said. “We are taking this matter seriously and someone is on.”
“We both know not much will be done,” Herald said. “We want to get off this planet and on to Galat II. I must meet with Councilman Wallace.”
“I understand your urgency,” Pero said. “You must try and stay calm. This is a pressing matter, and what you have experienced is dreadful.”
“They are all dead! You do not understand.”
“Apologies. I meant not to offend.”
“I, I’m sorry. I should have not snapped.”
“It is understandable.”
Pero pulled a tablet from the corner of his desk. He tapped at it a bit. A screen projected up from it, a keyboard out. He typed for a bit. With the suit, it was hard to read the man. Finally, his fingers rose from the keyboard. He coughed lightly, bringing forth a static hiss.
“Pardons,” Pero said. “It has been arranged that your funds are covered that you submitted. I will also supply more to help you get a room if you chose not to stay here.”
“Wait, we need to get to Galat II,” Herald said. “Put us on a transport.”
“We do not have a ship on hand to take you,” Pero said. “In three days, a cruiser will pass, and they will take you to Galat II. There, Councilman Wallace has agreed to meet with you. He has ordered this personally.”
“We need to leave now. Give me funds for my own transport.”
“No. It is highly advised you travel with the empire to Galat II. No compensation will be given for any journey, and we advise you not to access your accounts to do so. You must understand, we wish to help. You can stay here for the time being or have a hotel.”
Herald rubbed his face. “Fine,” he said. “Give me some damn geks. We need to get some rest.”
Stephen nodded at that. He and the others spoke nothing as Herald started to work out the final details of what had been planned. A slight redness had come to Kim’s eyes. Gabe’s fists released their clench. Stephen tried to keep positive. At least they would have rooms and be able to rest for now. He’d much rather venture with protection off Earth. An explosion erupted in his head. A breath escaped him; slow and calming.
“I will have the packet for you soon,” Pero said. “Please remember, you can stay here. We have nice rooms and there are amenities that you will find warming.”
“I’d rather not be under watch,” Herald said. “Sorry. I will remember to come back if something happens.”
“You will have a direct line to me. Feel free to contact me with questions. I hope you journey to Galat II is less stressful. I do have counsel -”
“I don’t need counseling!” Herald snapped. Stephen hung his head. His father came to mind.
Some things never changed. If one thing could be a relief for anyone, it was staying in a good hotel. Stephen had been on some tiresome trips before and found relief when he got to the hotel room at night. It never was home - but a step closer. He hadn’t a clue now what he would come to call home
The window revealed what the traffic of Earth would one day have in the sky. The crafts resembled vehicles of his time with their shapes. A lot of changes had been made. Some nice cars he spotted at times, stylish and standing. He wondered how to pilot them or if a course had to be laid in. The taxi here didn’t give sight to its driver. Why wouldn’t someone want to see their driver or have that chance to talk?
Horns may have suddenly come. A large craft, possibly a van, about slammed into the back of a blue cab. They seemed to bounce off each other - a luxury that may have helped Stephen before. He sighed and leaned back in the black desk chair.
This window kept privacy within. Outside it looked as if there weren’t any. The building had a nice shine to its silver. A panel by the window here let them choose how well they wanted to see, or if they preferred the wall. The most he had seen was smart glass back in his time, and it had a pricey tag to it.
“Stephen?” Andy asked.
“Yeah?” Stephen questioned.
“Are you really not coming back?”
“Yeah,” Stephen said. “Things have happened, but I know I need to be here. I can walk and be me again.”
“Won’t you miss anything?”
“You guys,” Stephen said. There were other friends he would never see again. This had too much to offer him. He rubbed over his healed arms with a slight smile.
“I hate not seeing this,” Andy said. “I wish I could see what things would be.”
“You never saw what things were.”
“That doesn’t matter,” Andy said. “I can dream. Life had gotten dull. I wanted to move out, but I kept having these thoughts.”
“I’m sure it wouldn’t be that bad.”
“They heal people like me here.”
“I know. You heard what Herald said.”
“I know, but it’s not fair. I know I can see. I know I can be better. Everything could be different if I got the surgery.”
Stephen had looked up a surgery that would help Andy. It sounded like Andy may or may not keep his eyes depending on things. Surgeries there were quick, and he could be done in an hour at minimum. Transition was hard. Andy wouldn’t know what things were. He wouldn’t understand written language other than braille. There were ways to, but it all cost money.
“Stephen, if you could talk to him,” Andy began, “I would be very thankful. I know I can’t ask much from you. You’ve done so much for me. I don’t -”
“Andy, don’t go there,” Stephen said and sighed. “I can talk to him. If you do this, you can’t go home. You have to understand that you’ll be examined to the fullest. Eyes don’t simply fix themselves.”
“What if I didn’t?”
“You have a lot left there.”
“So did you, but it sounds like you can do anything here.”
“Yeah,” Stephen agreed with a sigh. “I’ll talk to Herald.”
Stephen shook his head. This wasn’t like him. Andy was born blind and nothing had changed in his life to bring him close to Stephen. Why it sounded pretty warming to know that he could have one of his best friends here with him, it pained him to think of Deb. What was she doing now? They had to have found the van. Kim and Gabe’s family wouldn’t be any better. Was a large search already underway?
“Thank you,” Andy spoke. “I know this isn’t what you thought it would be. It sounds like Herald knows what he is doing.”
“Yeah,” Stephen said.
Herald had training for combat. It helped and above all, he had taken them to safety. It still felt like Herald, regardless of what he had said, planned for an attack. Kodon was deadly. The containment tube rested on the nightstand. What did it even look like? Herald promised to show him what files he had later.
“Where are we going tomorrow?” Andy asked.
“The Gamarian War Memorial,” Stephen said. It sounded like he pronounced it like Herald now. “He thinks it will kill some time.”
“There’s always wars,” Andy said sadly.
“Herald talks about this being one none can ever compare to.”
The memorial was far from here, and Herald felt they’d love a little history and seeing the beauty it offered. Gardens on the memorial had flowers from all over the galaxy. People spent a whole day looking at all of them. Stephen didn’t mind. If he were to live here, he couldn’t keep coming off naïve. He hated sticking out.
“Does this feel at all like Earth?” Andy asked.
“No,” Stephen said. “It’s odd.”
“Odd?”
“What we left is not this. We’re up in the sky and that’s unreal enough.”
“Do you think our homes are still here?”
“I don’t want to know.”




Chapter Ten

Understanding future healthcare could be a nightmare around the galaxy. It varied, some similar, some outlandish. The Galatian Empire gave free healthcare to every operative in it with somewhat loose control over what treatments were allowed. They cured a lot of illness when they occurred, fix bones, muscles, injuries that happened on duty, and much more.
Herald scratched his chin. He dabbed his finger at the bottom of the tablet’s screen. The green box lit. A smaller box appeared. A circle started to spin within. The green check mark brought forth a sigh. The Telicion woman behind the small table took it back with a smile.
“Thank you,” the Telicion said with a little too much cheer. “Your payment has processed, and the surgeon has been given word to start. Please, have a seat back in the waiting area.”
Herald nodded. He suddenly noticed as the woman turned, the patch on the back of her blue jacket that glowed. Lots of medical centers like this used androids on staff. They dealt with people’s anger when it came to their money, and they never said anything to offend. Sometimes it stunk. He wanted to see care on an issue - not a placid response.
The clinic Herald found this morning on his handheld didn’t turn non-insured individuals away. He stuck his hands in his pocket, racking up what additional costs would come. If you had the money, you could have plenty of operations done. The surgery wing had little wait for someone who would pay up front.
Herald waited in the small lobby. A fountain in the corner shot a blue liquid into the air and looked very real till the hologram fluxed. This place made a lot of money, and the decor, floor, and fancy light fixtures of glass showed it. He sat down, shaking his head.
“You could have said no,” Stephen said.
“It isn’t fair for him to continue on without sight,” Herald admitted. He leaned forward, rubbing his face. Bags hung under his eyes this morning. “It’s the least I can do. I didn’t see any of this coming. He’ll have sight and understand written English in time.”
The module they’d put in Andy could be removed later. It interfaced with a specific portion of the brain and would transfer information at a rate it detected the brain could handle. Headaches and migraines were a short-term side effect. Some people did this if they were moving to certain planets. Herald would always lean towards to using caution with the mind.
“Thank for doing this for him,” Stephen said.
“It’s not going to help his chances for going home now,” Herald said. “I tried to explain that to him.”
“I don’t think he minds the idea.”
“Your friends thought differently,” Herald said. Gabe and Kim were off at a mall right now with a kedren chip. Herald put enough geks on it for them to enjoy themselves and get back. “Gabe seems better this morning.”
“He’s not used to things being thrown in his face,” Stephen said. “You should have seen him back in high school when he learned we weren’t going to the same college. Oh, he was angry.”
“You had to go to the same college?”
“In his mind,” Stephen said.
“Is Kim younger than him?”
“A year behind,” Stephen said.
“She’s fared better than him with this situation.”
“She’s had some bad things happen before,” Stephen said. “Nothing compared, but I think it helped. She’s keeping positive like she always has.” Herald nodded. He hadn’t seen many tears from her.
Herald still got the feeling that Gabe and possibly Kim may not cooperate to come. It should be understandable, but they were alive - right? Things could be worse. Herald didn’t want to take the responsibility for their fate in being here. He gave warnings and believed that you had to face your consequences and not blame others. Certainly, the situation of the leave could have been better, but Stephen refused to change his mind and here they were.
Herald flicked his finger along the side of the handheld. The screen lit, projecting a little off his home screen. “His surgery has started,” he said. “We have an hour. What do you want to talk about?”
“Nothing to be honest,” Stephen said. “I want to try to relax.”
“He’ll be fine.”
“I know.”
**
“Drink,” someone said.
A coolness came to Andy’s lips. He dabbed his tongue at it briefly before taking a sip. It felt great on his throat. Water of all things tasted good. He sipped on. He could hear footsteps moving around him. A hand soon came to his shoulder.
“I need you to hold still,” a familiar voice came, yet it baffled him. Before this, the man had been speaking really weird in his native tongue. “Keep holding still.” Something moved around Andy’s head. He felt the pressure loosening. The last bit came off.
A moist, stickiness became known as whatever clung to his eyes gripped. The surgeon once more warned him to stay still. He pulled lightly. The stickiness gave. The piece which had helped heal the skin around came free. Andy quickly closed his eyes. A slight sting greeted him. He tried to open once more and closed them again.
“Be calm,” the surgeon said. “I need to wipe it off. Your eyes may hurt a little.” Andy nodded. A damp towel rubbed about his face. Its softness did not fade. The surgeon brought it back and pressed something soft and thin at the bridge of his nose. “That should help. Try opening your eyes. I have turned down the lights. Try to relax.”
Andy struggled to open his eyes again. The stickiness had gone. Ugh. His eyes burned for a couple seconds as he let them stay open. Darkness had faded around him. He could spot a figure in front of him. He managed to smile. The surgeon held up a small light. Andy squirmed before a hand held to his shoulder. He let the life-changing man examine him.
“Good, your new eyes have taken well,” the surgeon said. His lips curled up. Andy did the same. So, that’s what it looked like.
“Did you say new eyes?”
“Your original eyes showed early stages of not taking,” the surgeon said. “I did not want to risk an additional surgery if there were complications. Your new eyes are nearly identical to your old.”
“Are they someone else's?”
“No,” the surgeon chuckled. “Why would I do that? They are a human replacement.” The odd thing about the doctor was he couldn’t be human from something on his face. Andy had felt plenty. “You will find them enjoyable.”
“Are they special?”
“They’re normal eyes,” the surgeon said. “Your language module should be online now too. Give it time before you read a book. I can tell your translator is working.”
“Me too,” Andy said. “Thank you so much.”
“My pleasure. Take it easy with your eyes. I’d advise no alterations for a year. I can’t believe your original eyes were in that state. You really have never had sight before.”
“I never had the ability,” Andy simply said. “Thank you. When can I leave?”
“I’ll have your clothes brought, and then I’ll do one final scan. You’ll be on your way soon.”
**
Stephen yawned. The ocean had come underneath the large white bus. It had filled up not long after they boarded. All different races were on it, they being among the only humans besides the driver and an elderly couple near the front. Herald had bought an inexpensive tablet for him and the others to share for this trip. Stephen had finally come to have it after Gabe and Kim. He spent what time they had left to get an idea for the other races onboard.
Salzmenian. It had been fortunate Herald suggested the back of the bus. Stephen tried not to stare more than two seconds at the overgrown lizard two seats ahead. He had seen this race before. They only had three fingers and a thumb.
Tap. Herald wore a grin. Stephen could only shake his head. There were more races to go through here to learn then he may ever have time to. Some race, the Melistinians, looked a bit like elves. Their hair had a natural shine to it. Weirdly and it still seemed unreal, some could mind read. Everything he saw in the article screamed intelligence.
“Arrival in five minutes,” a voice came over. Three more times it repeated the same. Stephen handed the tablet back to Herald, who put it in the small backpack he bought.
“Andy?” Herald called. Andy’s eyes opened briefly. He rested his head in the corner like he had not long after they left. “We’ll be there soon.” He nodded and closed his eyes once more.
“Side effect?” Stephen whispered to Herald.
“He’s still recovering,” Herald whispered.
It had passed 10:30 a.m. before they departed. Time zones changed constantly, and Herald’s simple response was, ‘care where you sleep and eat.’ Stephen stretched up. Crack, crack. He needed another good night’s sleep like the last, and then he’d be set.
Stephen did not really understand much about this memorial until Herald explained and now the picture hit. The Gamarian War Memorial was on a manmade island built out in the Atlantic. Its size was greater than something someone could manage back home. A large inner ring was covered with many areas leading to it. The bus flew over and started down to a large platform with tramrails leading into the memorial. Once more the voice spoke three times about having a nice day.
The bus rocked gently upon the platform. A few, identical to theirs, were unloading too. This place had a limit, and Herald had ordered tickets late last night. Stephen rose and did the same jumble that never changed. The line moved and froze, as someone needed out, as someone forgot something, or when someone didn’t realize the person in front had moved. His worst had been at an airplane back from Florida.
An ocean summer breeze greeted them outside. Stephen inhaled deeply, letting it all in. There should be a beach here. A push had him moving once more. Herald pointed to their way in. The tram doors opened, and the herd that waited pushed to get in. Stephen tried not to notice the security around. The Talon Federation supplied the resources to fund and train all security here according to Herald. These officers looked nothing like those who boarded, each in matching black and red uniforms.
The tram moved quick. Stephen found himself moving back as a heavyset man tried to position with another to corral the dozens of children joining them. He’d hated being stuck at school that age during the summer. Relief swept him as he jogged out of the train and found shelter from the tourists behind a large information stand.
Herald soon joined with the others. He patted down his shirt, shaking his head. “It’s year-round,” he said.
“Christmas?” Kim questioned.
“Religious holidays are not widespread in the galaxy,” Herald reminded.
“Is Christmas still a large Human holiday?”
“I wouldn’t worry about questions like that now,” Herald said. “Now, there are many gardens we can visit. Do you want to visit them first or would you want to go to the museum?”
“What would you do?” Andy asked.
“I’d spend time in the museum so you can use your new eyes later to see all the beauty this place has.”
“So-,” Gabe began. “He has sight now and you’re suggesting to bore him with a museum tour as his first venture. Hey and what about this universal principle crap? Aren’t we not supposed to learn about the future?”
“You’re here, right?” Herald asked. Gabe nodded his head lightly. “I don’t think what you learn here can impact anything in the past. You can’t stop wars that aren’t between humanity and another race.”
“Is this still a good idea?” Stephen said, the more he started to think on its impact.
“Some lessons are important to learn. If they wish, they can stay out in one of the gardens. Dinner is at six. I suggest you get some lunch. Do you still have that kedren chip?”
“Yes,” Kim said.
“Then it is up to you,” Herald said. “Those who wish to join me, I’ll take you there. The map here shows the layout.” Many were on the other side of the stand gathering information. Herald swiped a leaflet from the desk where a lone silver robot floated, head facing a couple asking questions. It resembled a sphere. Where were its eyes? “Hmm. Here. Let’s meet at food court 3 at 2.”
This leaflet turned out to be a map. Its paper felt weird to the touch. Stephen expected the ink to pop off or images to turn. It was a regular map like back home.
“Here?” Gabe questioned.
“Yes. Don’t worry. This place is easy to get around. The robots will direct you and follow the signs.”
“Okay,” Gabe said a bit nervous. He looked about. Another bunch unloaded from a tram. “Well, Kim, let’s go, I guess.”
Stephen held a hexagonal black chip that some man handed to him near the entrance they came in. It lit with an area map so he could better explore whatever section he chose. A tube near each exit would take it when he was done. He kept behind Herald with Andy. Andy kept pressing the button, causing the holographic map to appear, expand, and then vanish.
“Where to start,” Herald said. Stephen managed to stop in plenty of time. Andy however smacked right into Herald’s back.
“Sorry,” Andy said.
“Stop playing with that,” Herald joked. “There’s two routes I use when I visit. I start with origins, or I start with the fallen.”
“The fallen?” Andy questioned.
“It’s a special chamber. Do you want to start there?”
Stephen shrugged. They headed through many archways and rooms full of past knowledge before Herald brought them to a stop. Two security officers did well to control the flow and warned them as they got close to be respectful for the retired soldiers who were inside.
Wow. The chamber was large and circular. A dome pressed up. Many small streaks of yellow light ran along the wall. It took little to realize that a mass of them were housed above, lighting up the ceiling and the entire room. In the very center of the chamber, floated a planet above a pedestal, marked Seran, which glowed in a vibrant yellow light. Beams erupted from its top and flowed to the very ceiling above.
“What am I looking at?” Andy questioned.
“Lives lost,” Herald said, his voice soft with slight weakness.
Officers in a mostly white uniform were near the wall, one on a knee, his hand resting on an elderly human woman’s shoulder. She held her face, tears unable to stop. Stephen took a deep breath. Redness had quickly taken to his own eyes. ‘What happened?’ popped into his head many times - yet he stood in the war memorial feeling stupid as hell to question.
Stephen neared the planet. A Zachar with dark blue skin held up her handheld getting another photo of the planet. Much youth was in her face and unlike the Zachar he had seen serving in the bar, she wore clothes that covered much of what a man would lust over. Something about their skin, the face, their odd tentacled hair, and build made men and women both stare.
The girl soon backed and headed away staring at her handheld. Stephen brought himself up on his toes and stared at the planet that rested under the energy. It had landmass.
“Where is Seran?” Andy whispered to Herald. Herald motioned them both close.
“Listen,” Herald said very soft. “People are mourning in here. I will tell you when we leave.” The two nodded. “Place your hand on the wall, Stephen.”
“My hand?” Stephen asked.
“Go on.”
Stephen about bumped into two people as he got to the wall. Gabe and Kim both kept looking around, eyes wide. “I thought you said you didn’t want to come,” Stephen said.
“Shut it,” Gabe muttered.
“It didn’t feel right to get off here,” Kim said.
This place still felt like where people from the past may be at risk, but Stephen had to agree from the gardens they past, that anyone could spend a day without being in here. Kim walked by and stared at the planet. She pointed. Herald quieted her before she could speak. Cries continued from the woman close at the wall. Her hand retreated from the wall.
Stephen took a deep breath. His hand rose. An odd warmth tingled his fingertips. Three bolts of light raced close. He about retreated his hand. Names floated above his fingers. Porters.
“We must remember the fallen,” Herald spoke soft. “They believe in two hundred years, people should still be able to see who passed during the war.” Andy kept pressing his hand. “Andy. Think.”
“Oh,” Andy said.
Stephen pulled his hand back. He wanted to ask - yet couldn’t. “Come,” Herald said. “I think it’s time we leave this chamber.”
Noise brought warmth. They headed further till Herald took a deep breath. The room had some ugly paintings in it and a statue of someone that at first looked like a Salzmenian, but their mouth did not extend at all like them or another Stephen had read about.
“Ugh,” Herald suddenly spoke. “I didn’t mean to lead us in here.”
“I can breathe again,” Kim said. “It was so sad in there.”
“I know,” Herald said. “Too many died.”
“And that planet?” Andy asked. “Why was that there?”
“It was lost.”
“Conquered?”
Herald neared the statue of the lizard. ‘Gamarinian’ the label at the bottom read. The room had much about them. An odd rub came within Stephen as he stared more at that statue. He felt like if it was alive, he should not walk, but run the other way.
“It was them,” Herald finally spoke. “Seran started as a world that humans found. They started large colonies long ago. It grew to a second Earth. I visited it with your father before, Stephen. Many times. My parents had a place we could go for the summer. It had white sand beaches. Its world had much life left.”
“Doesn’t Earth?”
“When I mean life, I mean beauty. We’re humans and our world, like many, we transformed to make our lives easier. Seran had yet to know that. Then they came. Seran wasn’t conquered, Andy, it was destroyed.”
Stephen gasped, like Kim. He envisioned the Death Star’s laser slamming into it. Silence fell. The lone officer’s stare faded as he passed through. How could a whole planet be destroyed?
“This started the war,” Herald said. “We had fought their empire for a while, and this triggered the Galatian Empire’s intervention and the birth of the federation.”
“The Talon Federation?” Stephen questioned.
“It used to be the Talon Alliance,” Herald explained. “They were human and several others. With Seran gone, people wanted to act fast and humanity brought many races together where they formed this. The Galatian Empire wasn’t happy, but I can’t say anyone can blame this action.”
“Why?” Gabe asked.
“Try asking for help many times and it not coming. When it finally comes, you don’t want it anymore, not after this. It’s too long to talk about. A lot happened here.”
According to one of the information stands, the Gamarian Empire was formed by the Gamarinians and consisted of nearly a dozen races. Their strength and power could compete with much. A full-scale war wasn’t a risk to them. Stephen backed up shaking his head. War. War never changed. Someone had to be more powerful.
“This started because of colonies?” Andy questioned. He suddenly groaned and held his head. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have read all that.”
“Take it easy,” Kim said. She rubbed his shoulder. “Will this go on long?”
“No,” Herald reassured, “and yes, Andy. They grew mad and claimed human colonies were in their space and did what they could to destroy them. It is beyond my understanding why they would try to wipe us out entirely. By nature, they are aggressive and carry a dominant nature for survival.”
Stephen spent time with Andy mainly wandering the rooms. They’d pass Kim and Gabe who kept to a bench in the hall. At times, they spotted the couple investigating. Herald had wanted them to try and go where they wanted. The place was large and even Herald hadn’t gotten a look at everything. According to a closed exhibit, they were adding more. History kept coming and that meant this place would change too.
“I feel sorry for Kim,” Andy said.
“Why?” Stephen asked.
“She hates it when people are bullies. This is a whole new level.”
“It’s not that different from back home,” Stephen said.
“It’s a different race.”
“Yeah and we were different nations too at one point.”
“Huh, I didn’t see it that way. Say, why does Herald say races all the time. Shouldn’t it be species?”
“I think that offends people,” Stephen said. “We are all people of this large galaxy. We may be different species, but from all I’ve been reading we aren’t too different.”
“Can we have babies with other races?” Andy questioned a bit quietly.
“Of course,” Stephen laughed. “Sorry.” He took a slight breath and smiled. “See, races.” Andy nodded.
Not every race was compatible. Races like Salzmenians, who did resemble lizards, laid a large egg after protecting it in the womb before their offspring could come into the world. Genetics mattered, like they did back home. If Stephen got married to someone of another race, it might be good to know the chances of having a natural conception or if adoption was the best bet. Heck there was actual sex to know about too.
“Let’s check this out,” Andy said.
‘Project Nova’ rested on the archway above. Only a few were inside the circular room. Stephen pressed his hands into his pockets and strolled up behind one. “What’s that?” he asked.
Herald shook and soon chuckled lightly. “You’ve finally caught up with me,” he said. “Oh that? That’s Nova.”
A glass case held a model of the starship Nova. It didn’t look like it could be that big in real life. Its entire body curved round and out in the back. The hull had been painted black. Stephen peered close. It really didn’t have much to it. The information before the case read dimensions which changed as Herald tapped it to the metric system. A disclaimer told that it is uncertain beyond this if anything had changed.
“This was a project?” Stephen questioned. “It’s bland.”
“Design is not always important, Stephen,” Herald explained. “When a purpose is great, then you care less for looks, but what it can do. Sadly, this did too much.”
“Did what?” a voice called. Gabe and Kim strolled close. Kim held a leaflet in hand that many of the exhibits had.
“We’re talking about Nova.”
“That project?” Kim questioned.
“Yes, look up. All of you.”
The dome ceiling had never come to eye before. A star, planets; not Earth’s. Stephen eyed over the solar system. It had more planets than theirs. Without really knowing the habitable range, that perfect for life, it was hard to know where a race may have grown.
The star erupted. Stephen’s eyes widened. The explosion took the entire ceiling. His heart dropped. A darkness only remained for some time before the simulation brought back the life it took.
“I don’t understand,” Stephen said. “How is that poss -” He eyed the ship. “That can’t be right.”
“A secret team had been commissioned back during the war,” Herald began. “They were bright minds, and their goal consisted to end the threat that had grown out of control.”
“They did this?” Kim asked. She looked a tad pale.
“No,” Herald said. His voice held a little tone to it. “No one should have done this. From what we are told, the lead scientist hijacked the project when it was to be shut down. He used it to destroy the star you saw and wipe out what the Gamarinians held dear in order to make them surrender.”
“Who was it?” Stephen asked.
“I do not know,” Herald sighed. “Some things aren’t revealed and that is for the best. The war ended and the wave of destruction is the reason you are here.” Stephen stare. “Where do you think that entry point came from?”
Stephen closed his eyes. If it took the cataclysmic wave to strike space and create a tear - it was plain wrong. Nothing this horrid should have happened. Seran had been terrible and this was unmeasurable. This could have been extinction. The Gamarinians lived in colonies and some were protected by the Galatian Empire. Not all of that race or the races who joined wanted the war. Someone went out of their way to ensure the point of battle was done.
“How many died?” Stephen asked.
“Seran’s estimate had been 8.7 billion,” Herald said. Had Earth had that many back where they came? “The war brought near 45 billion in the end. Most, coming from this.”
It felt like some turned the air down past freezing.
“This wasn’t war,” Stephen said.
“And that is why we must never forget this,” Herald said. “No one should have done this. Life is precious. The Gamarian War was unavoidable in the end, but I feel we could have ended it in time without this.”
Stephen took another bite of this fried beauty. It was shaped similar to a corndog. The meat inside reminded him a sausage and it was filled with cheese. The air had a nice breeze to it. The group sat near a large rail that gave a view of the endless ocean. Waves crashed below against the artificial land. It was nice to find simple food. The food court only offered popular earthly food and simple snacks; mainly chips and drinks. Other races seemed to be enjoying it as well.
There came a point that Stephen had learned too well from his father that being upset about the past did nothing to help now. His father passing had been horrid and out of their control. He hated knowing his father would never again smile at him. He hated and wanted everything he could do to try and think of what he could have done. Could he have gotten his father to get that cough looked at sooner? Could there have been a different treatment?
This war was long gone, 31 years, and no one could ask what ifs. Pain would always remain but being angry made it worse. No one should have pulled that trigger; Stephen agreed. There was much to learn on how things should be done. This memorial spoke life and hope. To have that let the museum’s exhibits help educate.
It had been almost three by the time they ate. ‘Eat light,’ Herald had told them, and that Stephen did. Stephen wiped the ketchup from his fingertips and took a sip of his water.
“This place really is beautiful,” Kim said. “I really can’t wait to see the garden.”
“Me too,” Andy agreed.
The food court rested at the end of a garden and stepping close to the stairs down brought a sense of wonder to the nose. Stephen got up and neared the rail overlooking the colors. He had never been one to pick flowers or stroll through a garden to look at them. Megan had been the one to get Stephen to do things like that when they were dating. She had an obsession with daisies. Stephen bought her some before to brighten her day.
“Come on, Gabe,” Kim said. She tugged at him harder the closer they got to the stairs. He finally let out a sigh and went down with her into the garden. Stephen grinned.
“There is a rare flower here,” Herald’s voice rose. “You’ll find it in a container. I should go and get their hunting quests.”
“A what?” Stephen asked.
“It’s a hunt for specific flowers. Some kids love it.”
Herald leaned over the rail with a smile. Gabe kept his head slightly hung as Kim moved him along, hands locked in the garden. Hmm. Andy had ventured down to the garden. A droid hovered close and spat something into its single hand. Andy nodded lightly and took it.
“I like the droids in the garden,” Herald said. It reminded Stephen of an eagle. Its wings wouldn’t move.
“How many droids are in this one?” Stephen asked.
“I’m not sure,” Herald said. “There can be errors when we take care of plants. You can thank them for what you see.”
“Thank a droid?”
“You understood what I meant. Almost all these flowers are donated, and we must care for them.”
“And where does this special flower you talked about come from?”
“Oh,” Herald said. “You’ll find it in water near the center. It’s from Alairi. The whole world is covered in water.”
“No land?”
“No land,” Herald repeated. “The Aquarians are an interesting race. We haven’t seen any yet.”
“Do they need to be in a tank?”
“That is very rude,” Herald said. “Try to be more thoughtful. They need water, but that does not limit them. They’ve needed air to do much. You’ll know them when you see them. They do wear something special on their neck. They cannot live without water.”
“I really feel lost looking at some people.”
“That should end in time,” Herald warned. “If you are going to live here, you’ll have to get used to new things and not react.”
“I’m trying. We aren’t at Galat II yet.”
“No, we are not. Tomorrow, we’ll shop a bit and see what there is around the hotel. Then the next day, we’ll be off. I hope to talk to Councilman Wallace before we leave. He sent me a message early this morning. It was kind of him. He does wish to speak to me.”
“How’s the investigation going?”
“It happened yesterday. I’m not sure what all has been found. I doubt the Amandora will answer in the end. I did put a record in from the shuttle, but as I told before, that is little. This case needs much we don’t have. Sadly, there is nothing more I can do. This has only revealed why we must meet with Councilman Wallace. I feel confident leaving it in his hands.”
“Don’t you want to see what Kodon can do firsthand?”
“Stephen,” Herald said, “I would love to lead a project examining it and learning from it, but it has only brought problems. I want it to be in the right hands and get on with my life. I did my part. I found you like your parents wanted. Once it is in their hands, I’m done. I lost too much.” He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I still feel like he should be here with us. Darren had never been here before. I really wish he could now.”
“I’m sorry, Herald.”
“Things will get better in time. I won’t let his death be in vain. Your parents wouldn’t want you to continue with this.”
“What will we do?” Stephen asked. Herald grinned.
“Once we are free of it and things are set, you can do whatever you want here. I’ll be here to help. That’s a promise.”




