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To my favorite teachers in the whole world. You’ve inspired me and thousands of others to use our imaginations and stoke our love of learning. My sister, Ms. W, and especially to my mentor, the late Bill Vaile. Thank you.
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There was the sound of another twig snapping. The two of them whipped their heads around. More creatures were stepping away from the trees. To Neil, it looked as though a section of the trees had suddenly sprouted legs and begun to move. He turned his focus back to the creature in front of him. It stood in a beam of sunlight that had filtered through the tree tops. The creature was not much taller than Neil, but it had broad, wide shoulders. Its skin was indistinguishable from the silver bark that lined the forest trees and if it wore any clothes, Neil couldn’t tell. The creature looked like a living tree, but with two feet, legs, arms and hands. 

Marie backed into Neil and pushed him forward until he was just a couple feet from the silver, treelike creature. By then, the other creatures had them surrounded. The one standing in the sunlight withdrew a longbow from its back and pulled an arrow from a hidden quiver. Neil looked at his device, it was just approaching twenty percent charged. They were surrounded, with no room for escape. The creature knocked an arrow onto the longbow and aimed it at Neil. 

A screeching sound came from above. It was so close that it made the hairs stand up from Neil’s neck to his arms. The tree-creatures scattered and ran back to the cover of the trees. Neil watched as they each chose a tree and stood up against it, closing their eyes to complete their camouflage. 

Neil and Marie were left alone, standing back to back as a dark shadow enveloped them. Neil grabbed Marie’s arm and pulled her to the ground just as the shadow whipped over their heads. Neil looked up to see a black, winged creature twisting and turning through the silver trees at unimaginable speeds. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Copyright


[image: image]


Race Through Space: Event Horizon 

Copyright © 2019 David Hawk

Cover Design by Romance Novel Covers Now

http://www.romancenovelcoversnow.com/ 

Books to Go Now

For information on the cover illustration and design, contact bookstogonow@gmail.com

First eBook Edition July 2019

Warning: the unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages for review purposes.

This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to any person, living or dead, any place, events or occurrences, is purely coincidental. The characters and story lines are created from the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Prologue


[image: image]


Year ~ 2050

Federation Security Ship: FSS Melvin

Neil sat in a black leather chair in a field of red and yellow wildflowers. His eyes were closed as the summer breeze rolled off of the Rocky Mountains. The wind was cooled as it came over the mountains. Early summer was always his favorite time of year. The snows had thawed, and the blooming flowers made the air sweet. Summer also made him think of his father. Neil and his father went on their camping trip every year on the first day of his summer vacation. Even after they had returned from Varillam.

Neil loved that there were no airplanes or passing cars to disrupt the silence of the field. One thing he missed in his life was quiet. This field was his only refuge. Neil heard the tap tap tap of a woodpecker hammering into a nearby tree. There was a rustling of grass nearby. Neil wouldn’t have heard it if he hadn’t also seen several blades of grass and flowers move apart.

“I know you’re there,” he said to the quiet field.

A deep huffing sound came from in front of him, followed by the pat of several feet running through the flowers. Something appeared at the edge of where the flowers stopped and the small clearing where Neil sat. His face grew into a large smile. “Sof!”

Sof bounded into the clearing. His fur reflected the sunlight and it had taken on a slight greenish color. There were blotches of red, yellow and purple that looked like leopard spots on Sof’s back. The creature’s long, pink tongue flopped out of his mouth as it happily ran up to Neil. Neil gripped Sof’s soft head in his hands and he began to stroke the creature. Sof started to purr as if he were any large cat from Earth. But he wasn’t any Earthly creature. Sof was an alien creature that the Simians called a hyparkis. He had six legs and the ability to expand his body when threatened. Neil saw his own reflection in the creature’s four large eyes. “You’re a good boy,” he said.

Beep...Beep...Beep

Neil looked toward the sky. “Go for Admiral Webb.” 

An image of an older African-American man appeared in the sky, just above the flowers. The man had puffy, silver hair and he sat behind a dark oak desk, flanked by two American flags. Behind the man were golden drapes that covered a large window.

Good morning, Mr. President,” Neil said.

