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            THE STRANGER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NAS News – Local Feed

        Rychter Celebrates 500 Years

        System Rychter: “This doesn’t happen every day,” Planetary Governor Walter Blake said from the steps of the newly uncovered statue celebrating the first generational ship to arrive on the planet. “We’re proud to mark this special event with our loyal citizens.”

        The statue depicts the pioneers stepping off the generational ship, Journey, which allegedly landed on the planet five-hundred years ago this week after leaving the planet Claria. Officials kept protesters far from the statue’s unveiling. However, their message could be heard following Blake’s speech.

        “This is an absolute farce, and that statue should be torn down,” said Professor Dav Masona of Rychter University. “There’s absolutely no evidence our people originated from Claria and celebrating such a fiction is wrong. It’s a myth.”

        According to local folklore, official records were lost onboard the generational ship two-hundred and fifty years into the journey from their origin planet and no effort was made to create a history by the time the first settlers reached Rychter. The system struggled to survive for the first century, and initial settlers paid little attention to recording their history.

        The era of generational vessels resulted in a similar fate for countless ships embarking to escape wars, overpopulation, and famine. The three known shipbuilders built generational ships in such quantity that without permanent records, there is no definitive way to discover the origins of any vessel from this era.

      

      

      The sun dipped behind the Western Forest’s thick trees. Rays of light split across the Katron River as a gentle breeze whispered across the rushing waters.

      Henri drew in a deep breath of cool, musty air and plunged his hands into the water. He found the rope and pulled the worn brown container from the depths. The boy stepped away from the riverbank and sat in tall green grasses buzzing with insects. He yanked back the flaps to verify supplies for the first month of winter were in place. Satisfied, he tied the strings of hide and slung the bag over his shoulder.

      Henri stood and watched a white bird pluck a writhing fish from the water. It shook its head violently as it gulped the meal. He was about to turn when something near the riverbank caught his eye. He stepped into the mushy ground to take a closer look.

      He gasped.

      He ran toward the village Ord, careful not to drop any supplies.
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        * * *

      

      “A what?” Jordan asked as he finished loading supplies into the barn. He turned to look at his son. “You ran all the way from the river?”

      Henri shifted his weight from one foot to the other and nodded. “A man. Floating in the river.”

      “Someone from the village?”

      “No. I’ve never seen him before.”

      Jordan ruffled Henri’s hair. “What have I told you about seeing monsters in the river?”

      “But—”

      “Last month it was a snake, before that it was a giant lizard.”

      “Father, I’m telling you the truth.”

      “Okay, I believe you,” Jordan said and glanced at the sky. “Take me to this man. Hopefully, we have time before nightfall. Grab the torches just in case.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sun disappeared behind the mountains beyond the forest. The fading light cast ominous shadows over the path by the time Jordan and Henri reached the riverbanks.

      Jordan motioned for his son to stay back as he placed one foot into the water. Henri had been right; a man floated on his back in the water. He wore black and his face was smeared in tar. A bag was around his shoulder. Along his belt was—

      “Henri, go fetch Farmer Bolin. Have him and his son come here quick. After you get them I want you to go straight home. Do not come back here.”

      “But—”

      “Just do it!”

      Henri stared wide-eyed before he spun around toward the village, running away as fast as his legs could carry him.

      Jordan shouldn’t have yelled, but he didn’t have a choice. He sighed and turned back toward the river. The man’s chest moved. Jordan clenched his teeth. He had hoped the stranger was dead. Attached to the belt was something Jordan had heard about in stories from his youth, tales from myth and legend told by old men around campfires surrounded by wonder-filled eyes.

      A gun.
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        * * *

      

      Farmer Bolin and his son, Tod, helped Jordan bring the half-dead stranger back to his home. Jordan took the mythical weapon and the shoulder bag to his barn. He buried the objects deep into the straw. When he returned, Bolin and Tod stood at his front door, grave looks on their faces.

      “Thank you for your help,” Jordan said.

      Bolin stared at him with his dark eyes. “I’ve never seen anyone dressed like that in Ord or any other village.”

      “Me neither,” Tod said, his sharp blue eyes sparkling. “Where do you suppose he comes from?”

      “Another village, most likely,” Bolin answered with a worried grin. “It has to be a village far, far from here. What did you hide in the barn?”

      “The stranger’s belongings. Nothing more.”

      Bolin eyed him. “What belongings?”

      He paused. “It was not my place to rummage through the man’s things.” There was an uneasy silence, and he sighed, “It is getting late. Thank you for your help.”

      Bolin and Tod moved away into the darkness. Bolin had always been intrusive, even when there wasn’t a reason. But this newcomer from the river gave Bolin more than enough excuse to poke around the farm. They would be back, no doubt. If he had it to do over, he wouldn’t have summoned them.

      Jordan stepped into his home and locked the door. Henri sat at the table near a roaring fire. Wood in the fireplace glowed, splintered, and popped, sending sparkling embers rising up the chimney. A howling wind pushed against the roof. A hot bowl of soup was prepared, steam rising slowly from the ceramic bowl.