Chapter Eleven

The little jumps didn’t seem to end. Stephen rested his head back with a smile. The upper city of Earth flew by. Kim once more shook in her seat as they sped up. It had been Gabe who suggested they ride in a convertible. Herald claimed it was completely safe; a field protected them and also kept the real feel of the traveling from affecting them. The most that happened if they got hit would be another field shielding them.
Gabe kept staring over the side with wide eyes. This was better than a plane. Stephen grinned. He wanted to pilot this or an air cycle he had saw earlier. If only his father could see this. He had always wanted to learn to fly a plane. They were higher than any small plane either rode in before.
“I think, I’m going to be sick,” Kim said suddenly.
“Close your eyes, babe,” Gabe said.
“Take nice and easy breaths,” the taxi driver called back. Stephen grew pretty certain that Gabe and Kim were the only ones who couldn’t understand him. “Not much - dammit.”
Stephen found himself clutching his knees. The taxi slowed quickly and about triggered its front safety field. Traffic piled far in front. While the stop had been quick, it didn’t feel like it inside. Their speeds were much faster than a car should drive in a city - in his opinion.
“Pardon my language,” the driver said. “I’ll check the conditions.”
Stephen stood up. Traffic in the upper city had different lanes and levels. In all four lanes, their direction were stopped, and it appeared the ones below were as well. He sat back down and crossed his arms. Kim’s breathing had finally come back to normal. Gabe kept rubbing her back. Stephen hadn’t seen him smile for a while. He did love rollercoasters and speed.
“Ah,” the driver said. “I’ll send you the footage. Pay attention to the screen. Horrible.”
Screen? A bright light erupted off the divider between the driver’s section. A holographic screen bobbed lightly before coming still. Smoke rolled out the side of a buildings. Several crafts were about, one spouting a white mist into the hole. An odd robot, resembling a black hawk, flew inside. The headline read ‘Possible Bombing.’
“Terrorism,” the driver spat.
“Sir,” Herald called. “Can you set us down?”
“Are you certain? The plaza is not far.”
“It’s fine,” Herald said. “I have a feeling we may wait a while, and I want to stretch my legs.”
“It’s your money.”
Stephen stared at the screen in silence. The taxi dropped down below and moved to the side, giving off low tones. A white light flashed from the back. It came to the side of a building and dropped once more. The nearest platform was ahead. They weren’t the only ones getting off. The taxi floated close to the parking platform. Unlike many taxi drivers Stephen knew, this one got out and helped each of them out.
“Thank you kindly,” the driver said, among glancing at something in the front. “Safe travels, friends.”
The five watched the taxi rise and return to the mess of traffic that had started to move slowly. “That was -” Gabe spoke.
“Yes,” Herald said. “I have a call to make. Let’s find a place. It’s no use standing here.”
Shelter came far down the platform that served as the civilian walkway. The shop had a lovely fried smell coming from it. Red baskets were at the counter, being filled with goodness for the people in line. Herald gave Stephen a kedren chip and motioned them on. It took a little time to get a basket of fries. A curved screen floated in the corner of the small burger joint. The chaos revealed to all. At times like this, Stephen would see captions at places near his old college.
Herald stood outside with his handheld to his ears. His face had become a bright red. His voice grew and softened. Stephen tried to enjoy the fries he got. The large basket’s helping rose high for each of them to have plenty. A hint of vinegar seemed to be infused in them. Wow. He kept focusing on the taste, unlike Kim, who stared blankly.
“That could be a different hotel,” Gabe said. “It could be. There has to be hundreds of them.”
“No,” Kim said. “This is the area.” She shook her head. “What do you think the chances are this isn’t related?”
“There’s always a chance,” Andy said.
“Unlikely.”
How had they managed to know where they were staying? Stephen bit into another fry. Andy had talked about getting back and seeing what outfits he had. Now that he could see, he could choose whatever he wanted to wear. He may need Kim’s help for what worked. A pat came to the object in Stephen’s front short’s pocket. Damn thing.
“They are going to send a driver,” Herald’s voice rose. “They said it will be soon. We need to get going.”
“Are we staying back at the embassy?” Kim questioned.
“Yes, and they will be informing Councilman Wallace. This should not have happened.”
“You’ve said that a lot since we’ve met,” Gabe said.
“Shut up, Gabriel,” Kim snapped. “Not now.”
The ever-darkening sky had been nice on the way back. Lights had come on all over the walkways. Traffic continued to keep moving. Their running lights had some beauty. Stephen pressed his hands deeper into his pockets. Silence grew between them. He kept looking to Herald - hopeful. His handheld was what he kept to now, guiding their way forward.
Stephen found a bench with the others. The area warned about strict pick-up rules. No taxi driver could wait here for business in order to ensure its openness. Their rides so far had been catching one waiting. Stephen tapped his knees, eyeing the sky. Stars had come out, but their beauty didn’t help, nor did they seem the same.
“We’re going to be stuck there, aren’t we?” Gabe whispered to Stephen.
“Who knows,” Stephen said. “They may put us on a ride out tonight.”
“Doubtful. They didn’t before and a whole ship was destroyed.”
“Watch your words,” Kim warned. Herald paced not far, tapping a message away it appeared. “They’re sending someone.” A horn blared briefly. The car was sleek and black. The door opened pretty quick, revealing circular seating within.
“Herald Zumerkrin,” a placid voice spoke. “You have been verified. Please, enter with your party.”
“Come on,” Herald said. “We’ll get this sorted out.”
The inside of the taxi had some room to it. A small, self-service bar was empty - sadly. By the end of the night, they may all need something. Stephen closed the door with some force and took a place near the front. He rested his head back and sighed. The darkened tinted windows were nice but offered little view of the nightlife.
“This is nice,” Kim said. “It reminds me of prom.”
“Really?” Gabe said. “You’re talking about prom now?”
“Gabriel,” Kim sighed.
Stephen had been in a limo before for prom. His senior year had four people in it, including Kim and Gabe. It hadn’t been the greatest night. His date had been a friend, but she thought there was more going on. He ended up losing her that night and getting a ride from his grandmother who had kept the car at the house. It was easier with her then. The issues she was having were light at most. She could sure chat up a storm. That night ended well with some homemade cookies and hot chocolate of her own recipe.
“I’m going to push for a transport tomorrow,” Herald said. “There has to be something we can take.”
“How did they know where we were staying?” Kim asked.
“How indeed,” a distorted dark voice came through. A chill ran down Stephen’s spine. “Did you really think you could escape me?”
“Hanash?” Herald questioned.
“Clever for you not to keep it in your room. You will give me Kodon, and I may let you survive once more.”
“I’m pretty sure I shot you,” Stephen said. “You didn’t let us go.”
“Stephen,” Herald whispered harshly.
“He killed Darren,” Stephen whispered back. Herald glared and brought a single finger up to his lip.
“In the front, you’ll find a dropbox,” Hanash said. “Press the button, place Kodon inside, and I will let you go. Fail and die. I will take it from your corpse.”
Stephen moved aside. Sure enough, a black button rested above some slits. Tap. It popped open. A small passageway led to the front. “Go on,” Kim said. “Give it to him.”
“You’re a smart girl,” Hanash said. “I am a man of my word. Give me Kodon and you live. I’m positive no one back there wishes more death.”
“Herald,” Gabe said sternly.
“Fine,” Herald said. Smack. Stephen held out his hand. Herald shook his head and reached into his own pocket. He hunched forward.
“What is the stall?” Hanash questioned.
“Hold on,” Herald said. “I made certain no one could pickpocket me.”
“Hurry up!”
Stephen could only stare. Herald slid the item into the passage and pressed the button. The special lighter was for Ron on Galat II, who he wanted Stephen to meet when they got there. It was circular and lit things with a focused laser.
The shuttle suddenly shook. Stephen braced himself against the wall. The car slowed down. He could hear faint screams from the front. Damn! Kim hit Stephen hard. He latched to her as the shuttle shook. It slid along. Red light lit the compartment.
“Ouch,” Kim groaned.
“Out now,” Herald said, holding his shoulder. The door only inched out with the command. Stephen brought himself around. Gabe nodded and did the same.
“On, three,” Stephen said.
Bam. Bam. The door flew up. Stephen pulled Kim out. She wobbled a bit. Blood spilt from a gash on her forehead. “Go,” Stephen ordered. Andy groaned as Stephen took his elbow. Blood kept seeping from a mark on his hand.
“What the hell did you do to that?” Stephen questioned.
“I gave him a jolt,” Herald said. “His suit must have reacted more than I thought. Come on. I don’t think it killed him.” Did Herald carry tools on him often?
Stephen rubbed his knee. Damn. Creak. Pounding came from the front. Herald shouted. A gunshot erupted from within. Stephen moved as fast as he could. His knee burned. He had dealt with worse.
Herald pulled Gabe into a small alley. A gun fired once more. Stephen quickly pressed his back to the nasty wall. A distorted voice rang out.
“He’s pissed now,” Gabe said.
“I didn’t know how much that could do when it overloaded,” Herald said. “I wanted the car to crash. I haven’t screwed around with those for a while.” His grin faded quick. “We need to find shelter.”
“Where are we?” Kim asked.
Stephen spied around. The front door of the shuttle shook hard. A nasty roar followed. Trash littered the place. The lights on the strip were broken or out. Something wreaked and it might not only be from this nasty alley. Herald smacked his handheld again. His eyes grew wide. The screen flickered. It faded leaving the mostly solid piece that did it all. The very corner came off with a push.
“Fucking shit,” Herald cursed. He smacked his handheld upon his knee. It lit a little with each hit. Stephen took a deep breath.
“Can you get it working?” Stephen asked.
“If I can get the right tools, but they don’t make them easily fixable,” Herald said. That never changed. Herald brought it close. The lone light in the alley by a door gave little to see.
“We need to move,” Stephen said. “Come on.”
The end of the alley was dark and led to another dump. More lights were out here. One person sat on the steps of a building with a cigarette in hand. A cloud raced into the night from his nose.
“Listen,” Stephen said. “I get the feeling we may not be able to ask for help. Herald, take Kim. Go far. Gabe and Andy, you will follow. Stay separate. We don’t want him grabbing us at once.”
“We can’t split up,” Herald warned. “This is -”
“We don’t have a choice,” Stephen snapped. “You’ll be ahead. See if there is a place we can get some help or shelter.”
“Wait, what about you?”
“I’m last,” Stephen said. He rubbed his knee. “I’ll be fine. Trust me. Go, Herald. Go now.” No words came. Kim hesitated. “Go, Kim.”
“Let me go with them,” Gabe said.
“Move,” Stephen said angrily. The three hurried off. The man on the steps lifted his head before he returned his cigarette to his lips.
“Go, Andy,” Stephen said. Three targets to chase would have been better.
“I’m with you,” Andy said.
“Then run,” Stephen said.
“What?”
A voice rose outside the alley. Andy took off with that. Stephen started to run but groaned. His legs kept moving. The damn chair kept coming to his mind. He refused to slow more. The area, at the bottom of the upper city, was a mess. No sirens had yet to come from the crash or gunshots. Stephen wished for a handheld for help. He could still see Andy ahead. The three ahead hadn’t gotten that far. A man stuck his head out of a stand, giving view of his long neck. He pointed down the way.
“I know you’re there,” Hanash called. Stephen froze. A set of tall stairs became his target. He darted around them. Hanash’s voice rose. The others had started to run again.
Hanash wore a thin, dark armored suit. The demon red of his armor, gleamed in the street light. He brought his gun up and shouted once more. Stephen raced out. The helmet turned at the last second. The hardness surprised Stephen. His whole chest ached. Hanash’s gun slid across the ground. An elbow came back fast.
Blood seeped from Stephen’s nose. “Fool,” Hanash said. Something sharp came around. Stephen rolled. The dagger tore into the ground again. Hanash struck hard and leapt fast. Stephen backed, trying to keep his guard up. “You’re fast.”
“You’re slow,” Stephen said.
A powerful blow would have easily taken Stephen out. Hanash brought the blade fast. Damn. This body felt weak compared to him. Stephen slammed all he could after catching the man’s arm. Hanash’s weight went over Stephen’s back. A loud crash echoed.
Stephen ran. His back was killing. He scooped up the gun and spun around. Hanash had barely gotten off the ground. “Damn, kid,” he said. “Where did you learn that?”
“I’ll shoot,” Stephen said.
“You will,” Hanash agreed. “You could have killed me last time. Are you ready now?” Stephen kept the gun trained. Hanash took a step.
“Don’t make me warn you again.”
“Do you think that you can stop me? I do not fail.”
“Who are you exactly?”
“I am a hunter,” Hanash said. “I am a demon from the shadow, and I always finish the job. May I ask your name?”
“Why does that matter?”
“Indulge me.”
“Stephen Jones.”
“The weapon you have in your hands, Mr. Jones is blinking,” Hanash said. A red light had begun to flash near the trigger. “My weapons are very picky on who holds them. You best drop it. If you don’t or try to fire it, you’ll lose your hand and more.”
“You’re bluffing.”
“Is that so?” Hanash said. The red light started to flash much faster. “Drop it.” His hand went around his back. Stephen rushed. “What are you -” The gun hit the helmet hard with a crack. The light flash almost became a solid red. Hanash desperately reached for the gun. A final snatch took it. Stephen fell back. Hanash chuckled and soon started to smack the side of the gun. “Dammit!”
Hanash’s body slammed into the rail. Back he went and over it, screaming. The blast radius was small and direct. Stephen neared the bashed rail. The end of a trilogy flashed in his mind, yet Hanash wasn’t screaming all the way down. Far below, other screams erupted.
Many people were on top of the craft. Lights continued to change colors and soft music met Stephen’s ear. People swarmed the body that had crashed their party. Stephen took a deep breath. Someone suddenly was at his side. His eyes spotted the party ship too.
“Tell me he didn’t land on that,” Herald said.
“Yes,” Stephen said sadly. “We need to find a place now in case -”
**
Beggars can’t be choosers had been a saying Gabe’s mother repeated at the dinner table many times. She liked to shell out green vegetables every meal. Looking at the red neon-ish sign up the side of building made him second guess it. Fluge’s Cantina had been a place, that someone neither him nor Kim understood, besides that name. The purple fellow’s words brought them here, and Herald had been the one to understand.
Gabe gulped. Two equally muscular lizard men stared at them as they neared the entrance. One pulled a cigar from his mouth and spat upon the ground. “Humanz,” he said. “Behave or elsez.” He muttered something to the other and they moved aside.
An odd mix of smells hit Gabe’s nose. He sniffed once more. A long counter had many sitting before it. Smoke rose and vanished near the ceiling. A heavyset human moved fast for his size behind. That smell kept hitting Gabe’s nose. He spotted a plate of something fried on the counter and another on a tray a server had. Hmm.
“What should we do?” Kim questioned.
“It looks like there are tables back there,” Herald said. “Find some place to sit. I’m going to try and talk to someone who works here.”
This didn’t feel like a typical bar - maybe it was the aliens. Gabe still found it shocking when he spotted a new one, especially the reptile type. How did creatures like that manage to grow that big and learn to speak? He backed suddenly as a hunched over alien with orange skin cut right in front of him. A tall, half emptied glass moved about wildly.
Stephen gave Gabe a slight push suddenly. “Come on,” he said. Gabe nodded.
Something soon caught their eyes. A room right near the entrance to the back had some interesting dance music. Gabe’s eyes widened. Some odd-looking girls danced up on a stage, clutching a pole. Only one looked nice to his eyes and she was the closest to being human.
“Gabe,” Kim whispered harsh. She shoved him and Stephen both along. “This is why you aren’t going to a strip club.”
It had been a poor joke back when Stephen had been trying to plan a bachelor party. Gabe feared after the accident that his bachelor party would be at a diner or not have Stephen at all. For a while now, he feared Stephen wouldn’t even be up there with him. Now it appeared that may be true.
Whack. Gabe bumped right into Kim. Her hand covered her mouth. A massive lizard man backed with clenched fists. Sweat clung to his competitor’s shaven chest. The human raised his fist again with a cheesy grin. He swung hard. The lizard groaned. His body caved upon the floor. The human brought his hand back through his sleek brown hair, laughing loud.
“Pay up,” the man said. He spat. Two girls came quick to his side with smiles. Gabe had never been one to showboat but thought it would be a little cool to have a girl come to his side after he did something cool.
The man retreated to the corner booth where another girl handed him a towel. “Is no one going to do anything?” Kim asked.
“Why?” An older fellow questioned. A blue towel hung over his shoulder. He hadn’t much hair left on his head. His gut was large, and he managed to tuck his white shirt with odd blue straps down the arm into his pants. “It was a fair fight. Damn, I wanted to see him finally knocked down.”
“Does he win often?” Stephen asked.
“More than he should,” the man said.
They found a booth where an odd painting of a yellow sword hung on the wall. Gabe took a long breath and let it out. “Are you okay?” Kim asked. “We didn’t see what happened.”
“I’m fine,” Stephen assured. “I don’t think Hanash will bug us.”
“Is he dead?” Gabe asked.
“I don’t know. He fell pretty far.”
“All the way down?”
“No,” Stephen said. “Let’s not try to talk about it now.”
A bruise had started to form on Stephen’s face. Gabe wished he could have seen the fight. This felt like the Stephen he knew before. His friend had a habit of not backing down in some situations and gotten in trouble for it. A bully he knocked flat on his ass got Stephen a week’s worth of detention.
Stephen lay his head on the table. “Do you need some ice?” Andy asked. He shook his head.
“A drink?” Gabe joked.
“Maybe,” Stephen said. “God, my back hurts.”
“Perhaps, we can get some ice,” Kim suggested.
“Don’t worry about it.”
Gabe peered out from the booth. A drink seemed to be in everyone’s hand he could see. For once, he didn’t know what a shady person looked like. He had been in bars before and knew who not to approach. All these aliens made him want to stay in the booth. Herald needed to hurry and get them a real ride out of here. How had they been fooled by Hanash?
Gabe tapped his fingers on the table a few times. They should be at the hotel now. Why couldn’t he have ripped Stephen off that shuttle? This might be a once-in-a-lifetime experience, but Gabe wanted the city he knew. People grew up in certain times for a reason.
“Move over,” Herald said. Gabe barely managed to scoot. Herald bumped him over. A slim card was in his hands. “I’ve been debating the situation in my head. I don’t want to call for another ride.”
“Smart,” Stephen said.
“Are you going to be alright?”
“His suit was something else. Don’t worry about me.”
“I wish I could get this to work,” Herald said. The useless gadget slid over the table. “I could scan you and see the damage. I got us a room for the night.”
“Hanash has been dealt with,” Gabe said. “Right?”
“We can’t know how he figured out where to get us.”
“Someone told him,” Gabe said. “Can we even trust your people?” Herald’s glare did not fade. “You called them, and we could have all died, again.”
“Watch you tone,” Herald urged. “I did not cause this. There could be many reasons that led Hanash to us again. The whole empire is not after us, nor is the Talon Federation. We need to get to Galat II. We’ll stay here tonight.”
“This doesn’t seem like -”
“Stop it,” Stephen said. “This isn’t time to argue.” Gabe clenched his fist under the table. A soft hand came on them. He found his body quickly relax. “How are we getting to the embassy?”
“We aren’t,” Herald said. “I don’t want to think that we wouldn’t be safe there, but Hanash somehow knew where to pick us up. He could have paid someone or had some means to intercept the message. I have geks with me, and I hope we can get a ride out on a personal starship.”
“Where?” Kim asked.
“I talked to the bartender,” Herald said. “There is a shipyard not too far that brings a fair share of pilots here daily. We may be able to find someone who is will -”
“Have you seen most -,” Gabe began. He bit his lip. The pain in his leg lessened. “Can we trust them?”
“We can walk over there in the morning. I think we might have a better shot of talking price here.”
“How much do we have to work with?”
“Not here,” Herald said harsh. “I’m going to try and find a local. Maybe the bartender can point one out. There has to be someone here that comes through often. Galat II isn’t asking too much.”
“I’ll help,” Andy said.
“Thanks,” Herald said with a nod. “I have a room for us all. There were only two left and I didn’t want to ask for more. Be careful.”
“I think I’ll rest a bit,” Stephen said.
“Kim, could you ask a server if they have any pain relievers on hand?” Herald suggested. “The staff I met has been nice.” Gabe could sigh a little more relief. “Stephen, do you want something to drink?”
“Water,” Stephen said. “I haven’t been in a fight for a while.”
“You fought often?”
“Karate.”




Chapter Twelve

The coolness that absorbed in Stephen’s mouth had worked fast. He sat back in the booth with Gabe with a tall glass of water. It may be nice to have something else in it now. That explosion kept flashing in his mind. If he was honest - he didn’t know what would have happened with the gun. A heat had come to it and that light in his mind wouldn’t turn off.
Stephen drank more of the water. Kim had gone to join Andy, who had picked a human woman with bright purple hair. “There has to be someone we can talk to,” Gabe said yet again. “Police could do something.”
“We are far from where we were,” Stephen said. “Herald is trying to help. Police may not be wise right now.”
“It’s better than hiding here.”
“I don’t think we are hiding.”
“At least Hanash is dead. That bastard.”
“What a way to go,” Stephen said. “Falling.”
“Ouch.”
“I don’t want to fall again.”
“You seem okay with heights.”
“I’m trying to be,” Stephen said. “When that taxi we rode in earlier shook, my insides were turning. I’ve always been fine with heights before.” Two people slid into the booth. “Well?”
“No,” Kim said. “She isn’t a pilot and doesn’t really care to know anyone here.”
“She told us off,” Andy summed up. “We may have to wait till morning.”
“Is the bar open in the morning?” Gabe asked.
“I don’t see a sign,” Kim said. “I want to go lie down already.” The gash on her forehead had been healed by a small device someone lent. Stephen wouldn’t mind taking one home.
“Let’s find Herald,” Gabe said. “It’s pointless for us to stay down here.”
“Pointless?” Herald called. “Move over. I need to talk to all of you.” Gabe groaned a little. They should have taken one of the corner booths that had circular seating. “I’ve set up a meeting with a pilot.”
“When?” Stephen asked.
“He wants to talk after his friends leave,” Herald said. “I think it may be best if -”
“If what?” someone called. A man in his early thirties crossed his arms before them, wearing a smile. His tattered, blue shirt had come back on. Its sleeves were missing, giving view to the muscles that took down the Salzmenian. “So, this is the group you spoke of.”
“If you wish to talk now,” Herald began, “let’s find an empty booth.”
“I would like to get an idea of who I am dealing with,” the man said. His green eyes locked on Stephen briefly like each of them. “Hmm, I expected different. Move over, let’s talk.”
Andy managed to move enough so the man wasn’t hanging off the side. “Let me introduce myself,” the man said. “My name is Jared Galantine. Herol tells me that you need a ride.”
“It’s Herald,” Herald said. “We need to get to Galat II.”
“Galat II?” Jared questioned. “What’s your business there?”
“That is ours.”
Jared chuckled. “I don’t think you understand how this works, Herol,” he said with a strong emphasis on, ‘Herol.’ “You’re here late at night, you aren’t my typical client that barters for a ride, and you also don’t want me to ask questions.”
“We need to get to Galat II,” Herald said. “Let’s talk cost.”
“Very well,” Jared said. “Under these circumstances, I believe it is fair to ask twenty-eight hundred.”
“Fair?” Herald scoffed. “Twelve hundred. I’m asking for Galat II, not round trip.”
“If you want to pay twelve hundred, get a transport ship. I’m certain you could pay less. You would not be here if that be the case. People like you don’t belong here.”
“Fifteen.”
“You are wasting my time, Herol.”
“It’s Herald,” Herald corrected once more. “Mr. Galantine, I’m trying to be fair. I can offer you a thousand geks now and five hundred once we are there. Do we have a deal?”
Jared scratched his chin. “No,” he said. His eyes suddenly lit at the sight of something. “Give me a - Miss,” Jared leaned forward and stare at what Kim quickly hid. “Please. Let me see that.”
“No way in hell,” Gabe voiced.
“It is very beautiful,” Jared said. “Let me see it.”
“I -”
“Listen,” Jared said. “I want to see the cut. I’m not going to keep it.”
“Uh,” Gabe said. “Don’t take it off.” Jared’s eyes grew as Kim brought forth her engagement ring. He leaned close, as if an invisible magnifying glass hovered in front of his eyes. “No closer.”
Stephen groaned once more as a knee hit his. Jared moved his head about scooting his body back and forth. “I have not seen such a ring before,” he said. “They don’t cut diamonds like that. Is it real?”
“Of course, it’s real!” Gabe blasted. Stephen sent a kick right into his friend’s knee.
“I don’t doubt that,” Jared said with a smile. “You two?” Kim and Gabe both nodded. “A cute couple. I’ll make you a deal. I’ll take the ring and all you have to do is pay my docking fee. That’s it. No questions asked. We’ll leave tomorrow and arrive the following day.”
“No way,” Gabe said.
“Eighteen,” Herald said.
“Unless you give me a real offer,” Jared scoffed. “Take my original or the ring.”
“You’d really do it all for this?” Kim questioned.
“Kim, no,” Gabe said.
“We have to get out of here,” Kim said.
“No.”
“It’s only a ring.”
“It’s not.”
“You seem very confident,” Stephen said. Jared’s eyes snapped, like the others. “I have an offer.”
“You?” Jared questioned. “Very well, what is it?”
“Eight hundred,” Stephen said. Jared bellowed so loudly that many turned from their drinks. “If I win fair in a duel.” An eyebrow rose. Jared leaned back about knocking Andy with his elbow. He soon laughed. “I’m serious. If you can knock a Salzmenian down, then you must have skill. Try me.”
“You have no idea what pain I left that fool in,” Jared said.
“I know pain,” Stephen said.
“I’ll entertain this,” Jared said. “It’s a wager. I never got your name.”
“Stephen.”
“Stephen,” Jared said. He chuckled once more. “If you end up on the ground, what happens?”
“Kim?” Stephen asked. A single nod came. “There. Do you take my wager?”
“Are you serious? I won’t go easy on you.”
“I don’t need it,” Stephen said. “Five minutes. Set it up. We don’t need to get thrown out of here.”
“Very well,” Jared said, smacking the table. “Either way, you’ll go to Galat II. I keep my word.” He moved quickly back to the bar. Stephen found eyes quick on him.
“What are you thinking?” Herald said. “You barely escaped Hanash and -”
“It’s done,” Stephen said. “The guy is an ass to ask for that.”
“You could get hurt,” Kim said.
“What’s new?”
“Stephen.”
“Then go stop him,” Stephen said. All he could think of was the money Gabe had saved. He had been proud to show Stephen the ring. A diamond like that had been an achievement.
Still, no one went. Stephen took down the rest of his water and sat up. His back had a slight ache again. “This is real,” Gabe said.
“So was everything else,” Stephen said.
“This is -. Damn, you’re right. I want this day to end.”
**
The idea of giving up something you cherish was hard, but the idea of that changing things for the better made it a little easier. Kim stood near a table trying to debate if she should stop it now. She loved her ring and never wanted to take it off. Jared seemed like a jerk to even want a ring. She may not understand how money worked here, but what Jared had asked was more than any trip she had ever taken. How much did it really cost to go?
There may have been nine people that had been close to the last fight. The only to show were Stephen’s friends. Kim tried not to rub her ring between her fingers. Stephen stripped off his shirt and handed it to Herald. This figure that had only come into their life should be more stern with Stephen on many things. Kim had to agree with the point about birthright. She’d want to be able to have that chance - but not like this.
Herald whispered to Stephen something else, hopefully to tell him to stop. The bruises on Stephen really showed. Jared took quick notice. What had really happened with Hanash? Kim heard something boom. These weren’t burns.
“Last chance,” Jared said.
“You took it,” Stephen said.
Some laughs came from a table and giggles from the girls who had been very fond of Jared. ‘Floozies,’ came to Kim’s mind anytime she saw pretty girls gawking over some pretty boys with muscles.
The older man from before came beside Kim. He tossed his blue towel over his shoulder and crossed his arm. “Fair fight,” the man said, “or you’ll both be on the street. You hear?”
“Yes,” Jared and Stephen agreed.
“Beat each other senseless then. I’m warning you, Galantine. You pay up after this.”
“When haven’t I?” Jared asked. The man rolled his eyes. “There is no bell. Come on.” Stephen brought his legs apart and rose his arms. Kim had been to several tournaments, one dragged to by Gabe, and each time Stephen took this stance. His eyes stay fixed at his opponent. “Attack already.”
“It’s not about attacking,” Stephen said.
“Do you want your wager or not?”
“I’m waiting.”
Jared’s eyes barely rolled. His fist struck fast. Kim held her breath. Stephen swayed, feet moving, eyes fixed on the attack. His fist came round and struck Jared in the gut. Jared backed, eyes wide. The man by Kim laughed and hollered to a server. Jared glared. Once again, Stephen waited. He motioned him forward.
“Lucky,” Jared spat. “Let’s see if you can do that again.”
Jared struck again. Stephen’s movement quickened. He bit his lip. Jared brought his foot forward quick, missing the knee. A sweep brought Stephen back. He managed to catch himself, as a fist came close. He backed, clutching his side. Jared grinned.
“Are you done?” Stephen questioned.
“Done?” Jared quested. He suddenly coughed. Stephen had dropped to his knees, slid lightly on his bare knee, and his fist struck right. He brought his elbow back as he rose. Jared groaned. “You!”
Smack. Stephen hopped back and shook off the blow to his face. Jared’s eyes flared. He rubbed his back. “Did that hurt?” Stephen questioned. Kim rubbed her ring again. This wasn’t like the tournaments at all. She wished someone would call a timeout.
Stephen backed, hands at sides. His breathing had started to change. Jared swung heavy at him. He swung again. Stephen barely managing to duck. He pushed him back hard and rolled around. Up Stephen hopped. He spun. Kim’s eyes widened. Jared hadn’t been able to spot the foot nearing his face. The very ground should have shook. Jared lay on the ground, chest rising.
Stephen cursed lightly. He kept his leg up. The man chuckled by Kim and soon towered over Jared. “Finally, Galantine,” he said, “you’re on your ass. Would yah like a bucket?”
“Ugh,” Jared groaned. “What the fuck was that?”
“Do you keep your word?” Stephen asked. His foot still did not touch the ground. Jared nodded after a moment of silence. Kim hurried to Stephen and helped him along.
“Thank you,” Kim whispered. Stephen nodded. “I mean it. You didn’t have to, not after -”
“No one will take that from you,” Stephen said. The man caught up before them and brought a chair around. “Thank you.” He took hold of Stephen’s leg and helped with the shoe. A pull to the back band let the tension release. His eyes widened at the sight of Stephen’s foot.
“Damn,” the man said. “I’ll get some ice and a regenerator. What will you drink? It’s on me.”
“Uh, what do you recommend?”
“My house brew. It’s a nice dark stout.”
Stephen nodded. “You’re Fluge?” he questioned.
“Yes, and thank you. Galantine needed knocking on his ass. Made my week.”
Kim took hold of Stephen’s leg after Fluge hurried off to the front. She sighed. Damn. The final blow replayed in her mind. She couldn’t get her foot up like that and doubted any more yoga would help. Stephen’s head went back as she pressed again.
“I don’t think it’s broken,” Kim said.
“It isn’t,” Stephen assured. He would know.
Kim was a therapist, not a doctor. She went into a mother mode as her friends called it at times when someone was hurt. The response had not always been well - remembering how Stephen was in that chair. He had knocked things away, said comments that hit deep, and his anger seemed to never fade. She let his leg rest upon another chair.
Herald and the boys kept to Jared, who finally sat up. He kept hold of his jaw. Blood seeped from his mouth as he spoke. Kim cringed slightly at the thought of it being Stephen.
Violence would always exist, and Kim knew it was needed in times. This could have been avoided, yet some minds wouldn’t see it that way. Kim would have hated if Jared had pulled a knife or a gun upon realizing he would lose. There came a point where a line must be drawn. She wouldn’t fight personally unless she had no choice. If that came, she knew what line not to cross.
“Here you go,” Fluge called. The tall glass had a reddish foam that seeped over onto the tray. He wiped a bit of the table off and set it down. “Here’s this, miss.” Coolness came to Kim’s hand as she held the small orange bag. It had a switch on it, a blue light, and no sign of where ice could be put in. “I need to make sure about him now.”
“Do you think he needs a doctor?” Kim asked.
“He may need one after he pays his tab.”
Fluge chuckled and took his time reaching Jared. Herald had something in hand now. A weak hand rose and took it from him. Jared tapped the side and soon nodded. The two shook hands. Kim sighed. Hopefully that wouldn’t be more money Herald would waste. She had a bit of anger built up at him that may not be his fault entirely. She had to respect that he had given a lot in order for them to have food and shelter.
“I thought those days were over,” Gabe said. He pulled a chair close with a smile. “Muscle memory or something?”
“It’s my body,” Stephen said. “It didn’t forget.”
“I hope your foot heals.”
“It will.”
“Thanks, man. I mean it.”
Stephen nodded. It took Herald, Andy, and a little help from Fluge to get Jared into a chair. The man had stumbled and kept holding his head. He may need someone soon. Kim’s foot started to tap on the ground. She rose lightly before a server emerged with a red kit in hand. She managed to sigh.
“What an ass,” Gabe said. “I hate to think he’ll run out with your money.”
“No,” Herald assured. He looked back at the aid in work. “He sounds trusting enough. He wants a chance to talk to you tomorrow, Stephen.”
“Me?” Stephen asked.
“Yeah. Be cautious.”
“He knows how to hit,” Stephen said. His foot twitched as Kim repositioned the orange pack. He lifted his drink and took a bit back. “Dang.” He shook his head. “I can say I’ve never tasted that before.”
“Are you sure you should be drinking?” Kim questioned.
“Give him a break, babe,” Gabe said.
“I want her to scan your foot,” Herald said. “Then let’s head up to the room. Jared wants to be off at eight tomorrow. He estimates with a needed stop, we’ll be at Galat tomorrow evening.”
“Evening?” Andy asked. “Is that space time?”
“It’s the universal used.”
“Compared to here?” Stephen asked.
“An hour behind.”
“So, we leave at seven?”
“No, eight this time.”
The idea of changing time zones bothered Kim a little. She lived in the Eastern Time Zone and never went anywhere, besides two vacations that changed time. An hour wasn’t that bad. Today they had seen a three-hour jump in little time when they visited the war memorial. She’d leave it to Herald to tell her when to go for now. People born today must be used to the ever-changing time.
“Gabe, why don’t you and Kim head up to the room,” Herald said. “There’s fresh towels. I’m not sure what our travel will be like till we arrive at Galat II. We don’t have any more clothes, but at least you can feel some relief tonight.”
“I’m fine,” Kim assured. “I think Stephen may need it.”
Stephen’s shirt lay on the table. His accident hadn’t taken away a certain appeal as she tried to keep her eyes elsewhere. Gabe had only lost weight and become fit because his friend kicked his ass into doing it. Looks weren’t everything, but that didn’t mean she didn’t stare when she watched Gabe workout at home.
“My foot’s feeling better,” Stephen said. “I think I can stand.”
“Let’s wait for that scan,” Herald urged.
“It’s not the first time I’ve kicked someone in the face.”
“What?”
“It’s a long story,” Gabe chuckled. “Give it a rest till she comes over.”
Jared groaned lightly. This injector, Kim had seen before, retreated from Jared’s shoulder. The server said something that didn’t come off that polite before sticking it back in the kit. The servers here were all humans that Kim had seen, the dancers were a mix, and the guards were all these lizard fellows called Salzmenian. Kim’s eyes hadn’t gone wide anymore when another race came close. The server soon approached.
“He’s fine,” the server spoke. She packed up the nifty handheld. “Please, do come back. There are others who deserve a nice place on the floor.”
“I’ll think about it,” Stephen said. The girl grinned.
**
Damn. Stephen set on the edge of the tub, feet in lukewarm water. Kim’s thumbs pressed upon the back of his neck. The hotel room had been a lot more quiet of late. Andy had passed out not long after they got back here, claiming he wanted to rest his eyes. For a first day with them, he had a lot happen - more than Stephen would have wanted.
Herald muttered at times. The room had two double beds, a couch, and a chair. He had the sole tool he carried with him for small things out with his handheld and some tools he borrowed from Fluge. The curses that came at times hadn’t gotten better. He could pull his data off it, but it had no use now. Stephen wanted some of that data gone. He knew Herald had data on him and his friends from what he found before. That no longer existed in this future. Herald was the only one who knew, and Stephen doubted Herald would speak of it, but still the information was there.
“Does that help?” Kim asked. Stephen nodded. Her hands were soft on his back. She could bring the right pressure with her thumbs.
Kim’s mother, Harriet, was a trained massage therapist. It had been an early job of hers that she used to support Kim when she was a baby, and while she struggled to go to school. Her ass of a father never cared and came for money when Harriet started to do better. Kim came to Lexville in high school when her mother finally got that dream job as an accountant. That didn’t mean she had forgotten or stopped in this line of work for some extra money. Kim had learned well.
“You can lie down,” Kim said. “It will be easier.”
“You don’t have to do this,” Stephen said.
“I can feel a lot of tension.”
“I did flip a man over my back today in an armored suit.”
“Oh. Gabe will move.”
“Fine.”
Stephen tapped the small button above the faucet. A whirlpool came to life in the corner of the tube. Fluge certainly kept his rooms in good shape. The towels were fresh along with the linens. Not a single hole was in the carpet or wall. Stephen wiped his feet on a towel and followed the orders. Gabe didn’t seem to care. He hopped on the other bed. A single eye briefly opened.
Tension came to Stephen’s back. His groan faded to a smile. “Damn, dude,” Gabe said softly. “You need to take it easy from now on.”
“I’m not fighting him again,” Stephen said. Herald looked up from his handheld. The back or maybe it was the front was off. This dark glass had more inside it and wasn’t that clear anymore. Something very thin would bend and snap back to its tiny shape as he released it. An incredibly tiny, odd yellow disk was attached to it. What had he set down on the table? The tiny glow of what may be a chip died. He soon brought a tool back to what he told them was the main board. His tongue kept to the side of his mouth.
“Relax,” Kim said.
“Don’t go down too far,” Gabe joked.
“Very funny,” Kim said.
It would be a lie if Stephen were to say Kim didn’t attract him. She may have a really slender build that some guys would find lacking in areas - but not him. She really was beautiful. She styled her hair, kept with fashion, and could make herself stand out if she wanted. Gabe was very fortunate that stunts he had pulled never pushed her away. She had a nice personality, but one that never seemed to connect deeply with Stephen’s. He wanted to find someone he could lose himself to in conversation.
“Much better,” Stephen soon said. “You should get paid for this.”
“No,” Kim said. “I am too afraid to work on people I don’t know. My mom could jump right in.”
Harriet was something else with how she carried herself. She liked challenges, and Gabe had spoken before about being nervous to ask her for the hand of her daughter, since Kim’s father wasn’t worth it. She could be one of the guys when needed, which was both cool and odd. Sadly, Harriet’s last relationship had ended this summer when he refused to take a step toward marriage.
“Lie here for a bit,” Kim said. “I think I may take that shower.”
“We leave in eight hours,” Herald said. “Try to get some rest soon, all of you.”
“What about you?” Stephen asked.
“I don’t need much. I hope I can get this to boot into a safe mode a least. This is getting to be beyond me.”
“You’re missing a corner of it.”
“Is that what this is?” Herald said tossing something into the air. His tone had some humor to it. “I’m going to see if I can buy something cheap at our next stop. This had been mine, not standard order Galatian Empire.”
“You get a free one?” Gabe asked.
“Yes. Basic and nice.”
“A free computer,” Gabe said. He sighed. “If only that had been the same. I’m still paying off loans. It would be nice to have something free from them.”
“You have a job,” Kim reminded. The door shut to the bathroom. Gabe chuckled as the shower ran inside.
“Yeah a job,” Gabe said. “Herald, do you have loans?”
“No,” Herald said. “I serve for the empire and am past my agreement. I could leave without debt.”
“You serve to pay? It’s not free or what?”
“The academy can be comparable to a university you studied at,” Herald said. He tossed a tool aside for another. “There are a lot of courses and fields to take. You must serve the empire based on an agreement. If you choose not to, you must pay fees. Some do that. There are plenty of places you can go to study. I chose the academy because I wanted a life in the empire and to advance myself.”
“But my father didn’t go,” Stephen said.
“No, he went after your mother to the Talon Federation’s growing academy. He would have been with me if they had not met. I ended up with Ron as a roommate. He is a professor now at a university. He ended up there after his agreement was up.”
“Things are different here,” Gabe said. “Well, I’m getting some sleep. Stephen, mind moving?”
“After that?” Stephen questioned. It felt like he had molded to the bed. His eyes wanted to shut. An explosion echoed in his mind. What a day.




