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  “…it is for Odysseus that my heart bleeds, when I think of his sufferings in that lonely sea-girt island, far away, poor man, from all his friends. It is an island covered with forest, in the very middle of the sea, and a goddess lives there, daughter of the magician Atlas…”


  —The Odyssey, Homer





  —To my family; I love you all.


   Chapter 1

All of us have a purpose in life, and some people, like myself, find it while looking for something else. I was on the planet Guyago, searching for a way home, when I found my raison d'être. The following story is the account of that serendipitous discovery as I traveled across the galaxy. Some of my narrative may seem strangely familiar to you, but I assure you that this is the first time I have told it. Before I begin the tale of this adventure, though, a brief explanation of the circumstances of the time might prove helpful.

In AD 2100, the Earth was not like it had been in the days of old. Years of war, social unrest, and oppression had taken their toll on the planet. Much of the land was uninhabitable. A sense of hopelessness and despair gripped a majority of the populace, and stark economic and social divisions separated the rich and the poor. America’s border and economy had collapsed in the mid-21st century; as a result, the United States, along with Canada and Mexico, had united to form a multi-national union. This new government, The United Space Agency, or USA, was run by a technocratic elite and ruled over all of North America.

Now, with that depressing bit out of the way, let’s begin my story. As an astronaut for the USA, I would often be sent on assignments outside of the solar system. On the first of June, I was scheduled for a long-distance mission to explore a newly discovered wormhole, called Isychia. I was twenty-seven years old at the time. On the evening before I was set to leave, I was at home in my high-rise condo, which was at the top of Rentium, a residential skyscraper in Manhattan. I stood at my window, looking out over the nighttime skyline. My girlfriend, Penny, was over at my place to say good-bye before I left. She was a beautiful twenty-five-year-old woman with honey-blonde, bobbed hair and a slender figure. She also had a caring and compassionate heart. We had been dating for fourteen months. I loved her very much, but my constant away missions had become a sore spot in our relationship. She came up beside me, and I put my arm around her, as we cast our gaze on all the moving lights of the city below.

“So, you can watch Telly?” I asked her as I reached down and petted my dog. Telly, my one-year-old beagle, was standing on his hind legs with his front paws on me. He looked up at me like he wanted to be picked up.

“Absolutely, you know I’m not going to pass up the opportunity to spend time with this loveable pup. And maybe when you get back, you can propose to me. That way we won’t have to shuttle Telly back and forth between our two places,” she said half-seriously.

“If I get back.”

“That’s not very reassuring, Cam.”

I turned to face her, took her hands in mine, and looked into her ocean blue eyes. “Penny, I’m just trying to prepare you emotionally for the fact that this is a high-risk mission. We don’t have real-world experience in traveling through wormholes.”

She pulled away from me and walked over to the sofa and sat down. “Great! I can just see the headlines now, ‘Captain Cameron O. Percy Disappears in Wormhole,’” she said sarcastically. “You know, Cam, you don’t have to go.”

“And miss the chance to be the first person from Earth to explore the wormhole? No, I must go. Someone may write a book about it.”

“You and your wormhole. You care more about the planets and stars out there than you do about what you have here at home.”

I walked over and sat in a chair across from Penny. There was a glass coffee table between us. My living room was part of one large, open room along with the kitchen and dining area. Telly followed me over to the chair and hopped up beside me. “Penny, you know I care about you a lot. But look at our planet. It’s not what it used to be. We have to find new worlds to settle. Maybe I might find one that you and I can live on,” I explained.

She laughed. “I’m not living on another planet. This is the only home that I’ve ever known.”

“Then where does that leave us?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe you will meet a beautiful alien woman on the other side of the galaxy.”

“Don’t make light of the situation.”

“Why not? It’s the only thing that keeps me sane. How long do you think you’ll be gone this time?”

“Well, six months each way, so at least a year.”

“A year?! You expect me to wait a year? What if you can’t get back through the wormhole, and you’re stuck out there somewhere?”

“Let’s hope that doesn’t happen. But if it makes you feel better, I’m going to send a probe into it before I enter. If it’s unstable, the telemetry will let me know.”

