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Prologue

2167 – May

With dark brown eyes ablaze with
excitement and an olive face lit with anticipation, Dr. Juna
Manning took a moment from her work to just look out the window.
That was a normal thing to do, right? Didn’t most employees take
mental breaks throughout their workday?

Yes, on both accounts. Except Juna
wasn’t a normal employee and she wasn’t looking out of an ordinary
window. She didn’t even work in a regular office
building.

Juna was an astronaut for H-NASA, a
humanitarian subsidiary of NASA. The window she looked out of today
was attached to the oblong-shaped space shuttle that she and her
husband, Dr. Elexander Manning, had been traveling in for months
now.

Juna’s eagerness stemmed from the fact
that they were finally going to enter the Andromeda Galaxy or M31
as it was scientifically called. They would enter that zone
sometime in the next thirty minutes, though it had taken them
nearly six months to get there.

Six long months!

Yet Juna suspected that the waiting
would be so worth it. It had to be.

“My, it really is beautiful
out here, isn’t it?” Juna said, admiring the dark wonders of the
cosmos from her seat on the flight deck. She could barely sit still
and it had nothing at all to do with the lack of gravity in the
shuttle.

At his wife’s verbal prompt, Elexander
looked up from the controls of his workstation and nodded. The dark
backdrop with its millions of heavenly lights was beautiful.
Unfortunately, it also had a tendency to make him feel very small
in the universe, very insignificant.

The fully-loaded, yet very compact
space shuttle they traveled in didn’t help matters. Elexander still
felt like a gnat flying over the ocean. Less than a gnat in
space.

I am significant. I do have a purpose,
Elexander mused, telling himself the same things he’d recited since
they left Earth’s atmosphere. The fact that he and his wife of ten
years had seemed almost handpicked for this very important
humanitarian mission was further proof that they both had a destiny
to fulfill.[i]

The Mannings were on a two-year
mission to a newly discovered planet just outside of Earth’s solar
system in the Andromeda Galaxy. The well-trained
scientists/astronauts were going to see firsthand if this planet
(named Nico-1 after the man that discovered it - Nico Paneh) was as
inhabitable as earlier studies had shown it to be.

From space, Nico-1 had some of the
same distinguishing features as Earth. In astronaut lingo, the
water (seas) and the dirt (land) were very similar. There were
vivid blues to indicate the existence of viable water sources,
browns and greens to indicate huge land masses, and enough clouds
in all textures and shades of white to suggest that there was
sufficient atmosphere to support life.

The reason for this trip was one of
extreme necessity. Due to the curing of many major diseases, people
on Earth were living longer. Subsequently, they were also having
more babies, which caused the population to expand at an alarming
rate. As a result, worldwide food shortages were being experienced
on a regular basis due to the decrease in farmland.

Unless more habitable land was found
in the next twenty years, there might be worldwide famine. Famine
that might take decades to recover from. The people at H-NASA hoped
that Nico-1 proved to be just what the people of Earth
needed.

“You’re mighty quiet today.
In fact, you’ve been getting increasingly quieter ever since we
left Earth’s atmosphere,” Juna noted, turning from the window to
look at her silent mate.

Suddenly the prospect of entering the
spiral Andromeda Galaxy very soon wasn’t quite as important. Only
the man that she’d fallen in love with at first sight mattered
now.

Elexander glanced briefly at his wife,
before returning his attention to the lighted controls in front of
him. He was always double-checking, or rather triple-checking
everything like most competent astronauts did.

“I guess I’m quieter than
usual because the gravity of what we’re doing has been weighing on
me slowly but surely over the last few months. A lot of people are
depending on us in this mission, Juna. Not just in our country, but
all over the world,” Elexander replied, still keeping his eyes on
the controls. He didn’t want Juna to see what was in his ebony
pools. He didn’t want his current insecurity to taint her cheerful
disposition.

Picking up on her husband’s melancholy
anyway, an insightful Juna reached over and grabbed one of his
hands in comfort. “I know a lot of people are depending on us,
baby. I also know that you and I are going to do everything in our
collective power to see that we don’t let them down.”