      “You’re a good boy, Henri,” Jordan said, placing his coat and hat on the hook at the door. “You make me very proud. Your mother would’ve been proud as well.”

      “Thank you, Father.”

      Jordan moved to take a seat with his son. “Our guest?”

      “Still sleeping.”

      Jordan nodded and dipped bread into the soup. “Tomorrow, we’ll find some answers.”

      “Do you think he is from another village?”

      “Definitely not. I’ve been to all four villages and have never seen someone dressed like him.”

      Henri swirled his spoon in the soup. “Where would he be from, then?”

      “Like I said, we’ll find out tomorrow.” He sipped. “If you’re finished, why don’t you get some sleep? I can clean up here. The south woods are ready for cutting. We should get firewood while the weather holds.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      When his son left the room, Jordan finished his soup. Now in his thirteenth year, Henri was becoming a man. In time, he would take over the farm. All of that would be a fading dream if this stranger changed it. Would he be friend or foe when he woke?
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        * * *

      

      The fire snapped and hissed, waking Jordan from a nap on his couch. He cleared his throat and sat up. He froze.

      The man in black stood next to the fireplace. His face was emotionless. His small gray eyes perched atop slender cheekbones. His eyelids fluttered as his body swayed. He placed a hand on the hearth for balance.

      “You think you can hold me here?” he hissed.

      Jordan frowned. “What?”

      “I don’t—”

      The man slumped into the wall.

      Jordan leaped from the couch and kept him from falling. “You’ve been injured. I’m not here to hurt you.”

      “Fortunate for you,” he growled before his eyes rolled back.

      Jordan shook his head and helped him to the bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      Two days passed as the stranger slept. Father and son lived in one room for the time.  They took turns giving the man food and making sure he had enough water. Sometimes the newcomer would wake and stare at them with bloodshot eyes. Most of the time, he simply lay there as if in a coma. He said nothing.

      Jordan left Henri to gather firewood at the beginning of the third day in hopes to find some answers. The village elder, Lovick, lived at the edge of Ord. People came from surrounding villages to ask his advice on all manner of topics, from crop placement to how to raise children. As he walked the winding dirt path to the Lovick homestead, Jordan realized he had never asked advice of the old man. His last visit several years ago was not for advice, but for medicine when his wife had become ill with the river sickness. However, his father certainly had sought council with Lovick. Jordan remembered father traveling to see Lovick at the beginning of winter.

      A frigid breeze blew swaying trees and brown grasses. Jordan’s hands trembled. He made tight fists, turning his knuckles white. Winter would be here soon. With the cold northern winds came dark days of snow and hours near the fireplace. But his home wasn’t safe at the moment—not with the visitor. He needed answers.

      Lovick’s son, Edward, worked in the front yard as Jordan approached. He looked up from the soil and smiled. “Well hello, Jordan. Hadn’t seen you on this side of the valley in a long time.”

      Jordan returned the smile as he stepped down the stone walkway. “It’s been a long time.”

      Edward brushed the dirt off his hand before shaking Jordan’s. “What brings you this far?”

      “I need to talk with your father.”

      The large wooden door creaked as they entered. The inside of Lovick’s home smelled of dust and spices. Colorful quilts, created by Lovick’s late wife, covered the living room.

      “Son?” Lovick asked in a raspy voice.

      “It’s all right. We have a visitor.”

      Lovick appeared from the bedroom, shuffling his feet over the uneven floorboards. Jordan tried to hide his surprise. The man had grown frail since the last time they had met. The once salt and pepper beard now completely white fell over his chest. His hair spilled to his shoulders. Deep wrinkles splintered his face.

      “Ah, Jordan. How are you, son?”

      “Fine, sir.” Jordan bowed slightly. “I do hope I’m not intruding.”

      “Not at all. Make yourself comfortable.” He disappeared into the kitchen.

      Edward nodded. “I’ll leave you two. Winter’s on the way, after all. I have a lot of work to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Long after Edward had left, the older man emerged from the kitchen carrying two steaming mugs of tea.

      “Wish I could offer you more, son,” Lovick said as he blew the steam.

      He shook his head. “I hate to put you out. I appreciate you speaking with me.”

      Lovick handed over the mug and waved his hand in front of his gray face. “Forget it. We don’t get many visitors here in the outskirts. Not anymore. Seems the new generation has no need for the babblings of an old man like me.” He sat on the tan couch with a grunt and released a sigh. “Besides, knew your father. He was a good man.”

      “Thank you.”

      They both sipped on the tea for a moment. Edward chopped wood in the front yard as a bird sang from the branch of a small tree. A cool breeze whistled in through the windows.

      “So what brings you out here?” Lovick asked.

      “Kind of hard to explain, I’m sure you’ve heard about our visitor.”

      Lovick grinned. “Sure. The entire village has heard. If winter’s impending arrival wasn’t tying up the trade routes, I’m sure the other villages would’ve heard as well.” His face turned stoic. “And speaking of winter, you know what the others will say.”

      “I know.”

      “There won’t be enough supplies.”

      “I know.”

      “What will you do?”

