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You have just embarked on a tour of four short stories with an interesting tale to share.  Unlike the majority of short fiction out there, these have a unique quality that desires to be revealed to those humans who wish to explore the unknown.

These four stories were originally designed to be full fledged complete novels.  Sadly, a stroke and kidney failure put an end to that creative process, but the stories themselves demanded to be resolved.  The characters haunted the author’s dreams with unending conviction, pressing for attention by completion.

That compulsion was obeyed.

Daniel A. Roberts was advised to use an AI writer to complete these novels for a full release.  Daniel absolutely refused to do such a thing.  Instead, he reworked his stories to find a resolution to satisfy all heroes involved.  By converting them to short stories, not a single word was generated by any blob of disgusting unfeeling computer code.  

This is an end to a career Daniel did not want to have, but was forced to suffer through.  Your dedication to reading his fiction is supremely appreciated on levels the author cannot properly display with well crafted words.  His imagination rages with intense stories even now, as you read this, but is forever sealed shut for all time.  

Science Fiction & Fantasy getting combined with Dark Humor among serious situations has given rise to the newest title in Daniel’s list of achievements:  Lunar Blades and Cosmic Gambits.  

Let it be known to all imaginations in any dimension, including those crafty humans of Earth.  Your mental theater will never be the same again with these four final stories populating your reality.  

Good Luck and Enjoy your Adventure!
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Chapter One
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Mark Davidson didn’t know what to expect.  The room was nearly empty of all furniture save for a single desk and chair.  As a renown pilot with a growing reputation for excellence in the US Air Force, he knew there were programs in the military that aren’t commonly spoken about.  This seemed to be one of them.  The top secret offer from his commanding officer was all verbal.  Nothing on paper.  

The single gray painted desk did have a slip of paper resting on it.  All it said was ‘sit’.  With a short sigh, that’s exactly what Mark did.  The lone floor lamp in the far corner was plenty bright for the enclosed windowless office.  

Before any amount of boredom could penetrate his shell of patience, another individual entered from the same single doorway.  

She was a highly attractive red head.  There is cute.  There is pretty.  There is beautiful.  Above that is the realm of gorgeous, and then we approach downright jaw-dropping sexy.  This woman was in a class above all of that, which normally wouldn’t phase a military-minded man like Mark.  

However, this woman was exceptional in many different ways.  Any man who normally didn’t let the opposite sex visually affect him would most certainly be affected, though Mark did his personal best to hide that fact.  

“I’m Cathy,” she told him in a sweet soprano.  

There was only one chair, so she stood by the floor lamp, crossing her arms while leaning against the wall.  “You’re Mark.  Don’t worry about last names.  Or even middle names.  First name only from here on out.  No sir, no ma’am, no more of that military shit.  Do you understand me?”

He was totally taken aback by her stern attitude.  “Why?” was all he could get out before she verbally pounced!

“Because I said so, pilot!”  She took a moment to straighten her simple dark blue dress.  When she spoke again, she was much calmer.  “Pay attention, please.  This isn’t a job interview.  You’re on the new job right now, simple as that.  All of your questions will be answered in a manner you will not expect, so don’t ask me about stupid things like pay or health benefits.  None of that is a concern anymore.  You will be getting the best of the best.  What you actually need to know will help you accept a simple mind blowing truth.  Nod if you understand, Mark.”  

Used to the discipline of following orders, he nodded.  As expected, his mind was literally bursting with multiple questions about this vague program, but as insinuated, he wasn’t to start asking them.  

Yet.  

So he forced himself to relax while listening.  

She cocked her head slightly to the right while regarding his reaction.  Her long silky red hair fell off a slender left shoulder, enhancing her natural sharp looks.  She started her expected speech with a polite grin.

“During 2012 within the United States alone, there were 661,000 cases of missing people.  Of those cases, 659,000 were resolved.  That resolved number is about finding bodies, kidnap victims found alive, or missing runaway teens found and returned home.  Or put into the foster care system.  So congratulations, Mark.  As of today, you are becoming a statistic.  A dead body matching your height, weight and general description will be found in about six months, burned beyond recognition in a fire somewhere.  Your DNA will be changed to match that stand-in body and viola, you’re dead and gone.  Only you’re not dead and gone for real.  You’ll be serving your country somewhere else.”  

Mark nodded.  “I knew black-ops programs can be intense.  Anything else I should know right now?”  

Cathy grinned a bit wider.  “This isn’t a black-ops program, Mark.  Those lightweight knuckle-heads have nothing on us.  We’re beyond that by at least a quarter of a million miles.”  

She giggled, though Mark was hard pressed to understand what she found funny.  Cathy continued explaining, “But yes, there is something else you need to know right now.  By this time tomorrow you’ll be leaving for your new post.  I’ll meet you there two days after that.  Once we team up again, things change for us both.  Don’t misunderstand me.  I picked you personally because once we see each other again, I’ll be your wife.”  