Chapter Thirteen

A cool wind came through the upper city. It looked a little better in the morning than at night. Trash still littered parts, shops appeared a little shady with darkened windows, and some out and about may not have been the best. An odd man with white pale skin spoke to a short fellow in a slim, red coat. Every so often a snake-like tongue would flick from his mouth. His dark red eyes met Stephen’s only once before he spat black tobacco from his mouth.
Stephen kept his hands in his pockets. Surprisingly, he felt well rested after the night before. Gabe seemed to slouch a bit more than usual this morning. Their pace didn’t break. Herald had a napkin of all things he used to write information Jared gave. His handheld was in pieces in a bag that he bought off one of Fluge’s security this morning.
“Here,” Herald said. A bridge arched over the gap with cars moving fast enough to tear a person apart. A ship rose from a large complex ahead and took to the sky. Stephen couldn’t help but smile.
The morning sun peaked, letting a glorious glimmer upon the outside walls. It revealed some missing panels. Stephen only needed to look up to see things in better shape. It beat looking down off the bridge. That land was far from what he knew before.
A gust of warm air swarmed them. Holographic numbers and English letters floated in the large lobby. A few desks awaited, but only one with a lone Geletoid working was available. One of its tentacles rose and tapped upon a large screen at its desk. Herald quickly pointed to a hall. Their time this morning had run a little later than what Herald hoped. No one had been at the front counter until a security guard came out of the back.
Large glass windows revealed the hangers within. ‘Fair shape’ might have been an overstatement for some of these vessels. One had a large piece held up by a machine with a human working on it. Pieces were piled in a bin. Stephen bumped right into Herald. The window revealed something quite different than what they’d passed.
Two rectangle sections looked as if they have been pressed together with the notch that ran down the top. Engines rested on the back. They gave off a slight blue glow. A ramp extended from the back leading up into a lit room. Herald pressed the panel at the door. They shook at the very creak. The door tugged once more before it came free.
Curses rose. A hammer slammed something again. A familiar chuckle caught their ears. Pieces of the hull were a bit darker than the others. A pair of turrets were at the rounded front. Black windows curved with it. The ship reminded Stephen of something he saw before in his time. All those movies, shows, and books could easily flood his mind with images.
Bang. A creeper floated out from under the ship. Jared hopped up, face covered in crud like his clothes. He pulled up his goggles and smiled. “Ah, you made it,” he said. “We’re ready to go on my end.”
“What was wrong?” Herald asked.
“Routine maintenance,” Jared assured. “Come on.”
“You seem cheerful.”
“I’m a morning person. Don’t fret. I don’t hold a grudge. Last night had been a good surprise.”
Jared waved them on. The ramp led up into nice living area. A sectional rested against the wall in front of a large holo-table. A screen floated above it. It flipped to a woman in a yellow suit with black trim at a desk. Headlines rolled below. Stephen spotted a note on the bombing investigation.
There didn’t appear to a matching theme here. Jared’s other furniture pieces were of different colors and styles. A chair had some age to it with the wear on the upholstery. Jared showed them to their room. Stacked slots lined the wall. Beds rested within with clean sheets. He spoke of this being a company vessel once. The bathroom offered a large tub with two shower heads. For a personal ship, Jared had a lot of space. Stephen nodded his head.
“Don’t touch,” Jared warned. A door had a red panel. “I did maintenance recently. Make yourselves at home. We’ll stop for dinner at four. I have some small business to take care of. Nelespinster has plenty to choose from.”
“What?” Herald questioned.
“A space station. You’ll find good food.”
“Thank you,” Herald said. Who would have guessed this man was the same guy from yesterday? Jared headed into the bathroom. A faucet soon sprayed. “Get comfortable. It’s going to be a long trip.”
Stephen sunk in the corner of the sectional. Wow. He bounced lightly and sighed. He hoped he could take a nap later. That luxury never came easy for him until his accident. He closed his eyes back then, hoping to wake for meals or to where he had movement back. He cringed suddenly at the thought of those scars hiding his hardware.
Stephen rubbed over his arms. It sucked a little that his childhood scars were gone from them. Some had come on trips with his father. No vacation had ever been complete without a little bloodshed.
“I’ll be on the bridge,” Jared said. The others, like Stephen had to blink. Jared raced by in a red shirt with a short sleeve, black jacket. Not a sign of grease remained, and he managed to slick his hair back.
Stephen leaned forward and hopped up. He had to pass through a small hall to get to the bridge. “What’s the name of this ship?” he asked.
“The Harbinger,” Jared said. “It used to be my uncle’s. He and his friends fixed it up. It’ll get us there. It makes Warp 7 at cruise.”
“Wow,” Stephen said, trying to sound surprised.
“Stephen,” Andy called from the back. “The Enterprise is faster.” Gabe broke out into laughs with him.
“What’s he talking about?” Jared questioned. “This is fast enough.”
“Don’t mind him,” Stephen said. He couldn’t help but chuckle.
Warp meant the speed of light. Warp factors related to a formula that when plugged gave an accurate speed. Warp 7 wasn’t seven times the speed, but much greater. A theory existed in the past of a speed that would be everywhere at once. He loved Star Trek and the science it could bring - yet too much was too much.
“How’s your jaw?” Stephen asked.
“Much better,” Jared assured. “You have talent. Where did you learn to fight?”
“Spar,” Stephen corrected.
“Spar?”
“I took karate and really love it.”
“Oh, it’s that old-world martial arts. What made you choose that?”
“My dad thought it would help after my mom died. It did.”
“I’m sorry to hear about that.”
“It was a long time ago.”
The Harbinger’s bridge was much different than those before. Different screens were fixed on it. Their resolution was crisp, and all that Stephen would need. Each screen could be changed and had no holo-look to it. These were screens found in Stephen’s time. It felt sadly after his time here - plain.
Up the Harbinger rose with little issue. Jared commanded the landing gear to retract. Stephen placed his hand upon the wall, feeling foolish quickly. This ship had little feel to the movement that happened outside. They took to the sky fast, passing much. The upper city fell behind. Fire burned brightly upon the windows.
How could it be this simple? Stephen had watched live launches of NASA rockets. Off the Harbinger went to the beyond in time that looked pitiful to this. There were no people standing by to help them, no sequences to eject the initial help, only a ship reaching space.
The space traffic around Earth hadn’t changed. Jared took them through it fast. A large cruiser came over them and passed. No one would pull a stunt around here. Had the war ever come to Earth? Seran’s fall still puzzled Stephen. How could a planet be destroyed when a force defended it?
The Harbinger’s engine lit rapidly. They sped fast away from it all, taking to the edge of the solar system. Jared brought up his navigation. A list appeared of favorites. Nelespinster Space Station had a red outline to it. A simple tap placed the coordinates in the computer. His finger tapped once more. A large star map appeared of the area. Engage.
The Harbinger turned and lined with its destination. Stephen smiled as light took to the window. Balls of light soon sped by. If he could wave back, he would. Earth had changed and reminded him more of a place he’d never call home.
“Where are you from?” Jared asked.
“Earth,” Stephen said. “It never feels like home anymore.”
“I know the feelings. I grew up with my uncle. The places I called home with him aren’t the same.”
“Where is home now?”
“Far from here,” Jared said. “I don’t visit often. I say a home is where you find peace. I guess I have many still. One is gone, sadly.”
“A ship?”
“Yeah.”
“Oh.”
“A long time ago,” Jared reminded. “I like to travel a lot. This is one of my favorite ships to take out. Good old Fluge’s is a great stop.”
“He doesn’t seem to like you that much.”
“Ah, we go back and forth,” Jared said and laughed. “He’s never thrown me out yet. His drinks are cheap, and he’s always kept that place running.”
“He seemed pretty nice,” Stephen agreed. He leaned against the wall with his arms crossed. “His house beer is interesting.”
“It’s what a lot order around there. Good old Fluge’s.”
Jared yawned loudly. “You’re a lot different than I expected,” Stephen said.
“You’ll learn everyone has a different side,” Jared said with a small chuckle. “Those I like get this. You showed me something last night. I always felt you learned what kind of person is when in situations like that.” Stephen hadn’t really known more than a person’s skill when sparring in the past. Some had attitude, which he guessed spoke.
The others had taken rest in the back it looked. Gabe had his head back, eyes closed by Kim. They could breathe easy when in warp.
“You can go join them,” Jared said. “It’ll be a while. I’ll show you my holo-table later. There are some games. You can shut off the news. I wanted to see what the fuss was last night with that bombing.”
“What have they said?” Stephen asked.
“Always terrorism,” Jared said. “The galaxy is told to fear, and that’s how those jerks get their views. They haven’t said much. I’m sure some diplomat must have been staying there. Someone somewhere is always targeted.”
“Things never change.”
Xhando consisted of a blue cube made of many smaller cubes, whose numbers increased with great difficultly, and an object within. Players tried to uncover it to pull out. Stephen sat in a chair, spinning the cube. It could go any point he wanted. Each turn, he had to choose three cubes to remove and confirm it. Andy had wanted only three, so it lasted longer.
Andy tapped another cube. The yellow object changed each time in shape. Stephen flicked the cube lightly. It had an odd feel to it which he couldn’t describe. Holograms could be very real or something like this which clearly wasn’t. The idea of a holo-chamber excited Stephen, and he hoped to experience what one had. Herald said they could be rented in places for days to have a small vacation. Holograms did not supply real food. Feel could fool, along with the people it could make.
Stephen tapped once more, taking another piece out. He tapped the object within and slightly pulled. Out came the odd cylindric piece with a flat tip. It spun around the cube. Another point added to player two’s total. Each of them had a shot at it since Jared showed them.
What remained of the tray of food rested on an end table. Jared popped small pellets in what Stephen thought was a microwave. In not much time, snack food came to be; corn dogs, fries, and chicken nuggets - an escape to the past. The fried taste had been preserved somehow. ‘Foodmatic’ read the device in the compartment. Jared warned not to make too much if they wanted more, which none had bothered.
“We’re coming close,” Jared called back. “We’ll have two hours.”
“Two hours?” Herald questioned.
“You’ll get to Galat II. Nelespinster is easy enough to get in and out of. You can get a new handheld.”
Stephen got up, trying not to look at the new mess Herald had made of his handheld on a floating table. Could it be put back together at this point? Stephen leaned against the hall to the bridge. Jared had out what looked more like a smartphone from Stephen’s days. Its screen did not move above it and seemed basic.
“What do you have to do at Nelespinster?” Stephen questioned.
“I have a package to pick up for the ship,” Jared said. “I needed some parts. I hope to see old friends. You should come with me. We’ll still have time to eat.”
“Me?”
“Why not? Make the most of your time there.”
“Sure,” Stephen said.
“Good,” Jared said with a firm nod. “Here we are.”
Stars slowed upon the window. The jump everything did when coming out of warp had Stephen gulping. All of a sudden, a station popped out at them with a lot of traffic in the area. He stared out at a smaller cruiser patrolling close by. Many ships made their way into the massive space station that Jared made sound like a simple place to get around.
Three rings made up the Nelespinster Space station. A large cylindrical structure ran down the middle of it all with many points connecting to the ring. The place had a great deal of beauty to it and light. Jared took them down to the bottom ring where ships kept leaving and others joined them. This place made Stephen shrink the closer they got. How did they make such a massive place?
A green light flashed near an open bay. A large blue field revealed another ship that shared it. It had a nice shine to it, was in excellent shape, and had a blue glow along its top. Its wing sections rose straight up in the air. It reminded Stephen of a craft from Star Wars. Slowly, they set down over a glowing ring. Someone stood outside already with a tablet in hand.
“Here we are,” Jared said. The others were already up and near the back. Hiss. Down the ramp extended. Jared motioned them back. His hands came to his jacket, and he tugged lightly, straightening it on him.
A dock worker stared up from the bottom of the ramp. She wore a blue vest with green stripes. ‘Helenis,’ her name tag read in glowing yellow letters. A set of eyes stared at the tablet, the other at them. She dabbed one of her six fingers at it, and soon all her eyes stared at Jared.
“Good day, Mr. Galantine,” Helenis said. “I trust you won’t be trouble. If you have two more marks, we will ground your ship.”
“Don’t those ever go away?” Jared question with a cheesy grin.
“In time,” Helenis said. “Behave. The docking fee is sixty geks for -”
“I know, I know. Put me in for three hours. Here.”
Helenis stuck the red chip into the side of her tablet and soon nodded. “Very good,” she said. “Your ship will be grounded if you stay longer. We have a daily fee.”
“I know. I’m on business.”
“I can see. This isn’t your normal clientele. Enjoy your stay. We’re watching you, Mr. Galantine.”
“Come on, Helenis,” Jared said. “When will you let that go?”
Helenis continued to walk away, all eyes not glancing back. It was odd to see two eyes on each side of her face, and the others on two extremities near her forehead that could move. She brought a whole new level to ‘all eyes on me.’
“There are many places to eat,” Jared said. “There should be a station to check. There’s a good food court with dishes from Earth and past Seran.”
“That sounds good to me,” Gabe said.
“Stephen has agreed to keep me company. We’ll head there once we are done.”
“What?”
“You heard me,” Jared said. “Don’t worry. He won’t get lost. If we don’t see you, be here by six-thirty.”
“If Stephen’s okay with it,” Herald said. Stephen nodded. “Six-thirty it is.”
Lifts went everywhere in this station, besides those specific to the upper ring. Identification would be required to go there. People did live here. There were schools and families. The middle ring had come to be the interest of Jared. He led Stephen on, traffic thinning the farther they went. These large rings made the curve in the hall minimal.
The area had many shops in it. Some had barred windows on the front, a couple with glowing signs for leasing. A girl sat on the steps ahead. Someone’s voice rose loud within. A roll of the eyes and in she went.
“This is a pretty nice station,” Stephen said.
“They try to keep it up,” Jared said. “They got rid of a gang last year.”
“There was a gang here?”
“In a space station of this size, whaddya expect?”
“Wow,” Stephen said.
“I’ve been to places with plenty of gangs and crappy artificial air. It’s nothing new. Keep yourself out of their way. I’ve never had an issue here.”
“Except with that woman.”
“Oh that?” Jared laughed. “A misunderstanding.”
“What happened?”
“A Geletoid with a bad attitude and a girl who caught the end of some slime.”
“Oh,” Stephen said.
Jared pointed to a shop. Bars ran along the large window. Colors cycled on a sign about a sale. An odd assortment of items were in the window from a handheld, some sort of light, and to what may be a part to a ship. Music came within of a funky pop and what may be a flute. A very heavy-set Salzmenian read a tablet behind the counter. Someone sat on the counter. Her skin was of dark orange, head adorned with two small horns. Her sharp red eyes spotted them.
The woman hopped from the counter and raced to Jared. The two hugged. She gave a kiss to each cheek. “I knew you’d come soon,” she said.
“Yes,” Jared said. “I got the message my parts were in.”
“What have you done to the Harbinger?”
“She’s fine,” Jared assured. “She’s getting old.”
“And who is this?”
“Stephen Jones,” Jared said. Her grip was strong. “Stephen, meet Fudi Mol. She owns the place.” A snort rose from the Salzmenian. His attention kept to his tablet. “And her gracious partner, Nuru.”
“Better,” Nuru muttered. He ran his finger along his tablet and eyes once more began to speed along.
“I trust Jared has been kind,” Fudi said.
“Yes,” Stephen said.
“This kid can really kick,” Jared said. “He about knocked out my teeth.”
“You,” Nuru snorted. He laughed and smacked the table. “He doesn’t look that tough.”
“Don’t question it,” Jared said. “I shouldn’t have. We sparred at Fluge’s last night.”
“How is the old man?” Fudi asked.
“Good,” Jared said. “Grumpy as always.” Fudi laughed. She hopped back on the counter and crossed her legs. She had some youth still left in her face. Her clothes matched that of her partner; dark vest over a shirt with their store’s strange logo.
“Nuru, be a dear and inform that his packages can be delivered to his shuttle now.”
“Already done,” Nuru said. “Don’t call me dear.”
“You are my husband, last I checked.”
“Remind me again, why I said yes?”
Fudi giggled. Stephen kept glancing between the two. “Ah, so you think we are having fun with you?” she questioned. “No. He can be very sweet when he wants to.”
“They’ve been married for eight years,” Jared added. “For some reason I never got the wedding invite.”
“You know we didn’t have a wedding,” Fudi said. A smile rose as she stared at her husband. “We were happy with your gift.”
The idea of who could be a couple went out the door in the future. People fell in love, regardless of race and even if they weren’t compatible. These two most likely couldn’t have a child naturally. Nothing stopped the heart.
“You should have your package in an hour,” Fudi assured. “They are good at it.”
“I know,” Jared said. “It’s been great to see you two. Anything new that isn’t on the shelf yet?”
“The new Verba handheld,” Fudi said. She hopped behind the counter and came to a knee. She whistled lightly. Nuru glanced her way before he swiped along his tablet. “Here it is.”
The box had its seal on it still. The handheld’s physical body in the picture looked similar to Herald’s old one. The darker glass make had a claim to be the most durable on the market. The screen could get up to a good size from the brief ad that played on the very box upon a tap. It slid with ease from the box, and she revealed the beauty to them. Fudi used some clever words to make it seem like she held a brick of gold in hand.
“It’s pricey,” Nuru said. “We have four in. They turn a nice profit if we sell them. Fudi, you need to stop your obsession with small tech. We should sell parts.”
“But, look,” Fudi said, holding the device up. “It can do more than mine.”
“I’ll do two for one of them.”
“Two thousand?” Jared questioned. “Damn.”
“It has a five-year warranty,” Fudi said. “You should buy one, Jared. It would be our first sale for the line.”
“Nah,” Jared said. “Mine isn’t broken yet. I know a guy who may want one.” For that much, Stephen could get four smartphones back in his day. “I’ll let him know.”
“What about you?” Fudi said. She pushed an opened box across the counter and placed the handheld upon it.
“I don’t have any geks on me,” Stephen said. “I really like the look of it.”
“Why don’t you have one?” Jared questioned.
“A long story,” Stephen said.
“Everyone has a story,” Nuru muttered. “I told yeh, Fudi. They won’t sell.”
“I’ll bet you a week of vacation, I’ll sell one within a week.”
Nuru’s tablet rattled on the counter. His smile almost made Stephen laugh. “When have you ever gotten vacation?” Nuru questioned.
“If I sell it, we go to Jurna Prime for a week,” Fudi said.
“If you sell it in three days,” Nuru said. “Then I take you.”
“It’s a lover’s quarrel, Stephen,” Jared joked. “Let’s go before it gets heated.”
“Humorous, Galantine,” Nuru said.
Stephen stepped back into the hall. The two went on with their wager, Fudi claiming two weeks now for that. Stephen snickered. “So,” he spoke, as they got a bit from the store. “I thought you said you had to pick it up.”
“I did,” Jared said.
“But they delivered it to your ship.”
“I prefer to meet with places I do business with a lot,” Jared said. “In my mind, I picked it up right. Those two have always been good with business. Their shop used to be on a different level and smaller. Fudi has managed to push into the right areas to get new business.”
“How did these two meet?”
“It’s the perfect love story,” Jared said. He brought his hands to the side of his head. “Orphan falls in love and two make a future of riches.”
“She was an orphan?”
“No,” Jared laughed. “Nuru. That’s a bit racist, Stephen.” The two laughed. “She’s about nine years younger than him, I think. I laughed myself silly when I heard the two were getting married. I thought they were only good business partners.”
“Do you know a lot of shop owners?”
“The ones I want. It pays off to talk to the people with product.”
**
Andy kept glancing up from his spaghetti. The food court stretched far with many tables, most filling up. Stands were around the walls of the room with food from all of Earth he knew. Italian had sounded good, and he joined Kim in line while Herald and Gabe went off to get burgers. They managed to find a table near where they came in hoping they’d catch Jared and Stephen, but later spotted the two across the room. Somehow, they had arrived before them thanks to Herald.
Herald picked up the new toy again. The shop the four had found had a lot of devices to pick from. There wasn’t an Android or Apple OS in the marketplace. People bought what worked. Different sections of the wall related to interface and most from what a woman said, could be switched. The handheld was hardware, the operating system only used it.
The handheld had a similar projected screen and rested in the mid-low range. Herald spent six hundred geks on it. He kept rolling his eyes at times, like now. Had he made it out of the setup process yet?
Andy cut his last meatball apart. A gooey, red sauce leaked from it. It blew Ma’s out of the water, and she’d chase him with a wooden spoon if he dared to tell her some food court joint beat hers in taste. It didn’t cost a lot, and he got a drink and what they called garlic bread with it. The very bread was infused with garlic. Herald’s lasagna hadn’t seen action yet.
“Do they know we are here?” Gabe finally asked.
“Yes,” Kim said. “Stephen waved at me.”
Stephen and Jared were laughing once more. Their table had filled with others, and it didn’t stop their energy. Jared turned out to be a pretty nice guy after all. Something still told Andy it would be best not to piss him off or they might regret it.
“What do you think they are talking about?” Gabe asked. “Stephen kicked his ass last night. How can someone get over that?”
“I don’t know,” Kim said. “Things are going good right now. I like the Harbinger.”
“Me too,” Andy agreed. “It’s cozy. Don’t you agree, Herald? Herald. Hey, Herald.” Herald shook lightly at the push. Down that new toy finally went. A green circle kept rotating on it. A blue bar slowly filled within.
“Ah, yes,” Herald said. “His ship is a lot nicer on this inside.” Cheese hung all the way to his mouth. He rolled it around and stuffed the goodness in his mouth. “I’m glad this trip only cost eight hundred. It should be more.”
“Jared’s offer?”
“Heck no,” Herald said. “I’d not gone over eighteen hundred.”
“I do appreciate what you have spent,” Kim said. She sipped lightly on her straw with a kind smile.
“You’re welcome,” Herald said. “I know it hasn’t been easy. The empire will do better on Galat II. I’ll be sure to keep us close to the Galatian Empire sector. I’m sure they will reimburse us.”
“I want to rack my head around this again,” Gabe said. He tapped the table. “Galat II has a trillion people on it.”
“No,” Herald said. “In the solar system it is average to have a trillion at a time.”
“How? You said Earth only peaked at a hundred billion.”
“You’ll understand when we arrive,” Herald said. “It’s not Earth and unlike any planet out there. Remember, try not to be overwhelmed.”
“With a trillion people? Fat chance.”
A trillion. Andy looked about. All the people here were figures new to his eyes. Not much bugged him in appearance. It only excited him at seeing something new. He couldn’t wait to see what Galat II had to offer. His little surgery did wonders. While he most likely would be here permanently, he wanted to see what his home looked like and his mother.
“We’ll be leaving soon,” Kim said. “They’re up.”
“I see that,” Herald said. He picked up his handheld. That small pan of his had only bits of cheese and sauce left. “Thirty minutes. Finish up. We won’t have another good meal like this till we arrive.”
“When will we meet the councilman?” Gabe asked.
“Once he knows we are there,” Herald said. “Jared let me send a message out to him this morning. He’ll be waiting for our arrival.”
“Herald,” Gabe began. His eyes met Kim for a second. “Um, I don’t want to poke it again, but how did Hanash find us?”
“I don’t know.”
“Someone could be keeping tabs on us within.”
“I’m aware,” Herald said. “There could be many things that led to it to happen. I’ve learned in my life, if I throw assumptions out like wildfire in hard times, I’m burning myself. I trust Councilman Wallace. I trust the good in the empire. Until I see facts, I will not assume.”
“That’s smart,” Kim said. “I wish everyone could see it that way.”
“I try and fail too,” Herald admitted.
Me too.




