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Aldrin Station
Local Date:September 13, 2248
Local Time: 1015

My father is a man with an eye for detail, I thought as I leaned against our cabin’s small lavatory door and watched him unpack his clothes. 

Whereas my own shirts and pants came aboard in the duffle I’d just crammed into my cubby, each of his pieces were perfectly folded and arranged for optimal use of storage. As he placed his garments into the drawers—socks and underthings to the right, overshirts and jumpers on the left—he examined each as if to decide their worth.

The cabin was cramped. Two sleep bins, the zero-g shower, and just enough leeway to shimmy out to the door. But the ventilation was good, and the place was clean. Which was more than enough. We were on a cruise, after all. It wasn’t like we were planning to spend any real time here.

The data wall kept us abreast of progress toward launch.

When he finished unpacking, my father lowered the restraining screen to cinch his clothes down, closed the drawer, and stretched his back with an expression of such extreme satisfaction it made me wonder if he’d been drinking.

He hadn’t, of course.

His adherence to form and process was one of many traits that could make him damnably hard to be around, and even being on a five-star cruise with his only son, a trip he’d—surprise of all surprises—arranged himself, wasn’t enough to make United Governments Chief Inspector Evan Whittier drop his discipline.

Regardless, the idea of alcohol slipping past his lips before dinner was laughable.

There was a reason my mom had eventually split, after all.

The patch on his collar made sure no one would forget that he was a ranking official in the UG Justice Department, and the handkerchief served to ensure people knew he had standards. He’d worked his way to his position. He wasn’t above cashing in on his capital.

I’d never bought into the UG structure as heavily as Father had wanted. He’d always been hard for me to understand. But having him as a father had as many benefits as it did drawbacks. This cruise was a celebration of sorts in that vein. I’d just passed the Academy and would be joining the department when we returned.

This would be our last blast, he’d said.

Two guys taking two local weeks to adventure around the galaxy, he’d added in a tone that said taking an expensive adventure cruise together would make up for years of being a remote father.

I didn’t have much to lose. Two weeks adventuring with Father? How much damage could that do?

So that’s how we found ourselves together on Voyager, an older Excelsior Class Star Drive chartered by the United Government’s Interstellar Command, but, like most activity in the Solar System, underwritten by several companies.

It was older than most, built just after the first wave of the war with Universe Three, or, as the United Government called it, our skirmish with the terrorists. With that conflict at a very slow boil these days, Voyager was used more often for commercial enterprises than military.

Our first jump would take us to Hebron B, a planet in the Bernard system that was smaller than earth-standard, but known for amazing rafting and cliff climbing—interests I’d also inherited from Father when he was younger. From there the cruise would jump to the Arcturus system, experience a pass through the energy fields of a nebula in the outer ring, then climax with a three-day stint at several of the wild planetoids found at Sagittarius A, the galactic core of the Milky Way itself.

It was the last I was most anticipating.

The idea of camping on a mile-wide slab of iron floating in space felt important in ways I could barely describe.

If it brought me closer to my father, so much the better.

I smiled as he slid an antiquated handkerchief into the pocket of his immaculately clean jumper’s pocket.

Asshole or not, at 72 years of age, he was still fit and trim.

With extensions, he’d probably live another hundred.

“Are you ready?” he said.

The question was so like him—a simple statement with multiple layers underneath, an open-ended query that dangled like so much cord with which so many would eventually hang themselves. It was a trick I’d learned myself, perhaps too well, Angela might say. I was always leaving a question for her to respond to, then arguing about why she was wrong.

Like father, like son, I suppose.

Both of us liked a good argument. Neither of us was any good at taking care of people close to us.

Instead of answering him, I waited while he clasped his hands.

Something else I’d learned from him.

“I thought we might go to the observation deck,” he finally said. “See the show.”

“The instructions said we can’t leave the cabin until after separation. Something about how space accidents at Newtonian speeds lead to very expensive lawsuits.”

Rather than laugh, he grunted, then scowled. “Fascists,” he said as he looped his thumbs in his belt loops and went to the radiation-hardened screen.

The ship’s outer shell was pulled back to pre-flight position, allowing passengers a full view of deep space. Below, Aldrin Station’s command ring gleamed with sunlight that washed out several of the dimmer stars. Aldrin was a departure station locked into Lagrange point L4.

We would separate within the hour.

First jump was fifteen minutes after that.

His frown hardened the longer he stood there.

I was about to ask him how work was going when the proximity beacon flared from the ceiling light. Footsteps came from outside, and the intercom chimed.

“May we enter?” a voice came over internship comms.

“Of course,” my father said, clearly relieved to be doing anything other than waiting.

The door retracted on itself, and two crew members, complete in fitted gray uniforms, entered. Both wore short-cropped hair. One male, the other uncertain. Both were tall and thin.

“Welcome aboard, Chief Inspector,” one said. “The captain would appreciate a word with you.”

“I would be happy to see her,” he replied. “Is this business or pleasure?”

“She would like to speak prior to launch, sir,” said the second.

“Business, then,” Father said, glancing to confirm I’d come to the same conclusion.

The two stepped out, leaving room for us to egress.

“Alex,” my father said, motioning me first.

“The captain would like to see you alone, sir,” the crew said.

“My son has just accepted a position in the department,” Father replied, placing a simple command into the tone of his voice. “Speaking with him is the same as speaking with me.”

The two crew gave an unspoken communication, then motioned me forward.

As they led us from our cabin, I suppressed a grin.

I’d seen my father work before. Sometimes the sense of manipulation behind it bothered me, but I admitted fully to wanting to learn his way of telling people what they were going to do without making his words a direct command. Even after watching him for years, it never failed to amaze me.

•

A FEW CORRIDORS AND A lift tube into the heart of the spaceship, we found ourselves across the table from one Captain Kelly Johnson, a woman who looked the part of command, tall and firm while still having a comfortable way about her. The office was at once intimate and spacious. A flat wall decorated with images of birds of prey and a few awards connected the space. A broad, woven tapestry hung from nearly ceiling to nearly floor to lend the space a warm sensibility. Curved portions of the walls opposite were active displays, lined with real-time status reports from the Voyager’s central command.

Johnson was young for a captain, but her reputation was strong enough that even I knew she was headed for grander things. The sensation of being in her office did nothing to dissuade that idea.

“Welcome aboard, Chief Inspector Whittier,” Captain Johnson said, rising and coming to clasp my father’s hand. “This is Alex, I assume?” She shook mine just as warmly.

“Yes, Captain,” I replied. “Alex Whittier.”

“I’ve heard your performance in Academy was outstanding,” she said, leading us to chairs. “I’m sure it’s just a matter of time before you’re following in your father’s footsteps.”

“Perhaps,” I replied.

“I’m sure Alex will find his own path,” Father said.

“Of course,” the captain replied. “But first you’ll both be hitting the white water and camping on flatiron, right?”

“Yes, indeed,” Father said with a smile as broad as when he asked if I would take this trip with him. The realization made me wonder how real that expression was.

“I’m envious,” the
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