
  
    [image: Space Cowboy]
  


  
    
      SPACE COWBOY

      THE WAY HOME

    

    
      
        TOM MCAULIFFE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Next Stop Paradise Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Space Cowboy

      

      

      
        
        The Way Home

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2025 by Tom McAuliffe

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and specific other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. All persons, subjects and locations are semi-fictional.

      

      

      
        
        For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,”

        at the e-mail address below.

      

        

      
        Printed in the United States of America.

        First Edition - 2025

      

      

      
        
        For more information, email: BookInfo@nextstopparadise.com

        www.authortommcauliffe.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Overture

      

    

    
      
        1. The Long Drift

      

      
        2. The Voice of Shadows

      

      
        3. Red Dust and Empty Skies

      

      
        4. I Wanna Be A Pirate!

      

      
        5. Ghosts?

      

      
        6. A Memory in the Dark

      

      
        7. The Betrayal Code

      

      
        8. The Reckoning Field

      

      
        9. Welcome to the Neighborhood

      

      
        10. Diggin the Void

      

      
        11. The Sonari Song

      

      
        12. The Awakening

      

    

    
      
        THE SONARI CODEX

      

      
        EXTRA: Space Mining

      

      
        EXTRA: China in Space

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Please Leave a Review!

      

      
        The Books of Tom McAuliffe

      

      
        B I O

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            OVERTURE

          

        

      

    

    
      Captain Wei Zhang of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) Space Command Resources Division stood at the observation port of the CV Bounty, staring out at the dark expanse of space. His fingers drummed lightly against the steel railing, the sound of the ship’s hum filling the silence around him. The stars beyond seemed cold, indifferent to his presence—just another drop in the endless void. He didn’t care about the stars. He was thinking about the mission, about the purpose that led him to this forsaken place. It was clear… he was expendable but the new ship wasn’t.

      He hated that thought, yet he couldn’t shake it. His mission wasn’t about discovery. It wasn’t about exploration. It was about money. Greedy corporations using men like him as tools to collect resources in the farthest reaches of space. And when the job was done, they’d leave him behind, like they always did. No backup. No rescue.

      “Another day in paradise,” Wei muttered under his breath as he took a sip of his coffee. It was lukewarm and stale. The mug hadn’t been washed in what felt like a week. It tasted bitter, just like the situation.

      The CV Bounty, CV stands for 'Chinese Vessel’, wasn’t much more than a metal hulk drifting through the vast, cold emptiness. A ship that was state of the art. And so was he, really. Or so the voices in his head told him. As jet pilot and then rocket and space ops specialist he was the PRC’s 'tip of the spear'. He always found it kind of humorous when he would be in the offices of PRC nuclear force, basically a group dedicated to destroying mankind if the PRC would ever be attacked and on the wall they would have a sign that said "Peace is our Perfection!"

      He stared down at the screen in front of him, tapping it absently. The feed from Beijing Central was still encrypted—still no response. No surprise there. His contact with command had become nothing more than an automated cycle of “check in,” “still alive,” “no updates.”

      He tapped a few buttons and pulled up his intel logs. Redacted briefings. Dead-drop intel from other ships that had passed through this godforsaken sector. Pirates, probably. Or worse—corporate scouts looking for a reason to blow up the competition.

      His gaze flicked to the other corner of the screen. The electromagnetic signatures were growing. Ships. Maybe more pirates.

      A burst of static interrupted his thoughts, making him jump. He clicked the comm panel, listening.

      “Still no contact with the relay, Beijing Central. Same message, no response,” he said into the comms. He was about to disconnect when a strange whisper cut through the static.

      “…turn around… it is forbidden…”

      He froze, his blood running cold. That wasn’t part of the protocol. He listened again, replaying the line. But the voice was gone. Just a dead line.

      Wei sat back in his chair, his legs stretched out in front of him. His boots made a dull thud as they hit the steel floor. His stomach growled—empty. But it wasn’t just hunger gnawing at him. It was something worse. Something deep in his gut. The feeling that there was someone—or something—out there. Watching him.

      He didn’t feel alone anymore. He felt hunted. And that wasn’t just paranoia. This time, it felt real.

      “Another day in paradise,” he muttered, but the words tasted even more hollow than before.

      The Earth looked small from this high up. It always did. From orbit, the borders vanished. The noise stopped. And all the madness down there became just another flicker behind a band of clouds. Storms rose and fell like beats. Oceans shimmered like polished obsidian. Cities blinked like neurons. Wei Zhang pressed a gloved hand to the viewport and sighed. His ship—the CV Bounty—drifted quietly, its nuclear engines powered down, running cool and dark. He was in silent mode now, low-signature. Almost invisible. Just the way he liked it.