Chapter Fourteen

Claustrophobia had never bugged Stephen in the past. He’d probably panic in a coffin more than anything. Beds aboard the Harbinger were each comfy, and a larger person may be a bit snug in them. There were eight beds to choose from, each bunked, and foot holes in the wall to access them. The height wasn’t great at all with the bottom being maybe only a foot off the ground.
Stephen lay in his bed up top from the night before. A nap hadn’t come this afternoon like he hoped. Jared and Stephen talked pretty late last night. He had a story for about everything. Living on a ship like this had many thrills. Stephen got the feeling that not everything Jared did or had done in the past was technically legal. It sucked to talk about Stephen’s own past. There was plenty of truth - even if it lacked much. He’d miss Jared and this means of travel.
“Not long,” Herald said. “We’re an hour ahead.”
It had been estimated they’d arrive around 6:30 or 7. Jared had factored in a short stop or two originally to grab some food, but his stock onboard had been fine, and Herald agreed to pay more for what they took. It saved some time. Many shows he watched never really showed or told of the time it took to cross space. They’d be traveling in warp for about 36 hours total to reach Galat II, something that Herald thought impressive for a ship like this.
Things would be different if Stephen got into traveling like this. He’d have to keep himself occupied. Personal starships got expensive the more one wanted. Now if he was on a Galatian Empire starship, then he’d have a lot to do, including work. The academy would have to come first, and he felt at this stage in life, it wouldn’t be worth it.
Stephen rolled onto his side. A slight drop brought his bare feet to the cool floor. He yawned lightly. Gabe had taken to a game of Klesh with Kim in the other room. It played a lot like chess from their time. Unlike chess, each player had 30 pieces and a choice between too many appearances to them. Her comments towards him got worse in a playful way. He liked to win. Board games in the past sometimes got competitive when Gabe played with Stephen. Monopoly became who had the most and ha ha, I win. Stephen smiled. It was good to see Gabe grinning.
If this journey ended soon, Gabe and Kim would still have a bit to get home. Had it been five nights now they’d been here? Stephen shook his head. It could press a week and a half before Gabe and Kim set foot in the past, Andy too - which seemed unlikely. Could there be a good response for any of this? Perhaps a temporary memory block existed.
Stephen found a pair of fresh socks. Herald had been kind to pick up some items for them. Jared wasn’t oblivious to things. He saw they needed to rush somewhere with what they had on them. Herald appreciated the discretion above all else.
Stephen really had nothing anymore from the past. His clothes were lost aboard the Explorer C along with his wallet. The thoughts of what value he had at his parents’ house faded.
“Gabriel,” Kim said, her tone nice, yet a hint of irritation. “I don’t like this game.”
“Come on, babe,” Gabe said. “You only have a couple more moves.”
“I surrender.”
“No. You need to finish.”
Kim knocked over her golden tower onto the board. A black tower soon moved forward. A wizard appeared on top of it and did a little dance with a staff, pointing and making faces at her. She tried to smack him, causing the wizard to fall to the board. He soon came to a knee with the help of his staff and shook his finger at her. Stephen chuckled.
“Come on,” Gabe said. “You got better.”
“Stephen can play you next,” Kim said.
“No time,” Jared said, as he closed the bathroom door. “We’re close. I’d like to see Mr. Heartfield take a fall and all, but I think you all will want to get into a room for the night.”
“Isn’t there a little time?” Gabe said. “It took a bit to land on Earth.”
“It does take longer,” Jared said. “If you want to play, play. The table is hooked to the external cameras. I always like to watch my arrivals.”
“Oh,” Gabe said. “Cool.”
Stephen took a place behind Jared on the bridge. The tease Herald did with Galat II would be over. This multi-story planet would finally show. The truth to the amount living in the heart of the empire would be revealed.
“Soon,” Jared said. “I never like coming here.”
“Yeah, you said that last night,” Stephen said.
“I hate the idea of how high you live determines what class you fall into.”
“Me too,” Stephen said. Unlike Earth, living on the ground meant you had nothing. The higher up, the better. “Do you like anything about Galat II?”
“I used to fancy a girl who lived here.”
“Fancy?”
“I know, it’s off for me to say. I loved her. She had an apartment here. She spent a lot of time traveling for her company. I never got to see much of her place with the rush of things.”
“What happened?”
“It’s a long story for another time,” Jared said. “I like some restaurants she took me to and a park that I could escape the feel of the planet for a while. It’s sad they chose that poor planet for it.”
“They chose it?”
“Yep. Didn’t they cover that in school?”
“Planets were not my thing,” Stephen said, shaking his head.
“Me too,” Jared said. “I never went to school. My uncle did well, and I learned the rest first hand. Galat II long ago was a beauty. I saw pictures. This innocent planet was uninhabited by advanced life. The Telicions picked it to become the future of the Galatian Empire. Up things rose like wildfire. Sure, I hear they saved most species, but even the oceans are covered. It’s like technology replaced the planet.”
“The Telicions really chose it?” Stephen questioned. “Shame.”
“Yep,” Jared said. “I never got why they called it Galat II. Galat is one of their moons. Couldn’t they name it something else?”
“That is strange.”
“Yep. It’s something they did to honor their last emperor. He was a Galat. Damn, that was so long ago.”
The empire was more than 800 years old, and Galat II had supposedly started near the beginning. The idea of the empire did make sense to Stephen. The council had total control and power split, a final rule needing most to agree. People trusted the structure enough to grow to that size. Stephen didn’t want anything to do with power like that or a decision to take an entire planet and do what Jared spoke of.
Beep. Jared tapped the dash. Stars slowed. “Here we are,” Jared said.
Other ships popped into the area not long after. Jared took little time getting them out of the entry zone. The traffic grew not long after. Stephen brought his hand above his eyes. There was plenty to see, but no planet. How far out did this traffic go?
“Don’t worry,” Jared said. “My ship can move past the usual traffic. It has an ID for express business.”
“That helps,” Stephen said.
The Harbinger’s engines lit. Their path went around much of the line and behind a flowing line of large crafts, possibly futuristic semis, and other ships. Stephen had to chuckle as it felt like he was watching a jam on the other side of the highway.
“It’s times like this, I’d use a horn,” Stephen said.
“Half them wouldn’t care if they heard it,” Jared said. “What’s your favorite thing to drive?”
“Classics,” Stephen said. “I like some reproductions from the early twenty-first century. My dad had a reproduction of a Ford Mustang made.”
“That must have cost a fortune?”
“He thought it was worth it,” Stephen said. “I haven’t driven that for a while.” The thing would be towed from the garage at some point. His father would roll over in his grave if someone scraped that convertible.
“I wish I could see a picture.”
“You could give me a way to get in touch.”
“I’d really like to,” Jared said. “I would. My current line is compromised. Long story.” That line had been said a lot. “Do you have one?”
“Herald has the line,” Stephen said. “I don’t have one personally right now.”
“I can try to get it from the man,” Jared said. “I don’t think he likes me too much.” Stephen chuckled. “I’ll tell you this. I’ll get his line. If you do get back to Fluge’s in a couple weeks, he’ll remember you, and I know a server there that owes me a favor there. Kari by then will have seen me and have a new line.”
“Do you have this issue often?”
“No,” Jared said. “I haven’t had this issue for a long time.” How did a communication line really work? “Don’t worry, if fate wants us to talk again, we will. It’s been fun.”
Stephen nodded. He’d have two lines if he had issues. Perhaps Jared had other means to get ahold of him, but a direct line tended to be the best. Herald’s was currently set up through the empire and contained messaging, video, and audio. Communication travelled far faster than a ship could and through different means which maybe Stephen would one day learn - after he figured out what the heck to do next.
“Galat II,” Jared sighed.
“That,” Stephen began. “Wow.”
“Not my type of wow.”
Blue, green, and lush were words Stephen thought of habitable planets. Galat II had an odd whitish glow that offset the dark orangish appearance. It was as if the planet gave off a light of its own for all to see. The closer they got, the more lights became visible upon it. The glow reminded Stephen of satellite views of Earth at night over a populated city and at a much larger scale than anyone could believe.
Jeez. Stephen found his friends behind him. Their looks seemed to agree with his. If this was the heart of the empire - it sure was ugly. Masses of traffic floated about, moving at different rates, theirs among the fastest, cruisers of great size patrolled, stations the size of Nelespinster were in sight, and for the first time, they could set their eyes on real shipyards. This was the future - one he hoped humanity would never bring Earth to. No wonder Galat II had been chosen. No one was foolish enough to do this to their own planet.
“Look at that,” Jared said. A box flashed repeatedly on one of his screens. “We’re cleared for entry.”
“It looks creepy,” Kim whispered to Stephen. He could only nod.
The Harbinger took a course towards the planet at a faster rate. Jared kept up the spot Herald had wanted. It might take them a half hour to get to the Galatian Empire sector from there. Jared may not question if he did drop them off there, but with everything, Herald was cautious. Jared also wanted a drop off where he didn’t have to pay. His plans were to lift off soon.
Fire burned against the window. The Harbinger shook lightly, causing a hand to press against Stephen’s back. Wow. From the welcoming of space, Galat II looked much different here. A crystal glow radiated from the tops of many buildings. The upper city stretched endlessly, its beautiful architecture a mix of angles and curves unlike any he’d seen. Light streamed upon mirrored rooftops and gave warmth to the area. Streams of traffic moved fast in every which way. True levels were built upon this planet, and it went down to where not even the best eye may see. Beauty came to Stephen’s mind, yet he remembered the same when he came to New York - and the feeling of displacement that followed.
The Harbinger pulled up over the upper city, joining a couple of ships looking for a hanger. Jared kept his hand moving over a screen and muttering under his breath. His ship soon lowered over a large circular platform where another ship started to take off.
“This is a drop off,” Jared said. “We have to make this short.”
Stephen soon took a place at the back of the Harbinger with the others. Herald kept being a bit standoffish with the communication line at the door, but finally gave something, along with a kedren chip. With that, Jared hit the panel.
Wind whipped against them. The smell seemed too real for up here. Fresh air in a major city of this size should have something off-putting to it. It reminded Stephen of the area around his old apartment. He stepped down onto the platform. Horns erupted in the distance, the flow of traffic had true noise, and the swarm of a major city took him. He smiled.
**
It was too good to be real. Herald stepped into the Morsho Hotel and Convention Center with a smile. A tall tree towered high in the main lobby. Festive decorations floated about the tree at all times for holidays being celebrated around the galaxy. Beautiful purple and red ribbons wrapped it now. Orange crescent moons floating around. He stared up high to the top where a much larger holographic moon levitated.
The main hotel room floors ran up around the tree, towering all the way near the top floor. Herald had been here three times with Alvin Porter. The two had been on the twentieth floor before, sitting on the rail after a long day. Alvin got in trouble once for a dare that sent a glob of spit to the lobby. That last high school trip had been the best. They spent an hour outside their room that last night having a very serious talk of what may come. The empire had been their future then.
Herald walked up the steps to reception, running his hand along the smooth black rail. This place had been very nice to him the five times he visited, starting with his parents and the last before he moved into the academy. It was pricey, yes - and for good reasons. It rested only a little outside the Galatian Empire Sector. Like he thought, all the hotels inside were mostly booked.
A Riftvore sat behind the dark wooden desk. Her head rose with a smile. “Welcome,” she said. “Have you a reservation?”
“Yes,” Herald said. “Three rooms. It should be under Zumerkrin.” He thought a fake name would be better, but his signature would register him, and trouble may arise.
“Very good,” the woman said. She pulled up the whole screen from the desk into the air. “Here you are. You’re verified. Herald Zumerkrin. Very good. I see you have four others. I’ll need your signatures for what rooms you wish to stay in. This will register with the lifts. We take pride with the measures we take.”
“I know,” Herald said. There had only been five rooms left here, each with one bed. Their large size shouldn’t be too bad for any of them. Gabe and Kim might like their time here.
Herald went ahead first. DNA scans could be manipulated. The direct touch he brought with his hand read more to him. Every Galatian Empire starship he had been on used the same method. The others soon had their scans in little time. The woman handed a packet for each room, her smile never fading.
“This is really the place you came to visit?” Stephen questioned, as they neared the lifts. Herald nodded. “It’s really nice.”
“Yeah,” Herald said. “I hope we can all get some rest. I’ll let you know what I hear after I’m done contacting them.”
“A nice shower will do wonders,” Kim said. “Thanks for letting us get something quick again.”
“You’re welcome.”
Herald found a spot not far from here while he looked for reservations. His new handheld had some issues with its initial setup, thanks to the custom OS he put on it. He wanted to be on a secure network before he plugged in everything that related to his financial accounts - an old habit. There were a few places to eat and a store that had apparel for decent prices. They spent about an hour there. The best part about universal space time was it matched here, and he didn’t have to worry about check-ins.
It had pushed to almost eight at night. It felt right to finally be here after a long journey. Herald waved goodnight to the others. The view down had Kim looking a bit uneasy. He had never been up this high before when staying. The hologram crescent moon had more to admire.
Tap. A small click sounded within the lock of the red door. Finally. Herald let the door close behind him. The room lit on its own, a greeting telling him of breakfast times and the line for room service. This place never ceased to impress him. It would be triple the price if in the Galatian Empire Sector. The security may be on the ridiculous side then.
The bed had been made up and far too big for only him. His mind slipped to a woman. A foreign cold briefly rose in his heart. He rested his butt on the bed and stared out the window at the night traffic. The sun had about gone from this planet. A simple order let the window fade to the bluish color of the wall. He sighed. This should be where Darren should be spending the night. Damn. Tears fell.
Darren had talked about wanting to leave the empire in a couple years and with the woman he had been seeing. He may have been a little ahead of himself with her. He deserved to have the future he wanted - not ash in space. He wiped his tears. At some point, he would figure out how the funerals would be handled.
Herald cleared his throat and took an easy breath. He eyed the bag he brought with him from Fluge’s security guard. He had new clothes and a broken handheld he never let out of his sight before all this.
The new handheld lacked but did what he needed. Herald brought it to life with a certain swipe and found the new communication interface this thing offered. He could eventually bring what he was used to, but it took time he didn’t want to spare now.
Tap, tap. Herald brought the handheld to his ear. “Greetings,” a friendly voice came. “Please verify your identity.” Herald allowed the scan from the buzz to his ear and gave his verbal code he had for such emergencies. “Thank you, Herald Francis Zumerkrin. A note had been made on your account. I will connect you.”
“Connect me?” Herald questioned. “Hello?” Only music. The melody came from a musical a decade back. This Telicion drama had big numbers, and Herald wished he could have gone to a live showing.
Herald sighed and lay back on the bed. Sleep hadn’t been easy. This bed absorbed and called him to close his eyes. “Herald, about time,” a voice came. “Please, tell me you’re there?”
“Councilman?”
“How many times must I tell you to call me Jim?” Councilman Wallace questioned. “Herald, I am relieved to hear your voice. I wish I could have spoken to you on Earth. I understand your hesitation. Are you okay? How are the others?”
“Yes, we are fine. I’m a little shaken is all. They are too”
“We’ve been looking more into Hanash from what you have sent us,” Councilman Wallace said. “There is a record of a character, but he has been silent for a long time.”
“As I read.”
“He had been reported retired at this point, and we listed him active. I’m sorry for his trouble.”
“You don’t need to apologize.”
“I feel if I had denied your entry into the tear, none of this would have happened.”
“No one could have known,” Herald said. “I’m glad we’re here at least. Did anyone figure out what happened on Earth?”
“One of our drivers’ bodies was recovered yesterday,” Councilman Wallace said. Herald rubbed his face. “We can only guess that Hanash is responsible and waited in the general area after he set off the bombs. His car would be notified of your location. The tracker vanished not long after it reached you.”
“Bastard,” Herald said. This demon, as the profile spoke, didn’t disappoint. “I need a meeting.”
“I know. I’m lucky to be in between things to take this call or Senator Gehris would be speaking to you.”
“I’m fortunate,” Herald said. Senator Gehris had been a good advisor to Jim during his campaign and was a friend of Herald’s. He was smart, loyal, and had a good sense of humor. “When can we meet? The situation requires the tear.”
“I know. There are three unexpected guests to our time period. I want to do this in person, Herald. I don’t feel messages or transmissions like this will do. I need to get other councilmembers to hear the case too. I cannot make decisions on the tear alone because of this. The earliest I have is in three days at ten-hundred.”
“Three days?” Herald questioned.
“Wait. I do have an opening earlier. There is a cancellation. How is fourteen-hundred hours two days from now.”
“What day is it even?” Herald said.
“Day four of a standard seven-day week,” Councilman Wallace said. “We both call it Wednesday.” Oddly enough, a lot of habitable planets had a similar week, some days only being a little longer. Galat II about matched the same of Earth in its course. “Friday at 2 p.m. to be simple, Herald.”
“That’s fine,” Herald said. “They want to go home.”
“Stephen?”
“No,” Herald said. “I’ll see you then. Will you send me the details on how I am to meet with you?”
“Of course,” Councilman Wallace said. “I must go. Willard Weslick has brought me a late supper.”
“Thank you for your time, councilman.”
“Jim, Herald. Let’s not step back again.”
“Very well, Jim.”
“Take care and contact us if anything happens. Welcome home.”
Herald let the handheld fall on the bed by him. Two days meant a possible complaint. Councilman Wallace had a busy schedule and may not sleep much as it was. The constant life of a councilmember made many step down before their full allotted time ended. Willard Weslick, another councilmember, had little more than a year before he had to step down. A race was underway, like there always was for a coming spot. His son Edmund was in it. If he took his father’s place that would be three generations serving back to back, elected by the people.
“Ron,” Herald quickly said and cursed. Everything Herald had on Kodon had gone to him, and he was a person now that could open the containment tube, which could get Herald some heat. Herald soon brought his handheld up to his ear.
“God, Herald,” a tired voice rose. Ron yawned. “Do you remember where I live?”
“Oh,” Herald said. “I’m sorry. It’s been a stressful week.”
“I can tell. You made it?”
“Yes. It’s been a long time since we’ve talked.”
“Yeah,” Ron said. “I kept everything safe, like I promised for you. Are you okay?”
“I think I will be,” Herald said. Darren flashed again in his mind. He’d be talking about a bar right now if he was here. “Stephen and his friends are doing a bit better. I think being away from Earth helped. Our transport went over well.”
“Who took you?”
“A man named Jared. He’s a shady fellow, but I don’t think he’s really that bad. Stephen liked him. I’m not sure I should have given out my line to him.”
“He sounds harmless if things went okay. Herald, I need to get back to bed. I have an early class tomorrow. I can do the weekend.”
“What about Friday?”
“Well, yeah, that should work. I only teach in the morning. I can have an android cover my office hours that afternoon. Let’s do nine your time. Will that work?”
“Yeah, perfect.”
“Get some rest before then.”




Chapter Fifteen

Artificial, fake, simulated? This park had lush grass and trees. People and families were out enjoying the warm weather in the upper city. Any logical person should know it would be freezing up here. If Stephen did not look up or off too far, it felt like the park near his old apartment. He came there during the week to have a breather or study.
Another stroller floated by, the mother jogging lightly behind. For a planet like Galat II, there were many escapes and places to forget the amount of people on the planet, the layers that built upon it, and to some of the ruin all this did to this planet. The overwhelming feeling had come a couple times to Stephen as he bet it did to some who lived here. It still was awesome.
Stephen kept trying to spot Gabe and Kim. The two had gone off hand in hand to enjoy their afternoon. Last he saw them, they had gone towards a large fountain in the middle of the park. Stone children had been constructed within, water spouting out of the book one held which he read with the other. Books in physical forms still existed today.
“This planet is wild,” Andy said. He had yet another tablet Herald bought for them to use. The last one had been left in the crashed car. The bag it had been in had food and some souvenirs from the memorial. “Did you know there’s an aquarium not far from here?”
“Do you want to go there?” Stephen asked.
“Maybe when we can,” Andy said. “They have everything. I hate looking down.”
“Heights?”
“I like seeing a bottom. If I fell, when would I stop?”
“Don’t jump then,” Stephen said. The two laughed. “We may have time tomorrow to go. Wait, I’m meeting with Herald’s old roommate for you know what.”
“Ah, that’s right,” Andy said. “It’ll be me and those two.” Stephen nodded. Gabe and Kim wore smiles as they came around a tree. Herald recommended that they didn’t crowd Ron tomorrow morning. “Maybe they’ll want to go see the fish. There’s a lot to do around here.”
“Yeah,” Stephen said. Gabe may enjoy seeing some sharks.
“Do you think you could live here?”
“I don’t know,” Stephen said. “People manage fine. I guess if there’s something I find that grounds me, I would. I never wanted to live in a major city. This seems way worse. My dad always said, I’d adjust if it’s where my life takes me.”
“I’d never had been able to stand it. Too much noise. I’d wander right over the edge here.”
Stephen hated that he could picture that. Andy’s cane hung over air and down he went. “Any sign of Herald?” Gabe called. Stephen shook his head. “We need to thank him. He had a good idea.”
“I never thought I’d find a park like this,” Kim said. “I hope there are a lot of places like this.” They didn’t have a roof above like below this level. Did they use holo-technology to make it seem like the sky really was in sight?
“I hope the food’s good tonight,” Gabe said. “First hotel I actually can stand.”
“What about brunch?” Stephen questioned. “That Sheraton had amazing waffles.”
“Oh, yeah. I miss those trips with your dad.”
By those trips, Gabe meant a handful. They’d go up to Lake Erie for a long weekend and stay at the Sheraton. The restaurant had a buffet and made-to-order eggs and waffles. Gabe liked to come along when his parents allowed it. Stephen got the feeling at times that Gabe’s father, Mark, didn’t like it when Gabe had a chance to go on trips. His father never could really take his son on a trip like that without coming back the same day.
“Do you think your dad would have believed the truth?” Kim asked.
“Uh, he had to deal with a lot already,” Stephen said.
“I don’t think I would have been able to handle it like your parents. It’s still unreal.”
“Yeah,” Stephen admitted. “I think he would have been happy here.” His father would be taking a lot of walks to see whatever the heck he could. If he were here, he’d be free of his cancer. Herald had to look it up to understand how deadly it used to be centuries ago.
“There’s Herald,” Gabe said. “Who do you think he’s been talking to?”
Stephen shrugged. Herald’s smile kept as he pocketed his handheld. “It’s nice to have people check up on you,” he said. “The incident is known well throughout the empire. I hope it is enough. No one will stand for it, but it also means they’ll explore other options on what attacked the Explorer C. The Federation’s involvement is an overstretch.”
“Well,” Stephen said, “there are rotten parts of all governments back home.”
“I’m glad no one wants this overlooked,” Herald said. “It worries me a little how much will be released before the attack. Councilman Wallace is the one who holds that information. We don’t need more attention.”
“What if it can bring justice?” Gabe asked.
“Bring justice?” Herald questioned. “If anything, it will get worse. We’ll be admitting to having a project that belonged to the Talon Federation and the son of two former scientists. There’s a lot of secrecy to it that will come to light. Two councils will come to heat quickly and who knows if all the facts can be brought. Kodon cannot be brought to light like this. There could be a chance that all that may bring the Amandora down, but for what? And, if it doesn’t, then look what we did.”
“So,” Gabe began, “you’d chance justice for hell?”
“Those wouldn’t be the words I would choose. I don’t think it’s the best course.”
“It isn’t,” Stephen said. “I’d like to figure out about what happened to my real parents, but this isn’t the way to do it. Kodon has caused enough as it is. I hate what I’ve learned, but I know I must learn more.”
“Ron has more of the data,” Herald said.
Stephen hoped for justice. Now wasn’t the time to wave Kodon in everyone’s face and point blame at the Talon Federation. Not all were responsible for it, possibly a tiny fraction. Who knew what would come the moment the Talon Federation knew? If that came in time, he wanted to have his hands rid of it and answers that Herald may not have of his parents.
“Come,” Herald said. “I thought about taking us all to see a movie. It’ll be something new.”
“Is there a screen?” Andy questioned.
Herald laughed.
**
Films back home had been noise. Andy’s mind had to imagine, in terms, what he may see. His eyes had taken to everything at once, and he still found himself processing it all. It may explain his prolonged tiredness. He wasn’t completely naive to new things. His mouth never opened to ask what the heck a tree was, the handheld Herald carried, sheets on the bed, or many things that clicked quick.
Things like this - Andy could have never fathomed like his own friends. The theater Herald took them to was one of many types a person could choose from. The seating curved around a stage, and what they saw were holograms in action within a space. Every person they saw wasn’t real, yet they had acted like they were. This same film could be seen like this on the holo screens, with a headset, or by a person walking in a fixed space. Andy forgot at times the movie wasn’t real.
The hero of this Earth movie, Melvin, stepped out his car in front of the home he grew up in long ago. His time away had shown much in his face. He pressed his hand upon the tree he carved his name in with his childhood sweetheart. She had died at the start of the movie protecting a child from an unknown man where she worked. He spent five years investigating and regretting leaving her.
“I’m sorry,” Melvin said. He neared the home he left after his mother could no longer take care of it. Its roof bowed up, windows were broken, and the porch had holes in it.
His eyes caught sight of something on the door. Melvin pulled the note. A simple press brought to life the lines on it. They danced about and formed the image of a very familiar logo. Melvin sprinted. The house exploded.
Andy stared. Credits raced in. “Well, that sucked,” Gabe muttered. “What happened?”
“It’s based off a series of books,” Herald said. “I could download them.”
“I never liked reading.”
“Is she really dead?” Kim asked.
“I don’t know. I haven’t read the last one.”
Many eyes kept coming their way as the small audience that came to the matinee left. Andy tapped his foot. Huh. He swore he knew a similar story. Did they really keep recycling things? He got up with the bucket of popcorn Herald shared with him. The concessions had much, and he ordered from droid with a rather large, red head. It tasted better than back home - yet didn’t have the same feel.
“She can’t be dead,” Kim said, as they made their way to the back finally.
“We saw her death,” Stephen said. Andy nodded.
“He never examined the body. Come on, Herald. You have to tell me if you know.”
“I’ll get you the books.”
“Is the series done?”
“Yes. There’s four of them.”
“Kim, you could get them and publish them back home,” Gabe joked. “Leave the aliens out. You’d do well.” A man with four eyes waiting by the bathroom stared, his expression baffled.
Fresh air greeted them outside. A slight wind raced through what little hair Andy had. He’d love to grow it out now. What would a good look be for him anyway? He still had to get used to what he looked like, not felt.
“I’d discourage this idea for profit,” Herald said, finally being clear. “It wouldn’t be wise. Hard work was put in here. Don’t steal it.”
“A fortune after this may be worth it,” Gabe said. He grinned. It faded quick as he stared at his fiancée. “It could help us.”
“I’d read them first,” Kim said. “I’d make her alive in the end.”
Herald chuckled. Light had started to leave the skies of the upper city. Andy stared around at the wonders that never ceased to end as they walked. He closed his eyes for a bit. His mother took him to San Diego before to try and visit his brother. Like normal, his brother had a false address, and they didn’t meet him till the end. Drugs held power over him, and Andy barely knew him. That city sounded a lot like this.
“What do they have to eat at the restaurant?” Stephen asked.
“The hotel has a lot to offer,” Herald said. “Might I say, they have some excellent barbeque. You should learn to sample foods you don’t know. There’s a galaxy of food to enjoy.”
“Can any kill me?”
“What a way to go,” Andy said. “Dying from a stomach ache.”
Andy leaned over the rail, fighting everything to keep staring down into the abyss. Lights moved by all the way down, traffic never ending like it had since he got here. Not all these buildings sat upon another. With the technology of the past, no buildings could hope to reach this high. Fields existed, future engineering helped, and much more to ensure that Galat II stayed as it was. Herald had yet to speak of some collapse.
“Here,” Stephen said. “You have to give it a shot.”
“Thanks,” Andy said with a smile
Andy took hold of the creamy treat. The shop had been there during the many times they passed to and from the hotel. Kim had the idea of giving it a chance after dinner. While not hungry, Andy found it hard to resist the taste. It had that sweetness that spoke ice cream, yet the texture blew his mind. He licked again, eyes widening from the effect.
The shop dwelled in this line of treats. A long counter had many buckets to choose from. Andy didn’t know half of them, and the line that formed didn’t help. He took another lick. This reddish, green cone had a nice taste as well. Suddenly, a drop of the blue goodness sped over the rail.
“They warn not to drop trash,” Stephen said with a grin. “You could get fined.”
“They should have a field to catch it,” Andy said.
“They do,” Herald said. “In most areas.” His back came to rest on the rail. No cone came for him; a sandwich treat. The green brick with red filling may be worth a try later. “They catch people, not dessert.”
“Do people fall often?”
“No,” Herald said. “People jump. It’s a sad way to go out. All the way up here, fields will catch people and notify the authorities.” Andy let out a breath of relief. To think of that one person who tripped and dangled in a field for dear life brought a churn within.
“I didn’t see that on Earth,” Stephen said.
“Remember where you were,” Herald said. “As I said, in most areas. Not all. You can’t expect every platform you’re on to have one ready and waiting, or able to take a great force. This may be the future, but it isn’t a dreamworld.”
Andy finished off the last of his treat. Whoosh! A car slowed after swerving around another. This planet had automated cars for many, which were safer, yet plenty of people loved to drive, and of course, there were idiots like this. Horns blared. The group took their evening far from the growing noise. Two teenagers, by their looks, shouted some words pretty nastily at the growing jam.
“Traffic,” Herald said. “I’m glad I don’t drive.”
“Wait, you’ve never driven a car like these before?” Stephen asked.
“Of course, I have,” Herald said. “I’ve never cared to get a license here. Who would if you didn’t have to?”
“It does look fun.”
“I’d give it a try,” Gabe said. “I’d race down and then come up.”
“You’d be going down quite a ways,” Herald said. “Stick to space if you want to race.” Chuckles rose about. “When we get back, let’s head to my room for a bit. I want to discuss our meeting tomorrow.”
“Are we to keep our mouths shut?” Gabe asked.
“No. It would be to your advantage to prepare on what you may need to say. I hope things go smooth. Councilman Wallace has your best interest. You have other councilmembers to speak to if they are present.”
“Do we have to speak to all of them?” Kim asked.
“No,” Herald said. “They are too busy to all take a break at the same time and deal with this. We could be surprised. When we arrive back, let’s order some drinks and we can sit down and talk.”
“Alcoholic?” Stephen questioned.
“If you have a hangover, you’ll deal with it without a treatment from my help.”
Lights flickered in front of the shoe shop that Andy had been in earlier today. Many of the shops had closed their doors for the night, besides the creamery and a place with yellow squid in the window with a foul smell. The shops outer lights flickered more, like those on the paths. The door flew open as darkness took the area once more.
A faint blue glow lined Herald’s forehead. Darkness kept the figure brief. A set of small horns rested upon the helmet. Andy raised his hands like others did. “You made a mistake to leave tonight,” a distorted, dark voice said. “No more games.”
Andy gulped. The demon known as Hanash approached. Darkness would not let them escape this time. What light managed, gleamed upon his chest and the barrel of his gun.
“I want it now,” Hanash warned. “I’ll shoot without hesitation this time. I have a way out, yours is only if you hand it over. I’d have killed you today if not ordered once more to try this approach. You’re very lucky. My finger is getting itchy.”
“Fine,” Herald said.
“Now,” Hanash said. “Come forward. Keep your hands up. Tell me where it is.” Herald gulped. His whole leg shook from the first step. Hanash pulled him close and pressed the gun to his forehead. “You have three seconds. Speak where it is.”
“It’s -”
“Here,” Stephen said.
Herald hit the ground hard. The gun rose once more and locked on Stephen. His thumb and index finger clung to the very edge of the containment tube. The deadly source inside needed to be out of their hands. Andy hated learning what power it could bring.
“You,” Hanash said, shaking his head. “Once more you’re a pain in my side. Give that to me now.”
“You won’t shoot me,” Stephen said. The tube hovered over the edge. Andy’s eyes widened.
“No,” Hanash said. The tube did not fall. “I’ll shoot her, or him, or him, or,” Andy shook. “Him. I can guess who matters more or I can keep shooting.”
“Give it to him,” Gabe said quick. “Please, Stephen.”
“Here,” Stephen said. He held it out. Hanash brought his gun to his side. His approach was quick. Andy shook. The tube trailed in the air. Hanash race and pushed Stephen aside. His head barely turned. Over his body went, yet a hand held to Stephen and he joined.
Andy rushed to the rail. The two hadn’t fallen that far. A violet flicker came to the blue field the two struggled on. It broke. The two slammed into a platform extended out not far below. The balcony had a sole person on it who darted inside. Stephen managed to land on Hanash. He pushed himself off and struggled at first to stand. He kicked the gun away and his eyes spotted what Andy soon noticed. Stephen fell forward. A hand pulled harder. Crack!
“You’re dead, Jones!” Hanash roared. Stephen kicked the helmet once more and pushed up. His hand came down on the tube. Crash! The whole balcony shook with force below. “How else did you think I’d get out of here?”
Stephen reached, but quickly caught sight of something. He sent the gun flying back farther with a sweep of the leg. Bam! The dark red car screeched along the balcony once more. Hanash had brought his arm around, revealing some sort of screen that projected from his wrist. Shouts rose for help. Andy wanted to jump down there but feared death without being first caught by a field. The car did not have a hood like many Andy had seen. It rose up with more control. A pair of feet were suddenly on the hood. Hanash barely made it on himself before hands took hold of the control wheel. The ship slammed the building hard. Hanash fell into the back seat, smacking his head along the door. The car swerved away and suddenly descended. A helmet rising from the back had Andy’s eyes growing even wider. Down the car went.
“Stephen!” Andy shouted.
Sirens rang in the distance. Andy took Herald by the shoulders and shook him. “What do we do?!” he shouted. Blood seeped down the man’s forehead. His eyes focused on Andy for a moment before he groaned once more. His body swayed. Andy tried to hold him up.
“I think he’s fainted,” Andy said. “Someone, help!”
Sirens grew louder. At any moment, the car would rise from its fall. Stephen would have control and Hanash would be met with gunfire. Andy kept looking. He neared the rail. Many had come too late to see what had come. No car rose. His friend did not shout in victory, nor did Hanash make another comment about death. The car did not come back.