“It’s morning where you are?” the president asked, smiling at Neil from behind the desk. “I hope you’re doing well.”

“I am, sir,” Neil said. “I was just enjoying some time in the simulator.”

“Where were you?” 

“Mountain View, sir,” Neil said. “I was with Sof.” 

“Well, I am terribly sorry to interrupt you,” said the president.

“It is never an interruption when my president contacts me from trillions of miles away,” Neil said. He began to smile but stopped when he saw a look of concern cross President William’s Lowell’s face.

“What is it, sir?” Neil asked.

“It’s Marie,” said the president.

The field around Neil disappeared and was replaced by a room encircled by long, round screens. Neil still sat in the black, leather chair, staring at the president. He felt a knot cinch in his stomach. He hadn’t seen his best friend in almost five years, when she took a research assignment to the Thaller galaxy—eight-hundred light years away.

“What happened to Marie?” Neil asked, not wanting to hear the answer.

“She was on the research vessel Otto near a black hole when their ship became disabled and was captured by the black hole’s gravity. Communication is failing due to gravitational interference.”

“Thank you for informing me, Mr. President,” Neil said. “Please keep me informed on their situation—”

“Neil,” the president interrupted him. “That’s not the reason I called.”


“Yes, sir,” Neil said. “Then why did you contact me?”


“We may not be able to communicate with the Otto,” said President Lowell. “But we know the ship’s location. In sixty-eight hours, the ship will reach the edge of the black hole’s event horizon and rescue will be impossible.”

“Rescue, sir?” Neil asked.

“Yes, I am asking you to go to the Thaller system and rescue my little girl,” said the president, choking up.

“Sir, my ship’s wormhole device will be severely compromised by the gravitational field coming from the black hole. I may not be able to direct the wormhole to Marie’s ship,” Neil said. “And if I did, I would only be able to bring back a handful of their crew.”

“You are correct,” said the president. “But we have to try. You’re the only one I trust to rescue Marie.”

“Sir, I love Marie as much as anyone,” Neil said. “But my mission was to lead protection for the Kaku delegation.”

“I already have a ship on the way to relieve you,” said the president. “Neil, as your president and as a father, please save Marie.”

Neil sighed deeply. “Yes, Mr. President.”

“I cannot begin to thank you enough,” said President Lowell.

“You’re welcome,” Neil said and the screen with the president went blank. He slumped into his chair and rubbed at his temples. His head started to hurt. It hurt because he was afraid of the impossible mission he had just agreed to. His head hurt because he missed his best friend and was scared that she might die. If the rescue mission wasn’t successful, he would have a front-row seat to her death.

Nobody knew what would happen when they reached a black hole’s point of no return, the event horizon. Not even the Teva were able to solve the mystery of what happened in a black hole. No satellite or probe that crossed the event horizon ever returned. Neil knew if Marie’s incapacitated ship crossed that boundary, she would be lost. As would everyone else aboard. He was their only chance.

Neil’s head pounded. There was no time to waste. He had to set a course to the Thaller system. Most importantly, he needed to brief his officers.

“ANA, how long will it take to arrive at the Thaller system and Marie’s last known coordinates?” Neil asked into the air.

“It will require two wormhole slips to reach the Thaller system. The first slip will take you to the Lee system where it will take your ship twenty-eight Earth hours to complete its wormhole charge.”

“Why will it take so long?” Neil asked his AI program he’d named ANA—after his baby sister.

“There is only a faint white dwarf star at the center of the Lee system,” ANA said, her voice echoing around the large room.

“Can we slip to the Thaller system at a lower charge?”

“Unfortunately, no,” ANA said abruptly. “It will take a considerable amount of energy to maintain a wormhole singularity so near a black hole. Plus, you will want to be as fully charged as possible. That will reduce the time it will take to recharge the ship when it reaches the Thaller system. Since not even light can escape from a black hole, it will take several days to have an adequate enough charge to escape the system.”

“Understood,” Neil said. “Set course for the Lee system. Please inform my officers to meet me in the mission room in five minutes. I will need you to have the ship ready to slip at once.”

“Yes, Admiral Webb,” ANA said.