      There was a time, not long ago, when Wei had a desk. A title. A uniform. He served the Chinese Space Authority as one of their most brilliant orbital mechanics engineers, a rising star with a penchant for improvisation and a flair for breaking rules while still technically following them.

      He’d once told a Party official’s wife at a diplomatic dinner that her perfume smelled like jet fuel—and somehow, she’d laughed. Her husband had not. Wei Zhang hadn’t meant to start a problem nor challenge authority. He was just trying to finish his damn noodles.

      The dinner party had been one of those obligatory government galas—the kind held in towering glass halls where wine flowed like water and smiles were worn like masks. The People’s Ministry of Lunar Expansion had just unveiled their latest robotic diggers, and all the senior Party brass had gathered to pat each other on the back.

      Wei had been invited as a “technical consultant,” a polite euphemism for someone too valuable to ignore but too dangerous to keep close.

      The danger wasn’t his mind—it was his mouth.

      He had always been quick with a joke, especially when the baijiu started pouring. And that night, after three shots too many, someone mentioned Minister Zhao’s new wife—a woman thirty years his junior with legs that could silence a boardroom.

      “She must be the Ministry’s next lunar lander,” Wei had said, chopsticks halfway to his mouth. “Looks sleek, costs a fortune, and only launches when the old man pushes just the right button.”

      The table had gone dead quiet. Even the string quartet hesitated mid-bar. Wei realized the moment the words left his mouth that he’d made a mistake. But in classic Zhang fashion, he doubled down.

      “I mean, with that much surface area, who needs solar panels?”

      Laughter bubbled from one corner of the table—a junior engineer choking on a dumpling. But the rest of the room was stone.

      Minister Zhao had stared at Wei as if measuring a coffin. That was the last dinner party he’d ever attend. The next morning, two men in charcoal suits and silent shoes arrived at his apartment in Chengdu. They didn’t threaten him. Didn’t handcuff him. Just told him to pack a bag.

      “You’ve been recalled and reassigned,” they said.

      “To where?”

      “Irrelevant. But you’ll enjoy it… it's out of this world!” they said. With that they whisked him away. He didn’t even get to say goodbye to his wife or mother.

      They flew him to the Western Military Aerospace Base outside Jiuquan. No debrief. No formal charges. Just biometric and medical scans, shots, a hastily updated passport, and a med-tech who jabbed him with stabilizers and said, “Try not to puke on ascent.”

      By nightfall, he was floating aboard the Tiangong-5, PRC space station 150 miles up and orbiting Earth at 400 kilometers per hour. The station commander never shook his hand.

      “You’re the new bird dog,” the man said flatly. “Prep bay three. Your ship launches tomorrow.” And that was it.
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      The CV Bounty—a next-generation nuclear-powered prospector vessel—was already waiting for him at the Space Station. The ship utilizes the newer Q-Drive technology. Think of it as Warp Drive in slow motion. It's a Quantium Thruster engine first used in the early 2020’s on the 'Dawn" spacecraft sent to the planet Osiris. The Q-Drive uses no fuel but instead draws propellant from space. While it does not produce very much thrust it is constant and the ship can go long distances going faster and faster achieving great velocity. The ship also has a nuclear generator aboard as well for inter-solar system transits. There it sat fully stocked. Lightly armed. Equipped with 'Rochester', an AI assistant bot with a saucy attitude but it still had better social skills than half of Beijing and the PRC’s general staff.

      “Captain, you will be scouting for mineral-rich asteroids,” it said. “Your findings will be transmitted to harvesting teams. Your success will determine your duration.” Wei had laughed when he read that in the mission docs.

      So this was the trade-off. One dirty joke, and now he was China and humanity’s canary in the asteroid field. A glorified mining bloodhound. A geological exile. But they’d made one mistake. They put him alone. No handlers. No propaganda officers. No censors. Just Wei, an AI Bot, a ship, and the endless darkness. But the truth was… he liked it. There was something liberating about deep space. About answering to no one but the stars. No more politics. No fake dinners. No wives with too much plastic surgery and too little personality.

      Out here, the rocks didn’t lie. They didn’t get offended. They didn’t send men in suits to disappear you. They just waited—ancient, silent, hiding their treasures in plain sight. Wei had grown up under Party slogans and surveillance drones. But out here, his only companions were physics and probability.

