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Author’s Note

The following two short stories are set on the spaceship Sagan, part of the science fiction world of my Catalyst Chronicles series. Specifically, they are set toward the end of Twinned Universes. In Twinned Universes, the Sagan travels through a wormhole from one universe (mid-21st century) to another one where it is 1980. Time travelers from the 21st century study the 20th century and bring back DNA samples of extinct animals and famous people. (Paul is the clone of a famous rock star named Sean Lyon.) 

I have written these stories so they can stand on their own; however, there are some spoilers for Twinned Universes. If you would like to read that story first, it’s available in eBook, paper, and electronic formats. Otherwise, I hope you enjoy these stories and consider reading more of my work. The best ways to find out when I have new stories available is to follow my blog or Facebook page. If you choose to subscribe to my newsletter, you can receive a free copy of Scattered Seasons, Book Two of my fantasy Season Avatars series.

Best,

Sandra Ulbrich Almazan
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A Solstice in Space 

LIVING ON A SPACESHIP required stripping possessions down to the essentials and coming up with creative ways to supply other things. Cassandra Harrison stood in the middle of her family’s living area, her handheld extended like a conductor’s baton. “Activate Christmas décor,” she told it.

Pine garlands with red ribbons and twinkling lights sprang into existence, winding across the edges of the ceiling. Red and green candles clustered on a low table. The space beneath the holoprojector was transformed into a roaring fireplace with matching stockings already hanging from the mantel. Most importantly, in the corner stood a Christmas tree stretching from floor to ceiling. Although its branches were crusted with snow, they bore more colored lights and every type of ornament her family had programmed in over the years. A series of planets, from Mercury to Neptune, with an alternate Earth—distinguished by its deeper blues and greens—thrown in for good measure. Strands of tinsel twisted like DNA. Miniature guitars. Shakespeare characters and the Elvii Twins. Initials for everyone in the family. Even Mom’s.

Cass blinked her eyes furiously. Fake, all of it, nothing more than holograms she couldn’t touch or smell. What good were they when Mom wouldn’t be here to celebrate with them? Oh, sure, super-organized Mom had managed to buy them all presents and hide them in the family’s storage unit, but she wouldn’t be here to watch them or open her own gift. She never would. Uncle Jackass had taken her from them. It wasn’t enough that he’d never return to their own Earth. That wouldn’t bring Mom back to life.

Cass studied the decorations, her handheld trembling in her grasp. Maybe she should deactivate them before Dad and her brother Paul returned from the lab. They probably weren’t in the mood to celebrate any more than she was. But before she could speak, Paul walked in, a big grin on his face. Seeing that only made her feel sourer, especially when all he did was wave at her before heading to his room.

“So, how many people asked you for an autograph today?” she called after him.

“Four.” He came out with a change of clothes and crossed to the head. He must have big plans for Yvonne tonight if he planned to shower and change. “At this rate, I’ll be famous before we make it back to Earth. In the meantime, I have a date with Yvonne.”

No wonder he was in such a good mood. Maybe she’d feel better if she had a steady boyfriend.

Paul came out a few minutes later, freshly shaved but hair still wet. “Oh, hey, you put the decorations up,” he said. “That’s Mom’s—” He clamped his mouth shut.

“Yeah. Mom did it. But she can’t anymore, can she?”

Paul looked remorseful, as if he wanted to apologize again for causing Mom’s death, even though it wasn’t his fault.

“So, are we celebrating Christmas this year, or what?” Cass asked.

Paul shrugged. “I guess we have to, won’t we? But it won’t be the same.”

“Yeah. I don’t even know if I want to.”

“Neither do I. But we should do something to cheer Dad up—or at least get him out of the lab.”

“Like what?” A lot of the holiday traditions people followed on Earth didn’t work very well on a spaceship. Shopping for the year had been done ahead of time, and the 3-D printer was shared, so it was hard to keep gifts secret. They couldn’t bake in the mess hall or go sledding. Paul felt uncomfortable singing, so caroling from suite to suite was out. As for religious services, Yvonne might be Christian, but no one in the Harrison family was. Cass twiddled her fingers. There was a certain aspect to the season that had recently developed meaning for her, but maybe her family wouldn’t be willing to participate.

She blew out a big breath and asked anyway. “Paul, will you help me celebrate the solstice on the 21st?”

He wrinkled his forehead. “The solstice?”

“You know, the shortest day of the year.”

“I did manage to pass astronomy, Sis. But don’t you have to be on a planet to have a solstice?”

Cass had been wondering how to handle that part of the ceremony herself. But she supposed if the Muslim travelers could figure out how to orient themselves toward Mecca in space, she could improvise her own ceremony. Maybe there were other pagans on board who could guide her, or even let her join their own rituals. 

