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Chapter One: Stay Home
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The colony in the Kuiper Belt was already close to interstellar. Only one more leap would place humanity among the stars. Sareen was attempting to build the ship to make that leap.

But the governor of Kuiperia lurked behind his desk with other plans.

His orderly stuck her head in the door. “We were hacked, Sir. Someone on one of our Stations blinded security.”

The governor nodded once. Good, this is my chance. They assumed all they had to do was build it and send it off. But now someone is sabotaging them, and people are being killed.

Brev smiled. He could claim safety came first.

I don’t want this mission. They’ve waited this long. They can wait longer. The stars aren’t going anywhere.

Of course, there’ll be a big to do from those who wanted to go. Their careers are at stake. But I can say whoever committed these murders could decide to kill any number of people. I can say it will be for their own good. 

~~~~~
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SAREEN SAT IN HER OFFICE looking out at the Milky Way. She reached out an arm as if to caress the velvet glow of distant stars and nebulae. Her com interrupted her reverie. She read the message and frowned. She grimaced and laid her com on her desk. She folded her arms. 

Her com buzzed again. It was Lars. She answered, “Come see me.”

When Lars knocked, her back was to the door. “Come in,” she snapped without turning around.

“Aunt Sareen, are you okay?”

“Look at our galaxy, Lars. Isn’t it beautiful?” Her voice quavered.

“Yes, it is.”

She twirled her chair to face him. “I can’t believe it. Your great-grandfather would have smashed his face in.”

Lars reared back and raised his eyebrows.

“I’m sorry, Lars. I shouldn’t speak of your father so.”

“I’m not happy with him either. What are we going to do?”

“Do?” She threw her hands up. “What can we do? He’s in charge. His orders are final.”

“Maybe we can talk him into changing his mind.”

“No, Lars, he won’t change. Brev never wanted to go exploring. He was against it the whole time. His weak support is the reason we’re not already on our way.”

“I heard Dad say as much.”

“This is so frustrating. All this work down the drain because he...” Sareen stopped herself.

Lars stood quietly.

Sareen let out a breath and said, “Lars, let’s find out who’s behind these murders before we say anything else. We should first be getting to the bottom of this mess anyway.”

“I agree. By the way, Samuel refuses to talk.”

“He’s afraid. I can’t say I blame him. We probably saved his life by putting him in custody.” 

“There’s this hope, Aunt Sareen. Father may not be re-elected after this.”

“That’s no hope. Lars, do you have any idea how many people agree with him?”

“Yeah, I know.”

They studied each other’s faces.

Sareen sneered. “We live with a pack of sugar wimpies.”

~~~~~
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A CROWD OF SULLEN TECHNICIANS went about the dismal task of sealing the construction barges indefinitely. When everything was secure, they boarded transports and returned to personal quarters on the Kuiper Stations. A few emigrated to Asteroidia in disgust.

Governor Brevard Chetwood released Samuel from custody.

June and Lars were at lunch on Kuiper One.

“Lars,” said June, “can you tell me why Samuel was released?”

“Dad said it was because there’s no need to investigate any further.”

June stared into his eyes. At length, she said, “Do you believe that?”

“No.”

“Was your father part of the opposition?”

Lars glared at her. “Dad isn’t a murderer.”

“I’m sorry, Lars. You’re right. I just can’t make sense of this.”

“Me either. Has the investigation been called off?”

“No.”

They both chewed thoughtfully.

“I’m still authorized to investigate for a conspiracy,” said June, “but only as it concerns the safety of the Stations.”

“Dad won’t talk to me about it. I think he’s happy to have an excuse to call off the interstellar expedition.”

“So, what does he want to do now?”

“Nothing as far I can tell.”

June inhaled slowly. “We lost track of Samuel. He was our only lead.”

“I wonder is he dead?”

“It’s possible. Lars, this is serious.”

“I know.”

“Do you have any plans?”

“I’m thinking of going to Asteroidia to get a doctorate in engineering. There’s not much to do here that interests me.”

“You have a future here in politics.” June waited for his reaction.

“I hate politics. That’s no future, especially here.”

June judged his answer to be sincere and said nothing.

“June, what are your future plans?”

“I don’t know. I was looking forward to going on the expedition. I don’t know what to do now.”