      He named the asteroids he scanned. Made up songs for the elements he tracked. He took pride in outwitting the AI at chess and programmed Rochester to curse in Cantonese just to feel less alone. Every now and then, he’d drift to the viewing window and look back at Earth. That tiny swirl of blue and green. Home to billions.

      None of whom gave a damn about Wei Zhang. But that was just fine by him. Because the longer he stayed out here, the more he realized something: Now, he didn’t want to go back. Back there, he was a footnote. An embarrassment. A cautionary tale for upstart scientists who forgot to shut up at state dinners. Out here, he was something else entirely. A man who looked for rocks and spoke to silence. A scout in the void. The first to smell treasure in the solar winds. Exile, yes. But also freedom. And when the signal came—the harmonic whisper that wasn’t human—he was the only one who could hear it.

      The damn joke had cost him everything. From that moment on, Wei’s career became a long, slow arc downward. A few too many jokes. A few too many midnight emails about protocol inefficiencies. One too many smart-ass remarks about how sending a man into deep space alone was the government’s idea of a performance review. And yet here he was. Alone in the void of space. A solo man in a fifth-generation, nuclear-powered mining scout vessel with top-secret tools to help find and ID rare earth minerals, advanced onboard AI, and enough long-range capacity to last five years without a resupply. Officially, he was on a solo deep-space prospecting mission. Unofficially? He was in exile because of one bad joke… true she was the Minister’s wife truer still was that both of them had zero sense of humor.

      Wei walked slowly through the ship, his boots making gentle clunks against the magnetized floor panels. The ship was quiet, but not silent. She hummed softly, like a contented animal. Wei ran a hand along the curved wall, admiring the design.

      The CV Bounty was state-of-the-art—a marvel of composite alloys, solar mesh shielding, and redundant AI cores. The Chinese government had poured billions into this vessel. But they’d handed the keys to a washed-up pilot, a cynic who played jazz guitar and couldn’t keep his mouth shut at meetings.

      “Morning, Rochester,” the new Captain said aloud.

      “It is not morning sir,” the voice replied, soft and British. “Also, not evening. We’re in deep space. Time is an illusion,” the Bot asserted.

      “And yet you mark it,” he said.

      “Because you programmed me to!” It said.

      Wei grinned. “Don’t get cheeky, computer.”

      “Cheeky is literally my baseline boss,” Rochester offered.

      He passed the galley, where three potted tomato plants sat in a bio-sleeve window. One had yellowed at the edges. Wei made a mental note to adjust the nutrient drip.

      He liked the plants. They didn’t talk back. Didn’t judge. They just reached toward whatever light was offered. Like him. He stopped in the small observation dome. Stars surrounded him, scattered across the black like crushed diamonds on velvet. Somewhere far to port, Jupiter’s radiation belts flickered red and orange. He felt like a ghost floating above the gods. He took the guitar off the wall. It was a beat-up Gibson 335 jazz guitar with a slightly warped bridge and a cracked pick-guard. But it played like butter. His grandfather had smuggled it out of Hong Kong before the flood. Somehow, it had survived three relocations, a house fire, and a civil war. Now it lived among the stars just like him.

      He strummed an open D minor. The note hung in the air like a prayer. There was something about that chord. It had come to him during a dream on Day 19 of the mission. He’d woken up in a cold sweat, sat bolt upright, and played it before even brushing his teeth. Since then, he played it daily. It resonated. Not just inside the ship. Inside him.

      Rochester spoke again, more quietly this time. “Commander… there’s a transmission in the lower band range. Non-human pattern. Origin unknown.”

      Wei blinked. “Ahhhh can you please define  what you mean by 'non-human’?"

      “It’s a harmonic structure. Not speech. Not binary. Frequency based. And very, very old.”

      “Could it be a natural anomaly?” he asked.

      “It could. But it’s not,” it said.

      Wei put the guitar down. His heart started to race. After sixty days of silence, of canned reports and oxygen scrub logs and no sign of intelligent life— Something had just said "hello!" And it hadn’t used words. It had used music. He sat at the control panel, hands trembling, and called up the waveform. It wasn’t just a tone.

      It was a chord. Familiar, but inverted. Just off enough to give it a strange, foreign beauty. His eyes scanned the pattern, and he saw it—an echo of the very chord he’d been playing.

      “Rochester, overlay the alien tone with my D minor in a loop,” Wei said.

      The computer complied. The waveforms aligned. Not perfectly. But closely. Too closely.

      “Holy shit,” he whispered. “They heard me.”

      Suddenly, the panels around him flickered. A new signal was coming through—subharmonic this time. Lower. Almost infrasonic. Wei could feel it more than hear it. A deep thrum, like the bass note of the universe. And beneath it— A whisper.