“I’ll look into it,” she said. “So, if I plan a solstice ceremony, will you come?”

His expression didn’t change—not surprising, given his acting skills—but he didn’t answer right away. He was probably thinking of an excuse, any excuse, to get out of it. 

She crossed her arms. “You owe me, Brother. You owe me big.” 

He let out a faint sigh. “I know. You don’t need to remind me every second. What about Dad? Are you going to get him to go too?”

“Do you think he will?”

“Depends on how religious this is.”

Dad, like Mom had been, was agnostic. Both Cass and Paul had been raised without religion. Maybe that was part of the reason mother goddesses fascinated her now. Paul still seemed more interested in pursuing religious girls than any religion.

Cass lifted her chin. “I want all our friends there too. Even Yvonne and Scott. Julia too.”

Paul raised his eyebrows, but all he said was, “Break a leg with that, Cass.”

He left without saying anything else. He didn’t have to. Scott was a proclaimed atheist, his sister a devout Christian, and Julia followed the traditional religion of her Navajo father. Cass would definitely need a lot of luck bringing everyone together for a ceremony they could all believe in.

* * *
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CASS STARTED BY CONSULTING her texts for ideas for a Yule celebration. In some ways, paganism was confusing because there were so many paths she could choose from, but that meant she could decide which way spoke to her heart. 

Colors were easy: red, green, and white, just like Christmas colors. She had plenty of that in the current decorations. Fire wasn’t allowed on the Sagan, so she’d have to make do with flameless candles and skip a Yule log. While she might be able to borrow a bonsai pine tree from the garden, mistletoe and holly weren’t available. If only there were enough evergreens to make real wreaths. Maybe Scott could program a holo show to celebrate the return of the light. They could all hold lights and wish each other good things for the coming year. Or they could do a bell ceremony and honor the sacred directions. Julia in particular might appreciate that touch. But Cass could already hear Scott in her mind saying, “There’s no north or south in space!”

Cass sighed. At least her friends might appreciate a gift exchange or a feast at the end. But persuading them to go along with the rest of it might not be easy. Maybe she should wait for a time when Dad and Paul were out of the suite and practice a solitary ritual. There would be nothing wrong with that; lots of pagans were solitaries. But she didn’t want to be a solitary, and despite the extra travelers on board, only a couple of other passengers or crew were pagan. One was an older woman more interested in reliving the 1960s and 1970s than following a faith, and the other was a guy who wanted to perform ceremonies with her skyclad. She’d put distance between herself and him when she figured out what that meant.

She sketched out a few ideas, then arranged to meet her new friend Julia Kee to see if she was willing to participate.

* * *
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“WE DO HAVE A SPECIAL winter ceremony called the Night Chant,” Julia said. They sat in the mess hall, drinking cider and eating the last of the pumpkin pie. “But it’s very complicated. You have to have a memory like a...like a handheld to remember all the chants and prayers and other parts of it.” She looked around nervously. “Dad might not want me to tell you much about it. It’s too sacred.”

“Oh.” Cass’s cheeks grew warm. Maybe she was being a bit pushy. “So, you don’t want to be part of this solstice ceremony, then?”

“I didn’t say that,” Julia said quickly. “I mean, your other friends and family will be there too, right? I wouldn’t want to be left out.” 

Especially if my brother’s there. Poor Julia had a crush on Paul. Cass wasn’t sure if Paul realized it, given how obsessed he was with Yvonne. If Paul tried two-timing either of her friends, Cass would say something. Until then, Aunt Livia had recommended she not meddle in their affairs. 

Julia waited patiently for Cass to say something, so she finished her cider and said, “Is there anything you can bring or share with us?”

“I can make fry bread for the feast. It’s very easy, and you can serve it with honey or use it for tacos or a lot of other things. It might cheer Dad up too. He really misses our homeland.” Julia glanced over at the serving area. “But where can you cook on this ship? We have no kitchen of our own.”

“Neither do we. It’s more efficient to have one central kitchen.” 

Some of the light faded from Julia’s dark eyes. Cass hurried on, eager to make her friend happy again. “But there’s a small area set aside for people to cook their own special dishes. You have to request a spot on the schedule, but once you show you can follow their food safety rules, they’ll help you make almost anything you like.”

“That would be great,” Julia said.

One friend was willing to join her ceremony. What about the rest?

* * *
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“CEREMONIES DON’T REALLY do anything, Cass,” Scott said. She’d intercepted him after he’d come off a shift interning with the Sagan’s IT Department. He must have been crawling around to access some
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