“This whole thing is a dumb idea if you ask me. A year? Seriously!” She shook her head in frustration.

“Penny, I’m sorry. You’re right--a year is a long time. But I need you to respect the work that I do.”

“And I need you to respect me! But I guess that’s too much to ask!” She got up from the sofa, got her purse, and went out the door. Telly and I jumped up and followed her.

“Penny, come back! I was going to cook us dinner!”

“I’m not hungry anymore. Eat by yourself!” she yelled back at me in the hallway before getting onto the elevator. “I’ll take Telly with me. Have a nice trip. I’ll see you next year!” The elevator doors closed and ended our conversation with an unnerving finality.

I walked back into my apartment and shut the door. It was not how I wanted to leave things with Penny on the night before my big mission. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small velvet-covered box with a diamond engagement ring inside. I flipped it open and looked at the ring. I had planned to propose to her after dinner. I went over to the window and looked down at the parking lot to watch her walk out to her aircar, but everyone below just looked like ants.


    Chapter 2

I woke up at 5 a.m. and sent Penny a quick message apologizing for our fight, and I told her that I would miss her and be back as soon as I could. I took a shower and got dressed. I looked into the blue eyes that were staring back at me in the bathroom mirror as I combed my dark hair. Thoughts of Penny and the mission filled my mind. Before I left, I put the ring in my suitcase to take with me.

I arrived at the launch center near Ithaca at 8 a.m. The Space Headquarters were in New York City, but there were several launch sites spread out across North America. The launches were actually more like takeoffs. The advanced technology of the new shuttles had shrunk them and made leaving Earth’s gravity and atmosphere much simpler. The new engines also enabled us to transverse the solar system and beyond in a much shorter amount of time.

The first thing on the agenda was a pre-mission briefing, which lasted about an hour. Then I had to get suited up and go through the preflight check of my ship with the maintenance officers. My spaceship was similar in appearance to the Space Shuttle Columbia flown by the United States as an orbiter in the 1980s. It differed in function, however. Due to a vastly improved engine system, the ship was capable of long-distance spaceflight and didn’t require rocket boosters or an external tank, and it could perform vertical takeoffs and landings. The name of the ship along with its call number, Poseidon-12, was painted on each side, as well as the new United Space Agency flag. It contained elements of former flags from the United States, Canada, and Mexico, along with the new USA logo, which consisted of a spaceship leaving the Earth. I thought it was an ugly flag. I’d seen pictures of Old Glory when I was in school and liked it much better.

I entered the spaceship through a door on the left side. The front portion of the inside of the shuttle consisted of several control panels under a large, curved window, along with a pilot’s chair. The living quarters, which included a table, chairs, bench, treadmill, kitchen, bed, and a bathroom, occupied the middle section. The engine room was in the rear. The twenty-minute countdown to lift-off had begun. I communicated with the tower as I made the final checks of the shuttle’s systems.

When I was cleared for departure, I pressed a button on the console, and the computer handled things from there. The shuttle lifted off the ground, and in just a few minutes, I had left the Earth’s atmosphere. I laid in a course for the wormhole. It would take about six months to get there, much faster than the many years the trip would have taken in the past. As I passed Jupiter, my mind kept going back to how I had left things with Penny. Why did the night have to end like that? I had been looking forward to having a nice dinner together before proposing to her. Now, instead of being engaged, our relationship was on the rocks. I should have kept my mouth shut about the dangers and length of the mission.

I spent the next few months monitoring the ship’s instruments, reading, eating, sleeping, and exercising. My main challenge was fighting boredom. The computer handled so many of the shuttle’s operations that pilots had become almost an afterthought. Since I had plenty of time to read, I brought along the latest edition of Rules, Manners, and Customs for USA Society. It was dry stuff, but the Agency made it required reading for everyone in the space force. It was basically a rule book of what you could or couldn’t say, read, write, or do. Most of the pilots in the Agency followed it to the letter, but I found it somewhat inane and restrictive.