Lars nodded. In his mind, he resolved to push his father harder. Too many people were too disheartened. He sensed there would be permanent discontent and resentment unless someone came up with a better resolution than his father was providing.

~~~~~
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SINCE CONSTRUCTION was halted, Sareen’s family had time to get together for a reunion.

“So young Brev, when will I be allowed to go traipsing off to the stars?” Zeit said, “I may not last another century, you know.”

“Grandma,” said Sareen, “This is a family party. We decided not to talk about it.”

“You did? Did you tell me, or is my memory failing?”

“Your memory’s fine, Grandma,” said Kiara.

“Good, at 384 years old, I am glad to hear it. Brev, is your memory failing? Did you forget the General Council decided a long time ago to send an expedition to the stars?”

Brevard Chetwood retorted, “Just because you’re so old and your clones call you Grandma, doesn’t give you the right to decide what we do.”

“Do you have the right?” 

“As Governor of Kuiperia, I made the decision I thought best for all.”

Zeit snorted. “The Governor does not have the authority to overturn a decision of the General Council. You took an oath to carry out the orders of the Council, or did you forget?”

Brevard Chetwood blushed.

“If I decide to issue a complaint against you, it will be taken seriously. Did you forget I am a member-at-large of the Council? I do not ordinarily attend because I stay out of politics, but I do receive a copy of the minutes. You have a slim majority in the Council. I am ready to make an exception to my general rule and get involved. If you do not want me involved, and I do mean involved, you had best take some action. Make it legal and open. If you do anything else under the table, I will risk a few decades of life to oppose you.”

The silent room pulsed with the quickened breathing of those who heard her. Grandma Zeit stared at Brevard Chetwood.

His face became a hot pepper. He pulled at his collar.

“What are you afraid of, Brev? I expect an immediate answer.”

Governor Chetwood slumped in his chair and hung his head.

Zeit Stein continued to stare at him. In spite of her normal composure, her contempt began to show. She closed her eyes.

The silence continued.

Finally, he said, “I’m the Governor of Kuiperia.”

She said nothing but opened her eyes and resumed her stare. She folded her hands in her lap.

“Okay, have it your way. You want to go to the stars? Go. Take your brother-in-law’s old ship and whoever will go with you and go.”

Zeit nodded slightly and turned to Kiara, “I hear you have a new great-grandbaby, Kiara. How is he?”

“He’s fine, Grandma.”

“I’d like to see him.”

“Good, I’ll go get him.”

Others followed suit and began a subdued conversation. 

The governor made excuses and left early, but Lars stayed to the end. 

After everyone left, the clone sisters were having a second dessert in a small room. Sareen took the place of her deceased mother.

Junia said, “Grandma, you were the only one who could have man-handled Brev like that. Thank you.”

The other two chuckled agreement.

Zeit said, “If Arvine were still alive, she would have taken it another step. She would have woman-handled him.”

They all laughed.

“He’s lucky Papa wasn’t here,” said Sareen.

Kiara snickered. “Chet would have made him pee in his pants.”

“Brev deserves it,” said Sareen, “but I’m concerned where this leaves Lars.”

Junia sighed. “Sometimes being in a tough spot brings out the best in a man. I think Lars needs to break with his father.”

“He must make a decision as to where he stands,” said Kiara.

“But we’re still stuck here,” said Sareen.

“Are we?” said Zeit.

The other three gave her their full attention.

“Grandma, are you serious?”

“I did not want to leave Chet’s old ship behind anyway. You heard the boss-man. He said to go. Let us follow his almighty orders. I already have a plan to refit Chet’s ship. We can build a new habitat at our destination.”

“That’s true,” said Junia.

Kiara smiled and watched Sareen’s face.

Sareen sat blinking, then said, “Don’t we need the backing of Kuiperia?”

“We have it,” said Zeit, “The Council authorized it a long time ago, and our slithery governor finally ordered it.”

Sareen countered, “What I mean is, should we do this on our own and leave the other people out? What if we need help out there? Will we be able to get it?”

“We will have God,” said Zeit.

Junia and Kiara smiled.

“I don’t have your faith.”

“You will find your faith. You will find God out there. He is waiting.”

Sareen winced. “You think God’s farther out, and if we go there, we’ll find Him?”

“I am speaking of your destiny, Sareen.”

“If some god made the stars my destiny, I’ll end up there anyway, won’t I?”

“Your destiny is what you make it, Sareen. Listen to me carefully. The destiny God gave every person is to become something new. Your destiny is not one place or event. Your destiny is your ability to make choices to grow and be productive. Your destiny is your choice to work with your Creator to enjoy Him and to please Him by making the most of the life He gave you.”

Sareen studied the faces of the clones that would have been her mother’s face. She struggled to understand what her spirit knew to be true.

“Sareen,” said her Aunt Junia, “you and I aren’t the product of the past. We’re the product of the future. It’s our destiny. When I left Earth, I left the past behind and became a new person. Kuiperia is now more than a century old, and it shows. Many people here reject their future and cling to the past. That’s what Brev is doing. I could have done the same. I had chances to leave Kuiperia and return to Earth. It was your father and mother who inspired me with the vision of the future, not to mention God, who encouraged me the whole way.”

“I could have gone back to earth, too,” said Sareen’s Aunt Kiara, “When I was kidnapped into space, I was scared at first. But then I considered how much I longed to escape my little Caribbean island into something greater. I wanted to live a full life. Chet risked his life to rescue us but then inspired us to go to the Kuiper Belt. It’s time to move farther out. Chet’s ship is like a home to us. It was your parents’ home for many years. Can we die out there? Yes, but we could stay here and die without having genuinely lived. Let’s really live. It’s our destiny.”

“So, you’re all going?” said Sareen.

They nodded. Junia said, “If you want to come, you can be captain. If you stay, we’ll argue for the next century about who’s in charge.”

“What do you mean?” said Kiara, “We don’t argue.”

“We do too.”

“Do not.”

“Yes, we do.”

“No, we don’t. We never argue.”

The four broke into giggles.

“Okay, I’ll go so you won’t argue,” said Sareen, “I guess it’s my destiny to keep the peace.”

“Captain, please tell Brev he can’t come,” said Junia.

They laughed again and had another round of dessert.