      “My family will support the visitor. We found him. Well,” Jordan said after taking another sip of the tea, “there’s something I haven’t told everyone.”

      Lovick blinked. “And?”

      “I don’t know how to say it. It sounds crazy.” He stepped over to the window and stared out at the dark clouds looming over the snowcapped mountains. “The stranger had, well, he had a gun.”

      The old man lit his pipe. He watched the smoke rings form silvery snakes in the air. “That is crazy.”

      “I don’t believe in gods or any of that. Immortals clashing in combat amongst the stars in great battles. I’d always heard those stories were myths.”

      Lovick’s hand disappeared into the fluffy white beard. “It is thought man once wielded weapons known as guns. I suppose it is possible someone out there could still have one.”

      “Oh, come on. You’re not saying the stories of men flying on star chariots are true, that men used these magical guns to end another’s life. I can’t imagine such barbarism.”

      Lovick puffed on the pipe and rubbed his beard. “Our people have been here for a dozen generations. Before that, no one knows. Our history stops. My Father and Mr. Billick—you remember him? They’d talk for hours about where we came from. They’d do that behind closed doors or on the front porch because the women folk don’t like that sort of talk. I remember they’d wonder if we came from another land far away. They would dream of man being able to cross the Great Ocean where the Katron ends. Sometimes they dreamt of the chariots through the stars and wondered if the myths were true.”

      Jordan stared, his mouth hanging open. “I never knew any of this. I thought it was inappropriate to talk of such things.”

      “It is.”

      “My parents always said we should work the land, keep an eye on the rainfall, and strive for living another day.”

      “Of course. When you’ve spent a lifetime doing just that, come tell me how your mind feels. Do you try to make sense of it all? Was it worth it? Do you now wonder if there was more to this life than the villages and the Katron?”

      He exhaled. “Do you think this man could be from another land?”

      Lovick stared out the window. “I don’t know. I do know there hasn’t been a visitor from beyond the four villages in my lifetime. Whatever this stranger has to say, I would listen.”
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        * * *

      

      Jordan returned home in the late afternoon as a howling northern wind came through the village. He relished his home’s warmth—

      A brute force pressed him against the front door, slamming his forehead into the wood. Splinters pierced his skin, spilling warm blood over his nose. Something sharp pressed against his back.

      “Where am I?” a deep voice hissed. “Where? Answer me or I cut!”

      His heart pounded as a cold sweat covered him. “You’re in Ord. You’re in my home. My name is Jordan.”

      “How did I get here?”

      “We brought you from the river three days ago. My name’s Jordan and I—”

      “What river?”

      The object split his back. He winced. “The Katron. It’s east of here. We mean you no harm, my friend.”

      The pressure on his back lessened, and the man released Jordan from the door. He slowly turned around to see the stranger’s face, one of Jordan’s meat carving knives in his hand.

      “Are you with the Tyral Pirates?”

      “What?” Jordan blinked. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Tyral Pirates on the Frontier’s edge. Are you with them?”

      “Never heard of them.” He gestured to the couch. “Please sit.”

      He stepped toward the couch, never taking his eyes off Jordan.

      Jordan swallowed as he sat. “Can I ask your name?”

      He surveyed his surroundings with steel, cold eyes. “I need a ship.”

      “A what?”

      He frowned. “Where’s the nearest port?”

      “Port?” Jordan shook his head. “I don’t know of any port.”

      The man frowned. “How is that possible?”

      Jordan shrugged. “We’re just trying to help you. You were near death when we found you.”

      “Look,” he said as he placed the knife on the side table, “my Lutimite reactor failed. My ship crashed. The Tyral Pirates are sure to be behind me. I lost them in the wilds, but they’ll be back. I need to get out of here.”

      Jordan knew of nothing the man mentioned. It could be his mind had been taken over by a demon. He remembered the campfire stories of men who had fever dreams and lost their sanity. The men wandered into the wilderness. Families followed, searching. Those fortunate enough to find their men discovered they had lost their minds. They spoke of faraway places similar to what Jordan heard in his living room at this very moment.

      However, the stranger seemed to be sincere in his story.

      “Father?”

      The man turned around. Wearing his long pajamas, Henri stood in his doorway.

      “Henri!” Jordan waved his hand at the stranger. “Everything’s okay, son. Please go back to bed.”

      Henri stared at the visitor and slowly backed into his room, closing the door behind him.

      “That your son?” the man asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I would hate to see anything happen to him.”

      Jordan bared his teeth. “We’re not here to harm you. We’ve fed you and dressed your wounds. If you could tell me exactly what happened, I’ll help you the best I can.”

      “I was on a job. I completed my task, but the Tyral Pirates pursued me to...what planet is this?”

      “Planet?” Jordan frowned. “You’re in my village.”

      He sighed. “My ship was damaged, and I walked for days before finding the river. We can expect the pirates weren’t far behind. If I don’t leave here soon, they’ll find me.”

      “I see,” Jordan said, although he didn’t entirely. “Your ship travels the Great Ocean?”

      “No. The stars.”

      His jaw dropped. “The stars?”

      “Yes.” He cocked his head to the right. “Where are my things?”