“What?” Mark blurted out, that unexpected piece of knowledge rolling around his head like some rampaging psycho with a hammer.  

“You heard me,” she mildly warned him.  “We’re to be married.  No ceremony.  No justice of the peace garbage.  No silly paperwork.  I’ll be your wife with all the benefits therein and you’ll be my husband.  If you’re worried about that love thing, just stuff it.  Seriously.  You’ll be worried about other things by that time and then you’ll be more grateful for the peace of mind we can bring to each other when stressed.  Got it?  Just nod, Mark.  Or shake your head, which I advise against.”  

Mark slowly nodded.  His confused expression wasn’t lost upon her.  She did reflect a measure of sympathy, but she also stopped leaning against the wall, putting both hands on her hips while sharing an inviting smile.  She slowly half-turned, giving him a fantastic side view.  After a few more mind-numbing seconds, she went through the door, leaving him sitting there without another word.  

The door was left cracked open, which seemed to be the only clue that the meeting was done.  

Mark returned to his small apartment on the Air Force base, thoughts going numb.  It was not overly shocking that he might end up in that kind of program.  He was single, both parents in the grave of old age by the time he graduated flight school with no other family what-so-ever that he knew about.  

Would he have wanted to marry Cathy?  Physically, she was all the woman any man could ever want.  She did say that she picked him.  He also reasoned that if she picked him, she also got to review his psych portfolio.  

In other words, she knew more about him than he knew about her.  Still, besides her strict outspoken attitude in the short time they talked, he didn’t know if he could return any affection she might afford him.  He didn’t find mere lust a redeeming quality.  

Personality did matter to him, much more than he was willing to admit even to himself.  Should this bother him?  His intelligent half nodded, his wiser half shrugged, but his buried male instincts gave him a feral smile with two thumbs up.  

Something else started to nag him, but that got interrupted by a knock on his apartment door.  He opened it to find an Air Force private holding out a blank envelope for him.  After he took it, the young man saluted and left.  

Mark opened the envelope to find an airline ticket scheduled to leave the next day.  The only odd thing about that ticket was the destination.  There wasn’t anything printed in that box.  

What started to nag him finally returned.  He found it startling yet refreshing for some reason, that he was far more worried about this so-called husband-wife thing with an incredibly gorgeous but strange red-headed woman than the actual job itself.  

There would be more about that job revealing itself soon enough, he realized, and also concluded that the obvious efforts to conceal his destination was probably highly important to national security.  

With this realization, he was able to relax a little more, though it did take a lot longer than average for him to fall asleep that night while contemplating current events.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


Mark didn’t expect two police officers to wave him out of the airport security line.  Features set on autopilot for a curious reason as to why, he followed both men into a side room designed for security searches.  

Once in the empty room, both men smiled, tipped their hats in a gesture of respect and left him standing there.  The police officers didn’t utter a single word.  Not more than a handful of seconds went by before another smaller man in a suit entered with an odd looking case.  

“Pleased to meet you, Mark,” the tubby little guy said, setting the case on the floor.  “This box of goodies is now yours.  I know you have luggage, but consider that all gone.  Even the uniform you’re wearing is going away.  Get the new clothes out of that case and put them on.  They’re required for the rest of your trip, no excuses.  An MP will be by in exactly ten minutes to escort you to your, um, plane.  If you have any questions, please don’t ask.  If they decide to disappear me, I’m dead for real.”  He smiled apologetically, leaving as fast as his short legs would carry him.  

Sighing, Mark opened the case.  Inside was an unusual set of clothes.  The one piece jumpsuit seemed to be made out of a fine metallic mesh.  The inside lining felt soft, almost like a diving suit, but more spongy than firm.  It also seemed to stretch, so the fit was comfortable.  

On the shoulder was his first name.  It looked metallic, but when he touched it, the surface almost felt like velvet.  Odd.  He never knew any metal could feel like that.  

The gloves were of the same metal, but instead of gun-metal gray, they were pitch black.  The boots were made of the same fine metal material, also pitch black.  

He started to stuff his old uniform into the case when he noticed the other items.  They were pitch black as well, just like the interior of the case, so they were easy to miss at first glance.  

The belt was wider than average.  It clicked into the large square buckle with ease.  It looked like something out of a stupid super hero movie.  In fact, now that he regarded the belt a bit more closely, if the thing was yellow it would have resembled the old 1966 comedic block-like Batman belt worn by the actor, Adam West.  

The open-face black helmet was also unusual.  Mark guessed the frame was a lightweight plastic, even though the black material was just as reflective as the rest of the suit.  It looked to be too small, but with a slight amount of pressure, the sides and top seemed to expand in size.  