~~~~~
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LATER THAT EVENING, Sareen lay in bed.

Captain - Aunt Junia called me a captain. But I don’t want to leave my family behind.

What would Henry have said? No, he would have laughed at them.

How badly do I want to go exploring? Sareen sat up and fluffed her hair. She sighed. She looked out the window. She could only see one star. Yeah, but that Milky Way is out there, and it calls me. I want to go.

That’s what it comes down to. There’s no reason to go except that’s what I want to do. Just because many people couldn’t care less is no reason why the rest of us who do care have to stay home. I want to go badly enough to make the trip.

But is Grandma right? Daddy’s ship is over a century old. I don’t know about that. I prefer a new ship.

I really don’t know what to do.

~~~~~
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LARS SAT AT HIS DESK. His quarters on Kuiper One had a porthole instead of the window he enjoyed on the construction barge. He moved his chair and stared out to space. His mind played over recent events.

What would it be like to live somewhere else? All my friends are here. I don’t want to start over. 

On the other hand, I want to advance as an engineer. But what good is it to be an engineer if all you do is build more of the same? 

I wanted to go on the expedition. 

I am so angry at Dad. What’s the point of being governor if he refuses to lead?

But the thought of leaving Dad behind makes my heart ache. My mother left Dad and returned to Earth. Why? He always complains about her. Was she really a bad person? I barely knew my mother, but I know Dad. Their separation could easily have been Dad’s fault. 

I resent her. I was just a little boy. Could I be reconciled with her now? If I go to the stars, I’ll never know.

She never invites me to Earth. Why? Doesn’t she want me? We hardly ever talk. But that could be only because it takes so long to get answers back and forth.

Dad may not be my favorite person right now, but at least he’s available.

Lars called June, but she didn’t answer her com. He sighed and tried to read the maintenance report. 

He silently stared out the porthole into the speckled dark. The stars stared back.

~~~~~
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CAPTAIN BREVARD CHETWOOD scowled out a porthole. He never imagined the three sisters would jump at the chance to lead an expedition to the stars. But there it was. The antique ship was being refitted. He wanted it scrapped a long time ago, but the Kuiperians had balked at the destruction of what they considered a holy relic. Now it was being used to defy his authority.

He hurled a paperweight at the floor of his office. The paperweight split. He stared at the two pieces. He knew in his heart half of Kuiperia sided with the expedition. He would not win the next election. The corners of his mouth drooped low. His career was ending like his marriage.

I should have told Lars the truth. Mikenda accused me of ignoring her for my career. She was right. I never loved her. I only wanted an heir. I seized custody of Lars, so she left me. 

Now Lars hates me. What’s the use?

He reached into the back of the bottom drawer for the bottle. It contained the three pills he kept in case things got bad. 

He thought of the impact on his son and melted into self-pity. But he’ll get over it. Lars never approved of me anyway.

He thought of writing a note, but it seemed like too much effort. 

Knowing the pills were bitter, he decided to chew them. He wanted to be miserable. Maybe the dry pills would choke him. But they only numbed his mouth. He decided to drink some water but couldn’t swallow. The broken pills had paralyzed his throat.