Chapter Sixteen

Horns blared about, screams rose, people pointed, sirens didn’t close, and the car had struck two already. Each hit produced a field that barely protected them. A noticeable sweat began to build upon Stephen’s palm and forehead. He once more struggled with the controls. Hanash’s arm came up again. The car shook hard and Hanash fell back, cursing once more.
“You’ll kill us both!” Hanash roared.
“Then, let me fly!” Stephen barked.
The dash had an interesting wheel of great width that resembled a figure 8 on its side. Stephen could turn it to turn the car or release a lock he found not long after getting in that controlled the pitch. A handle couldn’t engage when he tried to move it. It appeared to be locked in a set speed range for the traffic. The gas at his foot gave him plenty. This wheel didn’t feel like it was made to dive.
Once more the screen of the dash read ‘Remote.’ Stephen mashed the icon yet again. The car swayed to the left before it snapped back. Down they headed again. The damn wheel would lock again. Stephen tried the switch. A red alert flashed, similar to a car back home.
Stephen had hoped that Hanash would have been the only one to go over and be stuck in the field. The landing, after the field broke still, made his chest ache. Herald spoke about these damn fields and look where that had gotten Stephen now.
A flash of red took close. The icon popped up again. Stephen tried to slow. A force lunged them forward. Something appeared on the dash. The cops here could get their attention. Could some cars be remotely shut down? They lunged yet again. Stephen turned hard. A field bounced them closely off the wall. The cruiser slammed hard into a large brown truck.
“They won’t help you,” Hanash said. “I’ll let you go. Stop the car and give me it.”
“No!” Stephen shouted.
“Is it worth your life?!”
“Everything that’s happened is because of it!”
Stephen forced the wheel as hard as he could up. No downward spiral came. Wind whipped hard. Groans came from the back. At this angle, if either of them jumped, they’d be dead. He held to the gas. A small whine suddenly rose from the back.
“You fool!” Hanash bellowed. “You’re pushing it!”
Stephen tried the lever again. Warnings still flashed. A nasty set of horns echoed before them. A true car crash had stalled traffic. Stephen turned. Fields erupted over the building. The car bounced and missed the field Stephen thought would come. Bam! The front section broke. Metal tore with sparks. Hanash cursed. Something was in his hand.
The blade dug into the seat. Hanash pulled himself into the row behind Stephen. Oh! Time really went fast. The sounds of sirens faded. Far down in Galat II, the lower city existed on the base of the planet. Light down here only came from that around. When Stephen looked up, it was if it would never end. The ground came closer.
Slash! Stephen groaned. The blade dug father into the seat. Blood seeped from the back of his shoulder. “Stop this!” Hanash began. “No!”
Stephen pulled up what he could. The brake did little for them. He reached about. Damn this. The ground hit. Stephen found something cling to him. The forcefield tried to protect his chest. His head bounced back. Metal tore over the streets. A flame exploded from the front. A force slammed his head as it came forward once more. Stephen’s body went limp.
“Alive, I think,” a raspy voice rose.
“Damn,” someone said. “Check him anyways.”
“He not a corpse yet.”
“Check him!”
The search went fast. “Little piece of metal,” the raspy voice told his friends. “Worthless. Save him?”
“Fines.”
A pair of strong arms pulled Stephen over the jammed door. His body smacked the ground. Sharp pain came to his back as he was dragged. His eyes managed to catch smoke rolling out of the front and rear of the car. The whole front had been ripped apart. Debris followed the car a long way over the torn-up street. It looked like it had already been in bad shape.
Stephen’s head smacked what may have been a sidewalk. Broken glass, cans, trash, and tiny metal scrap littered it. “Help me,” the other demanded. Stephen groaned. His back killed, but not as bad as his head. It felt like someone hit him with a baseball bat.
Stephen managed to sit up. His arms were filthy. He pulled out a piece of scrap that he picked up upon his rescue. He patted his pocket. His rescuer had put it right back.
“Where’s the other?” Stephen managed to ask.
“Dead if he fell,” the raspy one said.
“Isn’t someone coming?”
“Coming?”
“An ambulance?”
“Eh?”
“Medics?”
The two odd fellows laughed. Stephen rubbed his forehead. The two scavenging Hanash’s car worked fast. One held a torch with his weird hands. These men reminded Stephen of stingrays. Their heads spread out and could easily be cut off and float to fool someone. Each were tall and had a hunch to them as they walked. They had greyish skin, and their very fingers had a tentacular look to them.
Fire erupted from the back. The scavengers hopped back and hurried to the sidewalk. A flame took the front. The very ground shook beneath them as the car hopped. Stephen sighed. He doubted he would have been able to fly back up when he saw the ground. Far up, he stared. Traffic moved on the many levels uncaring to the crash.
“They really don’t come down here?” Stephen questioned.
“Sorry luck,” Stephen’s rescuer said and coughed.
“Where’s the police?”
“None here.”
“None at all? No emergency services?”
“Offworlder, aren’t you?” the other questioned.
“Yes,” Stephen said. “I came from the upper city.”
“Joy ride?”
“Attacked,” Stephen said. “Are you sure you saw no one else?” The two shook their head. Lights flickered down the way. An odd orange look came to everything but the shadows.
“My name is Stephen. Can I know yours? I must thank you.”
“Melbsi,” Stephen’s rescuer said.
“Turi,” Melbsi’s partner said. “You crash far.”
“How do I get back up?”
The two laughed. Melbsi’s laugh turned to a cough. He covered his mouth and banged his chest. Each had a pack on their back and were equipped with a torch and tools on their belts. Their eyes met the other. “Come with us,” Turi said. “It grows late.”
“Are you going to help me?”
“This fine salvage. Do you want it back?”
“No. You can have it.”
“Follow us.”
Melbsi pulled Stephen to his feet. The dirt on his legs didn’t come off with a swipe. The two scavengers were already moving fast. The amount of crap in their packs didn’t slow them. Stephen limped at first and soon came to a normal walk. Damn; all the way. How far was it to the top? It was hard to know with how fast he had gone. His mind had swarmed and cared little about the drop till he saw the ground.
Hanash would have Kodon if he had survived. Stephen couldn’t risk that power getting into the wrong hands. He groaned and held his head. “Got help for that,” Turi said.
The undercity felt deserted besides a couple about with packs. Someone could make a living with some things that fell. Stephen would hate to be in the range of anything that dropped. Did people really toss their trash freely? Most of the sidewalks had overhangs it looked to protect. The shops around had cracked windows and were very dark.
“Hurries,” Turi said.
“What happens at dark?” Stephen asked. The scavengers stare at each other and quickened their pace. “Is there any way up?”
“Maybe.”
A long overhang shielded the opening and what waited. Homes and communities down here weren’t in the street. It felt a little similar to what Stephen saw when in a taxi. These large areas inside the buildings held life and shelter. The light above kept to the orange tint. Most of the sky, as one may call it, was dark. It matched the poor kept lighting around. Shadows were everywhere. Stephen swore he saw figures moving about them; small and a large.
Dead and old, a tree rose, one of a handful that may have once been full of life. Homes about had seen better days. None looked good - a couple decent at most. The rest were a mess and close to falling apart. Stephen spotted two that were reduced to rubble. A dump may be a step lower than this. He kicked aside some trash, getting more grime on his shoes.
“Here,” Turi said.
If Stephen’s father saw a place like this, he’d be giving warning. The home was made of metal, like most here. The walls were broken in sections, dark sheets of metal covered the windows and served as patches, the roof looked not far from caving, and the whole place leaned.
Turi tapped the panel by the front door. Red flickers came from it. Whack, whack. Odd markings, representing a six by six keypad appeared. His finger moved quick. Click. The very grinds had Stephen cringe. Turi pushed hard and motioned Stephen in.
Light revealed a mess of scraps; cans, odd metals, parts, and junk. Turi sent the door back hard with a kick. “Don’t touch,” he warned.
“What’s yours is yours,” Stephen said. Turi unpacked his salvage for the day with Melbsi in the free corner. Hmm. Sections of the room did not match junk. A lot of similar parts were piled near the door.
“This way,” Melbsi said. He coughed.
Stephen’s eyes widened briefly. The walls of the living room did not lean and were mostly intact. A nice blue couch and red chair were positioned in front of a long, thin holo-table. Some nice lamps welcomed him unlike what hung outside. Only the floor seemed to have a little mess.
“Still,” Melbsi said.
Shelves were near the door to the salvage room. Melbsi pulled an odd device that split apart and curved. A green beam soon connected the tips. Stephen tried to keep still as the beam neared. Off came a field and he ran it over Stephen’s arm. It stung a little. The very dirt seemed to rise and vanish from him. A thick layer soon vanished, and it spared his clothing from joining it. Filth still lingered.
“Best can do,” Melbsi said.
“My head?” Stephen asked.
“Wait.”
A bottle flew through the air. Stephen popped the top and took a familiar pill that dissolved the moment it hit his tongue. Coolness surged through his brain in little time. He held his head and cringed. It got better the more it went
“Sit,” Turi said, as he took the ray from Melbsi. He ran it quickly over himself, spending most the time on his face. A wet rag came next from a drawer at the bottom. Stephen did his best sitting down in the chair. His body wanted to sink further.
“I don’t want to come off,” Stephen began. Their eyes were upon him an instance. “How do you know it is night without looking at the time?”
“Light change,” Turi said. Huh?
“Do you think you can help me get out of here?”
“We can’t,” Turi said. “Take something for that!” Melbsi shook and retreated into another room, coughing away. “We have no craft.”
“A handheld?”
“No.”
“Anything for contacting anyone?”
“Not up. Wait till morning and the shop may help you.”
“I can’t wait that long,” Stephen said. “They need to hear from me.”
“Who?”
“My friends.”
“They wait,” Turi said. “Night has come.”
“It came a while ago.”
“True night.”
“What happens at night?”
“Patrols.”
“Patrols?”
Down here there weren’t police that responded. Herald had assured them there was some sort of authority, but this seemed to be clear they did nothing. This patrol served as a brute force at night. Turi spoke of payment they expected if Stephen was out, or they’d beat him near death. They were known to shoot people who scavenged during their hours. To go out, meant Stephen had to chance a meeting worse than Hanash.
“I’m stuck here?” Stephen questioned.
“No, go,” Turi said.
“That’s not what I meant.”
Turi took hold of a tall glass that Melbsi brought for him. The two sunk down on the couch. They sipped a bit, eyes catching each other at times. Stephen tried not to stare at the drinks too much.
“You swift?” Turi spoke.
“Swift?” Stephen quested a bit baffled.
“Sneaky?”
“Sneaky?”
“Stealthy,” Melbsi added.
“What are you getting at?” Stephen asked.
“If you can make it to the refinery, you may be able to go up,” Turi said. “Get past the watch and the refinery’s sentries.”
“What’s there?”
“A lift is on the other side,” Melbsi said. “May find communicator there. You get access card and go up. It’s been done a handful of times.”
“All the way?”
Laughs rose. “Foolish thoughts,” Turi said, jabbing Melbsi in the side. “High enough to get out of here.”
“How do I get there?”
“You serious?” Melbsi questioned. “Dangerous.”
“I crashed a car down here. I doubt I need to worry about much more.”
“Foolish,” Turi said. “Refinery way out to left. Go far and see sign. Left. Watch for smoke rising.”
Either the translator had some bugs now or this may be how they spoke in their own language. Stephen felt like knocking the side of his head. “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll be off soon. Do you have some water?”
“Get him drink,” Turi said.
“Whiskey?” Melbsi questioned. “That human drink.”
“Water is fine, thank you,” Stephen said.
“May need more. Could be last night for you.”
“It won’t.”
Stephen tried not to rest his eyes much. His body stung slightly and ached. A nice bed would help. He hated to think of the others’ panic. Had Stephen done the right thing trying to get Kodon back? For all he knew, Hanash lied about giving them a chance and would have gunned them each down. All Stephen thought after he saw the car was getting Hanash out of there. Stephen gently patted his pocket.
“Thank you,” Stephen said. Clean and cool; Stephen sipped away at the water. Bam, bam, bam. Turi rose. The front door received another hit. Turi pulled a gun from his belt and headed to the front.
“What do you want?” Turi questioned.
“Crash,” a nasty voice slithered. “What do yah know about it?”
“What crash?”
“Ears open, Turi. Reward for info.”
“A reward?”
“Someone tore up our street,” the voice said with a nasty slither. Turi soon appeared. He eyed his weapon before sliding it back into its holster.
“They out now,” Turi warned. “Wait an hour. Be safer.”
Stephen nodded. The man sounded like a Kamorian. They had a snake-like tongue and most couldn’t break from sounding like that. The right setting on a translator would cancel it out. His ensured that the dialect, tone, speed, and slang would translate the best they could.
Gunfire suddenly rose. Stephen patted his knees. Shots came, went, and finally faded. His hosts drank on without as much as a flinch. A shot rang out. “Poor fools,” Turi spoke. “Maybe Jendaldul?”
“Maybe,” Melbsi said. “He not back yet.” Turi rose his glass and so did Melbsi. They took back a bit and sighed. Stephen patted his knee again. Every part of him wished he could climb a ladder now and get out of this mess. How did they live?
Bam, bam, bam. Turi groaned. He pulled his weapon once more and stomped to the front door. “What’s it now?” he questioned.
“This may be your night,” a distorted voice came through. “If you listen close to my words.”
“Who be you?”
“My name is not as important. I am looking for a human. Ten thousand geks alive. Five thousand dead.”
“A human, eh?” Turi questioned. Stephen froze. A blue glowing barrel was lined with his chest. Melbsi shook his head. “How I know geks are real?”
“I have no interest in lies. You can have all the salvage you want off these men. Their bodies will grow cold soon.”
“You kill them all?”
“Take a look for yourself. You have five minutes to consider my offer. I know he’s in there. Jones, there are no more deals to make with you.”
Turi soon emerged, weapon coming to line with Stephen. A smile kept to his face. “He’ll kill you the moment you open that door,” Stephen warned. “He’s more than a bounty hunter.”
“He may have killed the watch,” Melbsi said.
“May,” Turi said.
“Lots of noise.”
“I agree,” Turi said. “Better offer, Jones?”
“I don’t have any,” Stephen said. “He will kill you the moment you open that door. He is the reason that car crashed. I don’t know how he survived. Do you think he cares about anyone down here?”
“Geks, Turi,” Melbsi said. “Geks.”
“Them guns be worth much,” Turi said.
“You can take your chance and have a bullet in the head or let me get him away from here,” Stephen said. “You can still reap rewards in salvage.”
“Geks, Turi,” Melbsi spoke. “We could get better home.”
“I like this home,” Turi spoke.
“Give me a chance,” Stephen said. “If you can get me outside, I’ll make sure he doesn’t kill you. He could be setting a charge on your door.” Turi spat. “You have no reason to trust me. All I am telling you is not to trust him.”
“If geks are real,” Melbsi began.
“Man not show face,” Turi said. “I hate that.”
“Armor?”
“Fancy suit.”
“We should not trust, but geks are -”
“No more,” Turi said. “Come, Jones.”
The kitchen too had been kept nice like the living room. It was small with an island. Turi lifted up on it after flicking a switch. The tunnel had no light to it. “Hatch on other end,” Turi said. “Open and go. If you turn on us -”
“I have no reason too,” Stephen said.
Bam, bam, bam.
“Go now,” Turi said. “Your promise better hold.”
Stephen hopped down. A darkness quickly came over him as he scurried forth. Bits of light shined through some cracks ahead. Bam, bam. Hanash’s voice rose. “One minute!” he warned.
Stephen felt a lock and pulled it aside. The damn thing had weight. A good force finally made it open with a nasty creak. Bam, bam. Stephen pulled himself out to find himself on the other side of a dead tree. They had dug right through the roots.
“I see,” Hanash said. “You’re not in there are you, Jones? Not anymore.”
Stephen sprinted through the shadows towards the street. Nearly a dozen bodies lay over the fallen subdivision. No blood seeped from their wounds. Hanash had taken their heads and gutted them. Not one moved. Stephen leapt over one and sprinted on.
“You cannot go far,” Hanash’s voice rose. Something came to the shadows far behind. Stephen kept his feet moving as fast as he could. Suddenly, something slammed the ground with force. What may be an appliance lay shattered and unrepairable. Stephen gulped.
Sign. An off blue glow fluctuated far down the street. A shot rang out. Stephen darted across the street. Crash! Had no one any decency to recycle?
Stephen turned the corner at the sign. His legs burned. Every breath he took brought in enough dust that he felt could kill him if he ended up stuck here. Flames rose in the distance. The large complex broke past some buildings. High gates rose, a strange purple energy flowing over them. He coughed. His feet finally slowed.
Damn it. Stephen tried to slow his breath. An urge came to vomit. He dry heaved that taste again; bits of phlegm mixed with the muck in the street. Something approached. The black droid stared at Stephen with its red eyes. It had a very slim body. A white glows ran about its limbs and torso, and while it should bring some relief, it did not to Stephen. It pushed Stephen to his butt.
“Restricted area,” the droid said void of any emotion. “You will be terminated if you do not leave.”
The gate could only be two hundred feet at most away. Another of the droids guarded the only entrance, which also had the purple energy dancing upon it. “Someone’s coming to attack,” Stephen warned. “Please, you have to stop him.”
“A threat?” the droid questioned. An orange glow came above its wrist.
“He plans to steal,” Stephen began. A force toppled him to his side. The droid rolled him over once more with its foot and stepped past. A figure had arrived. Stephen managed to push himself up. The droid raced into the shadows after Hanash.
Stephen took shelter in an old parking lot outside. Large pieces of scrap belonging to a ruined car rested in a space. At some point, had Galat II all been the same? Could down here be where it started and then was left in the dust? The other sentry was on the move at the sound of the gunshot.
Stephen caught his breath and kept his eyes on the sentry. It raced fast. Shit. The gate opened to bring forth two more. Stephen kept behind the old wreckage. Gunshots erupted, followed by odd mechanical puffs and whines. Stephen took off, cursing in his head. The droids kept rushing behind him at the man in a suit. A blue bullet streaked through the air slamming another’s head.
The gate did not close. Stephen brought his hand on the gate and suddenly backed, screaming. His hand burned. He looked about for a button, something to lock that man out. Damn it. He stared at the refinery, shaking his head.
This refinery looked like death sucking the life out of the place. Fires raged, a spout coming out the stacks at times. Smoke poured out, yet it did not go as high as one would think. It spread out after a little distance. The size of the complex matched some he saw at home. A large set of doors were not far, pinned together with crates in front of them. Signs floated about with caution. People came down to this filth every day and made it worse.
Stephen raced towards the tall double doors. Minus the sentries, it didn’t appear the place made it easy for anyone to get in. He backed a bit, hearing another gunshot. Damn. He took a deep breath, sprinted, and leapt. His feet fought to help pull him up more. Finally, he felt his chest come over. Up he went again.
A window came not far from the top. Stephen peered inside. Pools of orange boiled on the floor. Machines moved to scoop up the melted alloy and move it to the processing line. He rubbed his elbow. Whack! He cursed. Once more he slammed. Crack. Stephen took an easy breath. ‘Focus’ an old voice would whisper. Crash! Down the glass came onto a small metal walkway.
Stephen rolled through covering his head. Bang! He held in the pain. He took deep breaths after he stood. Turi spoke of a keycard needed to ride a lift up or a communicator. Where was the lift to begin with? All he cared about was getting out more than calling for help now. Geks wouldn’t prevent him from getting up farther. He would shout till real police came and arrested him. They could contact Councilman Wallace.
Stephen headed quietly over the dark platform. Two droids floated by an assembly line. The alloy turned to rings that one stacked and the other bolted together. The belt ran around through a large machine, which spat out a different tint to the alloy.
The walkway went around the top of the entire room. This could be one of many for all he knew. With everything going on, it didn’t look like enough progress had been done here. Stephen gripped a handle by what may be used by the overseer. He wondered how many people worked here. He neared a door on the walkway, keeping his breathing in check.
Flickers became a steady glow. A table was pressed against the window with two chairs in front. Rust had come to the station. Everything in here needed to be pressed or turn to operate. The ash in the tray on the table wasn’t fresh. This room had little in it, beside a station with empty hooks and a fridge with a nasty smell coming as he neared.
Stephen pressed open another door to find a work area in the same shape. The table here had no controls at all and lacked chairs. Trays and goggles piled high on it. He looked over the stacks and sighed. How did people manage to work here?
In Stephen’s mind, he kept seeing showers and lockers for the workers. There he’d find a pass out of here that someone forgot. How did they manage to leave if they didn’t have the clearance though? Spare? Had they switched to a DNA signature?
Stephen backed up. Something sharp pierced his neck. He cursed and wiped the blood. Hooks lined the wall. The tip of one had broken off. Blood clung to the end. He pushed aside a yellow vest. Damn. Lots of blood covered one at the end. Part of the edge looked crushed. Something stuck out of its pocket. Stephen’s smile didn’t last long. The poor worker may never have a chance to use this again. He stuck it in his pocket and ran out onto the new walkway.
The belt ride would be deadly. On these pieces went, droids working to assemble more. A press slammed the moment one’s hands came back. It may be part of a weird axel or hell, it might be some death trap like a mine. This whole facility could go up like in the movies. Stephen shook it all from his head.
Stephen made his way down the walkway. Down below, a droid bumped into another. Neither cared for the pipe that fell. One simply floated off towards a rack for a new one. A force came to Stephen’s back. He saw the ground rushing. This time he didn’t brace his face with his hands, he covered it with his arms.




Chapter Seventeen

No crack. No shock. His body slowed and dropped. The green field faded into nothingness. A droid sped around him and stared down. “Violation,” it said. “Report to management.”
The droid hovered off. Stephen groaned. Clank. The boots neared. Stephen’s body rolled and smacked into a large barrel. Hanash rushed. His hands took hold, and he sent Stephen sliding over the floor.
“Did you think they could have helped?” Hanash’s dark, distorted voice questioned. Stephen felt something warm seeping down his face. Hanash slammed his fist once more. “I’ll make your death quick. Give it to me!”
Stephen groaned. His body slid. A hardness dug into his back. “Wait,” Stephen said. Hanash’s hand gripped Stephen’s throat. “Please. I’ll give it to you.” The dark glove retreated. Stephen reached down into his pocket. “Here.” Hanash tore Kodon from Stephen’s hands.
“Smart,” Hanash said. His hand came to his belt. He let his gun come to his side. A piece popped out and took hold. It blended to his suit well. Hanash backed away holding the tube high as if he had earned a trophy.
Suddenly, his helmet cracked, an eye piece splitting down the middle. Stephen brought around the black pole again. Hanash stumbled from the blow. Bits of the helmet collided with the ground. Stephen struggled to keep hold. The pole flew across the room and slid to a halt by one of the machines. A blow caught Stephen’s side. Hanash flung his fist again, missing by an inch.
Hanash stumbled for a bit. Stephen spotted another pipe not far. “Bzl dol,” the distorted mess came. It spoke little. Stephen rubbed his side and came to a knee. Hanash took hold of the helmet and pulled it off.
There are instances in life where a person would freeze. This didn’t come from fear, nor the knowing if you move bad things will happen. Stephen froze, staring at the dead. Darren spat on the ground and wiped his bleeding head. A kick sent Stephen farther back. Darren stumbled and spat once more.
A gun rose, lining with Stephen’s head. “You’re dead,” Stephen said.
“Dead?” Darren questioned. “Yes. You fools played to that. I told you something and it made it easy.”
“Herald trusted you.”
“I spent too many years on that damn ship!” Darren shouted. “I had to be away from everything to watch that man.”
“He mourned for you!” Stephen blasted.
“Like he should,” Darren said. He kept the gun lined up with Stephen’s head. “I grew up becoming the perfect agent and found an opening for some needed time off. It took him damn long enough to find it. Another month and I’d have left. This is long overdue. Of anyone, you have given me the greatest challenge in my days. I will enjoy ending you, Jones.”
“All this,” Stephen began, “for power?” Not far away, Kodon lay. Darren scooped it up with a smile. “It shouldn’t have gone this far?! Power is not worth lives!”
“It does amaze me,” Darren began, “what people will do for this. All I needed was to wave the idea of geks in Howard’s face to get him onboard. I’d have killed him once he got back, but Herald took care of that. Then you, of all people, you came. I’d never seen someone crippled like you. No wonder you bit at the opportunity to come. You brought along your friends. You all barely managed to escape me twice. Not this time.”
“How did you know where we were?” Stephen said. “How? This planet -”
“I’m one of the people who can track the tube,” Darren said. “I didn’t need to go farther than a program to lock onto it. That was my secret from them. No one can know everything.”
“Who do you work for?”
“Enough,” Darren said. “Face your fate.”
“Why do I have to die?” Stephen questioned. “I never knew it was there till it fell out of an envelope. I don’t even know what it looks like.” He, however, knew how scared Herald was over the thought of it being used for destruction. It did the same to Stephen.
“The most I can do is let you see it before you die,” Darren said.
“How?”
“Do you think Herald didn’t share the means to open it?” Darren questioned. “This does well to mask the signature. Once I’m at my ship, no one will follow its new containment.” He brought his wrist around. A screen rose above it as rays of light collided. “Engage program vault.” The screen flashed. “Good. Open Kodon.” Beep.
Darren held out the tube for Stephen to see. A mist sprayed lightly as the top rose. Darren let the gun take its place on his belt. His smile grew. Stephen stared. From what Herald had said, this thing should glow blue. The inner chamber came out further. Darren held it close, then his face went from confusion to rage. He popped it back in, gun rising.
“Where the fuck is it?!” Darren bellowed. The gun struck Stephen’s cheek. “Where is it?!”
Stephen fell. He coughed. A foot came under him again. Darren cursed loudly. He pulled him to his feet by his very hair and pushed towards the belt.
“You will answer me,” Darren said.
“I don’t know,” Stephen said. “It could have been -” He groaned. The constructions rolled along the belt ahead. “I’m telling the fucking truth!” His body slammed right into the belt. Pain surged in Stephen’s back.
Darren cursed. He struggled with the gun on his belt. “Come, damn it!” he cursed.
“This is a restricted area,” a placid voice rose.
A gunshot erupted. “Oh, Jones,” Darren soon called. “You can’t get far.”
Stephen kept his back to the machine on the other side of the belt. The sentry sparked once more upon the ground. He moved silently. A gunshot erupted. One of the worker droids fell on the table. Down came a press and ended any chance of repair. Sparks flew as it moved up towards another large machine.
“I may not be able to track you the same,” Darren said. “That has not stopped me in the past.” Stephen crawled fast. Darren’s head came under the belt. He peered about with his gun up. “Can you trust him, Jones? It’s not in there. He must have exchanged it under our noses that very day on the Explorer C. You were in surgery. It could have been easy.”
Stephen rolled under another belt and came up. A worker droid kept its pace with a bolt gun. He did as good as he could to keep low along the belt. The gun fired once more. The droid dropped on the belt. Off he rode to another press.
“Did you ever wonder what happened to you?” Darren questioned. “Herald knew. I used to before you messed with things. Did he tell you things are different? People are not the same. You gave up a life that may have good in it. Did you marry? Did you have kids?” He laughed. “It does not matter. Your life was better in the past in that chair.” Stephen’s eyes flared. “What moron blacks out on a ladder?”
Stephen neared a table. Attachments for the droids would help with their work. His shoulder burned. He fell over it. A force pulled him back. Darren slammed his head upon the track and laughed.
“Those only work on droids, you idiot!” Darren said. “The past has you weakened. You should have stayed there.” Stephen cringed. Something burned in his shoulder. A crisp black hole continued to form. “You should have let me kill you quickly. I’m going to enjoy crippling you. I want to drag you to a chair, and you will beg me to put a bullet in you.”
Stephen did all he could to bring the line of constructed parts from the belt down around them. Darren screamed. The gun rattled on the floor. Stephen took hold with his good arm and slammed Darren into the belt. A fist came to Stephen’s gut. He slammed Darren once more into the belt. The two struggled down, hands locked. Stephen hit hard with his knee.
“I never wanted Kodon!” Stephen shouted. He slammed his knee once more. “All I wanted was a chance to live normally!” Darren’s fists connected with Stephen’s jaw. He backed. Darren’s eyes raged. Stephen spied something rolling down the belt. He rushed. Darren’s attempt to block missed. The ring smacked hard against his head.
Darren’s body went back. He screamed. The press hit hard. Blood splattered upon Stephen’s chest and face. His butt hit the ground. He fought the urge quick to spew as he noticed something more than blood had hit his face. He wiped it off fast and shook. Fuck this!
Stephen sat in the corner of the large lift. Its rise was much slower than an elevator in the past. A sign told of maintenance working on it to come. He kept his head hung. Light would come in and fade as they passed over little stretches. The lower city fell below. Beep. He spied the screen by the doors. It only had two levels and gave a current time till arrival. Two minutes seemed to stretch.
A helmet rested on Stephen’s lap, beaten and broken. Inside, he found little. It interfaced with Darren’s suit, and the use that it could have had faded as the body went into the machine. The thing had rumbled hard and finally broke. It was unlikely the empire would come down here to try anything. What answers Darren had were gone.
Stephen had tried to get the mess off himself. He took a spare coat and found little else to hide the mess on his chest. Sentries were inside the place and were more docile compared to the ones outside. A search hadn’t started, and he kept silent and out of sight regardless. Signs had warned of all the hazards in this place and the force used if someone continuously disobeyed. This place was a death trap and meant only for those droids working. Were there any people there at night besides them?
A shadow came across the wall. White tennis shoes came close to Stephen. The man sat down by him. Stephen turned his head briefly and let his head fall. The man patted Stephen’s knee. He had a full head of black hair and warmth in his face. His blue eyes had much care to them.
“I didn’t expect any of this,” Stephen said.
“I know,” the man said.
“What am I supposed to do, Dad? I never wanted to fight like that. I never wanted to kill someone.”
“This life is the only your given, son. Anything your heart needs is worth fighting for.”
“I wish you didn’t have to die.”
“Nothing slows in life. It can and cannot be fair. You need to let go of it, son.”
“Of what?”
“This anger that lurks in you. It eats at your very being.”
Stephen closed his eyes. Pain had eaten at him too long. Life after his father had never been the same. An accident had about killed him, and when he got better and life continued, he fell. He lay crippled on the floor knowing he would never be the same. The future gave him back what he needed, but it came with a price. He had enough threats upon him. Darren only tore at him more. Herald’s good friend betrayed them all and made Stephen find a pain he never knew. He hated it all.
“Let it go,” Stephen’s father said.
“I can’t,” Stephen said. “None of this is fair. How am I supposed to -”
“Son, you will start by getting up. Get off your ass and hold your head high. Stop pushing away what your heart needs and realize that you’ll fight. That’s what you’ve always done. That’s the son I raised.”
Beep. Stephen sat alone in the lift. He pushed himself up. Blood did not seep from the wound on the back of his shoulder. Those bullets killed quickly with their fire. They also cauterized things. Stephen groaned. He felt the thing in him. He tried to limit the movement. His father was right, but had Stephen always fought?
Beep. The doors slid open with a grind. Silence had been too long. Stephen limped out of the lift. The way out was a long hall with a large glass window. Not a person was in sight. Stephen neared the end and waved the little pass in front of the reader. Once more a grind came.
Horns blared. Stephen stepped out onto a platform. This walkway reminded him of those higher up. Much life flowed here. What time was it? He came close to the rail and stared down. This lift had taken him far from the ground and above other levels.
“Sir?” a woman said. Stephen kept hold of the helmet. A young woman stood close. Her clothes were clean. The Telicion smiled. Her eyes could bring a man to stare with their beauty. “Sir, do you need help?”
Stephen nodded.
Dad.
**
“Mr. Zumerkrin, it has been more than five hours,” Officer Dordy said. “Get some rest. We’ll be down here.”
“We should have heard something,” Herald said.
“The reports of the craft have come in. We do not have any information on where it has gone.”
Herald rubbed his eyes. It had pushed towards three according to the clock at the desk. The hotel had closed for the night. Only guests could get in. Two officers had been placed here in case Hanash returned and tried to break in. Herald kept by the front desk, trying not to tap his foot anymore than he already was. The others had taken to their rooms. He had not wanted to see any of them in tears. He hoped they had finally fallen asleep.
“Mr. Zumerkrin, I implore you to go back to your room,” Officer Dordy said. “It’s late. Tiredness does no one well.” His partner motioned with his thumb to the bathroom. Dordy nodded. “We’ll inform you the moment we learn anything.”
Galat II had different police by sectors. They were supposed to work together. Here they had no word since a cruiser had attempted to chase Stephen and Hanash. Stephen hadn’t a clue how to fly a car here and getting in it had been foolish. Kodon was worth no one’s life anymore.
Whoosh. Something rose into the air and slid across the ground. The two stared at a beat-up helmet. Herald’s eyes widened at the sight of cracks upon it. A pair of feet came onto their level and approached. An officer kept to the man’s rear.
“Glory be,” Officer Dordy said. “It’s him.”
“Stephen,” Herald said. His whole body went limp. He let a breath out and tried to hug him. Smack. Stephen’s glare did not fade.
“We’ll need to get a report,” Officer Dordy said. “I’ll notify the precinct about this.” Stephen nodded. His eyes stayed fixed on Herald. Something lingered in them that made Herald’s chest turn. Officer Dordy pulled out his handheld. He looked back and forth between the two. “I’m going to use the restroom. Remember, this is a hotel.”
A chill rose as the lobby fell silent. Smack. Herald stared down at the containment tube on the floor. “You managed to keep it,” he said. “It wasn’t worth your life.”
“What did you do with it?” Stephen questioned.
“With what?”
“Kodon!” Stephen boomed.
Herald rose his hands quick. “Calm down,” he said. “It’s late.”
“Where is it?”
“You had it the whole time.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“Yes, you did,” Herald said. “It’s right there.” He picked up the containment tube. Some scratches had come to it since its journey. “When Ron opens it -”
“You have to have it.”
“Why would I take it from you?” Herald said. “You’ve had it since the Explorer C.” He tossed it back. It bounced right off Stephen’s chest and hit the floor. Once more, Herald picked it up. “Stephen, I can tell a lot has happened.”
“He opened it,” Stephen. “I didn’t see a glow.”
“Who opened it? Hanash?”
“Darren.”
“Darren? He’s dead.”
“No, he was Hanash.”
“That’s impossible,” Herald said. “Darren didn’t have the heart.”
“It was Darren. I killed him.”
The two officers emerged at the wrong time. “We need to work on that report right now,” Officer Dordy sternly said.
Herald sat in a small conference room. Officer Dordy finished up his report, most recorded by Stephen’s own word. Herald kept quiet. Many thoughts swarmed his brain. The depth of what happened with Darren made him feel cold. His best friend aboard the Explorer C had taken leave from his past role to watch him and wait. Did their friendship really mean nothing to him? Darren never once appeared like a killer.
Herald rubbed his face. He had been treated for a concussion. Herald stared at the man who had killed Darren. He wanted to say something but found himself lost for words when he tried to open his mouth. Herald had killed to defend himself. Stephen had anger behind his words and had suffered much.
A kind girl took Stephen to a late clinic where Stephen had a bullet pulled out of him, two bone fractures healed, and was cleaned up. It explained the change of clothes. A doctor gave him some geks to get back. It was more than Herald expected from anyone that far down there to do.
The helmet that turned Darren into Hanash rested on the table. Herald feared seeing it again till now. He kept envisioning Hanash breaking into his hotel room and bashing in his face. Darren. No one would follow them now without the technology Darren had used. If he alone kept that secret, no one could track it. Herald felt like tossing the containment tube, but he had to see for himself. Maybe the inner chamber had a shield to it. He found only a little relief in hiding that fact of that shuttle on the Explorer C from Darren. That promise to the captain paid off. What would have happened if he uttered a word to Darren about it?
Officer Dordy rose, coffee in hand. He took a sip and nodded. “That should cover it,” he said. “I’ll forward this to Councilman Wallace as requested.”
“Thank you,” Herald said.
The Galatian Empire had its own precincts around the area that reported directly to the empire before anyone else. They were fortunate to have the best on this before and not some desk cop sipping coffee. It still didn’t bring Stephen back without him doing it himself.
“Rest,” Officer Dordy said. “You have a meeting as I have been informed.”
Herald sighed. He had to keep that appointment with Ron now more than ever. Kodon’s once thought keeper stood up. Herald remembered seeing Stephen the first time. Alvin and Samantha would be happy to know he grew up well in the past. This future almost killed Stephen again. Too much had happened.
The door slid closed behind the officer with a final nod. “You need to get some sleep,” Herald said.
“Are you certain that you -,” Stephen began.
“I promise,” Herald said. “The last thing I ever wanted was to hurt you. I would have never betrayed what little trust we started with. I never opened it. We were to see it together. I never saw anything besides what your mother sent me.”
Stephen took hold of the containment tube. “It didn’t glow,” he said. “He didn’t see anything.”
“Did he take it out?”
“Enough to react,” Stephen said. “What happened to it?”
“It’s too late to ponder,” Herald said. “We’ll see Ron. There are answers in there.”
“Fine.”
The idea that Kodon was missing didn’t scare Herald. If the enemy had it in their hands the whole time and didn’t know, could harm really come? Without it though, Herald felt he would be breaking a promise on top of finding Stephen. Samantha wanted it away in better hands, and with its potential power, people should be wary of who controlled it.
The silence of the hotel didn’t fade. Herald kept quiet in the lift. A lone person waited in the hall, sitting on the floor in front of her door. Kim rose quickly without a word. She hugged Stephen. Herald tried to get around and ended up waiting near her door. Her tears stung. He had been sure to have them notified, but she may have been the only one up when the message arrived.
“You should come home,” Kim said. “No more.”
“I know,” Stephen said softly. “I can’t.”
The door closed behind Stephen. Kim shook her head. Her eyes soon met Herald. “What happened?” she asked.
“He killed Hanash,” Herald said.
“He killed him? Is he going to be okay?”
“I think so,” Herald said. “There’s a lot on his mind. Try to not ask more questions on it now. It’s late. He has to see Ron.”
“Not now.”
“He has to. You will understand later.”
Kim took a breath. She rubbed her face many times. “Herald, please be honest,” she said. “Is it right anymore for him to stay here? Hanash may be gone, but if things don’t change?”
“It’s not up to me,” Herald said. “This will be over soon enough.”
“I’m not asking what I know is a choice. I’m asking if he should be here.”
“If I had let bad things push me away, I’d never have found him,” Herald said. “Life is not straightforward and fair. I lost my best friend long ago and spent half my life hoping that his son had a chance to live. I still chose to follow what many thought a worthless effort.”
“Did you about die?”
“Once,” Herald said. “Kodon is not a nice thing. You know what it could do. If we don’t have it, then things will be better.”
“Things changed when he had his accident,” Kim said. “I’m happy to see him be closer to his former self, but not faced with what could cripple him or worse.”
“I know,” Herald said. “Kim, it’s late. Our minds think the worse when we can’t focus. Nothing I can say will help, and I don’t want this to be worse. You have to understand that.”
Kim nodded. Herald took a deep breath as the hall cleared. He clutched the rail and stared at the tree. It lit the place, bringing a warmth, and replacing much of the dim light the halls gave. His life hadn’t been what he really expected. He met Alvin when he moved to a new home and was very young. He spied him through a hole in the fence that connected their backyards. Their lives had been great until a moment came, and he wished that things were different.
Herald didn’t know what life could have been but knew that he may have been happy. Alvin and he had been best friends, and this indebted feeling upon what happened wouldn’t shake. If he had, much could have been. Perhaps he’d have a son of his own and a home on Earth or Galat II. A station wouldn’t be half bad. Did he mess up more than his own life on this course?




