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A short story—

He lost everything. His family. His name. His future.

Ten years ago, Lev Kreja was supposed to die—just another victim of a brutal pirate raid that left his ship drifting in silence and blood. Instead, he survived, along with a few frightened siblings hidden in the shadows of the Heart of Gold. To escape the massacre and the killers who wanted no witnesses, he erased his name, forged new papers, and ran.

Now, after a decade of solitude, forged identities, and thin-margin cargo runs, Lev finds himself back where it all began—docking at a space station under the watchful eye of a war-hardened Alliance captain who might know the truth. And if she does... it’s over.

But what begins as an interrogation becomes a reckoning. Lev finally faces the ghosts of his past—and in doing so, discovers that redemption is not just possible... it’s waiting.

A story of survival, loss, and the unbreakable bonds of family, Heart of Gold: Redemption is a heartfelt sci-fi tale of one man’s journey through grief, guilt, and the stars... toward something he thought he’d never find again: hope.
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Chapter 1 – Ghost Ship
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The pulsar buzzes for my attention. When I don’t disarm it, it delivers an electric jolt. The shock brings me back to reality. The dulled sensations from the Tranq sharpen. I confirm that the velocity dampers have opened and extended, bringing the Heart of Gold out of null-space into real-space.

Warning lights on the comp flash for my attention. A voice from the past, Sandor, instructs, “Lev, sight the reference star, and enter the numbers for the next jump.” I follow the instructions programmed into the comp, long ago, by my brother. He is gone, a freak accident took his life, leaving me alone. Nikita and Rurik are gone too. My sister married into another ship’s family, and Rurik... I try not to think of the dockside fight that took his life. The memory of the blood flowing from the knife wounds still haunts me.

“Thirty minutes to the next jump.” Too fast, no time to rest. I open a ration pack, and eat the nutrition bar without tasting it, and chase it down with water from a squeeze bottle. I confirm the calculations, and inject myself with Tranq. It dulls the senses for faster than light travel in null-space. 

I’m too tired for a solo run. I shouldn’t have done it, but it couldn’t be helped. Dockside workers were asking questions that are none of their business. Questions about ship business. What happened to your crew? Why are you running solo? And other questions I am not ready to talk about—about my family. What happened to them? Where are they?

I hire crew when I can. The last hire was on a run from Gliese to Tau Ceti where he met up with family, ship family, leaving me solo for another run. Before that... It didn’t work out so well with the hire trying to jack my ship. He is floating in void space where his type belongs.

For ten years, I’ve been running on a thin margin account, shipping cargo other merchants refuse, on less profitable trade routes, Gliese to Tau Ceti, Tau Ceti to Epsilon Eridani, and back again. Rumor dockside, Viking Station, is the old trade routes are reopening with the end of the Alliance-Confederation war—trade routes back to Earth. I paid my debts, emptied my account, and converted what little money I have into gold, and carefully hid it under the deck plates in the cargo hold. Wealthy merchant families carry gold in their holds, not runners with thin margin accounts like mine.

On the Alliance side of the line, my ship, and family name, Kreja, are unknown, or at least it is a name not heard of for a long, long time. It is a chance to set up a new trade line, maybe take on crew, and with no questions asked about my past.

“Standby for jump!” the nav/comp warns. The Trank is dulling my senses. I fasten the pulsar to my left wrist, and lean back in the seat doing my best to get comfortable. The use of the device, if caught, is grounds for having the operator’s license revoked—permanently. Darkness takes me, and the jump drive accelerates the cargo ship into hyperspace.
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Chapter 2 – Warnings and Shadows

[image: ]


The pulsar stings my wrist repeatedly, bringing me back to awareness. The comm is also calling for my attention. For how long? The velocity dampers are fully extended, but the Heart of Gold is skirting the edge of hyperspace, phasing in-and-out of null space into real-space. 

The comm is an automated warning from the outer buoy. The ship is heading into a traffic lane, its speed too high. The nav/comp warns, “Lev, you’re going too fast, dump velocity. Dump, dump, dump!” I reach for the controls, but before I can reach them, the braking thrusters fire with the nav/comp taking control, as it is programed to do if there is no response from me. The autopilot follows the buoy’s automated instructions for lane speed and course correction firing the maneuvering thrusters briefly to correct the course into the traffic lane.

The buoy’s instructions are automated, not needing a response other than the instruction acknowledgement from the nave/comp. Traffic control, after being alerted of the speed violation, will be calling soon. It takes time for the buoy’s comm signal to reach Banard Star space station, and the reply to reach the Heart of Gold. There are things that I need to do in that time.

I rise from the helm seat, and am hit with a wave of nausea. It passes in a moment. Empty foil packs and plastic bottles litter the floor around the helm seat. I gather them, and carry them to a disposal chute, open it, then dump them inside. Customs will want to come aboard the Heart of Gold. It is customary to give them a brief tour of the ship. Leaving the empty food wrappers and water bottles strewn on the floor would cause unwanted questions.

Next, I go to the cabin adjacent to the bridge—Papa’s cabin, now mine. I remove my coverall, soiled, and stained with sweat, and put it in a laundry chute hoping to never see it again. Then I step into the shower and am blasted with jets of hot water and soap. I scrub the filth and dried sweat from my body. When I finish showering, I feel better with the last effects of Tranq fading away. Feeling almost human, I dress in a clean coverall, then return to the bridge.

I sit at first helm. A flashing light alerts me that there is a comm message waiting for me. I play it back. It is a warning. “Inbound vessel on approach lane, Delta One-One-Five, failure to reduce speed to lane restrictions will result in a patrol intercept. Reduce velocity now! Inbound vessel, respond.”

By now the navigation buoys have reported my compliance with lane assignment and speed restriction, ending traffic control’s momentary panic. “Inbound CS-1633 Heart of Gold, inbound Delta-One-One-Five. I had a misfire on the braking thrusters. Apologies.” The lie, spoken dozens of times over the last ten years, passes my lips with practiced ease.

The lag time for the response is much shorter. “CS-1633, do you need assistance?”

The added expense, and the scrutiny from mechanics searching for the cause of a malfunction that doesn’t exist is the last thing I need. “Negative Traffic Control. The malfunction has been corrected.” Please, don’t send a rescue tug!

“Traffic Control, copies situation under control. Advise if situation changes.”

Thank the maker. “CS-1633 Heart of Gold copies, will advise.” The chances of that happening are between zero and none. We both know it.

The space station comes into view, and with it, a vessel anchored to a nearby mooring buoy that sends shivers down my spine. It is a ship from my past that still haunts me. For a brief moment, I relive the eventful day from my past, the day I lost nearly my entire family. It is an Alliance military carrier.

Six of the ten patrol ships it carries are gone, leaving the launch cradles empty. The threat of sending patrol craft to intercept my ship, wasn’t an idle threat. Traffic control meant it! It isn’t typical for them to make threats. Seeing the carrier, it makes more sense that it was someone else with the controller, one of the carrier’s officers.

Transmission feeds from the station identify the vessel as the Normandy, its captain, Raven Mallory. Is it she that gave the order? Is it her crew that is responsible for the massacre? I consider aborting the docking, and making a run to
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