      “They are in the barn. Safe. What do we call you?”

      “Just call me, Jon, for now.” He leaned forward. “I believe you want to help me. But I must leave.”

      “I don’t know how to help you. You must rest until your strength returns.”

      “I’ll leave the day after tomorrow, no matter how I feel.” Jon bit his lip and flexed his arm to stretch the bandages. “Good field dressing.”

      “I’d never turn my back on one in need.”

      Jon snorted. “I would.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Henri’s laugh from the front yard woke Jordan from a deep sleep and dreams of an endless white landscape cast in ice. Bluish light from the window signaled early morning. He stood, stretched stiff muscles and pressed against the opening. Jon and Henri tossed a ball back and forth. Jordan watched them play for a long moment, unsure of how to react. Jon had held a knife to his throat the evening before. Now, he played catch with his son.

      Who was this man?

      His exotic clothing was unlike anything Jordan had seen. He wore expandable black fabric with numerous pockets and straps on his wrists emitting tiny lights like candles. And, of course, the gun.

      Jordan shuddered.

      When he was a boy, a man from Iree killed his neighbor for trying to take his wife—or at least that was the story he’d heard. The man had pummeled his neighbor with a hammer. Iree showed no mercy toward the criminal and banished him to the mountains. One life did not pay for another, he remembered his father saying. Jordan was now in his thirty-eighth year, and there had been no violence in the villages since he was a boy. Sure, there had been wolves and the like, but man never attacked man.

      Outside his window, the gun on Jon’s belt revealed it was fine to kill another person somewhere. A craftsman had gone to the trouble of creating a device to take a life. He thought it was a myth until Jon arrived in Ord carrying one.

      A light snow fell. Henri stared up with wonder.

      Jordan grabbed a cup of coffee and stepped on the porch. “Good morning.”

      Jon turned from Henri. “Morning, Jordan.”

      “How did you sleep?”

      Jon tossed the ball toward Henri and walked toward the porch. “Fine.”

      “You seem to be walking better,” Jordan said as he passed Jon the coffee mug.

      “It’s working itself out.” Jon accepted the mug and took a long look at the distant mountains. “I’ve seen a few travelers come from the direction of those hills. Trade route?”

      “It won’t be in another week.”

      “Winter?”

      “Yes. It lasts for several months. Gets pretty rough.”

      Jon sipped on the coffee. “This is good. Where do you get this?”

      “From a village downriver called Gapen south of Iree. It’s one of the four in the valley.”

      “How did you come to be here? When did your people land?”

      Jordan frowned. “What?”

      “Being way out here on the edge of the Frontier, I figured you might originally be from Nodan or even Toman.”

      “I don’t know any of those places.”

      “Just as well. You aren’t missing much.”

      Jordan watched Henri throw the ball in the air and kick it across the yard. “Are you a hunter?”

      Jon glanced at him. “Why do you ask?”

      “The gun on your belt. I’ve never seen anything like it. Just heard about it in ancient stories.”

      “Yeah, you could say I’m a hunter,” Jon said and stared into his coffee.

      Jordan watched the flurries fall. “Winter will be here soon. We’ll need food.” He gestured to the fields. “The world has not been kind this year. Besides, my son needs to experience the hunt.”

      “He’s never been?”

      “Yes, but only a few times.”

      Jon stared into the forest as if he stared into another place, another time. When he turned back to Jordan, the tightness around his eyes had lessened. “What kind of game do you have in these woods?”

      “Ong and wolves.”

      “I don’t know what an ‘ong’ is, but I’ve dealt with wolves before,” he said, pulling out his gun. “This isn’t a hunting weapon, but it’ll do.”

      Jordan stared at the killing device and inhaled slowly. “An ong travels on four legs and is bigger than a wolf.”

      “This might not stop something bigger than a wolf.” He exhaled and stared at the ground. “I haven’t hunted game in a long, long time.”

      Jordan reached out and touched his shoulder. “Let’s go tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      The fire sizzled and slowly died, washing the room in an orange glow. Jordan sipped the last of his tea and risked a glance at Jon, who had been silent most of the night as he gazed into the embers.

      Jordan pulled the quilt his wife had made tighter around his shoulders. How he wished she was here. Tasha always knew what to say. He wanted to hear her voice, but she was gone. Henri looked so much like her.

      His son had gone to bed early in anticipation of tomorrow’s hunt. It would be his second in as many years. The previous hunt had resulted in the capture of a squirrel and a rat hardly large enough for a feast, but it was better than nothing. This winter, he thought grimly, they’d need a great deal more.

      “The fire’s dying.”

      Jordan jolted at Jon’s voice. “I’ll get another log.”

      “Allow me,” Jon said as he stood. “If you feel the need to sleep, do so.”

      “I’ll not leave my guest.”

      Jon tossed the log on the fire, sending sparks spinning and swirling into the chimney. “It’s really no trouble.”

      Jordan studied him. “You cannot sleep before a hunt?”

      “Not exactly. I don’t usually find sleep easy to come by anywhere, but especially in a strange place.”

      “You’re safe here. There’s no one to harm you.”