Chapter Eighteen

Stephen kept his arms crossed. The taxi rocked lightly in the flow of traffic. The driver took them down a bit. They could still see the sky and far down into the depths that chaos took him last night. Images plagued his thoughts from what the press did to Darren. Sleep hadn’t come easy, and only now had he started to rid of some of them. His eyelids wanted to sink, and he caught himself from going too far.
“Minute,” the driver called back.
Herald hadn’t made a choice on what taxi to get. Stephen didn’t mind not having a roof, but he really didn’t need the chatty driver this morning. Herald had been nice enough to keep their conversation going at first.
The meter kept running. The screen that separated them from their driver revealed their fare. Geks never seemed to be anything but a fixed amount. It was either 25 geks or 1000 - not 25.24. Stephen stretched and opened his eyes wide. A good old smack might help. They had been traveling for more than forty minutes now. Special lanes were made for crafts to push speeds and then drop to join normal traffic. There were spots also that were made for them to go up and down by the use of signals.
The taxi slowed and moved out of traffic. Buildings here were much wider. Slits along them kept to similar patterns. One section extended out for their landing. Bars rose, rails attached. A dark door revealed itself where slits had outlined. The taxi driver thanked them greatly upon the generous tip.
Up the taxi went not long after they got out. Stephen kept watch of it as it finally joined traffic. “Don’t worry,” Herald said. “He’s here.”
“Are you sure?” Stephen asked.
“We can’t stand on this if the taxi was denied,” Herald said. “Places like this have rules.” The front door had opened. “See.”
“Herald,” Ron chuckled.
Ronald Wulf had a bit of a gut to him. Unlike Herald, he had a full set of hair. The vibrant auburn didn’t seem like he and Herald were close in age at all. The two hugged, Ron smacking Herald’s back a bit hard. He chuckled from his belly. Stephen’s eyes lit as the man grabbed his hand and shook a bit hard.
“Good to meet you, Stephen,” Ron said with a big smile. “I hope my hospitality will help some from your events last night. Such events should not come.”
“Thanks,” Stephen said. Herald did say Ron was a lively man.
“Come in,” Ron said. “I must apologize. Shannon got held up. She won’t be back on Galat II till late.”
“Oh,” Herald said a bit disappointed. “I had hoped to catch up a little bit with her.”
“Give it another five years or more, and we both will be together a lot more.”
Shannon was a Kazmilin, as the picture in the living room revealed above the mantle of a fireplace. Twin Kazmilin girls stood before them, possibly mid-teens, each dressed as if going to a wedding. Herald spoke of the twins being off in the galaxy now.
Ron had a nice home. Outside may be plain, but not this. The living room was furnished, matching well with everything that had been picked. Fancy black and red fixtures gave a nice light to the place. This felt like a home. Natural light came from the windows, yet outside had yellow fields, not traffic. Stephen could settle in here and forget. In today’s age, he bet some people never had to leave home. They could forget where they were.
“You’ve upgraded,” Herald said.
“No kids,” Ron chuckled. “When I’m done teaching, I think we’ll move off this planet. We want our dream home to retire.” How long did people live with all the advances? Some races lived naturally longer, some too short if life took its course.
Ron took them into a kitchen unlike any Stephen had been in. The counters were black until Ron neared. They suddenly all came to a nice navy blue. The middle island had a fixture floating above with cooking tools hanging. Several only had handles with a dim lit screen. Did Ron have a choice on what utensil to use? Ron came around past a silver oven. Its top came to a strong blue glow, revealing four rings that may be able to move. A tall fridge rose by the counter and had a natural shine to it with the warming light around. A screen ran down the front and there wasn’t a sign of a handle. A selection lit with a tap. The very text projected off some and revealed the current stock, as well as a feature to start tonight’s meal.
Ron asked for a beer, which convinced Herald. Stephen could only think of water. The bottom part of the screen vanished. A dark tray hovered out with their selection and soon retreated as they took it. The cool tall glass felt nice. Ron and Herald clinked their green bottles together and took back some of their choice. Stephen found it hard to drink at first, eyes roaming about this awesome kitchen.
“Fill free to get something else,” Ron told Stephen. “The selection can be brought up.”
“I’m fine,” Stephen assured. “Can we take a look at the tube?”
“Straight to it, eh?” Ron questioned. Stephen nodded. “Good thinking. We can catch up later. You’ll have plenty of time to get back and ready for your meeting.” A suit hung in the hotel room for Stephen to wear - overkill to most interviews in his life. The style of it must be nice to some eyes - not his.
Ron took them through the home. Paintings hung on the wall of his girls over the years. “Wasn’t this?” Herald began.
“Yep,” Ron said. “No kids, more space. She doesn’t care.”
What had once been a large bedroom came far from it. The lab had a long counter on the wall, a couple tables, Ron’s desk, and much equipment. A window here gave view of fluctuating, dark red nebula. Stephen scratched his head. Ron motioned to chairs in front of a table. A mess littered it, like an old professor kept his office back at the university.
Ron moved aside some of the clutter for his beer. “Don’t mind the mess,” he said. “I finished something and meant to clean it up.”
“Sure,” Herald said.
“Honest,” Ron assured. He took hold of a bin on the floor and spent little time dumping all the pieces and tools into it. “See? Better.”
“Something broke,” Herald said. Ron rolled his eyes and took another swig. “Stephen.”
The containment tube rolled across the table. Ron snatched it up and eyed it closely. “All this fuss for this little thing,” he said. “It matches what you sent me. Cancels out a signature and has a nifty onboard computer.”
“Open it,” Herald said, “and Ron, it’s not just a little thing.”
“Sorry.”
“Open it.”
“Give me a minute,” Ron said. He walked over to his desk and brought back a tablet. Next came a spherical device to the table. It had a slot at the top. A screen came to life on the side with a tap. The slot popped open and up came a new clear tube to replace the one they had. “Do you want to do the honors, Stephen?”
“Open it.”
Ron sighed. He tapped at his tablet. A connection flashed upon it. A black box popped up for a bit with lines of code. It vanished. A green checkmark flashed before an operation menu of what may be the onboard computer for the containment tube. Tap.
Hiss. Ron brought the tube upright with a smile. He pulled. Herald leaned in, like Ron. The whole inner chamber came to rest on the table. “It is gone,” Herald said blankly.
“You knew?” Ron questioned.
“Stephen saw last night. I hoped, I really hoped -”
Ron picked up the inner chamber and tube. “Hmm,” he said. He walked over to the counter with them. Stephen hung his head. A hand came on his shoulder. It didn’t matter. He didn’t need to see the empty chamber again to know what Darren revealed. He wanted to smash things like Darren. Stephen cringed as the press hit in his mind.
“We’ll figure this out,” Herald assured.
“No,” Stephen said. “If it’s gone, let it be.”
“Hmm,” once more came from Ron and soon another. He worked on his tablet bobbing his head. He brought a magnifying glass from a shelf and peered at the tube and its inner chamber. Didn’t they have scanners to do that?
“Sam didn’t make mistakes,” Herald said. “She sent me everything I needed.”
“Hmm. Interesting.”
“What have you found?” Stephen questioned.
“I’m still looking into it,” Ron said. “This is very interesting.”
Herald kept by the table with his beer. Stephen took back the last of his water. When he got back to the hotel, he had good news to tell. No Kodon, no more trouble. That object of unlimited power was most likely lost. Whoever sent Darren never would have expected Stephen to know a damn thing. They might presume the empire had it. No one, but those in this room and back at the hotel knew the truth.
Ron finally backed from the counter. He hurried to his desk and scooped up twin small, clear balls. As he closed, Stephen spotted some circuits inside. “Catch,” Ron said. Stephen about missed the first. The second landed. A vibrant blue light surged within. “Wow.”
“Cool,” Stephen said, trying to be amused. “Are these supposed to lower my stress?” The light faded as the roll on the table. Herald picked them up. For a bit his fingers went over them. Stephen didn’t see some sort of trigger. He snatched one up. The glow returned. This energy swarmed inside with such beauty.
“What is this?” Herald questioned.
“Kodon,” Ron said.
“What?”
“He is Kodon.”
Stephen picked up the other ball and brought it close. The glow might mask much, but as he moved it on his fingers, he could spy a concentration on their tips. The balls hit the floor. He stared at the table. “This isn’t possible,” he said. “How? I don’t get it.”
“The computer read when Darren opened it,” Ron said. “It also read an emergency code triggered the day you were sent the data, Herald.”
“What?” Herald questioned.
“It detected a surge within, and the computer vented what it could to cool it down. As you know this tube is completely sealed. It had to vent based on its failsafe. It’s monitoring of the object vanished. Kodon escaped. Samantha did note that Kodon had shown some signs of -”
“That’s preposterous,” Herald said.
“You read her reports,” Ron said sternly. “Has he?”
“My handheld broke,” Herald said. Stephen only knew about the potential of Kodon; its unlimited flow at any capacity without any impact on it.
“Kodon moved on its own and not to a predicted pattern. Those balls have experimental draw technology that I based off the data the Porters worked on.”
“So, I am Kodon,” Stephen said.
“How in the galaxy did Kodon do this?” Herald questioned. “It’s an energy source.”
“An energy source does not explain this,” Ron said. “They found a way to draw from it that destroyed multiple machines before they realized it had to be restricted. Alvin focused on that, not the further answer to what it was. Kodon may have been means of a new source of power, but did we ever think to look at what Samantha’s own studies found? She claimed she watched it move, as if it was alive.”
“Ron,” Herald said. “If Kodon is Stephen, that means that somehow it chose to bond with him.”
Ronald pulled out a handheld. He tapped a few times at it and nodded. “He is reading as the whole signature,” he said. “Kodon has no form, but him now.”
“I’m right here!” Stephen shouted.
Ron and Herald’s eyes locked. “I do apologize,” Ron said. “This is unexpected. I had hoped the reaction would not appear. Kodon bonded with you when you were but an infant. You could have not known.”
“But why?”
“If I knew that,” Ron said, “I’d tell you. There is -”
Stephen rose, shaking. The glass shattered on the ground. “Damn it,” he cursed. He felt a ball turn in his chest. He could slam the wall and kick a chair across the room.
“Try to calm down,” Herald said. “We can think logically on this.”
“Think logically? This doesn’t make any fucking sense. We are chased by Darren for this damn thing, and the whole time it was me. Am I damned now?”
“Try to -”
“Don’t tell me to calm down!” Stephen shouted. Herald hung his head. “You, you.”
It felt like a hand came on Stephen’s shoulder. “Let it go,” his father spoke. “It will tear you apart.” A tear fell.
“Damn this,” Stephen said. He hated this. He hated being angry. People liked him because he didn’t hold to it. His old sensei would have him on the floor meditating.
Stephen relaxed. Herald held to him. “I swear to you,” he said, “we will figure this out.” Stephen managed to stem his tears. He hated crying. The ball broke inside. Let it go. “This isn’t fair. Let us help you.” Stephen nodded his head.
Stephen returned to the table and apologized for the glass. Ron shook it off with a smile. “The situation back then had been tense,” he assumed. He kicked back in his chair and rested his feet up on the table. “I can’t imagine what happened.”
“Sam didn’t include what happened,” Herald said. “I wish I knew why this happened to him.”
“Possibly,” Ron spoke, “Kodon sought safety and chose Stephen.”
“It’s a parasite?” Stephen questioned.
“No,” Ron said. “Your scans read perfectly healthy. The scanner module I installed did help me isolate it. Kodon is new and unique. Most scanners will detect an odd signature. They may not pick it up right away. Your body and it are one.”
“I’m a battery,” Stephen said.
“In some ways, but we are the only ones to know. We found it hard to believe. Others will too. No one expects it.”
Stephen nodded. It gave some protection. “Why didn’t it leave me after it knew it was safe?” he questioned.
“You’re asking questions we can’t answer. This is what I can conclude. Kodon may be of living nature. It may be a sentient being. It explains why it acted. I am not sure why it won’t let go of you. Maybe it has its reason or maybe it can’t on its own. Somehow it can produce the energy, and sadly, nothing more went into finding out what it may be. We can try to understand it more, but I feel right now it is time to figure out what to do with your current situation.”
Herald scratched his chin, like Ron. It looked a little funny, as if they were exchanging brainwaves. “The only people out there that may know something are the Aliefens,” Herald said.
“I agree,” Ron said.
“Who?”
“They are a race of advanced aliens who keep to themselves. No one knows where their homeworld is or any colony. They have in the past helped several races from dire events. Their technology is greater than ours. If anyone could give some input, it would be them.”
“They may not like it,” Herald said. “We have to remember Project Nova.”
“They did that?” Stephen questioned. “I thought -”
“No,” Herald said. “Data captured from a wrecked ship was used to assist in it. We only know that.”
“True,” Ron said. “I’d have liked to understand it. The idea of helping humanity wouldn’t be met well. However,” He dabbed a finger at his lip. “This is very curious and something they will want see to. That by itself may sway them to help. They may wish to keep it if they can separate it from you.”
“They can have it,” Stephen said. “I don’t want any more part in it once it’s gone.”
“Your mood has changed.”
“I have to figure this out,” Stephen said. “I have to be able to breathe here. I chose this, and I have to face it.” He could sense his father smiling at that. The greatest man he ever knew fought to the end - so why not Stephen?
“We should compile a report,” Ron said. “Councilman Wallace will need everything to understand this truth.”
“Yes,” Herald said. “Let’s get to work.”
“I want to help,” Stephen said. “We need to get this done.”
Traffic lost its effect after a while. Stephen sat in a chair that hovered on its own near the rail of Ron’s dropzone. The term driveway felt silly up here. He pressed the ground, moving himself back and forth. Tiredness had left after he started helping with the report. He had little to add. Herald was used to this stuff, and Ron had a powerhouse of knowledge with what he had been experimenting with off of Stephen’s biological parents. It was odd - how could he test things without Kodon?
Stephen rolled the glowing ball full of energy in his hand. It felt unreal to be able to bring it forth with help. He envisioned an old anime where the characters drew upon an inner power to act. That fiction never would happen here. His body had too many years to bring forth something. Kodon was part of him, nothing more.
Stephen took another breath to fill his lungs. Anger would be an enemy and he still felt it lingering in him. If it came back in full force, he had to be cautious. Too much had happened. How could he let it all go?
Horns blared above. The truck started to move once more, horns continuing after. Things here weren’t bad. Living in Galat II would take getting used to. Stephen hoped to leave the planet. It sucked not having a clue of the future. Stephen always felt like he had some idea of what would happen in the past until he fell. He saw Kodon being gone, not how, and then a life of his choosing after.
“Stephen,” Herald called. “We need to leave. I called for a taxi. I sent the report to Councilman Wallace. I am not sure if he’ll have time to read it all before. We must keep quiet about this till then.”
“What about the others?”
“We’ll have little time when we get back. I don’t think it’ll be enough to make them understand. Ron suggests bringing one of the balls with you. We’ll have to see what happens and adjust.”
“Play it by ear.”
“Play it by what?”
“It’s a saying we have in the past. When we don’t know how to go about something but need to do it.”
“I like that. I might use it.”
Stephen chuckled. “Different worlds,” he said.
“Is that another?”
“Yes,” Stephen said. He chuckled and let out a sigh. Hopefully, there would be time to come for the two to really talk and not worry. It felt like go, go, go.
“It’s nice to see you smile after last night.”
“What can I say? Better to be positive and smile then pissed with gloom.”
“I can’t say I’d have the same attitude.”
“I have to.”




Chapter Nineteen

The slim fitting, teal suit had a coolness to it. Stephen would be tugging at the collar back in the past. When he went to visit the university of choice for his doctorate, he wore a suit that had him sweating like crazy. Had it been or could it have been also that it determined part of his future? This would have made it easier. It was light, thin, and the coolness didn’t fade. Herald mentioned something in the fabric. The suit didn’t seem to fit Herald, like Stephen. Andy above all had the best look in one - like he could be on a magazine.
The taxi kept with a slow line of traffic in the Galatian Empire Sector of Galat II. Cruisers floated about, and the security would have Stephen watching his speed and what he said fast. The cab they got didn’t let them see the driver, which at first worried him a little. Fortunately, the driver got out and helped them in.
Stephen kept his head on the window. Tiredness had returned not long after he got in here. He hoped this would be straightforward. A drumming caught his ears. Gabe’s fingers kept to the headrest behind Stephen. Stephen brought his elbow back once.
“Sorry,” Gabe said.
“Relax,” Kim said.
“This is the biggest government in the universe.”
“Well,” Herald said, “we don’t know that. Try to keep some peace that we are meeting with Councilman Wallace. He’s not some figure who will tell you to keep your mouth shut. He’s promised to meet us as soon as we are there.”
“Jeez,” Gabe said. He whistled lightly. “Look at the size of that.”
“That’s it. The Morose Center.”
“For the council?”
“For them, senators, and where the galaxy meets.”
The taxi kept its distance above the massive complex. From this angle, the roofs all looked partially domelike. Each section curved slightly. Five buildings made up the place, four outwards and connected into the inner massive one. Lots of brick went into the design of the closest. The taxi dropped finally and followed a waiting cruiser.
It only grew the closer they got. How could someone work in a place like this? The building had many closed hangers. A lone unit of hundreds was open with a dark blue field. The cruiser pressed through. Stephen let out a breath. The taxi emerged inside a large hanger. Five armed officers waited with a man in a light blue suit, holding a tablet.
“Senator Gehris?” Herald questioned.
The driver came around and opened the door. His hand extended for Kim. Her outfit consisted of long black pants. They had odd, teal stitching that ran down the sides. Herald claimed it looked professional. Her white top had two slits near her shoulders. The teal coat was slim and was secured by two buttons. She had put on some makeup and her hair was up in a ponytail. She could easily pass as one of the businesswomen on TV if she wore glasses.
“Thank you,” Kim said, as her feet came to the ground. Stephen stepped out last. The man in the blue suit smiled. Each officer wore the same matching black armored uniforms and held rifles at their waste. One stepped beside the man and whispered. A nod came.
“Welcome,” the man said.
“Senator Gehris?” Herald questioned. “I never thought you’d meet us here.”
“I am one of the councilman’s advisors. He asked for me to take you to his office.”
Senator Gehris was around Herald’s age and short. Stephen may be a head taller than him. Gehris’s hair no longer fought the greying. It had taken all but the top of his head, which had started to bald. He shook each of their hands with a friendly smile, while keeping his tablet under his arm. He waved suddenly. The taxi pierced through the field. With that, doors of the hanger started to close.
“We will go through security,” Senator Gehris said. “These fine officers will take us.” A Salzmenian started the march. Their rifles came to their side and seemed to float on their own. “How has your morning been?”
“Good,” Herald said. “How has yours been?”
“It’s been pleasant. I had been traveling recently, and it is great to be home.”
“Did you move to the planet?” Herald asked.
“I’ve lived here for a while, Herald. It has been some time since we last spoke.”
“You weren’t campaigning then.”
Senator Gehris laughed. “Oh,” he said. “I miss my old desk. It had been kind of you to donate to my campaign. I’m pleased with the progress humanity has made in the empire.”
“Do you want to be a councilmember?” Andy spoke. Senator Gehris’s head snapped back. His laugh went short.
“No. It’s a very tiresome career. I prefer my current role. Councilman Wallace does a wonderful job. He’s the youngest human to take a seat on the council.”
“A good one,” their lead called back.
“Yes,” Herald agreed. “He’s only thirty-four.”
“That’s it?” Kim asked. “That’s young.” There were age limits for a president back in their time. “I didn’t really think he was that young.”
“He has good wisdom, yet,” Senator Gehris began, “he still needs help. It’s good to have him here. You will meet him soon.”
The hall they took turned, curved, and eventually came to a wider hallway with an arched ceiling. Several tiny tips protruded from it. One popped out slightly and retracted, giving Stephen a slight chill. The officers kept glancing back. Finally, they came to a set of double doors.
“Clear,” their leader called back. “Kind of you all to follow guidelines.”
The officers used two panels to open the door. A gust of cool air brushed over them, dancing lightly with Stephen’s hair. The true lobby was large with many couches and chairs to sit in. A large desk lay empty. The mass of space being used was hard to envision. Herald could, as he said he had been a guest of Senator Gehris before during a big meeting.
“I’ll take them from here,” Senator Gehris said. “They won’t get lost and I assure there will be no trouble.”
“Adequate,” their leader said. “Make haste.”
Senator Gehris bid their escort goodbye. “We better hurry,” he said. “The earlier the better. You’ll want more time with him before the others join.”
“Others?” Stephen asked.
“I’m not certain how many. There is an issue on hand. They keep things confidential.”
“Oh.”
The lobby led to another hall. This place felt like a maze getting into. A large opening brought them to a tramway in. A tram hovered above the track, waiting to go into a dimly lit tunnel that stretched far. Senator Gehris motioned them on. Stephen took a seat near the front and found Andy joining him. The tram jolted and sped off through the tunnel.
“This tram will be replaced in a year,” Senator Gehris said. “I don’t mind the ride.”
“It seems like they are always renovating,” Herald said.
“They must.”
The tram shook a few times as it came out of the tunnel. It sped to the end, stopping a little roughly. Stephen rocked back and rose. Senator Gehris waved for them to follow with a smile.
“This place is huge,” Andy said.
“Yes, it is,” Senator Gehris said. “Please stay close.”
The building changed greatly. The halls had stone and brick, real fixtures above for light, and decor that stuck out. Stephen felt like he was back in eighth grade visiting Washington DC. Senator Gehris brought them to a stop in an annex with a desk. Two officers sat behind it with mugs in hand.
“Wallace’s,” Senator Gehris said. One nodded. “Come closer, please.” A ring lit on the floor. It felt a little cramped. Stephen tried not to press against the others too much. The very ring rose up from the floor. The field moved quickly. Stephen held to his chest.
“Wow,” Andy said. “Cool.”
“Walking is a good way to keep fit here when you have time,” Senator Gehris said. “This is better for meetings.”
“Do they use this for the big ones?” Gabe said.
“No.”
“Good. Someone would hurl.”
“Hurl what?”
“Never mind.”
The ring turned a few times. Stephen didn’t jolt like he would on a rollercoaster. It soon vanished below their feet before double doors. Senator Gehris tapped his finger to the panel. “Here’s where I leave you,” he said. “I need to get ready for a meeting. The lift will take you to his office from here.”
“Thank you,” Herald said.
“Thank you,” Stephen said. He shook the senator’s hand with a smile. It had been an easier journey in then he thought. A slight chime came. A round lift welcomed them with a nice greeting. Senator Gehris vanished behind the doors with a final wave.
“He’s very nice,” Kim said.
“He is,” Herald said. “Too many politicians have filth behind their smiles.”
“That never will change,” Gabe said. “We always hated the people we put in office back home.”
“Not everyone,” Kim said.
“Just the president,” Gabe huffed. It seemed to be a case in a lot of places. You hate the people they run against and then end up criticizing the one you put in. Then you hate them more once they are out of office and blame them for anything you could. Gabe’s father never stopped complaining about things like that. He had funny names to call certain politicians.
The lift opened to a beautiful, young human woman with a lovely smile. “Welcome,” she said. “Please, follow me. Councilman Wallace has been expecting you.”
Stephen found a mix of races working for Councilman Wallace. A room had three people taking a break. “This thing is bugging the heck out of me,” Gabe said suddenly. He smacked the side of his ear. A clear piece rested snugly in the canal and wrapped around his ear. It appeared nearly invisible until eyes really kept to it.
“Tell me about it,” Kim said. She adjusted her piece once more.
“It’s the best I could do,” Herald said.
“We appreciate it,” Kim assured. “It’s new.”
“It’s temporary.”
The young assistant brought them to an open door at the end of the hall. A man sat at the desk, very much that of a picture shown before. Another stood behind him, tall, and of a race Stephen hadn’t seen much of. The Melistinian’s unique orange eyes came upon him. He had unreal red hair. Strands of silver had started to take it. A pair of elf ears extended out, pressing through. It was hard to break the stare for a few seconds.
“Jim,” the Melistinian said quickly.
“Oh, hello,” Councilman Wallace said. “Herald, you must introduce me.”
Councilman Wallace rose quickly. He wore a dark grey button up and a pair of slacks. His tie rested on a hanger with his coat by the door. His office gave a wonderful view of the area outside. For an office, its size could be used for a few. His desk sat on one end with plenty of space on the other. Paintings, bookcases of books and relics, and a vase gave the place a grand feel.
Councilman Jim Wallace wore a smile as he shook each of their hands getting their names. He really was in his thirties and showed little sign of advancing into the next phase in life. He was well built and kept his hair in place with what might be gel.
“It is good to meet you all,” Councilman Wallace said.
“Should I go, Jim?” the Melistinian questioned.
“If you wish. I would like you to come back before the meeting if you would.”
“It is an honor, Councilman Weslick,” Herald said. He shook the man’s hand like a child meeting his hero.
“Do please treat me like any other,” Councilman Weslick said. “Call me Willard. I’ll be back shortly. My daughter is here, and she is not in a good mood.”
Willard closed the door behind his colleague. “Now,” Councilman Wallace said. “We have about -” He eyed the old clock with hands. “Twenty-two minutes. I’d like to get right to it if we can. I tried to read all you sent me. It is a troublesome scenario.”
“I would say,” Gabe said. “Excuse me, sir. It has -”
“Please call me, Jim,” Councilman Wallace urged. “I know things have been tough. I hope I can help. Please, there’s plenty of seating for you all. Let’s talk.” It felt a little odd for a man like him to sit on his desk while they took to pulling chairs up. “Firstly, I am extremely saddened of the betrayal and the mess Darren caused. It may mean nothing, but I am looking further into his record.”
“I appreciate that,” Herald said. “If it were not for him, we’d have been here sooner.”
“That is true,” Jim said. “I have read over what you sent. Please, show me.” Andy, Kim, and Gabe eyed the ball Herald held, a little confused. “That’s it?”
“Yes. Ronald Wulf is brilliant.”
Stephen sighed. He finally took hold. The vibrant blue energy surged within, bringing forth gasps. The play-it-by-ear scenario didn’t go as well and brought more questions by his friends until Herald managed to remind the course this meeting had to take. He talked on about what updates he could and what Ron, Stephen, and he uncovered. The clock would not stop. Stephen tossed the ball into the air once more before Herald snatched it.
“I see we have a larger issue to deal with,” Jim said.
“I am sorry that it came to this, Councilman Wallace,” Herald began.
“Herald, how many times will it take you till you call me Jim? You are not on trial, nor am I joined with my fellow councilmembers for a meeting.”
“I’m sorry, Jim.”
“That’s better,” Jim said. “I’m glad you have come forth and reported on what all Ronald has given you. It will help. I have a lot to think on and fast. We -” A long tone sounded. “Enter.” The door slid to a familiar councilman. Willard came to the side of the desk. “We were getting to our next course of action, Willard.”
Willard Weslick served as a voice of the council from what Stephen understood. This didn’t give him more power. He was the one who spoke during meetings and moved things along. From what Herald said, Willard may be the wisest of any of them.
“Kodon,” Willard spoke. “I have read some of the report. I agree that it is troublesome. It does sadden my heart to realize it has led to the deaths of many officers. Sadly, there is not much we can do to seek justice. You must understand, we are allied with the Talon Federation. There is great risk if we choose to act with nothing but our words.”
“Yes,” Jim agreed. “We must hold this discussion. I must inform you that Willard and I have taken the case of Kodon. The council agrees that we have the means to deal with it.”
“Okay,” Gabe said.
“As for your case, Kim, Gabe, and Andy, we are not in control of it. The council wishes to meet with you on this for action. The incidents that occurred has left this out of our own control.”
“Nor would it be allowed for you to make the judgement,” Willard reminded Jim.
“We will take you to meet them,” Jim said. “I ask that Herald and Stephen stay. We do not need to add to this.”
“I will stay too,” Andy said.
“Andy,” Gabe said. “You have sight. Use it back home.”
“I don’t think I can go home now. There’s a lot for me here.”
“But,”
“Gabe,” Kim said. “Think about it. It’s his decision. We both know sight would change things.” Gabe sighed. “Please, take us. What should we know?”
“Be strong,” Jim said. “State your case clear and answer directly. Are you ready?”
**
For a meeting, it didn’t seem right. The chamber was small, and the two councilmembers kept to the circular wall. Gabe kept glancing to the door. This room was too damn small for the rest of the council to join. It sounded like they were busy all the time. Kim nudged him slightly.
“Very soon,” Jim said. “I’m certain.”
Jim seemed like a nice guy, and someone Gabe may vote for. He didn’t speak to them as a citizen. Gabe felt like Jim could be his old English teacher who at times seemed to blend with them. Willard on the other hand, scared Gabe a little. His eyes were weird, and it felt like anytime he looked his way, Willard’s eyes met his.
The room darkened. Gabe looked back to only jump lightly at who stood in front him. Five others had joined them. One flickered for a bit. Finally, he stood with his arms crossed. Damn. Gabe straightened up the best he could and took easy breaths through his nose.
“Thank you for joining us,” Willard said. “I hope your days are well.”
Two cat people joined them, Kazmilins as Gabe had been told a few times, an overgrown lizard, a Telicion with very short white hair, and some weird blue alien who at times seemed to float. She wore a blue robe, which color was darker than her skin. She bowed lightly to the others. Her neck had gills on them that opened lightly.
“We have agreed on fifteen minutes,” the strange alien said. Nods came around.
“You have Herald Zumerkrin’s report on the encounter,” Jim said. “Much trouble has come since they came here. I feel it is fair that they be returned.”
“One broke many laws last night,” one of the Kazmilins said. “It resulted in the death of a man who should have been questioned.”
“Under circumstance,” the lizard spoke, “impossible.”
Nods came. “Let’s proceed to these two,” Willard said. “Time is precious. You have the reports. Shall we open to questions or shall we vote now?”
“Questions,” a few voiced. Nods came once more.
“You may wish to introduce yourself as you speak,” Willard suggested. “They are not familiar with us.”
“Past dwellers,” the lizard said. “Pleasant and simple times.”
“We would like to return to that,” Gabe said. “We are to be married in a couple weeks.” They had already spent a week here and the excuses he thought to explain it all grew weaker. He’d have to resort to kidnapping at this rate.
“Married?” a female Kazmilin spoke. “What trying times.”
“Let’s keep focused,” Willard said.
The lizard cleared his throat. “I Councilman Vergis,” he said. “I wish to understand Zumerkrin’s action. Did he force Stephen Jones to enter our time?”
“Um,” Kim began. “He did not.”
“Why willing to go?”
“Stephen suffered a major accident that put him in a bad state. He has been through a lot in life. Learning what he did, I think drew him here.”
“Manipulation?”
“No,” Kim assured. Stephen wouldn’t give it up and here they all were. “Stephen chose this.” The lizard nodded and crossed his arms.
“I am Councilman Persis,” the Telicion said. His antenna bobbed lightly as he spoke. “Did you fight at any point with any officers of the empire or authoritative figures?”
“No,” Gabe said. He caught himself from the laugh. “Why?”
“It is important.”
“We’ve been more than cooperative and wanting to go back the moment the shuttle left.”
Persis nodded. “Do you understand what has happened when you came back?” he questioned. He quickly cleared his throat. “Let me change my words. Do you understand the effects that happened when Herald Zumerkrin returned with you?”
“The Explorer C?” Gabe questioned.
“I am speaking of the effects it had on our time,” Persis said. “Have you been informed?” Both Gabe and Kim shook their heads. “Herald Zumerkrin has gave us what he has noticed with discretion. I did not serve on this council.”
“If I am correct,” Kim spoke, “you did not know this, correct?”
“Yes.”
“Then what does it matter? Everything that everyone knows is what they know. Herald is the only one who can see the difference.”
“That may be true,” Persis said. “We do not know. A previous reality has been overwritten. How would you feel if a person never existed and you never knew about it? Does it do justice on their account?”
Why hadn’t Herald told them? Gabe tapped his foot. “We had nothing to do with it,” he assured. “We didn’t prevent someone else from being on the council.”
“Time travel is something we haven’t dealt with. The tear is space if very special. What comes back does not return to what it knows. This may be from unimportant things, as you made yourself out to be.”
“I didn’t say we were meaningless.”
“Do you understand my point?”
“Yes,” Gabe said. When he returned, would Persis not be on the council or would he be there - or better yet, would someone else be in his place?
Silence fell. Willard stepped forward. His mouth opened. “I must speak,” the weird alien that floated in invisible water said. Without this translator, Gabe would be lost. Her mouth moved weirdly compared to the others. “I am Councilwoman Iwerin and I must speak on this. The most important question has not been stated. Why are you here?”
“Pardon me,” Gabe said, “but you know why.”
“I want you to clarify,” Iwerin said. “Tell me why.”
Gabe about scoffed. “We’re here because of Herald,” he said. “He brought us here. We never had time to act.”
“You spoke earlier that he did not force Stephen Jones. Did he force you?”
“He never,” Gabe began. He rubbed his foot on the ground. “His timing was bad. Stephen should have been given more time to consider the offer. What else were we supposed to do? I’d have -” Kim’s ocean blue eyes kept with his. “We couldn’t let him go.”
“I see,” Iwerin said.
“The situation -”
“Let me ask a few more questions. Did something force you to board that shuttle?”
“No,” Gabe said.
“Did you have ample time to leave, or were you injured and unable to?”
“No,” Gabe spoke.
“Then why are you here?”
“I’m here,” Gabe said. His fists clenched. “Because I did not leave the shuttle and stayed by my friend.”
“You’re here because you chose to be,” Iwerin said. “There had been ample time for you to leave. Herald Zumerkrin gave you warnings. Regardless of the situation, you could have stayed.”
“But how would we live with ourselves?” Kim said. “I wouldn’t have been able to sleep.”
“A choice had been made. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” Kim said softly. She hung her head. “I wanted to see him well, ma'am. Some choices must be taken.” Some nods came to that. Gabe took a deep breath. Willard stepped forward once more. Not another in the council spoke. Iwerin soon motioned for him.
“That brings us to a vote,” Willard said. “We must decide if you return based on everything presented.”
Iwerin suddenly looked away. “Willard, we must make haste,” she soon said. “I am needed. There are some issues on my homeworld I must attend to. I do apologize.”
“Hands in favor,” Willard said. He raised his hand first. Jim followed. The lizard’s soon came up. Gabe’s body became a statue. “Anymore? This is a matter that affects their future.” Not a budge. Iwerin floated away suddenly. She soon returned. Gabe stare, eyes begging. “Against.” Four hands quickly rose.
Gabe found it hard to breathe. “May I ask that we reconvene on this issue?” Jim said. The council’s eyes snapped to him. “This does impact them.” Kim eyes were wide. It was hard to tell if her chest kept rising. “Let time be a factor till then. We may see things differently. This has been the only time an issue like this occurred.”
“Hands in favor?” Willard said. Once more the three rose their hands. Iwerin’s hand slowly rose. Persis followed quickly. “We will reconvene on a further date.”
Light rose in the room. All at once the council vanished besides the two who brought them here. It started in the feet and moved up the body. Gabe’s fist shook hard. “You said that we’d fucking go home!” he barked at Jim. “How dare you!”
“Stop,” Kim said. She sunk to the floor holding her face.
“Kim!”
The girl Gabe loved more than anything broke down. She stared at no one, only held her face. Gabe came to his knees. He tried to touch her. No turn came to him, no hold like in the past. He stared at Jim and Willard with fury. Someone had to do something. Gabe once more put his hand on her shoulder. No matter what, he swore now that he’d get her home - at any cost.