      Not in Mandarin. Not in English. Not in words. Just… a presence. He stood up, staggered. The hum passed through his body, rattling his bones.

      “Rochester, shut it down!” Wei commanded.

      “I can’t,” it said.

      “What do you mean you can’t?” he asked.

      “It’s not coming from outside anymore.”

      Wei froze. “Say again?”

      “The signal has entered the environmental systems. It’s resonating through the ship’s structure," said Rochester. "We are part of the frequency now sir.”

      He stared out the viewport. Beyond the hull, space looked the same. But something had changed. Like reality had been detuned a quarter-step. Like the void itself had shifted keys.

      “Rochester,” he said slowly, “where is the signal taking us?”

      “Unknown.”

      “Can we stop it?”

      “Should we?” it responded.

      Wei didn’t answer.

      He picked up the guitar again. Strummed the chord once more. The ship hummed in response. Perfect harmony. He was no longer on a mission. He was no longer in exile. He had become… a receiver. Of what had yet to be determined. And maybe he was becoming something else. The Earth was behind him now. Too far to turn back. And ahead? A song no human had ever heard. But one he might just learn how to play. Besides they never expected him to come back. That was the first truth he realized.

      The Chinese Central Space Authority sent Commander Wei Zhang into deep space under the banner of 'mineral prospecting', but it was exile wrapped in glory. He’d made too many jokes. Said the wrong thing at the wrong party. Something about a general’s wife and a goat, depending on who told the story. So they gave him a one-way ticket and a smile. Prospect asteroid belts, they said. Map mineral deposits they said. Build the future. Sure.

      The Bounty—his sleek, fifth-gen nuclear-powered survey vessel—was loaded with cutting-edge gear, AI-enhanced mapping software, and not a single shred of hope he’d ever set foot on Earth again. Wei had always been quick with a joke and quicker with an exit. He wasn’t stupid and knew the difference between a mission and a slow-motion assassination.

      The Bounty launched from the world’s largest space staton. Cameras. Flags. Speeches. Then silence. Deep space doesn’t echo. There’s no applause, no feedback, no news. Just cold. And Captain Wei Zhang, drifting through the black in a spaceship built by people who didn’t care if he made it or not. That was the second truth he now understood.

      
        
        "有志者，事竟成"

        Yǒu zhì zhě, shì jìng chéng

      

      

      "Those with determination… their affairs will be completed!"

      By the time he hit the far asteroid field past Titan, he’d stopped pretending this was about Lithium or Platinum or rare-earth anything. The data he was collecting was valuable, sure. But no one was listening and in general they already knew where these resources were. His transmissions got delayed, rerouted, jammed. When he asked for confirmation, the line crackled. Eventually, he stopped asking.

      But he had the ship and he had the AI—nicknamed 'Rochester' after the character on the old Jack Benny comedy show from the 1950’s. Wei loved old western movies and American TV from the 50’s and 60s. And he had his guitar. A vintage Gibson 335 from 2031 floating beside the navigation console like some six-string ghost of old Earth. He played to stay sane. He mined to stay busy and earn his way back And he talked to Rochester like it was the only friend he had left. That was the third truth.

      Then came the contact. The flash outside his starboard scope. The ship that wasn’t his. The sound—not heard, but felt—that vibrated through the hull and into his spine. The presence. Aliens? Pirates? Hallucination? Didn’t matter. Everything changed the moment he left the planned route and followed the anomaly. From that point on, 'Space Cowboy' wasn’t just a nickname—it was a prophecy. Because Wei Zhang wasn’t just lost in space. He was about to find something no one else had lived to report. And the fourth truth? He wasn’t coming home the same man who left.

      The PRC powers-that-be told him he was a pioneer. They didn’t tell him to his face that he was expendable. He stared out the porthole of the CV Bounty, the curve of Neptune’s orbit slipping past like a god’s eyelid. Silence. Not the kind you get in a soundproof room. The kind that seeps into your bones, makes you question if you ever existed to begin with.

      The ship’s AI—nicknamed Rochester in a fit of loneliness and gallows humor—chimed in softly. “You’ve been awake for forty-seven hours, Wei. Might I suggest a rest cycle?”

      Wei ignored him. The hum of the fusion drive and the faint vibration in the deck beneath his boots was the only heartbeat he trusted. That, and his own stubborn will to stay alive long enough to be pissed at someone about this whole mess.