      Jon stared out the window into the darkness. “No, not here. Not yet.”

      Jordan bit his lip and hesitated.

      “You wish to ask something?” Jon did not turn from the fire.

      “No, I was just wondering about the hunt tomorrow,” Jordan said, holding back his real question.

      He stepped away from the fire and sat. “When did you last see an ong near the village?”

      “This past season. I was out plowing the field at the end of my property near the forest. A family of ong grazed in the clearing. I didn’t have my spear or bow, so they escaped.”

      He grinned at the memory. The four ong galloped away with such speed and agility.

      “That’s where we’ll start in the morning then,” Jon said.
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        * * *

      

      Jon negotiated the forest terrain as if he knew the way. He paused frequently, but briefly, as he touched the ground or felt a nearby tree.

      “Where’s he going?” Henri asked.

      The boy’s face burned red as he leaned against a tree. Jordan ignored his searing lungs. There was a time in his youth when running through the forest wouldn’t have phased him. Now, after one morning, his muscles ached, and his chest hurt.

      Jon reached the top of an incline, his gun in hand, and turned back. A cloud-capped peak loomed behind him.

      “I’m sorry we’ve slowed you,” Jordan said, placing his hand on Henri’s shoulder. “We’re not accustomed to traveling through the forest at such speed.”

      Henri nodded and glanced at his bow. “Have you found anything, Jon?”

      Jon held up his hand to quiet the boy. “I’m tracking something, something with hooves.”

      “An ong,” Jordan said. “It has to be.”

      “Very well.” Jon looked up the incline. “This ravine—how far does it go around this mountain?”

      “A ril, maybe more.”

      “Whatever. Walk downward and toward the ravine. There’s a rock face I can see through the trees. Be loud about it, too.”

      “Where are you going?” Henri asked.

      “Up this hill and around. With luck, you’ll flush this beast to me. If not, it’ll come to you.” He rustled Henri’s hair. “Can you handle that?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Jordan pulled his son away and gazed down the incline. The valley floor’s lush green stretched into infinity. Smoke lines drifted from Ord like thin gray strings. Katron cut through the grasslands on a winding course past the mountain range and out of sight. Farther east, a large caravan moved along the Great Road leading to Iree.

      Henri skipped along the trail with bow in hand, his quiver bouncing on his back. Jordan grinned, thought, we should’ve done this more often.

      Jordan placed the spear in front of him and followed his son, searching the forest for any sign of life. He wasn’t sure what Jon tracked, but the man seemed sure of what he was doing. Wherever Jon came from, he certainly knew how to hunt an ong.

      Thunder cracked twice and echoed off the rocks. Jordan raised his spear as Henri ducked behind a tree and searched the clear skies.

      “What was that?”

      Jordan raised his hand. “Quiet, son.”

      No wind moved through the leaves. The trees were still. The clouds did not hold rain.

      Something rustled in the brush up the mountain, softly stepping through dead leaves. Jordan stepped behind his son, whispered for him to stay calm. Henri slipped an arrow from his quiver. Branches and deadwood splintered and shattered from up the mountain. An ong burst into view, blood streaking from its neck. The animal sprinted through the brush and leaped over a fallen branch. Henri released an arrow. The projectile hit with a thud into a tree behind the ong, sending bark spinning into the air.

      Jordan dropped to one knee, pushed his son to the ground with his left hand, and hurled the spear with all his strength. The sharp pointed head struck the ong’s chest, the beast wailing and sprinting past before crashing into a tree. The animal writhed in agony as it twisted and contorted on the ground.

      “Back!” Jordan pushed off from his son and yanked his knife from his belt.

      He waited for the ong’s movement to slow before jumping forward and plunging the blade deep into its neck. Hot blood squirted across Jordan’s hands and arms. The ong released one last wave of breath before falling still. Jordan slowed his breathing and looked at his son. Mud dripped from Henri’s shocked face.

      “That was great!” Henri recoiled. “It stinks!”

      Jordan nodded and stood. The ong was easily the weight of two men, muscular and great. Two circular holes penetrated the ong’s neck, apparently the result of Jon’s mythical gun. He wiped blood on his shirt. Behind the ravaged path of the wounded ong, Jon stood with his gun in hand and smiled.
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        * * *

      

      The meat sizzled as it rotated over a roaring fire. Flames curled around the ong and sparks twirled into the darkness before fading. Stars beamed above the tree canopy. A bitter wind moved through their camp. Branches bumped and rubbed.

      Henri yanked meat off the bone and smiled. “This is great, father.”

      Jordan nodded and took a bite. “Could use a few more spices, but yes, it’s good.”

      Jon leaned back on his hands and studied the fire. “It’s getting cooler.”

      “Yes,” Jordan agreed as he finished a mouthful. “It’ll get colder. The forest will die, the leaves will fall, and the game will leave.”

      “How long?”

      “Another two weeks, maybe three.” He took another bite. “We really should find more food.”

      “Yes, we definitely should.”

      “That was amazing what you did today,” Henri said, smiling as he looked at the meat in his hand. “How does the gun work?”

      “Henri,” Jordan said as his eyes bore into his son.