Chapter Twenty

“What?” Stephen questioned.
Jim shook his head. “I didn’t expect that,” he said. “Only three. The right decision should have easily been said.”
“They’re stuck here?”
“We managed to get another meeting.”
“When?”
“That hasn’t been discussed.”
“How are they going to change their minds?”
“It only takes one,” Jim said. “The council doesn’t know a thing about them. If they knew more, maybe they’d have. I can’t believe this. I’m so sorry.”
“Where are they?”
“With one of my assistants,” Jim said. He took a seat behind his desk. “I’m terribly sorry.” He folded his hand and closed his eyes. “They need to be alone. I have never seen a woman break down like that for a while. Don’t, Stephen.” Stephen’s hand had about hit the panel in the office. “You can’t help them right now.”
“This isn’t right.”
“I know,” Jim said. “Willard is lost too. He has gone to see his daughter. This was to conclude our current meeting. I have cancelled my next meeting to extend our time.”
Herald sat in the chair close staring at the ground. Of anything, there should have been fairness here. Andy too kept to himself in the corner. His arms were crossed, head hung. Why would someone deny a birthright that Herald gave Stephen to those here? The past deserved those in it. So much for their universal principle bullshit.
“I can try to get a date set,” Jim said. He sighed. “It won’t help now. They are more likely to agree the same. A sudden change of heart isn’t something we should have in this line of work.”
“What am I supposed to do or say?” Stephen said.
“Nothing, not now. You have to wait. Let them be. I need to think on what to do with you in this new situation. Their situation doesn’t change that. We can’t have you stored away.”
“What are you thinking?” Herald questioned. “We don’t have the obvious means to separate Kodon. And stored away?”
“I should have not said it like that. We have to figure out the future. I have an idea, but I will need to talk to Willard. He is on this with me right now. Stephen, what would you want to do?”
“I want to find the Aliefens I heard of today,” Stephen said. “If anyone knows something about Kodon, they must. It’s something. Something is something right now. I don’t want to be an experiment in a lab.” Thoughts of being led to a lab every day for years to come made him cringe.
“I agree that their knowledge and technology is above ours,” Jim said. He tapped his desk and leaned back. “It’s a risk, but I agree. They may be a place to start. There may be others who are familiar with Kodon. We however, may have known by now.”
“What do you mean?” Herald asked.
“Kodon wasn’t hidden from all,” Jim said. “You did hand over some information on it a decade ago in hopes that someone else stumbled upon another. That information traveled, excluding the power that can be drawn from it. It had all those years for someone to take wind and come speak to us. I can network it again, but I can’t promise it will be different.”
Stephen rubbed the back of his head. “I hate to bring it up, but how long till I am known?” he said.
“Known?” Jim questioned.
“That I am Kodon.”
“Only Willard and I know that besides your friends,” Jim said. “We can keep it that way for now. That information may stay that way till we say different. There is the chance you could live your life while it is assumed Kodon never left that tube.”
“That is a big risk,” Andy said. “If Stephen tries to have a life and someone does come, I’d hate to be the one who believed nothing could happen. He needs to be safe. This thing needs to vanish.”
“There could be risks,” Jim agreed. Stephen rested his back on the wall. On top of his future, he kept thinking to Gabe and Kim. They were here because they cared. Shouldn’t they be free in this before Stephen took course? “I have an idea, but I will need time to see if it is feasible. I know it is, but not in the manner I see fit.”
“What is it?” Herald said.
“There could be more to come if we did find the Aliefen,” Jim said. “We’d have to start with them. I think at least.” There had to be something. “More can come as I said. We might be able to reach an agreement and have them help us in other areas. They have acted where many failed. Plagues have been cured by them, and an entire race had been saved.”
“You mean we find them and get ahold of their knowledge too?” Andy questioned. “That seems wrong. Aren’t we asking enough as it is?”
“We’ve always wanted to make a connection with them,” Jim said. “Anyone on the council would agree that they would be a great asset. I know they wouldn’t join the empire from our attempts before, but if they were to, it would be substantial.”
“Let’s start with one thing,” Stephen said.
“Yes, but there has to be more in order to get this going.”
“What exactly do you need?”
**
Christmas had been big at the Miller home. Andy’s mother would ensure a fresh Christmas tree came and was given the best care. She hated killing them and eventually found a service that gave a live tree that could have another home the next year. She’d decorate it, humming away, and do her best every year to tell Andy about it. He used to feel over the trees and try to figure out what ornaments were meant for him.
Andy never felt close to a god until a fateful day and tried his best after to be a better son. He wanted to be able to sit back home with his mother at Christmas and talk. The idea of seeing a real tree in his living room, like a miniature one of the huge one in the lobby, would be wonderful. This one had modifications done so it could get to this size.
The idea of going home couldn’t come, and now Andy didn’t see that option. Four councilmembers would have still raised their hands against. Could his sight story have made it better or worse?
A chair would be nice now. Andy hunched over the rail. Evening had come and dinner consisted of a pizza with something called klune on it. It tasted like ham. A box went into the room nearby. These doors kept sounds out. Kim hadn’t cried on the way back but did before she went into her room. Andy barely handed the box to Gabe when a door came between them.
“You should go for a walk,” Herald called. He strolled down the hall, munching on something. “It’ll be a better night than last.”
“I find that hard to believe,” Andy said.
“Come, Andy. Do you really feel that way?”
“No,” Andy sighed. Everyone was here, besides Stephen who had gone to the pool alone to soak in the hot tub. “I wish things were better. I understand their ruling. I don’t want to, but I do.” Herald rested against the rail and held out a black nut. Andy’s fingers rose for a bit. Herald brought it closer.
What the? This little nut had chocolate inside, not covered. Herald dumped a few more into Andy’s hand. “Go on,” Herald said.
“We screwed up a future,” Andy said. The damn nuts were hard not to bite into. Each had a different type of chocolate; white, dark, milk, and one too sweet. “They don’t like the idea of more changes we can’t see coming. I’d hate to suddenly cease to be or my friend.”
“Things weren’t too messed up,” Herald cut. “I saw little things. From what Jim told me, Persis got mad because he probably felt someone more important had the role, and now, he had it. The future is what it is. I’ve yet to see something that has really caused me not to sleep.”
“I see,” Andy said. “Do you think they can go home?”
“There is always hope. It’s what Stephen and I are living on with his situation.”
Andy nodded. Hope sounded at times like a go to thing when people didn’t really have answers. He believed in it and here, he did hope for both cases - regardless of their difficulty. How did you separate something fused with another, and how did you convince one person to change their mind? If the two did manage to go home, what the hell were they supposed to say? Sorry, we went to Africa for a month and Stephen and Andy joined a tribe?
“I’m not sure about Jim’s plan,” Andy said.
“Each councilmember has control of one-seventh of the empire’s forces, not only the military. Jim has the power to do what he wants with his own ships within reason. He can be taken out of his position if he did something foolish.”
“They can dethrone him?”
“He’s not an emperor,” Herald reminded. “Jim holds power and can do much with it. If he wants a ship to pursue a mission, he has to convince people. We’ll know soon enough what all he has come up with. I had hoped things were where we hoped, and we could be free of this.”
“That would leave Gabe and Kim here.”
“I know,” Herald said. “Nothing has gone to plan since we came back.”
“No, it hasn’t.”
Andy wished he knew what to do next. It felt like Stephen and Herald were the ones who Jim worked with now. Andy had no geks, and no place to go. He’d gladly help anyway he could, but where would that leave the other two? Their stay here had been extended, and who really knew when Jim would have a finite plan. If it fell apart, what then? They couldn’t live off Herald. Work experience had changed in the centuries that passed.
“There’s one thing I’ve come to like about the future,” Andy said.
“Does it involve travel?” Herald questioned.
“No,” Andy said. “Well, I do like the idea of going anywhere. I have come to like the little things.”
“You said one thing.”
“It’s something I didn’t have back home,” Andy said. “I expected everything. Nothing changed. I can be down here and suddenly I’m handed something amazing to try. Like those nuts. It’s nice.”
“It’s an interesting view,” Herald said. He dumped the last of the nuts into Andy’s hand. “The past has helped you and Stephen. You’ll have an excellent time associating. You’ve looked at everyone the same. I’ve had to warn Gabe and Stephen not to stare before.”
“People are people.”
“And that’s what many forget.”
“People are people so why should it be,” someone sung. “You and I should get along so awfully.”
“Really, Stephen?” Andy questioned. “Depeche Mode?”
“Sorry,” Stephen chuckled. He rubbed a towel over his head. He wore the trunks he bought earlier and a white sleeveless t-shirt. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”
“What’s a Depeche mode?” Herald asked.
“It’s a band from the eighties,” Andy explained. “Stephen’s father loved that decade. I remember coming over and him blasting it out back.”
“He never did like our stuff,” Stephen said. Andy shook his head. He broke Stephen’s CD in half once after he heard some of the lyrics. To defend Caleb, that band ended up falling apart and sounded like crap.
“How about we all go out for a walk?” Herald questioned. “This time, it will be different. I promise.”
“Eh,” Stephen began. He flipped the towel over his shoulder. “Sorry. I think I’m going to watch a movie. You two can go ahead. I need to get some sleep tonight.”
“Yes, you do. We all do.”
**
The morning sun had yet to rise. The flow of traffic had slowed and soon would pick up to what Galat II should be known for. A slight chill hovered in the air, or possibly, it only came to Kim. The hotel had an outdoor balcony with many tables for guests to use near the top. It had been a rare find early this morning when she consulted her room computer on what she could do in the hotel.
Kim took a nice breath in. And she was to be called a therapist. Countless times, she watched someone break and cry in sessions. In college, she had to learn to not react like she had. It didn’t help when she had the issues. She rubbed her dry eyes. Crying got old quickly. She had done it plenty in the past and hated it. Her mother told her always to be tough, to ‘turn the other cheek’ stuff, and at most deal with her emotions without bottling them up or letting them boil.
When it came to dealing with emotions, Kim had many things she’d do. Never had she been one to run or workout to help. She read, did some yoga, wrote down her thoughts, gone for a long walk, and oddly played Minecraft on occasion. She could try yoga now. The rest required something she hadn’t access to, and she didn’t want to leave the hotel.
Kim kept close to the rail that gave off a nice blue glow. This place really had a nice feel to it. Her room was nice, the food was great, and she did feel safe in her room. The future scared her, yet she knew it couldn’t be that bad. Back home, terrible things happened. How long would it take before it hit her then? She doubted another Hanash character would have met her.
“Oh,” someone said. “Good morning.”
“Stephen?” Kim questioned. “What are you doing up?”
“I could ask the same.”
Stephen strolled forth in a pair of shorts and a plain t-shirt. “I needed a break,” Kim said.
“I fell asleep early,” Stephen said. “I had some weird dreams. I tried to go back to sleep again, but here I am. I came here the first night with Herald. It really is a nice view.”
“Yeah.”
“Kim, how are you?”
“A therapist would help,” Kim said. She tried not to chuckle at the thought but did. “It’s not fair. I had this feeling though, Stephen.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah,” Kim said. Stephen plopped down in a chair and yawned. “I anticipated it. The idea of having to state a case came to mind, and I felt that they would rule against it.”
“You couldn’t have known.”
“I cried more because I was right.”
“Kim, I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have to be here anymore than you should.”
“We made a choice,” Kim said, slightly shaking her head. She sniffled. “I stood in that shuttle knowing that it would leave. I wanted you off, and I did nothing. I could have pulled. This isn’t where I should be, but I am.”
“I’m sorry.”
“This is not your fault, Stephen. I admit, I thought some horrible things when we got back about you. I wanted to shout at you and Herald. I wanted to scream. I only cried, and I hate it.”
“I wish you didn’t have to cry,” Stephen said. Kim pulled a chair from a table. She finally rested her back. She had been here a while without rest. “If I could get you back, I would.”
“Let me ask you this. Would you change your mind, knowing what you do now?”
“Would I change my mind?”
“Yes,” Kim said with a nod. This very question she had asked herself in different ways. “Be honest.”
“When haven’t I been with you?”
“I saw you drift from yourself, Stephen. I didn’t want to see you after the first couple visits to your home. You seem better, but -”
“But what?”
“Answer the question.”
“No,” Stephen said. His voice dropped. “I hated what happened, and I’m glad I can be me again. All this happened, and I feel like I have to be here still. My dad - well, he’d want me to fight. There’s a lot I need to learn and more than I could ever do. This really was my birthright, and I think my dad would have quit his job to come with me if he was alive.”
“I miss your dad.”
“Me too.”
“Then the right choice was made,” Kim said. She took a breath. “I don’t think you’d ever had been yourself again or at least to where you need to be. I was afraid Gabe would eventually push you away with the way you treated us.”
“I, I wasn’t myself.”
“I know, Stephen.”
“This still shouldn’t happen in order for -”
“You speak as if it is you who this is about,” Kim said. “You got better, and you found answers. We came because we chose to, and we have to deal with it. I don’t like, nor would I ever in my dreams find myself saying that I must come to terms with it, but I do.”
“You’re very strong, Kim.”
“I can be when I need to be,” Kim said. She wiped something from her eyes. “I miss my mom. She’s searching for me. I want to tell her I’m okay.”
“You’ll see her again. I’m sure of it.”
“Are you?”
“There is still hope.”
“Yes, but that doesn’t help now, Stephen,” Kim said. She could see her mother posting flyers and on the phone. She wouldn’t stop until she exhausted herself. Kim was her baby girl, and no one messed with her cub. “I’m supposed to get married in two weeks. I still have cake to try because Gabe got mad with the last baker, my dress needs a final fitting, and I still have to figure out how to deal with all of Gabe’s sisters.” She sighed easily.
“For someone who should be upset, you seem relieved there.”
Kim smiled. “I do want to get married,” she said. “I love Gabe. The wedding planning is tough. It was easier when we had months. This has been a break, and now, it seems that has to be postponed. I remember talking to Gabe the night before we left about how nice it would be to skip the wedding. All I want is his last name, a ring to show our connection, and to live with him as his wife.”
“Gabe wanted to go all out for your wedding,” Stephen said.
Gabe’s parents never had much of a wedding. The next day after Kim accepted his proposal, he talked venues. There had to be one to accommodate everyone. She had thought it would be nice for the ceremony to be small and the reception to have more. She was used to simple things, and Gabe didn’t need to go all out for her. He always did, and a lot of times it really made her feel warm.
“Are you going to be okay?” Stephen asked.
“I think so,” Kim said. “For now. I don’t want any more tears. They will come. I don’t know what’s next. I haven’t even thought to ask about you, and how does that make me sound?”
“Don’t worry about me.”
“See?”
“See what?”
“This is the Stephen I remember,” Kim said. She managed to smile. “I hope you don’t fall back.” Stephen stared for a bit and finally nodded. “You’re it then? What he was after this whole time?”
“Yeah,” Stephen said.
“Darn,” Kim said. “I don’t get it.”
“Me too,” Stephen said. “Now’s not the time. We should try to enjoy this sunrise.”
“One of my professors used to tell me that when he went through a difficult time with his wife, he’d use to come out before the sunrise to remind himself the day really was new. He’d try to forget the previous and work hard.”
“What happened?”
“They divorced. I’d have too.”
“Huh?”
“She was having an affair,” Kim said. “I don’t care the reason. If Gabe were to ever have one, I don’t care where we were in life, kids or home, it would be over. My professor tried, and while he tried to look forward, she didn’t.”
“So, he says to start a day anew?” Stephen said.
“I guess that sums it up. He needed the sun.”
“Do you think we can do that now?”
“I want to try,” Kim said. “I really do. It’s different when you don’t have a clue what will be new. I don’t have a home to go to or a job. All I have are you three and Herald. For the first time, I really feel lost.”
“Me too,” Stephen admitted.
“Tell me one more thing and we can watch it,” Kim said.
“We can talk as long as you want.”
Kim smiled. “Stephen,” she began, “do you miss anything about home?”
“To be honest, Kim. I haven’t had a lot of time to think on home. Sure, my dad comes to mind and my mom, but there’s too much to think about ahead.”
“Maybe you should take some time before too long and remember.”
“I guess it wouldn’t hurt,” Stephen said.
“You should try, Stephen. Your therapist orders it.”
**
Herald rubbed his neck. He needed a good massage or a relaxer. He had done too much with the pool volleyball game that Kim showed him. There were a few pools here. Some other guests took interest and joined. All that, and he remembered his age. Keeping fit at his age should be essential. There had been no holo-chamber on the Explorer C or gym to use.
The selection in the store inside the main lobby had a lot to get if you were hungry or forgot something while traveling. A dome shaped droid floated behind the counter. It had two hands. Herald tapped a small screen, triggering the droid to take a small packet of painkillers. The robot said nothing as the payment processed. Herald stepped out, looking back once. In some places, simple was needed. He didn’t agree here.
“Mr. Zumerkrin,” the pretty girl at the desk called. She wore a sleek black coat with a nice red ascot. “I received a package for you.” Herald neared, popping two pills under his tongue. “Would you prefer it taken to your room?”
Herald pulled out his handheld. “Who sent it?” he asked.
“Councilman Wallace. Would you like it here?”
“Sure.”
The seal of the empire adorned the long white envelope. Herald thanked her and took his time to the lift. He pressed his finger to the seal. The little reader came to life. The seal’s grip fell. He reached in and found a letter and five blue, transparent tickets with each of their names. An eyebrow rose. Herald read over the letter. His eyes grew large.




Chapter Twenty-One

“The Celestial?” Kim questioned. She thought Herald would invite them out again when he visited. Herald nodded. Stephen kept to the door of Kim and Gabe’s hotel room. “And?” Her eyes met Gabe who wouldn’t move from the bed. A shield could easily be around him with those arms crossed. “He wants us to join?”
“That’s what he said,” Herald said. The package had come this afternoon. Time wasn’t on their side. They’ve been here two days since the council ruled, and three of them weren’t going to be on Galat II much longer. “It’s up to you. Jim is willing to try and work something out for you.”
“So, he wants us to do this,” Gabe said.
“I said -”
“Cut the crap,” Gabe said. “The letter urges us to. What else are we to do? Will he offer us to be stuck on some station? Of course, we have to do it.”
“That’s not true,” Kim said.
“Yes, it is.”
“Gabriel.”
“Kimberly.”
Kim groaned. “Here,” Herald said. “I made a copy for you. I have these if you want them.” The neat, transparent tickets had her and Gabe’s names on it. She had liked how they made things pop like that. Kim reached for them. Gabe cleared his throat. She took them and quickly eyed them over. “I’ll let you discuss it. Send off party is tomorrow at eighteen hundred.”
“Six?” Kim questioned. “Do they use time like that here?”
“When it comes to duty, yes.”
“Oh,” Kim said. “Thanks.”
“I’ll talk to you two later.”
Kim closed the door taking a breath. Gabe was up and already pacing. “Gabe, please,” she said.
“How are you okay with all this?” Gabe questioned.
“I’m not.”
“You seemed cheery this morning. Oh, it’s not like our wedding is put on hold or anything.”
“Stop.”
“Don’t you want to see your mom again? We have jobs. What are we supposed to explain if we get back now? The more time, the worse. Like hell anyone would hire me. We’ve made plans, Kim. Hell, we talked about trying for a kid after we get married. We can’t raise one here.”
Kim took a deep breath. “I never said I was okay with this,” she said. “I’m not. I’m facing reality, Gabriel.”
“Stop calling me that.”
Kim sat down on the bed. She placed their tickets for the party on the bed and tried to read over the letter. Someone kept hovering over her. “He says he’ll work with us,” she said. “He didn’t expect this to happen to us.”
“And you want to journey into space?”
“We have a choice.”
“We should be home. Don’t you care?”
“Stop acting like I don’t give a damn!”
Gabe backed with that. He paced once more. “How can you be okay with this?” he asked. “You were in tears the other day.”
“If I were to stay that mess, I’d hate myself. My mom raised me better. I have to try and put a foot forward. This ruling was not fair, but you have to see we did have a choice.”
“We weren’t going to leave.”
“That made it a choice,” Kim said. “I know we made the right one. I’d hate to think what we’d have done if we left. Could you have slept at night?”
Gabe flopped down on the bed. “He’s my best friend,” he said. His tone came to what he had most times. “I didn’t want him to leave like that. He wasn’t in his right mind. Everything happened way too fast.”
“I know. We made the choice, Gabe. As unfair as this is, don’t you want to try and move forward?”
“I don’t want this.”
“I know,” Kim said. “I don’t like the idea of going to space, but if the council sees us attempting to make progress in our situation and not, um,” She sighed. “Mope.” It felt like the right word. “Then maybe when they reconvene, we’ll get another vote or more.”
“What gives them the right to control us?”
“It’s an empire,” Kim said. “They have to make tough choices. How would you feel about someone tampering with the past?” Gabe sighed, rubbing his face a little hard.
“It’s still not fair. We’ve done everything right. All that shi -, crap that happened should be plenty.”
“They do not know us, only what has been told,” Kim said. “What do you want to do, Gabe? Do you really want to stay in this room and be like this? You’ve had streaks since we got here where -”
“Where what?” Gabe questioned. His eyes kept to her with a hint of fury.
“You’ve snapped at me.”
“You know it’s been hard.”
“It doesn’t mean you have to treat me this way or the others. What do you want to do?”
“I want to go home.”
“Stop it,” Kim said. She rose and took the tickets. “We can do this or figure out something else. We can’t stand still. We must do something.”
“I guess there isn’t a choice in the matter. We didn’t have one before.”
Gabriel! Kim took a breath. A single tear fell. Gabe rose fast. His arms kept around her. “Please,” she said. “I can’t stand you upset. We have to do something. We did right with our actions.”
Gabe’s hold tightened. “I guess we keep moving and see where it takes us,” he said. He pecked her lips and gripped his ticket for tomorrow night. “I hate this, but you have a point. This means we are going to miss our wedding and everything.”
Kim’s heart felt pain when she thought on it. She had a beautiful dress she hoped would wow Gabe and make him lost in her. It may be wrong, but she wanted to see him cry like some men did at the altar. Putting Stephen in the picture before had made her worry. There would be someone in a wheelchair lost in darkness while a pure ceremony took place.
All these thoughts had come and too many tears. Kim wanted to move on with hopes that things will be alright. Gabe and she would marry, and she knew their lives would be good. The thought of not having her loved ones darkened things.
“Kim, I promise, we’ll get home,” Gabe said.
“You can’t make that promise,” Kim said. “It is not in our control. We can only -”
“Kim, I will,” Gabe said. “You will be happy. I will see to it.”
“I’m happy with you,” Kim said. “It’s made things easier to have you here by me.” For a journey, she had been fortunate to be alive and with those who cared for her. She couldn’t have asked more to have Gabe hold her and comfort her.
“One way or another this will work,” Gabe assured.
“I know.”
**
The taxi moved quickly with traffic. Stephen messed once more with his collar. He did like this blue top Kim picked out for him. It had some white spots on it in a nice pattern. What did they expect people to wear at a send-off party? Herald stuck to a sleek blue vest, worn over a black, long sleeve shirt, and some dark brown slacks. Gabe and Andy both chose a similar look to him, while Kim had picked out a gorgeous green dress that had been altered to fit her by a kind woman.
Stephen kept hold of his ticket. It had been in his sharp dress pants, but he feared bending it stupidly. The make of it allowed for good flexibility and didn’t allow creases. His name rested on it in glowing white letters. Some numbers, weird symbols, and the logo indicated something. He only got the empire’s seal.
Jim would meet them at the party and explain things. The letter informed them that the Celestial, a starship, had been chosen for this mission, yet nothing more other than the option that Andy, Gabe, and Kim could join, which came to be in the morning.
Stephen grinned. Andy leaned over the door once more with a smile. “Wow,” he said, “This area is neat.”
They hadn’t left the Galatian Empire Sector. The buildings were newer and had weird shapes and accents to them. He did like the pointed building they neared. The bottom grew round and had many lights making it pop. Of course, the moment they got close to the drop off, the reminder of the area came into focus. Two armed officers kept to the door. Their weapons were small though, and they were dressed down from their normal black armor with the empire’s logo on their chest.
“Enjoy your night,” the driver called back. “Miss, may I say once more, you look ravishing tonight.”
“Thank you,” Kim said with a warming smile. Her cheeks had a hint of red. “Thank you for the trip.”
Stephen tried to take it slow towards the officers. Herald presented his ticket. One pressed it to the back of a handheld and eyed over the picture that appeared.
An odd photo appeared of each of them. With all the monitoring in the Morose Center, a picture could come at any time. “Enjoy your evening,” the guard said as he slid the last ticket into a slot on a floating red box behind him. “Head down the hall and try to stay in the main room.”
Lovely smells hit Stephen’s nose as they headed forth. A man with a tray came by and darted into a large kitchen. Stephen took a big whiff. Pork came to mind. He smiled. Something sizzled on a tray. The server moved fast towards the music.
For a party, the music couldn’t be more bland. The main room consisted of two levels. The main floor had a stage in the center, the second looked more like a balcony that circled around. Many were here already, yet Stephen thought hundreds of people served on newer starships. Stephen neared the stage and sighed. All this for a party - and then kicked to a starship in the morning.
A spherical droid floated about the stage. A light flashed. Stephen tried to shield his eyes from another burst. It floated off the stage and neared the other. Flash, flash. Herald swatted at it. It backed and headed towards another. “Damn droids,” Herald muttered. “Don’t mind it. The captain will want to see what it recorded.”
“The little thing is cute,” Kim said.
“Annoying’s more like it,” Gabe said.
“There you are,” a voice rose. Councilman Jim Wallace hurried their way, holding his tie close to his chest. “Let me cover this quickly so you can enjoy the evening.”
Jim took them to the back, past a large table with a fascinating spread. Jim tapped the panel giving them some privacy in a small room. The doors slid closed, ending the odd music one might hear at a fancy dinner gathering. Jim motioned to a round table.
“Please, sit,” Jim said. “I promise to make this quick.”
Stephen took a seat by Andy. Jim worked with a small console before him attached to the table. He pressed his handheld once more. A white glow grew from the table. A starship rose from its depths and floated before them. A swipe on the console made it grow.
“Here we are,” Jim said. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t send information on the Celestial.”
“I thought this was a prototype,” Herald said.
“It had been. We decided to go forth and make it a starship six months ago.”
The Celestial didn’t appear like it would be a big ship - regardless of blowing it up. It would make the engine segments too large. It had a slim body, similar to that of a small cruiser, which grew some in the front. A front section came out and curved around. Not more than two-thirds of the ship were taken by these engines. Six of them were attached, three above and below, angled around the body and hanging over the back.
“Let me explain,” Jim said. “This is the Celestial, and the only of its kind. It serves as a deep space exploration vessel. It’s equipped with the most advanced stealth technology. We had developed it so it can pass through space of known life without alerting them.”
“Huh?” Gabe said.
“From where you came from, you had technology to be in space, correct?” Jim questioned. Stephen nodded. “If we passed through it, we may be seen. This Celestial is designed so it is not. It can also fool many vessels at a distance”
“Can it be invisible?” Kim asked.
“There is a feature which can make it appear to not exist. The sort of technology to completely cloak a ship without any distortion hasn’t come to where we need it. The Celestial can mirror its surroundings. For its purpose we are concerned with it being silent and kept off sensors. This is what it looks like then.”
The six engine sections rose from the hull, each being held to a point. Jim took his handheld and muttered something. Stars soon were projected in. The bland Celestial came to color and faded slightly with its pitch-black coat. The blue glow of its engines was faint. It sped by a planet, appearing like a shadow in the night. Back the sections came into place. The Celestial kept its pitch-black hull. Red appeared in strips down each of the engines and the front.
“Wow,” Stephen said.
“That may be a simulation,” Jim began, “and is what it does. We had to make some modifications so it could serve. No one likes the idea of a starship that can completely blend. That does not matter when it comes to its stealth mode.”
“Those engines were cool,” Gabe said. The Celestial faded, along with the light at the bottom of the table. “Why do they have to extend?”
“It creates specific fields,” Jim said. “The Celestial may be small, but in its stealth mode, it can outmaneuver plenty. Sadly, that form does limit its full speed. It’s faster than any ship I command.”
“You take a lot of pride in it,” Stephen said.
“Yes, I do,” Jim said with a large smile. “I hope you will find it fitting.”
“It looks awesome,” Andy said. “So, what do we do?”
“I have picked a team of individuals to assist in finding the Aliefens,” Jim said. “I have pulled needed data to assist in determining the best starting point. There will be an away team and there is a resource team to assist. Tomorrow, you’ll learn more about Sterno Operations.”
“If I may ask,” Stephen began, “how many will be onboard?”
“The Celestial had been meant for exploration specifically,” Jim said. “Vessels that spend a lot of time with its original role don’t have a lot of people. There are sixty crew members who will board tomorrow.”
“Sixty?” Herald questioned.
“There are family members atop that,” Jim said. “I think we are at seventy-one total occupants. I would need to confirm that. We have some fresh graduates and those taking to a second round. I do apologize, you are the oldest onboard, Herald.”
“You’re making me feel old.”
“I do apologize. Are there any questions before you enjoy the party?”
Stephen grabbed another of the purple eggs with an orange yolk. Deviled eggs had met their match. He wiped his mouth with a napkin and eyed a drink. The upper level had the same food as that below. There were four areas to get food and drinks. A place on the lower level had been designated for desserts which he’d have to get to - a couple times.
Seventy-one people seemed a little small for a community, yet not too bad knowing there will be a lot of people his age and into their mid 30s. He could make friends easily. He met a couple people already who seemed very nice. Stephen sipped away on some blue punch. Its tang could be less.
“Papa,” a little girl said. “More.”
“No,” the father of a little Telicion said. He picked up the youngling and brought her back to her chair. The three at the table had crumbs left on their plates.
“More?”
“No, Lex.”
“One more can’t hurt,” the wife said. The father rolled his eyes. Off the little girl rushed and snatched another of the awesome stuffed shells. She might have been three at the most.
“I apologize,” the father told Stephen.
“It’s no problem,” Stephen chuckled. “I’m Stephen Jones.”
“Mike Vandabar,” Mike said with a smile. He shook Stephen’s hand. “This is my lovely wife, Gecopi, and our little bundle, Lex.”
“It’s nice to meet you,” Stephen said. “Are you all staying onboard?”
“Yes,” Gecopi said. “We thought it best with Lex at her age. I’ve heard good things about the Celestial.”
“Where are you two serving?”
“I am the teacher aboard,” Gecopi said, pulling their daughter close. Her giggles brought a smile to each of their faces. “I will be watching the young.”
“I’m in Sterno Operations,” Mike said.
“Sterno?”
“Yeah. I’m not sure everything I’ll be doing. I’m a science officer and found myself handpicked a days ago.”
“They don’t always give enough forewarnings,” Gecopi said. “We were placed on a station a month ago. Now we’re going back into space. It isn’t all bad. Lex is young.”
“Fun,” Lex said. She nibbled away on her treat with her adorable smile.
“And you didn’t mind being told that soon?” Stephen asked.
“No,” Mike said. “Some people are told the very day they have to leave. Our housing is by the empire, so they are taking care of some of the move today. Stephen, what will you do?”
“Sterno Operations,” Stephen said. “I didn’t mind the move.”
“Well, I hope we can talk more later,” Mike said. “It will be a pleasure to work together. I never thought of all places it would be the Celestial. My, I saw the design. It will be a nice voyage.”
“I agree,” Stephen said. “I’ll see you all later.”
“You too, Stephen.”
“Take care,” Gecopi said.
Stephen grabbed another drink and decided to find the others. He stopped not far from the table. Andy didn’t at all need to be bugged. A lovely purple-haired Kazmilin and he chatted away at a small table. Her smile didn’t fade, and her eyes wouldn’t leave Andy. The two laughed once more. Andy raised his glass. The two knocked them together.
Stephen grinned. He neared the stairs, taking back a large sip. Fingers drummed at the table and once more stopped. The girl sighed, reading her tablet. Those ears and hair quickly pointed to a Melistinian.
“What are you reading?” Stephen asked.
“An old novel from my planet,” the girl said. “It’s boring. I’m not sure what my father liked about it.”
“What’s it about?” Stephen asked. He motioned to the chair. The girl nodded. “It can’t be that boring, can it?”
“Everything has been done before. Six hundred years ago it would be better.”
The girl pushed the tablet aside and took hold of an interesting drink. Stephen heard he could get a mixed drink around here. The purple didn’t mix with the red and seemed to lighten as the fluid sped. She sipped once more from the tiny straw and pushed it away.
“You don’t seem very happy to be here,” Stephen said. “Or was it the book?”
The girl chuckled. “The book could have made it worse,” she said. “I really don’t feel like going on the Celestial. It will look good on my standing. My father urged me to take the offer. Time will tell if I made the right choice.”
“Time reveals all,” Stephen said. “I’m Stephen.”
“Serena,” Serena said.
Serena was around Stephen’s age and was very beautiful like other Melistinian he had seen. Hair color for Melistinians was interesting; hers a darkish magenta that fell to her shoulders. That natural shine could rise easily. Her ears poked through her hair, yet only enough for the tips to pierce with how they were and how her hair lay.
“Now,” Serena said. “What do you think about the Celestial?”
“Me?” Stephen questioned. It wasn’t hard to quickly notice that now her words matched her lips. “I like what it’s capable of.” Serena sipped a bit from the straw. Ice rose. “It’ll be interesting when we leave tomorrow.”
“Very,” Serena said. “What?”
“Sorry,” Stephen said. He needed to quit staring at new races. “I haven’t seen that tint of eyes before.” The violet was unique and beautiful.
“They’re my mother’s,” Serena said. “I have been fortunate to receive much of her. She passed before I could remember. My father is glad I take after her.”
“That’s nice,” Stephen said. “I can’t say if I take after either of my parents.” His adopted father, Caleb, did have similar hair. All he saw of his birth parents were pictures, and he did share a lot from his birth father in that face. “I like being me.”
“Your hair is a mess,” Serena warned. “You may want to get in under control before tomorrow.”
“They’ve never said anything before about it.”
“I see. You may want to read up on standard grooming. I’m certain the captain will be sterner than your last posting.”
“Why are you upset?”
“I’m irritated,” Serena admitted. Melistinians tended to have good control of their emotions. “This vessel’s capabilities are beyond what it will be used for. Councilman Wallace’s judgment has slipped.”
“Don’t speak of him like that. He is a good man.”
“You’re excited about what’s ahead and do not see what I do. I don’t think an average human can.”
“That’s uncalled for.”
“I’m not here to pretend, Stephen,” Serena said. “I believe in facts and reason. I apologize if I offended you.” She sighed. Ice remained in her glass. “I will see you onboard. Perhaps this mission will not be a waste of the Celestial. The councilman should have chosen a fitting starship for this.”
One word had never been uttered since Stephen’s teen years. He had great respect for women. It could have slipped as Serena walked down the stairs with her drink. There was a lot he could have said, and ‘bitch’ would fit nicely. Tonight, should be cheerful, and he shouldn’t care about one opinion. She had a point that the Celestial seemed a bit much for this. Did some people already know the mission?
“Lousy party,” someone muttered. Gabe slid into a chair with a foamy cup. “When did they lose touch of real music.” The two snickered. This orchestral crap of the future needed to fade. “The foods good. Drinks are free. I’m set for tomorrow. When are we supposed to get our uniforms?”
“I think they should be at the hotel by now,” Stephen assumed. “I’m sure things will be fine before we leave tomorrow.”
“I wish we knew more,” Gabe said. “Jim didn’t give us a lot of time.”
“Herald probably has something already for us to read. I wouldn’t worry. Soon enough we’ll have our own comm lines and not hear second hand.”
“I always hated that.”
“Me too,” Stephen said. “Where’s Kim?”
“She met,” Gabe began, and dropped his voice. He leaned close. “This real hottie. I mean drop dead gorgeous. One of Willard’s race.”
“Melistinian.”
“Yeah, them,” Gabe said. “I think her name is Laura. Why do some of them have Earthly names?”
“Humans have been in the empire for a while. Some names are catchy. I met a nice woman named Geco…pe…maybe pi. I’ve heard a lot of weird names. I just met a real, you know what too, named Serena. Watch out for her. Where’s this Laura.”
“It’d be wrong to spy,” Gabe said with a cheesy grin. He about tipped the chair getting up. Stephen hurried to the rail. Kim wasn’t alone talking to this real beauty. Laura could be on the cover of any magazine in their time. The two backed. “See.”
“Wow.”
“Yeah,” Gabe said. “I still can’t believe the crew is this small.”
“There’s still a bunch to meet,” Stephen said.
“Yeah,” Gabe said. “I’m going to try. I’m sorry. I mean it.”
“Don’t worry,” Stephen said. “You’ll get home. We can spend some more time together at least. We’re coworkers again, minus our cars that smell of french fries.”
“God, I hated that job,” Gabe said. “You had the right idea to quit. It ran too late.”
“It almost killed me.”
“No, that bitch almost did,” Gabe said. “I hope she never gets on the road again. Damn drunk.” The worst part of that accident was hearing what happened. All Stephen saw were lights and woke in pain in a hospital.
“Hey guys,” Andy called. “I’d like you to meet, Sophie Zalbador.”
“Hello,” Sophie said. “Andy has told me a lot about you. Which one of you is Stephen?”
“I am,” Stephen said, quickly shaking her hand.
Sophie had some nice fur to her. Large black spots were on her arms. Her smile revealed some pointy teeth. “I’m Gabe,” Gabe said. “It’s nice to meet you. How much has Andy told you about Stephen?”
“Only that he’s accident prone,” Sophie giggled. She nudged Andy lightly. Her soft green eyes kept to him for a bit before they met Stephen’s yet again. “I’m certain you don’t have bad luck.”
“I shouldn’t,” Stephen said.
Kazmilin did have normal hair on their heads, which for some reason could not grow naturally longer than that of a human. Sophie’s differed a little darker than her coat. Hers fell naturally and for what Stephen’s saw of her race, it fit her well. She was very beautiful. The blue dress hugged her figure, and she had been gifted. A slit gave a view to something that did attract Stephen, yet the fur made things blend a bit much.
“I’m in Sterno Operations,” Sophie said happily. “We all get to work together! I couldn’t believe when I got the message to join. I’ve never served on a starship before.”
“I’m sure we’ll all have a good time,” Andy said. “Would you -”
“Can I have your attention?” a voice came over the room. Jim had taken to the stage that now had risen. He spread his arms. “Attention. Put down your drinks. You’ve all had too much. You have duty shifts tomorrow!” Laughs rang out. “I wanted to introduce a very promising man. He took command in a grave time and proved himself fully. I can’t think of anyone else to take command of the Celestial. May I introduce, Captain Andrew Maley.”
A well-built man in his early thirties shook Jim’s hand. Military cut sandy blonde hair, sharp eyes, and dressed in uniform; Captain Maley stepped forward. He turned about with only a slight smile.
“Good evening,” Captain Maley spoke. “Enjoy this night. Drink and eat till you drop, or you’re forced out.” Stephen chuckled like many. “Know this, you will arrive at the time designated for each of you and you will be ready for inspection at ten hundred sharp. Do not fail to show. We have a schedule to keep. Do not let the name of the Galatian Empire come to shame. The Celestial is a grand vessel. Let’s not abuse it. I’ll see you tomorrow. Be dressed to code. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”