Elexander frowned, causing his caramel
forehead to wrinkle, his thick black brows to furrow together. Then
he took a deep breath, swallowed his pride, and turned to face his
wife again, ready to reveal his greatest fear to the only person he
could ever tell it to. Not even his best friend Badru (BAH-droo)
Karson knew this secret.

“But what’s going to happen
if our best still isn’t good enough? What if we let them down
anyway?” Elexander asked, deep concern written all over his Greek
features.

Juna squeezed his large hand with her
much smaller one. “A person’s best is all he or she can ever really
give anyone. In my opinion, we’ve already done so much for our
planet that I would not entertain even an ounce of guilt if we fail
on this mission.”

“Not even an
ounce?”

“Not even an ounce. Less
than a gram,” Juna replied with a tender smile.

Though the semblance of a smile tugged
at the corners of Elexander’s mouth, he still didn’t look
convinced. Therefore, Juna began to remind him of some of the
things they had accomplished during their ten-year marriage. “Not
meaning to brag, but let’s do a quick review of what we’ve already
done for Earth.” She released his hand and prepared to count on her
fingers as she usually did when about to make a convincing
argument.

Elexander’s left brow rose higher than
the other in amusement as he looked at Juna’s expressive hands.
Thanks to his optimistic wife, he could feel his gloomy mood
changing already. A full smile was upon his lips now.

“Are you preparing to go on
a roll, my dear?” Elexander teased.

Juna smirked playfully at him and
nodded. “Sure am, honey pie,” she replied, using a thick southern
accent as the warmth of Elexander’s smile permeated deep within her
pores. Juna liked that he wasn’t committed to just one attitude, to
just one way of thinking or feeling. That he could be very flexible
when he needed to be.

Good husband, Juna mused, loving him
all the more.

“Then roll on, baby,”
Elexander urged. Giving her his full attention, he folded his
muscular arms comfortably across his chest, blocking out the red,
white, and blue H-NASA logo on his shirt.

That was all the consent Juna needed
as she began to count on her fingers. “Number one, we found safer
and faster ways to grow produce, huge produce, thereby making the
most of the farmland we still have. Number two, our research has
made intergalactic travel better and faster. Number three, we are
now traveling in a space shuttle made from the prototype that we
submitted to H-NASA. A shuttle that is not only safer, but more
equipped to handle long range space travel.” Having made her case,
Juna leaned closer to her husband and asked, “Now doesn’t that make
you feel lighter inside?”

“Much lighter.” Elexander
blessed her with a grin now. He appreciated Juna for reminding him
of their previous accomplishments. He often forgot to review past
victories due to his engrossment with improving the
future.

Although Elexander did feel
considerably more lighthearted from Juna’s pep talk, it did not
take away all of his anxiety. He’d feel much better about things
once they actually made it safely into Andromeda and landed on
Nico-1, which was located in the northeast corner of that solar
system.

However, since Juna’s pep talk had
also reminded him of the need to enjoy the present, Elexander
decided to do his best to savor this moment. After all, they would
be the first human beings to ever enter this particular part of the
universe. Even the people back at the command center wouldn’t get
to experience this moment with them via shuttle
communications.

The Mannings had gone beyond the scope
of the communication portal a month ago. Therefore, those at H-NASA
would witness this months later through a satellite that Juna would
send on Earth’s path right after they crossed over into
Andromeda.

“How about we use autopilot
for the next twenty minutes or so and enjoy M31’s vivid imagery,”
Elexander suggested. He was already programming the shuttle’s
computer now.

“Oh, can we?” Juna
practically squealed, clapping her hands with delight. Her previous
excitement returned with full force. Ever since they started this
mission, she’d been waiting to see the colorful spiral arms of
Andromeda up-close and personal. Oh to be an eyewitness to M31’s
dust lanes, red nebulae and slightly bluish star clouds was almost
like a slice of heaven to her.

“Yes, we can,” Elexander
replied, hitting the last button to complete the sequence he’d been
working on.

In no time, Juna had unbuckled herself
from the red canvas and leather chair. Even if there had been
gravity in the shuttle, she probably would have still floated over
to her husband just from the elation of the moment
alone.