      Jon leaned forward and finally took a bite. “It’s not really anything special, son.”

      Jordan exhaled. He worried about his son seeing such a thing and hoped he could prevent Henri from telling the rest of the village about the gun. After seeing what the weapon did to the ong, it bothered Jordan on a level he couldn’t explain.

      The killing had seemed so easy. Jon did not even seem out of breath. Imagine what a dozen guns could do to the village or even a hundred. In tough years, when the winter was especially harsh, and food was scarce, they could convince the other villages to give them food. If they didn’t, they could use the guns to convince them. And then the other villages would steal the weapons somehow. It would be war without end.

      Jordan stared into the fire and watched as flames engulfed a fresh branch.

      Jon leaned against a tree. “Thank you for today, Jordan. After we bring the ong back tomorrow morning, we will hunt again.”

      “You’re welcome to stay as long as you wish. I hope you know that. It’s been a pleasure having you.”

      Jon looked at him as if he were about to speak, but left the words unsaid. “You two get some sleep. I’ll take first watch.”
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        * * *

      

      The morning began clear and full of sun. The fire’s ashes still smoldered as they left their temporary hunting camp.

      Jon led the way back to the village with Henri close behind, skipping along the path. Jordan lagged, carrying the meat in his satchel. With luck, they’d be able to bag another ong before winter truly hits.

      The trek took most of the day. As they neared their homestead, the sun dipped low behind the mountains and cast long shadows over the grasslands.

      “I think it’s time to eat,” Jordan said with a smile.

      Jon nodded and stepped on the porch, watching Henri playing in the yard. Jordan pulled wood to the fireplace and got to work. Soon, a fire crackled. He stood and stretched. Sleeping on the ground outside used to be easy, fun even. Today, his muscles ached, and he missed his bed. Next time they go hunting, he might suggest they return home after the hunt.

      Jordan watched the fire and prepared coffee. Having Jon around is certainly going to make the winter easier. Next time, they could leave Henri to watch the homestead while he and Jon ventured into the mountains for an extended hunt.

      Jordan took the coffee kettle off the fire and filled two mugs.

      Henri and Jon tossed the ball outside. After handing Jon a mug, Jordan sat on the porch and placed his feet on the railing. Sunlight glistened off the snowy mountaintops. Wind whistled through the railing and he closed his eyes, enjoying the cool air on his face and the smell of the fire.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance, and Jordan looked to the mountains.

      Strange, the sky was clear.

      Jon clenched his jaw.

      “What’s wrong?” Jordan asked.

      Jon lowered his head, his gaze fixed on the horizon. “You and the boy get inside.”

      “It’s just thunder. Storms come through here all the—”

      “No.” Jon handed Jordan the mug. “It’s not thunder. Where are my things?”

      The thunder intensified into a constant rush, like the river rushing by during a flood but much louder. A light flickered over the mountains like a star—a moving star.

      “What’s that?” Jordan asked.

      Jon stared toward the mountains. “It’s them.”

      Jordan looked to the sky as the distant star moved closer. “Henri! Go inside!”

      “But I want to—”

      “Now!”

      Henri’s eyes widened as he dropped the ball and rushed inside.

      Jordan took Jon to the barn and uncovered the shoulder bag to reveal the foreign objects he’d carried. “It’s all here.”

      Jon grabbed the bag, a look on his face Jordan hadn’t seen since his arrival.

      “What do we do?”

      “Stay inside,” Jon said as he slipped a black garment over his head covering all but his eyes. “Relax, Jordan. Nothing’s going to happen. Go inside and protect Henri.”

      His stomach tightened. “Protect him? From what?”

      “Just do it.”

      Their eyes locked, Jordan opened his mouth to protest, wanting to say he’d stand and fight together, but he looked at Jon’s face and ran toward the house. He glanced back to the barn to see Jon had disappeared. The thunder surrounded the village and a bright light illuminated the ground. Jordan looked up to see a large object with sharp angles hovering over the village. The object blasted a wind stronger than the fiercest storm, sending grasses and ancient trees swaying. The roof from Farmer Bolin’s home ripped away and hurled through the woods. Branches cracked, splintering and falling as the object came to rest on the ground.

      Jordan swallowed. A star chariot.

      Jordan stood and watched the floating chariot. Colored lights flashed across its surface. The chariot hissed, and white plumes of gas shot into the air.

      Spinning around, Jordan rushed into his home.

      “Father! What’s happening?” Henri yelled.

      “Go back to your room,” Jordan said as he shuffled through kitchen utensils. He pulled out the two largest carving knives.

      “Is it the gods? We’re going to—”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      Jordan slipped the knives into his belt. He hurried to his son and knelt before him, placing his hands on Henri’s shoulders.

      “Listen to me, son. No matter what happens, no matter what you hear, you must stay in your room. Hide under your bed and stay there until I tell you it’s okay to come out.”

      Tears streamed down Henri’s face. “Father.”

      They embraced. Jordan fought the lump forming in his throat. “Now, go my son. I’ll be back to get you.”

      Henri looked at his father and then rushed to his room, slamming the door behind him.