Captain Brevard Chetwood, Governor of Kuiperia and grandson of the great Chet Chetwood, drowned on a drink of water trying to commit suicide. 

~~~~~
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Chapter Two: Time to Go
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Sareen and June entered Lars’s office.

“Sit down, Lars, we have bad news.”

Lars looked back and forth into the eyes of first one and then the other. “What is it?”

Sareen took a breath. “Your father is dead.”

Lars closed his eyes. He sighed and dropped his head toward the floor. After a minute, he looked up. “What happened?”

“Suicide,” said June.

Lars upper lip curled. “What a fool.”

Silence followed that.

“I was trying to decide to go on the expedition or stay here. I’ll go now.”

“Perhaps you will be needed here,” said June, “Kuiperia will need a leader who supports the expedition.”

Lars blinked at her.

Sareen said, “There is a third option. You have a mother you should meet.”

Lars leaned back in his chair and put his fist to his chin. He blinked at his aunt. “But then I would miss the expedition.”

“There’s time to return before we go. We may not hurry off now. Zeit likes the idea of uniting Kuiperia behind the expedition.”

“That’s why I suggested you stay and lead Kuiperia,” said June, “I would stay with you if you made that choice.”

Sareen’s eyebrows went up. She repressed a slow smile as she slowly inhaled. She watched June and Lars as their eyes locked.

“Would you do me the honor of accompanying me to visit my mother?” said Lars.

“I would do that, especially now that we recaptured Samuel.”

“I think you two should first be publicly introduced to be a couple,” said Sareen.

They looked at her, then at one another. All three suddenly broke into smiles.

But then Lars’s face clouded.

“We’ll have the funeral first,” said Sareen.

~~~~~
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TWO WEEKS LATER, JUNE and Lars boarded a transport hand in hand. Captain Venus Charine welcomed them aboard. 

Lars said, “Captain, I understand you’re taking Samuel to exile on Earth?” 

“He’ll be riding in a cell. Perhaps daily interrogation may break him. June, would you wish to try?”

“I would love it.”

Lars chuckled.

Venus Charine stayed grim. “This will be a cargo haul. I’ve refused other passengers for security reasons until we know more about the opposition to the expedition. It’s a skeleton crew. Because of that, we don’t have a steward. You’ll dine with us. If you need anything, any officer will be glad to assist. I’m hoping for a short trip. We’ll do two legs of relativity drive if we can find clean paths.” She relaxed slightly. “The whole ship is yours except for some hazardous material in the cargo. Stay out of there. Otherwise, happy courting. Enjoy yourselves.” She smiled.

“Thank you,” said June, “We will.”

Their rooms were across the hall from one another. They settled in with the assistance of droids and went exploring. After a while, they sat in the garden.

“I suppose we’ll be eating those vegetables?” said June.

Before Lars could answer, acceleration began. June was thrown off balance and slid off the bench. They laughed as he helped her up.

“This is a powerful ship,” she said. 

“Our shuttles are almost as powerful, but the captain means to get to Earth in a hurry.”

June didn’t have an answer, so she distracted herself smoothing her skirt.

“You’re right, June, about the vegetables. I guess the droids take care of them. Is there anything there you don’t like to eat?”

“No, I like it all. What about you, Lars?”

“I’m no fan of radishes, but everything else looks good.”

They didn’t know what else to say, so they smiled at one another and sat hand in hand, lost in private thoughts.

June wondered if they would stay on Earth. That might be nice. I like old movies with houses and white picket fences.

I know Lars considered an engineering career on Earth, but that was before his father’s suicide. Is moving to Earth still on his mind? This man can be hard to read, but that suits me. 

He has an air of mystery that appeals to me.

I hope he wants to explore Earth as much as I do. Growing up in space makes the home planet seem exotic and romantic. I want to see a big waterfall. I long to lie on warm sand and see waves roll in from the ocean. I can barely imagine lightning and roaring storms, but I want to see a big one and hear thunder. The thought made her heart pound.

“Are you okay, June? You’ve been on transports before. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

June frowned. “I’m not afraid.”

Lars smiled and squeezed her hand. She stiffened and looked at the garden. She didn’t want to be taken care of. She was ready for an adventure.

“I can’t wait to get this trip over and settle in with you.” He leaned in and smiled broadly at her.

She couldn’t help it. She leaned away.

Lars discreetly took a breath over his armpit.

June noticed and burst out laughing. “It’s not you, Lars. I’m excited about this trip. I want to see Earth and experience our home planet. I should have said something.”

Lars said nothing.