Neil was alone, and the room was quiet. He closed his eyes and took a breath. A vision appeared out of the darkness. It was Marie as she was when she was a kid. The darkness of the vision melted into his Mountain View Middle School classroom. Marie sat at a desk in front of him. Her hair was in pigtails and Neil saw that she was wearing her Harry Potter glasses. It was his first day of school after having rescued his father and Dr. Lowell from Flora and receiving the rune from the Teva.

“Hey, you ready for this weekend?” Marie asked.

“You know it,” said Neil, thirteen years old again.
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There was no place in the entire universe that Neil wanted to be less than sitting behind his desk on the first day of school. A black cloud hung over his head. He was grumpy and he had zero patience for the kids hovering near him as they talked about their summer vacation excursions to Disneyland and Boy Scout trips. Neil wanted to stare down the kids in the crowd and say, “You went to Disneyland, huh? Well, I traveled through the universe through wormholes to a bunch of different planets. I almost died like five times, I came home with the secrets to the universe and my grandpa died on an alien planet”

“Have you thought about what you’re going to tell your father?” Marie asked, breaking Neil’s focus from the group of kids.

“He’s so busy trying to open the rune, he won’t even know I’m gone,” Neil said. 

“Yeah, you might think that,” Marie said. “But I would have an air-tight alibi just in case. Where do you want to meet?”

“I’ll pick you up after Mysteries of the Universe is over and then I thought we could head up the Granby Trail. There’s a field at the top. How does that sound?”

“Sounds like I’ll need to take my allergy meds early,” Marie said. The bell rang and the students who were standing took their seats. “Let’s make a bet. I bet I can find five paths.”

“Whatever,” Neil said rolling his eyes. “I see your five and raise you one more.”

“Playing hardball, are we?” Marie asked, squinting her eyes. “I will find eight paths and when I do, I want you to chauffeur me around on your dirt bike for the rest of the month. A lady must travel in style.”

“Oh yeah, when I find eight first, you are going to tell Dr. Lowell that he needs to put me on his show.”

“Whatever. I don’t have that clout,” Marie said.

“Sure, you do,” Neil said smiling. “I can tell he likes your mom. Just exploit that.”

“I would never, ever exploit my mother’s relationship to get you onto a nationally syndicated television program,” Marie said. “I would, however, exploit that relationship to get myself on that program.”

“Fine,” Neil said just as the bell rang. “If—when—I win, you owe me dinner at Charburger.”

Neil’s teacher, Ms. Woodson, walked into the classroom just as the final bell rang. Marie turned around and stuck her hand out to Neil. The two friends shook hands, sealing their bet.

“Everybody take their seats,” Ms. Woodson said, as the last students found their seats. “I hope everyone had a good summer.”

Neil really liked Ms. Woodson. He’d had at least one class with her since first grade and this year it was science. She was older, in her early sixties, and had short white hair. A pair of thick glasses hung around her neck from a thin, gold chain. She put a stack of papers onto her desk, grabbed a dry-erase marker and wrote Scientific Observations of My Biome on the white board.

“Okay, today we’re going to talk about scientific observations. First, can anyone tell me the scientific method?”

Both Neil and Marie’s hands sprang up simultaneously, leading to several groans from students around them. Neil felt embarrassed and slowly put his hand down.

“Ms. Arroway, what is the scientific method?” Ms. Woodson asked.

“Would you like the eight-step method or the basic four-step?” Marie asked, full of confidence.

Neil saw the school bully, a chubby kid with sandy-blond hair named Chris Roemer, lean over to his little, blond friend and snicker something into his ear. The other kid, Jimmy Watson, broke into hysterics and had to cover his mouth so he wasn’t caught by the teacher. Neil was sure that Marie could hear what they had said. 

“Let’s stick to the four-step method,” Ms. Woodson said.

“The first step is to make an observation and ask a question based on your observation,” Marie said. 

“Can you give me an example?” Ms. Woodson asked.

“Certainly,” Marie said. “For example, my observation is that Jimmy Watson and Chris Roemer like to make fun of smart kids for being smart. My question is, just how smart could those two really be if they stopped trying to be clowns and actually paid attention in class?”