      The thunder from the sky stopped. Several crackles echoed in the distance, followed by screams silenced. Jordan gasped, his hands shaking. Were gods walking in Ord? Were they coming here? He moved his furniture in front of the door and pulled the curtains over the windows. He peered out the window toward Farmer Bolin’s home.

      Four men dressed in dark clothing surrounded Bolin. The star chariot men held long metal objects like spears pointed at the farmer. Bolin spoke with the men and pointed toward Jordan’s home.

      The tallest man stared toward Jordan’s home and then raised the long object at Bolin. Lightning flashed from the end of the spear. Jordan shook—the noise startling him even from this distance. A fire erupted on Bolin’s chest. He fell writhing to the ground, blood gushing through his fingers and onto the grass.

      Bolin’s son, Tod, rushed screaming from the forest, a shovel raised over his head. The four men turned, their spears unleashing lighting and fire into Tod. The boy fell into the grass.

      Jordan ducked behind the window, tightening his grip on the knife. He thought of Henri in the other room and peered over the windowsill. The men continued toward Jordan’s home. He clenched his teeth. His hands shook as he pulled a second knife, this one’s grip still damp with ong blood. He leaned against the wall as a deathlike silence fell across the village.

      Footsteps pounded on the front porch. The wood creaked with movement. Jordan held both knives across his chest and waited. Something slammed against the door, and the entire house shook.

      “Open up!” a man yelled.

      “Let’s burn it to the ground,” another man said with a chuckle.

      “No,” a deeper voice said. “Bring the door down.”

      After a pause, a small fire burned at all corners of the door. The hinges fell to the floor with a loud bang. The door pulled away to the porch. Furniture slid away like magic, and a man stepped through holding one of the long spears.

      Jordan fought back his fear and rushed the man, swinging the knife. He parried Jordan’s first attack. Recovering his balance, Jordan plunged the hunting knife into his neck. The man’s eyes gaped, a gurgling sound bubbling from his throat as he slammed his gun into Jordan’s gut and knocked the second knife from his grip

      A second attacker burst through, pushing his dying comrade to the floor. Two more men stepped into Jordan’s home, pointing long, black rods at his face.

      “Leave us alone!” Jordan yelled as he clutched his stomach. “We don’t have anything you want!”

      The tallest man surveyed his dying comrade with the knife sticking out of his neck. He turned the man over with his boot, shrugged, and fired the weapon into the man’s head. The shot vibrated through the home with a flash of light, the sound ringing in Jordan’s ears as he stared at the twitching victim.

      “Look what you made me do,” the lead attacker said as the other men pulled Jordan to his feet.

      “Leave!” Jordan screamed. “Leave my home!”

      “Oh, we will. Tell me what we want to know and we’ll end your miserable existence. You must be Jordan.”

      Jordan sighed and stared at the dead man on the floor, knowing he would soon be joining him.

      “Your neighbor was very talkative before he died. He told us you helped a stranger.” He made a clicking sound with his tongue. “Not good at all, my friend.”

      Something moved in the back room. The leader cocked his head and the man on the left walked towards Henri’s room.

      “Someone else here? Your son?”

      “No!” Jordan yelled.

      Henri screamed as the man brought him into the living room.

      “It’s just a boy, Aton,” the intruder grumbled as Henri tried to break the grip.

      The leader, Aton, looked back to Jordan. “If you don’t tell us where the man is, we’ll have to kill both of you starting with your son. I’ll even have Dal kill him in his own bedroom.”

      Tears filled Jordan’s eyes as he looked to Aton. “I don’t know where he is. He left here two days ago.”

      Aton laughed and nodded to Dal who pushed Henri to the floor, pressing the gun to the boy’s head.

      “Now,” Aton said, “tell me the truth. Lying’s obviously not your strong suit.”

      Jordan looked at Henri weaping. He clenched his fists and stared at Aton.

      “Hello, Aton,” a familiar voice called from the porch.

      Aton spun around just as a flash crackled. Blood splattered onto Jordan’s face as Aton fell with a blackened hole in his forehead.

      Jordan rolled away, hoping to find his missing knife on the floor. As he bumped against the wall, he watched Jon, clad in his dark clothing, stroll into the room. Dal and the other intruder fired their weapons, shattering the walls. Logs in the fireplace exploded and rolled onto the floor. Jordan flinched and tried to move. He wanted to help, but sat transfixed on Jon.

      The man moved in a blur. He weaved through the attacks, spinning and dodging as if he were a god himself. Jordan did not understand how the mythical weapons did not strike him, but they all missed. His home splintered as the blasts tore apart the furniture.

      Jon tossed something and rolled. The man in Henri’s bedroom toppled with a knife through his eye. Spinning toward the final intruder, Jon plunged a second short dagger into his stomach. He yanked the knife out and split the man’s throat in one fluid motion. Blood poured onto the floor as the man collapsed.

      It was over.

      Four bodies littered his home. Henri rushed to his father’s arms. Jordan held him as they stood.