Chapter Twenty-Two

A new officer of the Galatian Empire received three pairs of uniforms, a pair of black boots, pins for rank, and a strict duty to uphold themselves to the highest standard. Stephen tapped a small band at the back of his boots, and the very boot became snug on his foot. He tapped them both on the ground and rose. The package had arrived, and everything fit him without a need to come and get measured like he had for a tux.
Dark green marked all science officer uniforms in the Galatian Empire, theirs spanning part of the chest and partially down the one side of their pant leg. It blended well with the black. Stephen stood in front of the bathroom mirror soon, patting down his shoulders. He nodded. If only his dad could see him in a uniform that finally looked good on him.
“Are we supposed to put on our pins?” Andy called.
“What did it say?” Stephen asked.
“We must arrive in uniform.”
“Pins are part of it,” Stephen said.
“Do you want me to open yours?”
“Just toss it here.”
Andy instead, put the sealed green pouch on the counter with care. Stephen grinned. “They are delicate,” Andy chuckled. “I’m not sure how they are going to stay on.”
“They have to,” Stephen said. A spot on their chest had been made for them. Andy revealed to Stephen his pin, a single gold star. “Uh, does it stick?” Andy shrugged. He brought it to the area made. It pulled from his hands as he started to line it and turned on its own into place. “Sweet.”
“What’s one star mean?” Andy questioned.
“Uh,” Stephen said. The brief read flashed in his mind. “A hollow is a crewman and a whole is - oh yeah. You’re Ensign Miller now.”
“Isn’t that having some command?”
“I don’t know,” Stephen admitted. “This isn’t Earth and it’s a special operation.” He pulled the tab off his pouch and let his own designation fall into his hand. “Huh. Grab that booklet off the bed.”
Stephen brought the whole star to the spot. It turned slightly as it took its place. The hollow one to follow and took its own distance before it settled in. This was but another way they could keep unison. He patted at his chest. The Celestial wasn’t a military vessel, but he would still serve as an officer in the empire.
“A junior-lieutenant,” Andy called. “That’s a mouth full. Junior-Lieutenant Jones.”
“It’s long,” Stephen said. “I guess I’m a little above you.”
“Rub it in my face now.”
“Hey,” Stephen said. The two laughed. Stephen patted the pins. A right tug brought one off. Coming close once more, it went into place. “That is cool. I think I’m ready. We don’t have a lot of time. Herald wants to leave early.”
Stephen had all his things in a duffle bag on the bed. It felt pitiful to have so little to move into a new home; a few clothes for off duty, his uniforms, shoes, and a tablet Herald gave him. Onboard he could get more, but he could only wonder if it would be the choice of something plain or something to be himself among the crew.
One last check and Stephen had the bag in hand. Down in the lobby, they weren’t the only ones in uniform. The others waited, along with some strangers who Herald seemed to be having a good conversation with. Stephen stared up to the top of the high tree. A new decoration had come this morning, some oblong, green, four-point tipped hat.
“Looking good, Andy,” Kim said.
“Am I?” Andy chuckled. “I can’t say I pictured you in it.”
Everyone wore pants it seemed. Another girl talking to Herald had an orange uniform with the same design. Uniforms did make things simple. The booklet had much to it. Stephen had tamed his hair the best he could and considered a shorter haircut, which his commanding officer could demand or the captain upon inspection. Kim followed her booklet by having her hair back in a ponytail from its length.
“You all took to uniform great,” Herald said. He stopped by Andy and shook his head. “You missed a spot shaving.” Andy brushed over his face. Herald soon laughed. “I’m allowed a little fun.”
Clean shaven only came as a suggestion for certain races where it could look bad. The booklet wanted facial hair to be groomed and kept well. It felt pointless to grow your beard or goatee naturally onboard. Luckily, they could speed up hair growth or attach it better today.
“Hmm,” Herald said. He patted Stephen’s pins. “You’re a junior-lieutenant. You’ll figure out your responsibilities soon enough.”
“You’re a lieutenant,” Stephen said. “That’s impressive.”
“It’s only a rank. It’s what you do with it, Stephen.”
Fields kept back the fire for the transport shuttle. Ten stayed in their seats onboard, while their pilots preferred to stand in front of a raised dash to control their ascent. Three of those who joined them were from the hotel, the other two waited at a hanger. They weren’t alone to launch.
The shuttle rocked lightly as it broke into space. Stephen rested his head back. It hopefully would be some time before he had to come back to Galat II. There was a whole galaxy. If he came back, he wanted it to be for the council reconvening to send Gabe and Kim home.
“Do you think Jim will be there?” Andy whispered to Stephen.
“Maybe,” Stephen said. “He always has a lot on his plate. He may watch the launch from his office.”
The shuttle sped fast past a small planet with a lot in orbit. It took course towards a large cruiser. More protection waited in the area. Warnings projected, stating clearance was needed for all to pass. A giant turret came overhead of them. Stephen tried not to get up. His butt did come off the seat a little. It didn’t help the man in front had height.
Five shipyards were protected behind this force. The largest had a ship under construction and hadn’t gotten past the bare bones. Their shuttle rounded it and took course to the far back, one much smaller than the rest. Another shuttle passed through a blue field on the side. Theirs quickly went inwards and started to set down where a man in a yellow vest motioned.
“Safe voyage,” their pilot called.
A set of incredibly clean boots had a nice shine with their polish. A tall and very fit Salzmenian kept good posture as they neared. Three gold stars rested nicely on the chest piece of his blue uniform. His yellow eyes seemed to judge everyone he stared at.
“Welcome,” the commander said. “I am Commander Hatch, Chief of Security. Head through doors behind me. You will be directed onboard and told your quarters. Read material in room. Be present at call. Dismissed.”
Commander Hatch moved from their path and lifted a finger to the door. Stephen took little time to move with the others. The hallway was white and clean. Warnings hung around in different languages about work zones. A tap suddenly came to his shoulder.
“How long does it take?” Gabe questioned. Stephen rose an eyebrow. “The thing they put in my head before the party.”
“Oh,” Stephen said. “I think it’s different for everyone. Stop staring at their mouths, bud.”
“Easier said than done.”
“Holy cow!” Andy exclaimed.
Finally, the white hall ended on a side. Glass covered a long stretch and gave an excellent view to what would be home this next journey. The Celestial waited, a handful of tunnels leading in. Its engine sections, or wings, were planted on the back, ready for cruise. It could outrun and outmaneuver the monster of the ship that destroyed the Explorer C; the Amandora.
If it weren’t for the lit walls inside the shipyard, the Celestial may only look as if a faint, red glow of stripes lingered in the darkness. “Is it smaller than the other one?” Kim questioned.
Herald rubbed his chin. “I don’t know,” he finally spoke. “We only have seventy or so aboard. I think the Celestial could easily handle more if needed. As for size, I can’t be sure.”
“Size doesn’t matter,” a man ahead said. “It’s the technology and the space we maximize.”
A woman in a yellow vest prevented them going farther than the tunnel in. The transparent material making up the tunnel saw a few stumble at first. Stephen slowed, fighting the urge to press the curved wall. A green ray ran over the marks of the Celestial at the front. The small craft moved on and rushed over the tunnel, its blue engines radiating.
Another voice rose, same tone as the rest. Two white spherical droids floated at the end of the tunnel into their new home. Stephen stopped as ordered. The droid did not turn to him. “Jones, Stephen,” it spoke, “Crew Quarter B112. DNA Signature registered. Proceed.”
Decks on the Celestial couldn’t really be compared to any building Stephen had been in. Decks themselves were a layer, similar to a floor of a building, but the rest of the designation referred to a section and room. B112 was on Deck B, Section 1, Room 12. Telling the computer aboard the lift a section got him there fast from what Herald explained earlier. Stephen could also tell it ‘Deck 1, Section 1,’ as military ships in the empire used.
The Celestial had a screen near each lift and specific parts of the hall. One Stephen neared had off letters that changed to English as he tapped it. A menu appeared, one giving a layout of the ship, which let him choose a deck and section. An option came to also pick from a universal language to view it in. One of the five chosen were required to graduate. Earthborn gave him a little advantage.
A panel with a touchscreen rested by each door. Most had the last name of a person on it. Below, a little harder to catch if walking by quickly, was the room number. Even numbers covered this side of the hall. It didn’t take long. Stephen thought seeing Jones in the past like this would be for his office.
A simple tap gave way to where Stephen would spend his coming months or more. Light grew within his quarters. “Good morning,” a friendly voice rose within. “Please consult the booklet on your desk.”
A studio apartment could have less or a lot more. The small living room had a large couch and a chair that may fit two, positioned around a slim holo table with rounded edges. An end table by the couch had an orb hovering slightly off it. Stephen tossed his bag on the couch and brought his hand close to the thing.
“No recorded light setting,” the orb spoke, rising a bit more. A ring of light swarmed around its top. “Do you wish to set one up now?”
“No,” Stephen said. Sweet.
A clear desk was nestled up the wall with a view. A single large window took up most of it. It curved in slightly as it went up. A tunnel ran to the ship with a few people heading in with their things. Coming in, he hadn’t seen light coming out of any section of the ship.
“Computer,” Stephen began. “What settings are there for this glass?”
“You have full control of the inside tint,” the computer came through. “Night mode is currently set to maximum. Your current tint is at five percent. Do you wish to set up favorites?”
“No,” Stephen said. “Can anyone see in?”
“No,” the computer said. “The Celestial’s construction valued privacy and stealth.”
“Oh.”
Stephen took hold of his bag and neared his large bed. It may be a little under the size of a king and pressed very close to the other wall. An end table rested at one side with another small orb floating slightly above it. He unzipped his bag on the bed, eyeing his only choice for storage. The closet had sliding doors that vanished behind the walls. It gave him plenty of room for what he had and more to store when he obtained some real off-duty clothes.
The uniforms were hung up. Their material didn’t wrinkle well. He pushed what other clothes he had onto the shelves. Megan in the past had tried to get him to organize his closet better - rather than shove shirts onto a shelf and where he felt. He always found what he needed. What was wrong with a little messiness?
“Wow,” Stephen said.
The bathroom door slid open with a pull. Light had a low warmth to it. The sink was small, mirror spotless, and a drawer gave room for his things. The toilet looked pretty nice, and he hoped it could stay that way. Only a shower would come after a long day here. It didn’t feel cramped when he stepped inside. While small, he nodded his head at how it all worked out.
“Booklet,” Stephen said aloud.
Stephen pulled back the chair from the desk. It floated up as his butt came to it. He shook a little in it. Not once did it sink back to the floor until he started to stand. A laptop awaited him, a thin, dark glass handheld similar to what Herald once had, another of the floating orbs, and last, a red booklet with the empire’s seal on it. He flipped it open. Physical information existed, and it stated that it could be found in the database. He needed to set up his account by the end of his first day.
Tech had come far. The Celestial was state of the art. Stephen stuck with his booklet. It instructed him on how to set up his communication line, as well as his account onboard the Celestial. It gave information on the panel inside the door which linked to his messages and let him set greetings. There was a lot to make this room his own.
“Computer,” Stephen said. He cleared his throat. “Turn off overhead lights.” His father would smack him if he saw this laziness. Darkness took the quarters. Faint light trailed in from the construction yard. “Turn on personal lights, full.”
The light orb on the desk rose and lit with a natural warm yellow, as well as the one by his bed, and living room table. Light came from a shelf by the wall. It felt like he was back in college. He hated the overhead lights. His old roommate and he only had those on at the end of the year when they moved out. These lights left shadows that felt normal and seemed to ease him the more they stayed on.
Stephen pushed the light around on his desk. It had no heat to it. The booklet told him to consult the database for more information on them or ask the orb itself. They were very customizable, including color. He chuckled and leaned back. The chair only let him go as far as his old desk chair.
A long whistle came not long after Stephen finished with the last of his account setup. He still had to put in some information to customize it. The sharpness faded.
“All officers, report to the hall for inspection,” a woman said. The chair’s legs came to the ground as he stood. He patted down his uniform and took a large breath.
Stephen tried to check his hair once more in the bathroom. He shook what that girl said out of his head. A surprising man stood in front of the door to his left. “Ah, Stephen,” Mike Vandabar said. “We will be neighbors.”
“It seems so,” Stephen grinned. The two shook hands quick and took spot at their doors. “You must come over when you can.”
“I’d like that,” Stephen said.
The next quarter down from Mike had a familiar face to it as well. Serena’s hair was a little shorter, straight, and kept free from her eyes. A whistle sounded out, shaking Stephen. He kept himself straight and matched Mike’s position; arms behind back, feet together, head forward.
Three officers appeared at the end of the crew quarters. Captain Maley kept his hands behind his back as he stopped by each. His head moved little, eyeing each of his new officers. The Telicion woman behind him looked in her early thirties and was the second in command, Commander Nvgoer. Commander Hatch kept his distance, doing his own inspection it appeared.
“Jones,” Captain Maley said. Stephen kept still. The scholarship committee flashed in his mind. “I look forward to seeing your progress.” Stephen nodded. Captain Maley cleared his throat. “Ease up.” Stephen didn't notice the hand expecting his. The captain had a firm shake. He smiled and headed on to the next to meet his inspection.
A set of yellow eyes kept to Stephen. Commander Hatch grunted and headed on, tail moving behind. A soft sigh let Stephen relax. “Did he have anything nice to say to you, Mike?” Stephen whispered.
Mike grinned. “He read one of my papers a year back,” he said. “I like him. What about you?”
“He’s interested in seeing what I can do.”
“I’m sure you’ll do well,” Mike said. He patted Stephen on the side. “I’ll see you soon enough.”
“Very.”
**
“Final procedures set,” Commander Eliusie Nvgoer said.
“Thank you,” Captain Andrew Maley said. He leaned forward in his chair, scratching his chin. He had been on the bridge twelve times and knew once more that there were better captains who could sit in this ship.
The Celestial had been a shock. The prototype deep space vessel had big potential. Weapons had been implemented to make up for its size if combat would come, its warp capabilities could take them farther and faster than others, and those who came to operate it were very promising. The technology onboard surpassed any of the captain worked with. He knew someone who would love to sit in this chair.
“Take us out,” Andrew said.
The bridge of the Celestial had a nice crew. The captain’s station rested in the middle, elevated, so watchful eyes could watch and stay alert. Many of the stations had both a holographic screen above and controls on the station itself in case of issues. Sometimes the best tech needed to be real and not a projection. Too much can happen on a ship.
Andrew brought his holo-screen in front of the chair. The very bridge itself had the ability to display the outside of the ship on the circular walls, whole or concentrated. The screen was plenty. He tapped at his armrest. Two shuttles kept in front of them, lights flashing. It took little for their path to clear and get them moving faster than ships about could.
Galat II fell far behind. Andrew brought up their course. They had a bit to do onboard before a true course would come for Sterno Operations. He tapped at the coordinates. It was planned they wouldn’t leave the ship for nine days - a little less than some vessels. The crew must get acquainted with the ship and time would tell who would be transferred off. Andrew would hate to have to let people go on this ship.
“Sir, we’re clear,” the helmsman said. “Course is locked in.”
“Engage at maximum cruising speed,” Andrew said.
The Celestial was flung forward, vanishing in a blast of light.




Chapter Twenty-Three

The door on the lift slid open. Deck E Section 3 had been designated for Sterno Operations. The computer warned as Andy departed the lift that this sector was heavily monitored, and crew not associated with it were not to linger. He wore a smile at the sight of someone ahead. The purple coated Kazmilin leaned against the wall with a gorgeous smile.
“Hi Sophie,” Andy said.
“I promised I’d wait,” Sophie said.
“I’m glad you did.”
“We have about five minutes,” Sophie said. “We should hurry.”
Sterno Operations had a total of two halls and one joining them. They had been given eight rooms. One was the briefing room they had been ordered to report to. Andy kept pace with Sophie. She kept glancing his way with her smile. The two stopped and headed back to the joining hall. Herald’s new lab had a red glow to its panel. Hopefully, he would have good space to work.
Andy could spot the briefing room ahead. The two nodded at each other. They quickly crossed over to the other hall for a peek. They had enough space that the operation had a locker room put in. Quickly, they hurried back. They had been blessed to have a lot here. Their briefings would take place in a room that tilted down a little towards a stage. Three rows of seating had people in it already. Stephen had a place in the front. Andy thought to join him, but quickly saw the screen in front of every chair had a last name on them. His rested in the back row near Sophie’s.
Andy sunk into a very comfortable seat that kept him sitting straight. He tapped at the screen. He smiled once more at Sophie. She too had a login. Andy spotted an icon for setup. It took little to register his account with the pre-created profile for Sterno Operations.
Hmm. The Sterno Away Team had been pre-chosen for him to serve. It gave little information, only to tap to continue. The screen flashed to a dark blue logo with Sterno Operations running in two lines through it in bold, powerful letters. Their logo was a blue sphere with what may be a darker blue star behind it, a point rising out the top, and two angled points below. Andy nodded and leaned back. This would be work, and he would see pay in an account from it.
Seven seats were in each row. Time had started to run out, and there were still a handful or more free chairs. Gabe and Kim sat by each other in the row in front of Andy. The count came to fifteen in their seats. A man kept to the back with an interesting bone formation running down the middle of his face. He had darker skin and kept his arms crossed. Suddenly, the door slid open by him. Captain Maley stepped in. He shook the man’s hand at the door. The captain motioned down towards the stage.
The man with three stars on his blue uniform stepped to the side of the stage where a podium rose. His hair was dark and very short. Those piercing, dark blue eyes stare out at them as he took center stage. Huh. The man’s chin was lighter than the rest of his face. The lights suddenly darkened.
“Welcome to Sterno Operations,” the man said. “I am Commander Opal. I am in charge of the operation. This meeting will be short, as Sterno Operations consists of two departments; an away team and a resource team. You should know your designation if you logged in. If you haven’t, do so. I do not care for incompetence.”
Only one, a man with auburn hair, quickly worked to get it done. The Commander kept his hands behind his back, eyeing the man till his hand finally withdrew from the screen.
“Ensign Jenkins,” Commander Opal said. “Let’s not waste any more time.”
“I’m sorry, sir,” Jenkins said.
“Two lieutenants serve under me, and the rest will report to their assigned one in command. Lieutenant Zumerkrin heads our resource team, which a majority of you are on. There will be times some of you will take part of missions the away team goes on, and you will be trained in the coming weeks. Lieutenant Zumerkrin, please stand.”
Herald rose. “I look forward to working with all of you,” he said. Commander Opal nodded.
“Once this is done, those under his command will follow him to the lab. Our lab is restricted from anyone else onboard. Lieutenant Zumerkrin and myself are the only ones who can open it. You will do well not to enter or stay without our permission. Understood?”
“Understood,” the agreement came.
“Lieutenant Agler is head of our away team. He will train and oversee the progress. Lieutenant?”
Lieutenant Agler rose by Stephen. “We’ll talk soon,” he assured. “I look for the best in our operation.”
“We will have another meeting here tomorrow before the end of duty shift,” Commander Opal said. “You will follow your commanding officer. Captain, do you have anything to add?” Captain Maley shook his head. “Dismissed.”
**
Lieutenant Tom Agler had some muscles to him, and a pure military buzz cut. He led the away team to a conference room. His blue eyes came across them. He cleared his throat. “You will find that many doors require a rank above yours to open,” he said. “I ask that you try not to press that. When we get farther along, things will change, I assure you.”
“What can we get into?” Stephen asked.
“The locker rooms,” Lieutenant Agler said. “Things will change. Let’s go inside and chat a bit. You will not start your duty shifts here. You will report to the locker room and be in training gear before I arrive.”
Stephen nodded. The conference room had a white, oval table which appeared to have holo-technology from the devices on it. He found a seat close to the lieutenant who asked before they headed out for him to do so. Off duty, he requested Stephen to call him Tom. Stephen wouldn’t like to always be referred to by rank.
“Introductions are in order,” Lieutenant Agler said. “I’ll start. Give your formal name, not rank. I’m Thomas Agler.”
“Andy Miller,” Andy said. The resource team would have a longer time. There were only six in here.
“Sophie Zalbador,” Sophie said.
“Serena Weslick,” Serena said. Stephen froze briefly.
“Matt Jenkins,” Matt said. He gave Stephen a smile and nod.
“Stephen Jones,” Stephen said.
“Try to get to know each other,” Lieutenant Agler said. “We will work together in training. It is best to know the ones you spend your time with. The resource team will send team members over to train. Some may join us when real missions come, if we need their specialty.”
It made sense sadly why Gabe and Kim weren’t on this team. Why make it tougher when the away team was expected to be off the ship investigating and ready for combat?
“Now,” Lieutenant Agler said. “Our side of the operation will be on the front lines. You will learn to better communicate, research, and investigate. Commander Opal will speak more on our operation tomorrow. We are in search of the Aliefens.”
“Aliefens?” Matt spoke.
“Yes, and you will wait to speak until I am finished. There is something onboard that Councilman Wallace feels they will take interest in. Our hope is to make contact with them and have them help us understand it. There could be a chance for them to join the empire or possibly assist us in the future. Are there questions on our goals?”
“Is there a chance they’d be willing?” Serena questioned. “There has been bad history with some races in our operation.”
“We understand that. That is why this object I spoke about may sway them. I am not allowed to reveal details on it. Any other questions?”
“Yes,” Sophie said. “Can you better explain to us the line of command?”
“Oh, of course. I saw you noticed. Junior-Lieutenant Jones will serve as your commanding officer when I am not with you.”
“Wait, what do you mean by ‘with you?’” Serena questioned.
“I was chosen to train and supervise from my experience,” Lieutenant Agler said. “I plan to go on missions, but I will not go on all. I will choose depending on what the mission entails.”
“I don’t mean to question you, lieutenant.”
“Speak.”
Serena’s eyes met Stephen. “I’d like to know if he has any experience,” she said. “I don’t feel comfortable taking orders from someone who hasn’t served before.”
“Before?” Matt questioned.
“It is true that Junior-Lieutenant Jones is a new officer to the empire,” Lieutenant Agler said. “I have been informed that he is skilled, and Councilman Wallace sees potential. I said before that he is in charge when I am not present. We will have training, and I am certain he will prove himself.”
“I hope so,” Serena said. “I’m not comfortable with his background.”
“What do you mean by that?” Stephen questioned.
“You did not attend the academy, you caused a stir on Galat II, and -”
“That’s enough, Ensign,” Lieutenant Agler said with a sharp and stern voice. “Do you dare question Councilman Wallace’s choice?” The last thing Stephen wanted was to stick out because of his inexperience. “If you wish to voice concerns, Commander Opal can be contacted.”
“I see,” Serena said. “I trust he will not endanger our missions to come and learns quickly.”
“I’d knock that off,” Stephen warned.
“Is that an order?”
“Enough, Ensign,” Lieutenant Agler said once more. His face had turned a shade redder. “You will remember your place in the Galatian Empire. Are we clear?”
“Yes. I apologize.”
“Let’s move on. I don’t want any more disruptions.”
Stephen and Serena’s eyes locked, a slight ember in each that seemed to not fizzle. Weslick or not, he had come too far to take shit from someone who doubted him this much. Her eyes finally left after Lieutenant Agler spoke of their hours. There wasn’t a day off planned yet until whenever training got done, and that meant no day of rest. Weren’t they not supposed to be in the military?
**
“You have someone waiting for you,” Commander Vixen said. “I’d make haste, Captain.”
Captain James McCall lowered his glass. Only a bit of the brown liquor remained. He took a drink on duty when there wasn’t much more to do. Vixen waited by the door with his arms behind his back, head tilted slightly forward, and that annoying look he never seemed to lose.
“You did ask to be notified,” Vixen said. “It’s him.”
“Out!” James barked.
“Shall I not disturb you next time?”
Vixen strolled out, doors sliding behind him. James requested his privacy for only thirty minutes this afternoon. He hadn’t expected any sort of contact from his superior. He pulled his laptop close and finally, took off his do not disturb feature. A request popped in fast. Damn. It had come fifteen minutes ago. No wonder that asshole had disturbed him. He ran his head over his smooth head.
A black box grew on the screen. A blue line soon ran through it. “I expect fast progress next time I contact you,” a cold voice said.
“I apologize,” James said. He took back what was left of his whiskey and slid the glass across his desk. “What do you require?”
“I have an update.”
“An update? Do you need me to do something?”
“In due time,” the cold voice assured. The Amandora was a battle cruiser and stuck to patrols - sadly. Its time felt wasted, and James grew bored without a spark of conflict. “Hanash is dead.”
“I should have sent one of my best,” James said. He tapped his fingers together in front of him, remembering that final warning Hanash had given him before he left. “Philips would have done well with his team.”
“Hanash should have brought me Kodon with little issue. His time aboard the Explorer C must have weakened him. He was the most promising of those I picked. I do believe there was a fight that not even I saw coming. Kodon means more to Zumerkrin and his new acquaintances than possibly their lives. One, I have learned, killed Hanash.”
“We wouldn’t have the same issue.”
“I did not wish them dead,” the cold voice said. James rose an eyebrow. “You may understand in time.”
“What can I do?”
“Nothing. You are to wait. I will have need of you. I want you to work on your team. Make sure they are prepared. The Celestial has left Galat II and is on course to start their training. It isn’t time. The ship may not compare to the Amandora, but it can easily do damage and flee.”
Guerilla warfare had been a term used by humans long ago. The thought of running from a target many times was pitiful. The captain would rather end it there with injury than let his opponent have another chance to prepare.
“What all can you give me?” James questioned. Philips liked details.
“I have nothing yet to help. Sterno Operations has my eyes. I will contact you when I have more. Do not fail me. I did not help you reach your place to see failure.”
“I will not fail you.”
“Good,” the cold voice said. “The cause needs Kodon. I hope your team will bring it to me when I call upon them.” An evil smile spread across James’s face.
“I do not fail.”
**
Herald had kept the others after the first duty shift ended. Stephen felt lazy when he had been released earlier. It seemed like Gabe and Kim would have some fun. There would be experiments that may help the away team in the future and also the hint of Kodon being used some for research or more. It confused Stephen on how it would help if it was him. He had to work, not sit in a lab a day at a time.
Night had fallen upon the Celestial. Stephen laughed at the story of one of the resource team member’s goof that Kim told. Lab equipment was fragile, and Kim claimed Herald hadn’t yelled or been angry about it. It had been a beaker, yet it did come on the first day.
“I like your quarters,” Kim complimented. “Is it bigger than ours, Gabe?”
“No, it isn’t,” Gabe said.
“I think they make a lot of them the same unless you have family,” Stephen said. “Mike wants to have me over soon. I wonder if he has any privacy with his wife.”
“Jeez,” Gabe said. “The bathroom might be the only place to uh, be in private.”
“Be in private?” Kim questioned. She giggled. “Gabriel, that’s dirty.”
“I didn’t say anything inappropriate. Get your mind out the gutter, babe.”
Stephen chuckled. The four had come here after dinner. The mess hall on this deck had good food. Andy claimed to have met the cook of his named Yeri. The man was friendly and expected everyone to come by at some point. He had the largest mess hall supposedly and wanted all to know they were welcome. The promise of the home feel seemed much.
“What’s with Willard’s daughter?” Kim questioned. “Andy told me about some leadership issues.”
“Command issues,” Andy corrected. “She’s just jealous.”
“Is she self-entitled?”
“Doubtful,” Stephen said. “I thought Melistinians didn’t care to hold to that. I really have to prove myself, I guess. I met her at the sendoff party, and she had an attitude there too. Her father put her on the Celestial.”
“Daddy’s girl isn’t happy,” Gabe joked. Stephen chuckled. “Oh well. I’m sure you’ll put her in her place.”
“Don’t speak that way,” Kim said. “He has an important role.”
“He’s Andy’s boss,” Gabe said. “I’m sure Andy will help.”
“Yeah, sure,” Andy said with a grin. “I like our team. We get to train in the holo-chamber tomorrow.”
“Lucky. I want to go in one.”
The Celestial had three if Stephen remember right; an armory, one for crew, and one that favored senior officers before others. These chambers would take them off the ship to wherever the program put them. A completely fake environment could fool them. It sucked knowing without safety protocols, they could die in there. A bullet in there could kill them, even if it was made up by light and fields.
“We all need to grab one when we aren’t working,” Kim said.
“And when’s that gonna happen?” Gabe asked. “It’s going to be busy at night.”
Time was allotted each week that added up. They could reserve them by themselves or put time together. Sometimes a program would run by another that they could take part in without using their hours. Designated times also had simulations running anyone could join. They did make good gyms and great spots to relax.
“Well,” Andy said. “I’m going to meet Sophie. She wanted to show me one of the projects she brought.”
“Don’t be up too late,” Stephen warned. “Duty shift starts at 7:30 tomorrow.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” Andy said, saluting. “I promise to be on time at seven hundred thirty hours.”
“Knock that off,” Stephen laughed.
“We should go too,” Kim said. “I want to read more about our room and the ship.”
“Really, Kim?” Gabe questioned.
“I don’t want to miss something simple.”
“Try the lights,” Stephen suggested. “That’s my project tonight.” He tossed up the one on the end table. It had a nice glow to it.
Stephen soon said his farewells to his friends in the hall. It felt like things were getting better. He waved to Andy once more and headed inside. That Sophie really grew on Stephen today. She was very cute, and her eyes would need to keep to work tomorrow and not be on her new friend. Stephen grinned at the thought of Andy stroking Sophie’s tail.
Stephen neared the window. The tint had been put to almost seventy earlier and now came back to five. Stars flew by, like they would many times he looked in the future. A slight chill rose within. He took a short breath. Things had finally gotten to where he could breathe - really breathe. Hanash was dead, and he was on board an excellent vessel that could vanish if needed. His friends each had smiles, and there was purpose it seemed to what they wanted to achieve here. He hadn’t seen Gabe joke for a while.
All this had passed. This was what Stephen wanted. He took a deep breath. It felt like all at once that anger he couldn’t release left. He found an ache inside that had been there during his recovery on Earth. The accident broke him and brought him to his lowest. That pain still lingered inside. It reminded him he was mortal, it reminded him how fragile life was, and it reminded him that he had given up. A tear streamed. This was his one shot to live again, and he refused to let anything take it from him without a true fight.
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