The entire class audibly gasped and turned toward Marie and the bully. “The next step is to make a hypothesis. My hypothesis is that if Chris Roemer actually paid attention in class, his grades would improve,” Marie said. “And maybe he’d discover that he’s actually a smart kid himself.”

Neil saw something remarkable. Chris Roemer’s face turned red as a tomato and he slunk down into his seat. The smile was no longer on his face. 

“That’s enough, Ms. Arroway,” said Ms. Woodson. “Would anyone else like to tell me the last two steps of the scientific method?” Neil hesitated to raise his hand. He figured that would make things worse. 

When nobody else in the class raised their hands to answer Ms. Woodson’s question, she said, “The third step is to the test your hypothesis and record your observations. Finally, you need to draw conclusions based solely on the results of your experiments. Under no circumstances, can you alter your results, so they prove your hypothesis. That is scientific no-no numero uno. In this unit of class, we’ll be asking questions, creating hypotheses, making observations and drawing conclusions. Next week, you’ll be making presentations about your experiments. Start thinking of who you want to pair up with and what you want your experiments to be about.”

Neil sat up higher in his chair. This first part of the school year was going to be a piece of cake. He would have Marie as a partner. Not only was she crazy smart, but she did her fair-share of the work. Anytime Neil was ever assigned a group project, he did all of the work. He did it mostly because he wanted the good grades. The other reason was that before Marie moved to town, Neil had no friends. He hoped that by doing all the work, the other kids would start to like him. They didn’t. 

Neil barely paid attention the rest of the class. He already knew all about the scientific method. His mind drifted to the white sand beaches of Amphibios and he doodled a picture of a long-horned frog eating a slinky. Finally, the bell rang, and he stuffed his notebook into his backpack—his father’s old backpack. Marie packed her stuff quickly and she didn’t look back toward Neil. Once the aisle was clear, she quickly went through the door without waiting for him to catch up. 

“Buh-bye,” Neil heard Chris Roemer say. Neil looked over to him and the two made eye contact. “Where’d your girlfriend run off to?

Neil felt anger rising in his chest. He was never one for confrontation, but that was the Neil who hadn’t just traversed the universe and escaped death numerous times. Neil clenched his fists and had just taken one step toward the bully, when Ms. Woodson stepped up to them.

“Neil, please tell your father thank you so much for the tickets to Dr. Lowell’s planetarium show this summer.”

Neil looked over to the teacher and unclenched his fists. Chris Roemer and Jimmy Watson walked down their aisle and out the door, leaving Neil and the teacher as the only two people left in the classroom. “For sure,” Neil said and walked out of the classroom.

Students filled the hallways as they marched like cattle from one class to the next. Neil stood on his tippy-toes to try and find Marie, but she was nowhere to be found. Oh well, he thought. I’ll catch her at lunch.
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At lunchtime, Neil walked into the small cafeteria with a tray full of sliced turkey with gravy, mashed potatoes and a carton of strawberry milk. He surveyed the room. No Marie. He started to become concerned and started to head toward the back of the cafeteria, where the empty tables where, when he saw her sitting on the bleachers overlooking the little league baseball field. Neil put his tray on the nearest table and went outside, trying not to draw the attention of the lunchroom monitors. The late-summer air was cool, and the day was bright. He walked across the cracked, black asphalt to the bleachers until he stood behind Marie.

“Why didn’t you stick up for me?” Marie asked. “Those dudes have been giving me—us— a hard time since last year and you just sat there when they made fun of me.”

Neil didn’t know what to say. His mouth gaped open. “I’m so sorry.”

“I didn’t mean to flip out on you,” Marie said. Neil walked up to the bleachers and sat next to her. “How are you?”

“I’m sort of lost,” Neil replied. “We traveled through space and time. We’ve met alien creatures...and were almost killed by a couple of them. But now we have to go back to school like nothing even happened and we’re not allowed to tell anybody.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Marie said. 

“When my dad and Dr. Lowell figure out the rune, our world is going to change and we’re going to be famous. Until then, we have the pleasure of getting taunted by a couple of knuckleheads.”