      Jon breathed from the center of the carnage as he stared at the slain attackers, a cold look in his eyes. Henri sobbed on his father’s shoulder as wind howled through the home. Jon and Jordan stared at one another for a long moment. Jon removed his knives from the bodies and stepped onto the porch without saying a word as Jordan used a quilt to stamp out the fire on the floor.

      Jon glanced back at Jordan, nodded, and strolled out of sight.

      Jordan took his son back to his bedroom. He tucked Henri underneath the sheets and rubbed his damp, sweaty hair from his eyes.

      “It’s okay, son. It’ll be okay. It’s all over. Rest now.”

      Thunder rumbled, and Henri stiffened. “What’s that?”

      “It’s Jon, son. He’s going home.” Jordan stood and peered out the window. The chariot near Bolin’s home lifted off the ground and ascended into the sky. He turned back to Henri. “Get some sleep.”
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        * * *

      

      It took the rest of the day to bury Farmer Bolin and Tod in hidden graves deep in the forest. Jordan dug a mass grave near the Katron for the four intruders. Inside the grave, he placed the four guns and silently prayed they’d never be found. He remembered his horrific thoughts of the villages at war.

      On the way home from the river, he ran into Lovick’s son.

      “My father and I heard the sound of thunder this way earlier today,” Edward said, “yet the sky was clear. Is everything okay?”

      “Everything’s fine. Thanks for checking on us.”

      Edward glanced back to Jordan’s home. “Seems you need a new door. What happened?”

      “We had an accident. Our fire had gone out of control.”

      “Not good.”

      “No.” Jordan shook his head, hoping to end the inquisition. “We could’ve lost the entire house.”

      He swallowed, his throat dry. He had never lied in such a way in his adult life.

      “Where’s Bolin?” Edward asked. “I stopped by his place first to see what he was up to. He didn’t answer. Looks like something’s wrong with his roof.”

      “They were replacing it.” Jordan hesitated. “Last I spoke with him, they were traveling to Iree to do some trading.”

      “Trading? Both of them?” Edward frowned. “That’s strange. What for?”

      “I didn’t ask.”

      Edward studied him before staring at Jordan’s home. “Can I help you with the door?”

      “Sure.”

      They made their way along the dirt trail toward his house.

      “I’d like to meet this stranger,” Edward said. “Is he still here?”

      Jordan shook his head. “No.”

      “Already gone, eh?” Edward sighed. “Oh, well. Did he go back to another village?”

      “Yeah,” Jordan said and peered at the gray sky. “Come on, son, let’s get that door built.”
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        NAS News

        Woman Receives Robotic Limbs

        System Claria, Zone Ninety: A local woman celebrated this week a transfer of robotic limbs by NULimb, a company of Baron Industries.

        Sherry Cameron, 105, received the robotic arms and legs after doctors believed she would not regain control of her limbs. Receiving robotic arms and legs is not new, but experts say this technology perfectly utilizes the signals from the brain.

        “Receiving these NULimbs is like a miracle,” said NULimb spokesman Jon Archer. “The limbs will be stronger than anything Ms. Cameron has experienced before. It is literally like a new body.”

        Cameron finished diagnostics today and will be leaving the hospital tomorrow.

        Professional sports’ teams from all over the Empire are requesting information from NULimb, which has led to a call for laws regulating the use of enhanced robotic prosthetics...

      

      

      “Come right to one-oh-eight by twenty mark two-two,” Captain Goran Neville said on the bridge of the All-purpose Response Cruiser Valiant.

      No idle chatter came from the posts. The crew remained fixed on glowing screens and holographic images. The electronics cast a dull green and blue gleam across the bridge. A soft red glow from the floor lights signaled battle stations. The star field outside the primary viewport shifted as the vessel changed course away from the emerald planet below, the engines rumbling as the Valiant bore down on its prey.

      “Good,” Neville said. “Steady as she goes.”

      The young gunner, his face wrinkled in concentration, tracked the digital drone. The glow of the computer screen illuminated a cluster of sweat beads above his eyes. The ensign punched a few buttons and fired.

      Neville sighed.

      The ensign had missed his third drone this morning.

      “Reset the program,” Neville called. He turned back to the young man at the console. “Let’s try that again, shall we?”

      “Yes, sir,” said Ensign Gordan Tonala, his voice low.

      The crew relaxed. A few stood from their posts and stretched before settling back in for another round of drills. Neville watched as the bridge officers reset the test program. Tonala was barely in his twenties. When Neville asked sector command for a more seasoned gunnery staff, they had said no personnel could be spared for this mission. The result was the youngest, least experienced crew he’d ever commanded. Honestly, he couldn’t blame his superiors.

      He sighed and marched across the bridge toward the sensor station. “Back where we were, people.”

      The Valiant moved back into high orbit of the dark green planet, A-124, where it had been for the last five days. The star system was at the very edge of the Frontier, far from standard Imperial space lanes.

      “Any sign of our target?” Neville asked in a lower voice as he approached the sensor station.

      The officer, a feisty boy fresh out of the academy named Zak Paul, shook his head. “Negative, sir. All planetary signals—”

      “Are nonexistent, I know. There isn’t any significant technology down there. However, maintain your track.”

      First Officer
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