A month after I passed Pluto, which the USA had once again deemed a planet, I flew by Raimus. I was reminded of my previous mission there a few years ago. It was a military expedition rather than an exploratory one. The native population had been attacking our ships whenever we came near their planet. Since Raimus was near Thera, a vital trading partner, the USA decided that the threat needed to be neutralized. We were successful in taking out the Raimusian military forces, but we lost over seventy men. The Raimusians proved to be fierce warriors.

A few months prior to the Isychia mission, the USA had received reports of the existence of a wormhole from those living near it. The Agency had tasked me with exploring it to test its safety and stability. They hoped that it would provide reliable travel to remote parts of the galaxy. I felt like an explorer about to discover a new land. I would be the first person from Earth to travel through it. Word had spread fast about Isychia, however, and there were others, closer to the wormhole, who had likely already experienced it. Still, it was the highlight of my career so far, and my heart beat faster as I approached it.


   Chapter 3

Rubellous, or Ruby as the locals called it, was a planet far beyond our solar system near the wormhole. I’d never been to it, but it had a reputation for being a travel stop of sorts. Now that the wormhole had been discovered, Ruby had become an even busier hub for those coming and going. It was a good place to get supplies and find lodging. Ruby’s restaurants were many, so I stopped there to get something to eat and find a place to stay.

Ruby was smaller than Earth and only had one inhabited continent, which was about the size of Australia back on Earth. The lone piece of populated land on the planet was home to a significant human population who had settled there, which made it feel somewhat like Earth to me. After several months alone inside my ship, I was ready to get out and interact with other people. I landed at the planet’s only spaceport in a city called Sealous to refuel and resupply my ship. The spaceport provided bays for shuttles where pilots could leave their ships overnight in a secure environment and have routine maintenance performed on them. The spaceport also had lodging facilities, but I preferred to stay outside of town. It was safer, and the countryside provided a much more relaxed atmosphere. I left the Poseidon in a bay and asked one of the USA Authorized Mechanics to do a routine check of all the ship’s systems before I went into the wormhole.

A customer service agent at the spaceport recommended a diner to me when I told him that I was hungry for a good cheeseburger. The USA had outlawed beef for health and environmental reasons, so I was eager to taste some good food while I had the opportunity. I found a taxi service at the spaceport to take me to the restaurant. The diner also had a country inn next to it. I planned to spend the night there, wake up early, and head to the wormhole first thing in the morning.

The double suns of Ruby were setting as I left the spaceport, which made for a beautiful drive out of town. The taxi took me down a winding road into a wooded area. After twenty minutes or so, the driver stopped in front of an old diner in the forest with a sign out front that read, Chloe’s. I paid my cab fare and entered the restaurant. It was split into two rooms. The diner was on the left, and a gift shop, with woven items, trinkets, and various knickknacks, was located on the right. I didn’t see any customers inside, only a woman cleaning off tables in the dining area. She wore a purple uniform and had long, dark hair pulled back into a pony tail. I sat down in one of the booths, and she came over and gave me a menu.

“Hello, stranger. What can I get you?” the woman asked.

“Are you Chloe?”

“That’s me, darlin’.”

“A man at the spaceport said that you have really good cheeseburgers. I’d like one with mustard, pickles, and onions on it, please. Then I’ll take whatever soft drink you have.”

“Are you sure you don’t want any bacon on it? We have plenty of swine around here.”

Her comment struck me as a little odd. “No, thank you. Do you have some potato skins to go with that?”

“Sure, honey. Anything for you. As you can see, I’m not very busy, so it shouldn’t take long.”

“Yes, I noticed that. Is it always like this?”

“No, of course not. I couldn’t stay in business if that were the case. You just caught me at a slow time. But that just means I can focus all of my attention on you,” she said as she put her hand on my shoulder. “Where you from, darlin’?”

“Earth.”

“Oh, wow! You’ve come a long way.”

“Yes, it’s been a long time getting here.”

“What’re you doin’ all the way out here?”

“I’ve come to explore the wormhole.”

“Oh, one of those guys, huh? Well, I guess you know what you’re gettin’ into,” she said. She left abruptly and walked to the kitchen to put my order in. Another customer walked in and sat at a table near me. He was an older gentleman with a white beard and glasses. He
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