Meanwhile, Elexander made room for
Juna in his larger blue chair as he often did when they wanted to
cuddle at the helm. “I was thinking, what if Nico-1 ends up being
like the Garden of Eden[ii] to us. Wouldn’t that be great?” he
said, making an even greater effort to look on the bright side of
things as he drew his floating wife down into his arms.

“Yes, it would. But anywhere
you are, is like the Garden of Eden to me, Elexander.” Juna
maneuvered her athletic frame next to her husband’s.

At those heartfelt words, Elexander
bent to tenderly kiss her forehead. “I love you, baby,” he said in
a fervent whisper, allowing his warm breath to caress her
face.

“I love you, too,” Juna
replied as happy tingles cascaded up and down her spine.

“I guess we’re just two
little lovebirds flying around in space, huh?” Elexander chuckled
and reached over to buckle them both in. This was a precaution just
in case the ride into M31 was a bumpy one and also to keep them
from floating all over the place now.

“That’s right.” Juna
laughed, resting her head upon his strong shoulder now that they
were all comfy and settled. She loved that Elexander kept his body
fit, despite the fact that he spent a lot of time in a lab. As a
result of him making time for physical exercise, Juna was
encouraged to do the same. Now they both were healthier than they’d
ever been in their lives.

Suddenly, Juna’s mind was snatched
from the wonders of her husband’s muscular physique as the whole
shuttle jerked violently forward. Then before either scientist
could respond in any way, the spacecraft was pulled headfirst with
vacuum-like force through Andromeda’s northeast portal.

“Whee!” was Juna’s wide-eyed
response.

“Whoa!” was Elexander’s as
he and his wife were catapulted into the unknown.


________________________________________

[i] Romans 8:28

[ii] Genesis 2:8-15

 


 


 


 



Chapter 1

2168 – February

Juna strolled through the lush Nico-1
garden for the last time. The beautiful garden had a large hedge of
stone surrounded by fragrant pink and yellow flowers, thick grass
that felt like carpet beneath the feet, and two groves of trees
that were separated by a babbling brook.

And the air…

The air in the garden and everywhere
else on Nico-1 was extremely refreshing. It was as if your lungs
smiled every time you took a breath.

As Juna took that farewell stroll, a
domesticated brown animal that she named Mamba followed her,
nibbling foliage as it went. The waterbuck-looking animal often
stuck close to Juna’s side as she explored the landscape. It had
been that way between them from the very beginning.

“Oh, Mamba. I really hate to
leave all this behind. And especially you.” Juna turned to stroking
the fur of the first animal she’d met on Nico-1. Even now she
remembered that fateful day.

One morning, many months ago, Mamba
wandered too close to the Mannings’ space shuttle. Instead of
receiving a swift lash on the back with a stick, she’d been given a
bunch of green leaves from a kind human hand. The female buck had
returned every day since to visit with them.

At Juna’s words, Mamba’s hornless head
bobbed up and down as if she somehow understood what was being said
to her.

One of Juna’s brows rose at that
seemingly intelligent response. She knelt down to give the buck a
hug about the neck. “I’ll be back to see you again, my friend. I
promise.”

Despite the fact that Juna hated to
leave this Eden-like place where the weather was always sunny and
bright, she knew she had to for several reasons. First and
foremost, she was pregnant now. The water on Nico-1 was to blame.
Although it was safe to drink, it made males and females very
fertile, even those, like Juna, who were on the most effective
birth control known to man.

The Mannings found out too late that
Nico-1’s water supply had systematically weakened the hormonal
birth control that had been infused into Juna’s body before leaving
Earth. Now she was three months pregnant, which meant that they
needed to shorten their mission significantly in order to get her
home before the baby was born. In fact, they’d been ordered home by
their superiors for the exact same reason.

On top of all that, their travel time
had been extended by two months, even though the weather on Nico-1
was exactly the same every day and eliminated their need to find a
launch window. No, the two extra months were exactly how long it
would take the Mannings to get to another exit point since they
could not go out the way they came in.

The inward vacuum of the northeast
portal would simply keep sucking their little ship back in. Just
like it had done all those satellite messages they’d tried to send
out at the beginning of their residency on Nico-1. The Mannings
would therefore have to exit M31 through the southeast portal since
it had an outward thrust.