“Let’s talk about our feelings, Lars. We can’t be cryptic with one another. I want to see Earth while we’re here. I know we’re visiting your mother. I’m looking forward to meeting her. Have you wondered if she wants to come back to Kuiperia with you? Are you still thinking about a career in engineering on Earth? A few minutes ago, I was off in my own world daydreaming about the grandeur of Earth and a house and garden of my own. What’s on your mind? I’m not afraid of this ship or this trip or anything. I’m excited to be here and to go there.”

“Oh, I guess I was worrying about meeting my mother and about what to do next. When you started trembling, I thought you were worried too. But you’re not, are you?”

“Not at all. There’s nothing to worry about, Lars. I quickly fell in love with you. Your mother will fall in love with you even faster. She’s your mother. This is going to be great.”

They jumped at the loud intercom. “Now hear this. This is your captain speaking. We have located a clean path and will jump inside the Neptune orbit momentarily.”

They looked at one another and laughed again.

They went to a specially filtered window to watch while the ship rushed through space.

Suddenly the window lit up with dots of light that grew bright and disappeared to the sides. 

“It’s beautiful,” said June.

“We’re seeing radio waves and microwaves shifting into visible light due to our velocity.”

“You mean we’re already moving?”

“Yes, we’ll be inside the orbit of Neptune in about four hours.”

“I don’t feel any speed. Can you tell me how this works?”

“It’s called the Vasel-Demancey drive. Centuries ago, just before the devastation of Earth, a man named Otto Vasel discovered how to accelerate objects using an unusual and poorly understood effect of relativity. He used the gravity field of the universe to get a gravity assist and send propellant out of a rocket at extreme velocity. But an Asteroidean engineer who lived a little over a century ago discovered that instead of accelerating a propellant inside a rocket, whole ships could be instantaneously accelerated to high velocity. Her name was Francine Demancey. We’re going about 80% of the speed of light, but we don’t feel acceleration any more than we feel falling. It’s safe unless we hit something.”

“I always feel it when I fall.”

“You sense the upset, but does falling make you feel anything? You feel acceleration when the ship takes off but not when it cruises.”

June had to think about it. “I guess not.”

The streaks lit the window with colored lines. June stared in wonder at the mysterious universe.

Later, once the ship safely completed the jump, Captain Charine announced, “We had a successful use of the relativity drive. We’ll be searching for a particle-free path in hope of doing it again. If so, this will be a quick trip.”

“She keeps mentioning a clean path. What happens if we hit something?”

“Annihilation, June. Velocity this high is dangerous. We’re limited by our inability to search for objects beyond a certain range. We could take a chance and jump the whole distance, but it’s not worth it.” 

“You mean a tiny object would cut a hole in the ship?”

“No, a minute particle or a cloud of gas would detonate the entire ship. Eighty percent of the speed of light involves unimaginable energy that would convert to heat in the event of a collision with anything. The whole ship would become a plasma.”

“So can we really do an interstellar voyage?”

“Good question. Some think interstellar space is not really empty so the odds of hitting something on a long voyage resolve into virtual certainty. The trip could be done in stages although it would be tedious. I favor sending several probes a light year out and watch what happens. It would take more than two years to get an answer. I wish probes had already been sent, but Dad nixed it.”