He was also glad that he was a fan of 1980’s style science fiction shows.  It looked like a mixed cross between a Battlestar Galactica viper helmet and the head-wear from Buck Rogers as played by the actor Gil Gerard, but much more trim and nowhere near as bulky.  

An MP finally entered the room.  He quickly locked the door.  “Please put on your helmet and follow me.”  He went to the opposite wall, touching it gently.  A seam formed within a few seconds, allowing a hidden sliding door to open up.  It revealed a long brightly lit hallway.  

“This feels surreal,” Mark commented as he fit the helmet over his head.  Once in place, he could feel the metal slide up his neck to join with the helmet.  “I didn’t know we had tech this advanced.”  

“Just follow me, please,” the MP stated, no emotion what-so-ever.  

Many things went through Mark’s mind as he followed the MP down the strange hallway.  While the functioning hi-tech clothes certainly took him by surprise, the plane he was led to also caught his interest.  

He couldn’t identify the make or the style of that aircraft, which was intriguing.  Educated in the best Air Force Academy his country operated, all forms of flight were covered in full detail, both historic and modern versions of their most advanced fighter jets.  

This plane looked slightly larger than an F-35, the same wing and tail-fin type, but that is where any similarity ended.  Adding to the mystery, they were inside some type of strange hanger with the large sliding double doors directly above.  

What concerned Mark the most was the plane didn’t have any obvious vertical take off and landing style engines.  In fact, the engine area looked uncomfortably solid, not even any exhaust port for thrust.  

“Get in,” the MP ordered.  “Don’t touch the controls.  It’s on autopilot for now.  Your flight time is exactly six minutes from launch.  Good luck.”  He sharply turned and left.  

Mark couldn’t help but whistle to himself as he climbed the ladder to settle into the pilot’s seat.  Never before has he laid eyes on this type of instrumentation!  

The flight control yolk was a larger two handed grip type, sleek twin handles loaded with easy to reach thumb toggles and index buttons that clearly held no labels to explain their function.  What concerned him the most was the absence of the altimeter.  In fact, this plane didn’t have any kind of flight instruments at all.  

No engine status, no fuel status, nothing to indicate anything related to navigation.  Just what kind of aircraft was this scary thing?  How was he supposed to fly such a plane, or even understand where it was going, even on autopilot?  

The transparent canopy closed, hissing shut.  He could feel the cabin pressure slightly increase.  No oxygen mask?  Just as he thought about it, the helmet he wore developed a glass facing!  It was so fast, he never saw it form.  

Breathable air flowed across his face.  He was struck silent in shock.  How could he be getting air in his helmet when there wasn’t any kind of delivery system attached to his gear?  

Light spilled all around him.  Mark glanced up.  The double ceiling doors were rapidly opening.  A six minute digital timer appeared in front of him, seeming to float in defiance of all physics.  

That’s when he realized the head’s up display inside the helmet glass was responsible for that visual.  High tech indeed, straight out of any science fiction movie of your choice.  Only it wasn’t fiction anymore.  Here it was, real and functioning right before his stunned face.  

The sensation was more than weird.  No engine sounds, no thrust, no feeling the g-force pressing his frame into the comfortable seat as the Earth fell away.  

The digital timer starting counting down in total silence.  Before Mark could blink twice, he was out of the atmosphere and surrounded by stars.  As if controlled by magic, the Moon slid into view, steadily growing in size.  

“Whoa.”  It was all he could say.  Mind blown, thoughts wheeling into the embrace of the reality before him, he now understood Cathy’s strange giggle.  

She insinuated the new job was a quarter of a million miles beyond any black-ops program.  It was that very moment he remembered that the Moon was an average 238,855 miles from Earth!
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At first impression, Mark thought the Moon was going into some kind of rapid eclipse.  Once he realized the angle of approach changed, the reality that he was being flown to the dark side of the moon sank deep into his bones.  

Sure enough, the distant Earth smoothly slid into view from his left as the craft lined up with a new trajectory.  It wasn’t long before the size of the moon obscured the Earth along with most of the stars.  

A bright square appeared in the distance in that darkened moonscape.  It took a moment for Mark to realize that it was a pair of very large hanger doors opening!  The floating digital countdown hit the final 30 seconds as the ship approached an enormous landing bay that was bustling with activity.  If he needed to guess, that inner bay was easily miles across.  

Platforms upon platforms at various levels were loaded with similar planes to the one he was inside of right now.  Other larger craft also populated the base, surrounded by workers with varied colorful outfits.  

To his surprise, none of those outfits looked like the bulky suits NASA used for their space walks.  Other than color differences, they looked nearly identical to the suit he wore himself.  

Just as the floating digital timer reached zero, Mark’s ship came to a stop on one of those platforms.  It looked huge from far away.  Up close, it was like a surreal horizon line with a breathtaking backdrop
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