Based on the return messages they
received from the command center, the southeast exit actually sped
the traveling time up by several months, enabling more rapid
communications. As a result of this forceful outlet, Juna and
Elexander were very likely to get home a good two months before
their baby was due. That would certainly please both of their
parents, who were anxiously awaiting their arrival home.

The second reason the Mannings had to
leave Nico-1 now was because all the information that they’ve sent
back to earth via satellite thus far had gained worldwide
attention. Now top scientists from all over Earth’s globe wanted to
get involved. Many were advocating the Mannings’ speedy return so
that the samples they’ve collected so far could be studied. They
also wanted the Mannings to lead a larger team of scientists to
Nico-1 to find out why it wasn’t already inhabited. This return
trip would take place after Juna gave birth to their child, of
course.

“It’s hard saying goodbye,
isn’t it?” Elexander said, verbally making himself known since his
feet had not made a sound on the plush grass underneath.

The whole planet was like one big
fertile garden. That fact alone kept the married scientists puzzled
as to why it wasn’t inhabited by other intelligent beings by now.
So far, the only flesh and blood creatures they’d seen were
animals. Though the animals on Nico-1 were very curious and quite
friendly at times, they were still just animals.

Juna turned to look at her husband.
Tears were in her dark brown eyes as she released Mamba and stood
up again. “Yes, it is very hard to leave. Nico-1 feels more like
home to me than Earth ever did. I love everything about it,
especially the animals.” She looked down at Mamba again. Love
glistened in her eyes for the animal that she’d helped to calf just
three months ago.

Elexander came closer and patted Mamba
on the head. “I, too, feel at home here. Perhaps we’ll make Nico-1
our permanent home one day. I’d love to see our child growing and
playing right alongside Mamba’s calves.”

At those words, Mamba nudged closer to
Elexander’s right leg. It was as if she approved of what had been
said.

“Oh, Elexander, I’d love to
settle here permanently,” Juna gushed as she reached beyond Mamba
to plant a kiss on her husband’s cheek. Though they both would miss
their parents and friends, the fact that safe travel between the
two planets was now possible made that less of a problem for
them.

“Then that’s most certainly
what we’ll do,” Elexander replied, relishing his wife’s affection.
“To be quite honest, I wish we could settle here now. Especially
since we’ve grown so close to each other and even closer to God
here. Yet with all the obligations we have back on Earth and with
the baby coming, I don’t see how we could stay.”

Elexander walked around Mamba and drew
his wife into his arms. One of his large hands caressed her still
flat belly. He looked forward to seeing her abdomen expand with his
child.

“I understand and I am ready
to face what is before us,” Juna said, revealing the courage that
her husband had always loved about her.

This is the best helpmate any man
could ever ask for. Elexander smiled.

He also deemed his wife a genuine
trooper in every sense of the word. Not only had she accompanied
him on a mission filled with risks and uncertainties, she hadn’t
complained one bit, not even about female things. Elexander thought
for sure Juna would complain about the cutting of her long black
locks. However, when it came time for her hair to be trimmed for
the mission, she hadn’t winced or shed one tear in the barber’s
chair.

Faced with doing that again for the
return mission, despite the fact that her hair had only just gotten
long again, Juna had taken the scissors to her own head and trimmed
the thick locks until they were ear length. She understood how
difficult it was to take care of long hair in space and thus had
done what was necessary.

“You look ready to face the
future. I am ready, as well,” Elexander replied, pushing past the
feelings of foreboding he’d had ever since they received orders to
return to Earth. There was something about going back that just
didn’t set right with him. Yet they were bound by their obligations
to H-NASA and the rest of the people on their home
planet.

“But first, let us enjoy
this particular moment more fully,” Elexander added huskily,
determined to make the most of the present.

Then pushing all negative feelings
aside, the enamored scientist whisked his radiant wife away to
their favorite spot in the whole garden. Elexander intended to make
their last day on Nico-1 a day to remember for years to
come.