June sighed and looked out the window.

~~~~~
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THE NEXT DAY, CAPTAIN Charine approached June about interrogating Samuel. “I think he may be ready to talk. I told him Earth plans to incarcerate him unless he promptly explains what’s going on, and that they’ve promised him immunity if he will talk and settle peaceably where they place him.”

“Did they do that?”

Captain Charine made a Mona Lisa smile and said, “They could.”

June chuckled and nodded. “I believe I can work with that. Perhaps he won’t need any more incentive.”

“Good, we’ll leave you alone with him and monitor and record behind the scenes. We have good security. I activated a couple of guard droids.”

“He’s unlikely to try anything. But if he does, I’m good at self-defense.”

Venus Charine nodded once and said, “Follow me.”

The room appeared to be a normal conference room. Samuel was seated at the table. June sat across from him and crossed her arms. She stared him down. His eyes dropped and he sagged. “I’m ready,” she said, “Tell me.”

Samuel began. “First of all, I’m sorry for the damage I caused.”

June continued to stare.

“Okay, I was the leader. I’m against people going to the stars because we don’t belong out there. We can only do harm. Look at the messes we’ve been making as long as there have been people. If anyone else is out there, we need to leave them alone.”

June looked at her recorder as if to be certain it was working and then coolly looked back up into Samuel’s eyes. She noticed a brief flash of anger. Her opinion of Samuel changed in that instant.

He continued. “Why don’t you believe me? Just look at the politics of Kuiperia. No one is agreed on anything. It’s just a matter of time before there’s a civil war. Anyone who goes to the stars will do the same and make a mess out there. Also, the trip is too dangerous. They’ll just get themselves killed. It scared me to death when this captain stupidly took off at high speed across just the solar system. We could have all died. Think of how dangerous it would be to keep that up all the way to another star. People will die if we do that. It’s murder.”

June narrowed her eyes at Samuel. “Are the three the only ones you murdered?”

“They had to die to save others. Their deaths were regrettable, but they didn’t suffer much.”

“Did you kill any others?”

He folded his arms. “I couldn’t. Kuiperia’s security is too tight. But I wanted to.” 

“How did you do it? It looked like suicides. That was pretty smart of you, I think. Didn’t you have help?”

Samuel smirked. June waited, looking into the eyes of a man she felt certain was a psychopath.

“You think I had help from Earth or somewhere, don’t you?”

“Isotopic analysis told us that.”

“You were wrong. That’s why I used shipping containers from Earth to make you think it was from far away. I used space suits to go out and make it look like someone sent the bodies to Kuiperia. You wouldn’t have caught me without Vivian telling on me. I should have killed her too.”

“Was Vivian helping you?”

“No, Vivian’s a... a...” He searched for a word. 

June decided she didn’t want to hear it. “How did you hack Kuiperia?”

“I’ve always hacked the system. It’s my hobby to spy on people.”

“Are you a peeping Tom?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“Why did you kill the first girl?”

“I wanted to kill her. She rejected me. I only wanted to love her.”

June felt a chill go through her heart.

His lips parted a little. 

Is that a micro-smile? 

“You’re scared of me, aren’t you?”

She paused to think and said, “Yes.”

“I could kill you now, and they couldn’t stop me.”

She studied his face. “That’s probably true.”

He lunged.

June grabbed a fistful of his hair and, using both arms, slammed his face onto the edge of the table. She calmly stood.

Samuel glared at her through his bloodied eyes. He tried again.

June turned sideways and popped him in the ear with a martial arts kick. She heard his neck snap just as two guard droids rushed through the door and pounced on him. When they lifted him, his head flopped at a crazy angle. Blood dripped from one nostril. The guard droids rushed him roughly back to his cell and threw him on the floor.

Captain Charine followed immediately with a medical droid, but it was too late. Samuel was dead. The captain looked up at June and said, “You’re right. You’re good at self-defense.”

“I wish he hadn’t done that.”

“Well, he did and suffered the consequences. He deserved it. I’m a certified counselor if you need it.”

“Thanks, I might.”

Captain Charine nodded and left.

June looked at Lars and said, “He should not have attacked. I had more questions. We lost our main source of information.”

“You did the best anyone could.”

“But I didn’t believe him. His story didn’t add up. I don’t think he was in charge. He was taking credit and bragging. I needed to break him and get the real story.”

~~~~~
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THE NEXT DAY, CAPTAIN Charine located her second clean path. At dinner that night she said, “We avoided the Asteroid belt when we left the plane of the Solar System during the first relativity drive. The problem is that no one has mapped this area in detail, and there are anomalous objects flying around everywhere. I’m always concerned, but we’ll be at the start of the tunnel soon and it ends close to Earth.”

Lars said, “It seems strange to call open space a tunnel.”

“True, but that’s what it is. For us, the boundaries may as well be solid rock.”

June said, “I’ve never been in a genuine tunnel.”

“You should visit a cave while you’re on Earth. I think they’re wonderful places. Quite the opposite of space.”

“We’ll do that,” said Lars, “By the way, how do I locate these places, or even my mother for that matter?”

“You need her address from her. Most people on Earth jealously protect their privacy. I would have thought you were in contact with her.”

“No, I tried to call from my last contact with her but received no reply. I didn’t think it would be a problem.”

“Unfortunately, it is. I’ll contact Earth authorities for you and see what I can find. Does she know of your father’s passing?”

“I doubt it. That was why I tried to call her. We seldom communicate.”

“I understand. I’ll be looking up some distant cousins of my own. The time lag makes for difficult communication from the Kuiper Belt. There’s no guarantee a person on Earth can be found, particularly if they don’t care to be found.”

“I didn’t anticipate this.” 

“We’ll wait until we’re closer to earth to begin our search. There’s plenty of time because we go through quarantine and inoculations for three weeks.”

“Oh my,” said June.

“Not to worry. We’ll be close to Earth. The view from the orbiting station is well worth taking some time to study. I’ve found many Earth people know less about their planet than I do.”