      He hadn’t always been by himself. There had been people. A plan. A mission. A suit-and-tie briefing back on Earth where generals and scientists used words like “strategic mineral reserve,” “long-range autonomy,” and “zero-loss deployment.” They called it a prospector mission—just a Chinese cowboy heading into the stars to dig for gold, lithium, unobtanium, whatever the market craved.

      What they didn’t mention was that once the data started coming in—once it became clear that the outer belt wasn’t empty, that someone else was watching—the mission parameters changed. Quietly. Entirely. Rochester had intercepted fragments of a communication. Not from Earth. Not from China. And not human. Wei had played the signals back a thousand times. Each time, the melody was the same—notes nested within notes. A structure. A warning. Or maybe an invitation.

      “Do you believe in ghosts, Rochester?” Wei asked aloud, his breath fogging the window slightly. “Because I think something’s been out here longer than us. Way longer.”

      “No evidence supports the existence of non-human entities,” the AI replied, clinical and cool. “Though your neurological readouts suggest elevated dopamine and a potential for hallucinations.”

      “That’s the company line,” Wei muttered. “Spoken like a good little algorithm.” He tapped a button on the console. The screen blinked and brought up the star chart again. A blinking red X marked his intended mining sector. Another X, blinking in blue, marked an anomaly cluster his data flagged two weeks ago. But the third mark—golden, flickering like a pulse—wasn’t on any chart. It had added itself. That’s when he knew: this wasn’t about prospecting. It never had been. It was about bait. Testing boundaries. Sending one smart-ass Chinese pilot into the deep unknown to poke the dragon and see if it roared. Well, it did. And Wei wasn’t going home. Not unless he stole back the reins and he was working on a plan to do just that.

      The stars don’t blink in space—they burn, silent and eternal, like the truths men try to bury. Commander Wei Zhang drifted in orbit, tethered to a spacecraft older than its warranty and stitched together by engineers who never expected it to come back. Below him, Earth spun in careless blue, indifferent to the man who was never meant to return.

      He wasn’t a hero. He was a test. A variable in a hostile equation. The first to prospect deep space under China’s new AI-driven directive—at least the first they were willing to admit to. He’d volunteered with the heart of a patriot and the soul of a cowboy. Now he was sure it was going to get him killed.

      The CV Bounty groaned beneath him, her nuclear core purring like a tiger just before it snaps. Wei stared at the fading radiation warnings, the cracked nav screen, the red-lit console that had started blinking in Morse code—though no one programmed it to. At night, he dreamed of home. Dirt roads in Hunan. Bootleg spaghetti westerns. His mom humming an old Communist lullaby. His dad working the rice paddies and cursing the wind.

      His mission had been clear: mine, map, return. But nothing about space was ever clear. Not the messages, not the data packets, not the object that hovered for forty-three minutes outside his hull yesterday—black, seamless, alive. It didn’t speak. It didn’t move. But when he tried to scan it, it broadcasted something into his head. It said: “You do not belong here!” Clear as a bell. Wei hadn’t answered. He simply watched it disappear into space. Now, spinning over a planet and far from a home that didn’t even know he was gone, he whispered a prayer to a God he didn’t believe in and muttered to himself like a madman: “Sometimes you can go home again. But not as the man you were.” That was certainly true… not after what he’d seen. Not after what he knew was coming. It was gonna be out of this world!
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      The CV Bounty bucked like a pissed-off bronco as Wei Zhang gripped the manual controls, jaw clenched, eyes scanning a fractured console blinking with static and sarcasm. The ship’s reactor core hummed behind him, barely contained and dangerously moody—like everything else in his life since launch.

      Outside, Earth was a fading memory. Inside, the pressure seals groaned like a blues singer with a hangover. Wei had long since stopped trusting the AI, but he hadn’t yet stopped talking to it.

      “Bounty,” he muttered, “if you blow before I make orbit, I swear I’ll come back and haunt you!”

      A static-laced voice replied from the overhead speaker. “Technically, Commander Zhang, that would require your soul to exist.” It was his new pal Rochester a AI companion with a big attitude.

      Wei snorted. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      The ship twisted past a graveyard of dead and frozen spy tech, military, communications and weather satellites tumbling like forgotten bones. It was all familiar now—the cosmic junk, the stink of recycled air, the bone-deep knowledge that no one was coming to save him. This wasn’t a mission anymore. It was a sentence.

      The Chinese National Space Authority (CNSA) had called it a prospecting run. “Low risk. High reward,” they’d said. “Strategic minerals for next-gen processors.” What they hadn’t mentioned was that the CV Bounty was the last in a series of uncrewed failures—and Wei, was not only a bad comedian he was their
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