As if she understood the significance
of this moment, Mamba exited the garden to allow the humans more
privacy. She would return to her own mate for a different kind of
bonding.

~~~ >< ~~~

After watching the Mannings take off
in their compact tri-colored spacecraft, the animal they called
Mamba turned to her long-horned mate with glistening eyes. She had
understood everything Elexander and Juna said since the first month
they arrived on Hekima (HEH-kee-MAH), the real name of this
planet.

All the Hekimans understood Earth
English by now since it only took them roughly thirty days to learn
any new language they were exposed to. And Mamba, or rather Tuhfa
(too-FAH) as she was called by her own people, had made sure of
that exposure by speaking it often in their meeting
places.

“I am sad to see our Earth
friends leaving. They were very kind to us,” Tuhfa said in her
native tongue.

The gray male buck called Sudi
(soo-Dee) inched closer to her on the grassy hill. “Yes, they were
kind.” He offered her the comfort of his forequarter as he brushed
it ever so softly up against hers. “Perhaps they will return again
one day as promised. They seemed honorable enough to do
so.”

Tuhfa shook her head remorsefully and
settled down upon all fours. A tear fell out of her right eye and
lodged in the thick fur underneath. “Sadly, the ones called
Elexander and Juna will not be able to keep that promise, no matter
how honorable they are. They will never return to Hekima, but their
seed will. One day he will even bring his wife with him. They will
also conceive their first child here.”

Settling down on all fours as well,
Sudi looked at his intuitive mate with wonder. Like countless
others, he deemed Tuhfa as one of the wise among their people. Many
listened to her and heeded her advice. Surely, the humans would
have, too, if only she’d presented them with what she
knew.

“If you knew this, Tuhfa,
why did you not tell them?” Sudi asked, addressing the issues upon
his heart. “They spoke so joyfully about returning. I am sure if
they knew ahead of time what lies before them, they would do what
they could to remove the barriers that stand between them and
us.”

“For one, our laws dictate
that we do not risk exposure of our true nature to those who are
not ready,” Tuhfa replied.

“Elexander and Juna seemed
most ready to me,” the white-rumped male persisted, ready to break
even that law in order to help out their good friends.

“Perhaps they were, but the
others to whom they communicate with are not. In fact, based on a
conversation that I overheard our Earth friends discussing
concerning a talking donkey[i] in their holy book, I gathered that
their species as a whole is not ready for talking animals just yet.
But their son will be and he will be told our planet’s true name
and the true nature of our species,” Tuhfa said, speaking assuredly
about things that just seemed to come to her at times. Things that
kept her included in all high-council meetings for the wisdom she
possessed.

“Though I find comfort in
that last part, still…”

“No stills, dear mate,”
Tuhfa interrupted gently. “The fates of Elexander and Juna are in
the hands of the Creator.[ii] Besides, telling them what I know
would not have changed their destinies. It would have only
prolonged the inevitable but for a few years and with widespread
devastation for several planets. However, I have great peace that
our Earth friends are both ready for the next phase in the circle
of life.”

“So Elexander and Juna will
eventually find tranquility then?” Sudi inquired, needing
reassurance about their friends. Despite the fact that he had not
been as close to them as his mate, he had still been very fond of
the kind Earth couple. The fact that they’d assisted Tuhfa through
a difficult birth a few months ago endeared the male buck to them
forever. Sudi wished only good to come to them.

“Yes, they will eventually
find the purest tranquility of all. But a time of pain and
suffering will precede that tranquility.” Tuhfa allowed more tears
to fall from her eyes. Soon the fur around her face and neck would
be soaked through and through.

Not wanting her Earth friends to
suffer at all, yet knowing that it was not in her power to stop it,
Tuhfa could at least take comfort in the fact that the Mannings’
time of pain and suffering was made that much shorter by her not
telling them what she knew. She also took comfort in the fact that
one of her very own children would grow up with the Earth couple’s
child. Together their offspring would fulfill their destinies and
change the futures of not just two planets, but several others in
the process.


________________________________________

[i] Numbers 22:21-28

[ii] Ecclesiastes 9:1

 


 


 



Chapter 2

2168 – May

With barely enough light to see,
Elexander sat at the controls, trying once again to reverse the
latest damage to the ship’s computer. A month upon leaving Nico-1,
the mainframe on the ship started to go haywire. Some type of
computer virus had attacked it, causing all kinds of things to go
terribly wrong. The navigation barely worked some days and they’d
had to rig the system in order to maintain the most important