“I know it’s frustrating,” Marie said. “You have to look at it this way, we still have so much to learn.”

“I guess you’re right,” said Neil.

“What do you mean, you guess?” Marie asked. “I am most certainly correct. Anyway, what are we going to do our project on?”

“Well, Ms. Woodson inadvertently gave us cover to go wormhole hunting,” Neil said. “So, let’s see what kind of things live in the field at the top of the Granby Trail.”

“Seems sort of beneath us,” Marie said.

“That’s kind of the point,” Neil said. “We get the easy A and we get to spend a day searching for wormholes without our folks wondering what we’re up to.”

“See, why did you have to say it like that?” Marie asked.

“What are you talking about?” Neil asked back.

“You just made this plan sound all nefarious.” 

“It’s really not. We’re theoretically conducting our own research. We’re tracking the coordinates of the wormhole paths and RALPH is getting a quick analysis of the planets.”

“Sounds fun,” Marie said. “I’m still going to win the bet.”

“This is going to be the longest week of my life,” Neil said.
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He was right. The school days dragged as if they were being anchored to the past. Neil’s pastime became half-listening to his teachers’ lectures and watching the clock that never seemed to move. 

The only thing to break up the monotony of the week was the season premiere of Mysteries of the Universe on their first Wednesday back at school. Marie and her mother, Ms. Arroway, came over to their house and watched the show with Neil and his family. The first episode was all about wormholes. Dr. Lowell described them as “theoretical” bridges of space-time. Neil got a kick out that. He wondered how many times Dr. Lowell had to say that line before he got through it without laughing. Dr. Lowell’s hair was puffier now and he had shaved his beard. Neil thought Dr. Lowell looked thin, but he was still as charismatic as ever. When the show was over, Ms. Arroway sat in the dining room talking with Neil’s parents. They were drinking glasses of iced tea that Neil’s mother had brewed for the night. Neil and Marie sat in the living room, flipping through a stack of comic books.

“How’s your dad holding up?” Marie asked.

“He’s tired,” Neil replied. “Mom’s been feeling sick with the new baby and my dad is always at the museum or the lab. He’s been sleeping there a lot. I know he’s getting super frustrated because he hasn’t made any progress.”

“Mom says that Dr. Lowell’s been pretty stressed out too,” Marie said. She leaned into Neil and cupped her hand to his ear. “She said that he might be leaving Mysteries and move up here full-time.”

“That would be so cool,” Neil said, a little too loudly. Marie’s eyes grew as big as saucers and she brought her finger to her lips. “Sorry,” he whispered.

“What do you think will be the key to unlocking the rune?” Neil asked her as he thumbed through a comic book.

“I’ve been thinking about that a lot,” Marie said. “What have your father and Dr. Lowell tried so far?”

“My father said that they’ve tried shooting lasers at it and almost set the lab on fire. They’ve also tried to heat it in a fire, but it never got hot. They tried to see if there were any lines where the rune could be opened, but nothing. Big ’ole nada.” 

“The Teva said to let light guide the way,” Marie said. “I don’t think they were speaking in a metaphorical sense. I really think that some sort of light will open it.”

“Well, my father—and Dr. Lowell for that matter—have already hit it with all sorts of light and nothing happened,” Neil snapped at Marie. He immediately stopped talking and stared at his best friend. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean...”

Marie stood up and walked out of the room to where her mom was sitting. Neil watched Marie grab her stomach. He could tell she was pretending to have a stomachache, so she had an excuse to leave suddenly. That made him feel horrible. He just didn’t know what his deal was. Why he was so quick-tempered. Sure, he was in the throes of puberty, but this was something else. Neil watched as Ms. Arroway hugged his folks and they all said goodbye. Marie didn’t even glance his way as they left. 

Neil quietly slipped upstairs to his bedroom. His room grew darker as the late summer sun set over the nearby peaks, throwing fiery rays of orange light across his ceiling. Neil flipped on the light to his desk and grabbed his phone and headphones. He didn’t even bother getting changed for bed, he just slipped underneath the blue comforter with the rocket ships. He put on his headphones and swiped on his phone trying to find anything to occupy the swirl of thoughts and emotions that were storming inside his brain. He finally settled on a video game podcast and turned it on, wanting any voice to break the silence in his room. Neil laid back in bed and stared at his ceiling, occupied by a dozen models of rocket ships that he had built over the course of the last several years.