“That’s odd,” said Lars.

“Yeah, many of them don’t even know what continent they live on. Also, if you like, quarantine can be finished on the ocean. Living on Earth’s ocean for a week is worth this whole trip all by itself.”

June looked at Lars and said, “I want to do that. Captain Charine, do you think we might see a hurricane at sea?”

The captain laughed. “I certainly hope not. If we do, they’ll probably evacuate us back into space.”

“Are they that bad?”

Lars said, “Aunt Kiara told me they’re terribly violent. She experienced two. She lived on an island where hurricanes are common.”

Captain Charine said, “You two will find Earth to be an unforgettable, even somewhat bizarre, experience. We live sheltered lives in space.”

~~~~~
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THE NEXT DAY, THE SECOND relativity leg of the trip was successful, and they arrived near Earth. June and Lars were mesmerized by the beauty of the home planet.

“So, this is where we came from?” said June, “I’m surprised anyone ever left it. Pictures don’t do it justice.”

“It’s overwhelmingly beautiful,” said Lars.

“It really is the loveliest object in the Solar System. I never imagined such glowing blue in something so huge.”

They marveled until the ship stopped at an orbiting station. The entire crew joined them. Everyone was going “downstairs” as they called it. The ship was docked and left in the care of maintenance technicians and droids. When they passed through the door into the station, they entered a large atrium. A droid conducted them to a reception desk where Captain Charine shepherded the ship and its occupants through the paperwork.

It took an hour to receive a thorough medical examination and a series of inoculations. Their entire entourage was quarantined in the same suite. Everyone had their own room, and each room had a picture window.

June changed clothes and rested in a leather armchair. She felt the chair and sniffed the unfamiliar smell. She noticed the odd pattern of lines and swirls on the table beside her. She wondered if it was copied from the swirling clouds below her. There was a knock on the door.

“Hello, June, I’m Longine Marka. We didn’t meet on the ship because I was so busy. What do you think of Earth?”

“I’m amazed. Have you been here before?”

“Several times, and there’s nothing else like it. It’s stranger to us than space is to an immigrant.”

“Longine, what is this chair made of?”

“You’re sitting on genuine leather, June.”

June jumped up. “Animal skin?”

“That’s right. Earth uses materials that grow naturally.”

“Oh, I didn’t know. I read about that, but I didn’t expect it. They killed a poor animal for its skin?” 

“Not just for the skin, but to eat the meat. It was probably a cow.”

“So, they have that many cows on Earth?” 

Longine smiled. “June, no description can prepare us Kuiperians for Earth or even for Asteroidia. I think the Captain will stop at Asteroidia on the way back. The only place I wouldn’t recommend visiting is Mars. Martians don’t like Kuiperians.”

“The table has a pattern I’ve never seen. Do you think they copied the clouds?”

“It grew that way. It’s wood from a tree.”

“Wow, they cut a tree down to make a table?”

“The framework of your chair is also made of wood. Earth has a lot of wood. Could we sit down?”

“Sure, Longine. I’m sorry. Have a seat. I feel funny sitting on the skin of an animal.”

“Relax, June, it’s normal here. Don’t miss the experience of sitting on a living animal.”

“You can do that? I should have read more before I came.”

“It wouldn’t have helped. I was just like you my first time. Earth really is amazing.”

June sat down slack jawed and breathless.

After a while, droids brought dinner into a dining room with a table large enough to seat three times their number. Lars and June looked at one another. 

“June, the only thing on this plate I recognize is lettuce. Let’s don’t ask what else is here.”

“I already know, Lars. It’s an animal of some kind.”

The crew smiled at one another.

“Don’t worry,” said Captain Charine, “It may be unfamiliar, but you should plunge in and get used to it. The only thing here I don’t care for is coffee. But some of us even like that.”

Longine said, “I like coffee. They bring it later. It’s made from a plant. It’s strong, but I put cream and sugar in it. It’s better that way.”

“Longine, they’ve never had cream and sugar before,” said Captain Charine.

“That’s right, Captain. You guys dig in. Your ancestors ate like this for thousands of years. It’s part of the Earth experience.”

June watched the others cut the stuff on their plates and chew. She took a bite and was pleasantly surprised. The thought she was descended from Earth people settled her mind. She decided she may as well enjoy it.

~~~~~
[image: ]


THE NEXT DAY, A DROID delivered a message to Lars. “Mikenda Chetwood wishes to speak with you. Do you wish to take the call?”

Lars punched a key on the droid and the screen lit with a beautiful face.