functions such as life support systems and fuel
tracking.

Though Elexander had traced the
virus’s origin to the last satellite transmission they received
from Earth, it had been hard for him to believe that someone at
H-NASA had deliberately sabotaged their return home. Yet all the
evidence was there. How else could a rare Earth computer virus have
gotten on board a perfectly healthy mainframe all the way in
another galaxy?

Based on the above data, the Mannings
deduced that whoever was responsible for this calamity was
masterful in computer programming. That person had not only made
the virus adaptable, he’d made sure that it stayed well-hidden in
the system until exactly one month from their Nico-1 departure. In
short, their enemy had wanted to make sure that the Mannings were
well into space before the trouble started. Too far away from
Nico-1 to return without proper navigation. Too far away from M31’s
exit point to be thrust close enough for them to receive help from
Earth.

The Mannings had their theories about
who their enemy was and how that person may have slipped past Dr.
Badru Karson, whom they still trusted. Nevertheless, Elexander
advocated that they could not allow themselves to waste precious
time thinking about it. Nor could they waste time on bitter
thoughts.

Right now the most prevalent thing to
do was to find another habitable planet nearby, land on it long
enough to permanently fix this computer problem and then get back
to Nico-1. That had to be their top priority.

Trying to get back to Earth was
becoming less of an option with each passing day. After this act of
treason, the Mannings did not trust the ship to get them back to
their home planet safely. Nor did they trust the people at the
command center anymore.

“What’s the latest on Planet
X?” Elexander asked his wife, who was busy working at her own
computer station.

Despite the fact that she was six
months pregnant and had been battling morning sickness for three of
those months, Juna had been actively by her husband’s side day and
night. She was trying to do her part to help them out of this very
serious situation to the point that Elexander often had to make her
go back to bed at times, even when it was his turn to sleep. It
pained him to see dark circles forming under her beautiful
eyes.

Fortunately, Juna’s efforts had paid
off. She’d found a southeastern planet that they named X for the
time being, which looked to be habitable. They could only pray that
it was, because once they landed, they were stuck there until they
fixed the ship.

“The atmosphere looks
thicker than ours and the dirt looks more brown than green, but my
gut tells me that it’s the most habitable planet we’re going to
find around here. Especially with the amount of fuel that we still
have.” Juna stated the facts with more bravado than she felt right
now.

Though she was usually very
optimistic, the last three months had chipped away at her courage
bit by bit. These days Juna found herself wrestling with fear on a
regular basis. She was scared for herself, for her husband, and
most of all for their baby. Yet because of their child, she would
fight through her fears and do her best to deliver him or her
healthy and strong on whatever planet they landed on.

For her child, Juna would also extend
forgiveness by faith towards the person that betrayed them. A
person that she now wished she’d never met.

Seeing how brave his wife was still
trying to be after months of uncertainty and with even more
uncertainty before them, Elexander summoned a reassuring smile.
“I’ve always trusted your gut before, so Planet X is where we’ll
land. In the meantime, I want you to go to the mid-deck and try to
get some rest.”

Juna adamantly shook her head. “No,
I’m staying right where I belong - by your side, Elexander.” Her
jaw was set in a stubborn line as she said that.

Elexander had never loved her more
than at this moment. Juna had looked the same way when the director
at the space center mentioned that she could refuse this mission if
she wanted to and allow another astronaut to take her place. Not
only did she insist on accompanying her husband to Nico-1 as
planned, Juna argued that the astronaut they’d chosen to replace
her needed to stay on Earth with his pregnant wife, who was prone
to miscarriages. That alternative astronaut had been Badru, the
Mannings’ dearest friend and most trusted colleague.

Elexander nodded his consent of his
wife’s words with a huge loving grin. “In case I haven’t told you
in the last hour, I love you very much.” He reached over and patted
her round belly, before adding, “You and our baby.”

Juna smiled wide, as well, and felt
tons better inside. “We love you, too, Elexander.” Then she watched
as her husband proceeded to chart a course for Planet X. Their hope
was to get close enough so that their landing could be assisted by
the downward pull of the planet’s gravity.

~~~ >< ~~~

Everything was going fine until the
Mannings actually got into the lower realms of the planet’s
atmosphere. That’s when they discovered why so much brown could be
seen from space.
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