Suddenly everything in his room seemed immature. It seemed like kid’s stuff. Sure, he was only thirteen, but facing death ages you immeasurably. All Neil wanted to do was jump out of his bed, pull off his rocket-covered sheets, rip off his posters and tear down his model rockets. The geeky voices coming from his headphones couldn’t calm the rising anger that crept deep into his bones. Neil felt that if he didn’t find some release, and soon, he was going to explode. He grabbed his rocket-covered pillow, and began to pummel it has hard as he could until his face was sweaty and red. Hot tears full of anger, anxiousness and surging hormones ran down his cheeks. Neil sat up. He needed to get out of there.
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Neil shot out of bed. His phone crashed to the ground and it took his corded headphones with it. Neil bent down and grabbed his phone, noticing a deep scratch went from one end of his screen to the other. He clenched the phone hard in his fist. His anger intensified. He walked over to his bedroom door and opened it. 

The light at the end of the hallway was still lit. That meant that his parents still hadn’t gone to bed for the night. So, if he was going to go anywhere, he had to get past his parents. If he were caught, they would undoubtedly send him back to his room or worse, try to talk to him about his feelings. An idea crossed his mind. His father still stored an old wormhole device in his tacklebox in the garage. He thought what if I go to the garage? I can go to Simia and come back. I’ll only be gone a second and my parents would never even know I was gone. Neil thought his plan was airtight. 

First, he had to think of a reason to go to the garage. He brought his phone up to his face. He could say that he was going to fix his phone. That would even give him a reason to be out there longer than usual. The plan was coming together. He shoved the phone into his pocket and made his way back downstairs. Just then his father rounded the corner at the base of the stairs and they nearly collided with each other. Instead of a collision, Neil’s father wrapped him in a warm hug. Neil felt a small portion of his anger melt away. 

“What’s up?” Neil’s father asked. “Why are you all sweaty?”

“Oh, um, I was, um...” Neil stumbled over his words. In his brief planning, he failed to remember the fact that he was an awful liar. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and quickly brought it up to his father, nearly bopping him in his face. “Phone. Scratch.”

“Phone. Scratch?” Neil’s father asked. “Are we talking like Neanderthals now?”

Neil started regaining his wits. “Sorry. I scratched my phone. I was just going to swap out the screen with my old one. It shouldn’t take too long.”

“Okay,” his father said. “Mom and I are heading to bed. Don’t stay up too long.”

This is easier than I thought, Neil thought. “For sure. No prob. Have a good night.”

Neil hugged his father. His father went up the stairs and Neil went through the house and out into the garage. He flicked a switch near the door and a dim, orange light illuminated the garage. Neil walked down the wooden steps and moved past his mother and father’s cars. His father had traded in his sedan for a black pick-up truck to help haul equipment to his lab. In front of his father’s truck was the workbench. Neil grabbed his father’s dented, green tacklebox that was on nearby shelf and he set it down.

Neil was hit with a severe case of déjà vu as he stood in front of the workbench. Just a couple of months ago, he stood in the same place and was just seconds away from having his life turned completely upside down. Standing in the dark garage, Neil wished that his father had never sent the distress message to him. His life had been just fine. Now, his best friend was mad at him, he never sees his father anymore and nobody likes him at a school, where he doesn’t want to be anyway. The desire to get away was intense.

Neil unclasped the lid to the tacklebox. It squeaked as it opened. He removed the top tray, revealing a device that looked like a small iPad attached to a torn and singed armband. It was the wormhole device that had belonged to his grandfather. A pang of sadness filled Neil’s heart. He missed his grandfather like mad and he wished, more than ever, that he could talk to him. Neil breathed through the grief and pulled out the wormhole device.

His father had repaired the wormhole device when they returned from Varillam and this was the first time Neil had seen it since. Neil slipped the wormhole device up his bare, left arm. In the bottom of the box were a
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