“Lars, this is your mother. I’m sorry I couldn’t reply when you launched a search. My work sometimes puts me in isolation. Where are you?”

“Hello, Mother. I’m in an orbiting station in quarantine. I didn’t know how to get in touch with you, but I came to Earth anyway.”

“I’m glad you did. When you’re out of quarantine, come stay with me, that is, when I get home. I’m in quarantine as well. How are you?”

“Fine. June Franklin is with me. We’re courting.”

“Congratulations, I’ll be looking forward to meeting her. You can both stay with me. I have plenty of room. I’ll be out of quarantine in two weeks. How long will you be?”

“We’ll be three weeks less yesterday. Are we on the same Station?”

“Yes, there’s only one quarantine Station, Lars. It’s too bad we’re not allowed to visit, but there’s stuff on Mars that could be dangerous to you until you’re fully immunized. We can talk though. How’s your father?”

Lars took a breath. “There’s bad news there. Dad is dead.”

Lars watched his mother’s face cloud over. She looked younger than he expected. He wished she never left Kuiperia. Her tears released Lar’s own sorrow. As he wept, he realized all his father’s claims of her meanness were a lie.

“I am so sorry, Lars. I know it must hurt you. It hurts me.”

“Yes, and I’m angry at him. He killed himself because he lost political control.”

Mikenda seemed stunned and did not know what to say at that point. A droid handed her a tissue, and she dabbed her eyes. She studied Lar’s face over the screen. She sighed. “We should wait to talk face to face about him. How is your engineering career?”

“It’s good. I’m thinking of getting a higher degree on Earth.”

“That’s makes good sense, although the engineering in Asteroidia is far advanced beyond Earth. I can give you recommendations either place. My job as a diplomatic aide gives me lots of contacts.”

“I would appreciate that, Mother. Would you say Asteroidia has better engineering schools?”

“Certainly, by far. Asteroidia is an older civilization than Earth. The academic community on Earth was re-developed from Asteroidia after the devastation. Asteroidia is well in advance of Earth in the socio-political arena as well. You should learn from Asteroidia and take it back to Kuiperia. Asteroidia is what Kuiperia ought to have become.”

“That gives me something to think about.”

“Well, we’ll talk while I show you around Earth. I live on the Florida peninsula. You’ll love it. For now, I have tons of work to catch up on. But I’m thrilled you’re here. I never stopped loving you and can’t wait to see you in person.”

“Me too, Mother. We’ll talk everyday if that’s okay with you?”

“At least every day or twice a day. I love you, Lars.”

“I love you too, Mother.”

The screen went blank. Lars reached for a tissue. The depth of his loss opened to his mind. My father never knew how to love. I wonder if I do?

~~~~~  
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SAREEN LAY AWAKE WHILE her mind raced. What will happen now that Brev is dead? Where do the majority of Kuiperians stand on the important issues like whether to go to the stars or not? Who will be the best leader for Kuiperia?

She considered Lars. It seemed clear to her he had great potential. She was sickened by the thought he could become like his father. Is he an engineer at heart, or could he become a great leader of men and women? I like June, but what influence will she have on Lars? He’s so unsettled.

Come to think of it, I’m unsettled too. Do I actually want to be captain of the interstellar journey? Why didn’t Grandma or one of my aunts want to be captain? What do they see in me that makes them want me to be captain? Maybe it isn’t my qualifications that motivates them. Perhaps they are merely afraid to have someone else as their captain. As she considered that option, she shuddered at the thought of being isolated in interstellar space with the wrong captain.

Kuiperia needs a leader. The expedition needs a leader. Where do I fit in? Well, I’m already in. I’ve been appointed captain of Daddy’s old ship. But it was understood, wasn’t it, that everything was contingent on other people being agreeable to our plan?

Sareen sighed and looked out the window of her bedroom at the Milky Way flowing past as the Station rotated. 

Staying here for the rest of my life is unthinkable.

I simply must go out there. 

~~~~~
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ZEIT SMILED INTO THE darkness as she lay in bed. 

I’ve done all I needed to do. It’s been a good life. I don’t regret a thing. Well, maybe some things could have been better, but the future is secure now.

Brev is out of the way. I know Sareen will find her way. Junia and Kiara know what to do when she needs their help. Lars will marry June. 

My time is up. I feel it.

She rolled over and slept peacefully. 

She dreamed of going to heaven. The stars swept by her at an impossible speed. Even in her dream she thought it.

When she saw her destination, she knew she was not dreaming. She smiled more broadly than ever she did in life.

The next morning, Sareen called Zeit’s com. She left a message.

“Good morning, Grandma. I
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