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Hariel slowly emerged from his dreamless slumber. He was lying on his back, and he normally slept on his side, which meant he hadn't been sleeping naturally. He took a deep breath and inhaled the smell of his cabin on the Vision, which reminded him he'd been... traveling?

He opened his eyes, but still felt rather stiff. He moved his fingers and his toes, but his limbs seemed to be too heavy.

Yep, he was definitely on the Vision. The starship he had inherited from his late husband that took him all over the Star Nations... but why had he left Vilas Lok again? Was he on a job with Cherry?

But if that was the case, why was he lying on the double bed as if he'd been sick? Gavin must have done something to him. The damn medical android was the only one who could put him out so thoroughly, but why? Where they taking him somewhere for some treatment? Had he somehow gotten in trouble and hurt himself?

Not that it was easy to hurt him. His decentralized circulatory systems and synthetic blood radically altered his internal anatomy. He could survive multiple gunshot wounds and other internal damage relatively easily.

Mm, that was exactly how it felt, though. His nanobots were getting back to work after a period of stillness. His head was slowly clearing, and even though he still couldn't move a muscle, memories were slowly coming back.

Of course. He was on New SETH World. Cherry needed her prosthetic wings removed and they had gone to New SETH World with the Vision. The Imperial Disk must still be parked in the hangar of the Ulba'wissian moon... or was it?

Wait, now he remembered. She had just come out of surgery when the Reptilians had attacked the Ulba'wissian moon. Cherry was still under anesthesia, so he had taken her to the Vision, where Gavin had sedated him, putting his nanobots on standby, effectively putting him into hibernation.

So that was why he was so stiff and had slept so hard... For how long? And had Gavin taken the Vision out while it looked as if there were no life-forms on it?

Now Hariel remembered. Cherry was lying bed next to him, unconscious.

How long had he slept? He managed to turn his head towards the other half of the double bed and saw it was empty.

"What the..." he whispered.

It took a lot of effort to convince his body to move again. He was still dizzy when he sat up and could feel the nanobots were not 100% active, but he had to find out what was going on.

"Cherry?" he called.

No answer. He managed to sit up and looked around. The cabin was empty. Even Gavin was nowhere to be seen. Maybe they were both on the bridge.

Standing again took more effort, but his nanobots were now working, so he would be able to walk. He could tell his body had missed exercising, as if he'd been asleep for way too long.

Damn Gavin, had he abused his medical knowledge of his body? The medical robot was five when he'd been assigned to the frail and sickly child's body Hariel's mother had transformed into the enhanced man he now was, and had been his personal doctor since.

Hariel was really fit for a fifty-year-old, but when he moved out of the cabin to get to the bridge, he noticed his muscle mass was gone, as if indeed he'd been asleep for too long. His normally well-toned body looked almost as sickly as it used to when he was a child!

Damn Gavin! Why didn't Cherry stop him? Where was she?

He stopped at one of the computers on the way to the bridge and checked. The white android was the only one on the bridge. Gavin was staring at the main screen, and it looked as if another ship was out there.

They were in outer space. The engines weren't working. Panicking, Hariel checked where Cherry could be, but couldn't find her anywhere in the luxury cruise ship that was his home away from home. And the landing shuttle was gone from the hangar.

By the time he stormed onto the bridge, his strength had come back, and he no longer felt stiff, although he knew he'd have to resume exercising as soon as possible.

"Gavin, what the fuck is going on? Where is Cherry?" he demanded as the Vision was slowly engulfed by a cargo bay.

"Good morning, Hariel," Gavin replied. "Hold on!"

The deck shook as the Imperial Disk plopped onto the floor of the cargo bay in the sudden artificial gravity.

Hariel almost lost his balance, but he was quick to recover. Robotic arms held the Vision straight and didn't allow it to lean to one side or another. The cargo bay was well-equipped, was it a rescue ship?

"Gavin, where are we?" Hariel demanded again, reaching the dashboard.

"We've just been rescued after being adrift for quite some time," Gavin answered. "We got away from New SETH World, but the Reptilians shot the engines despite not detecting life-forms, which pushed us further away from Ulba'wis's gravitational pull, and we haven't encountered anything or anyone until now."

"And where is Cherry?"

"She decided to take the landing shuttle and try to reach Ulba'wis. I told her it was unsafe, but she wouldn't listen."

"What?" Hariel scowled at him, so Gavin pushed a button on the dashboard and played back a conversation with Cherry that had clearly happened on the bridge.

"He's switched off, like a robot," Cherry commented sourly.

"If I could switch you off too, I would," Gavin replied. "But I can't. And I won't revive him until I'm certain he is safe."

"What will you tell him about me?"

"I will tell him the truth. Whatever that will be."

"And do you think he'll be grateful that you saved him and not me?"

"He will hate me. But that's what I'm programmed for. Keeping him alive at all costs."

"You should have left me on New SETH World."

"I would have. He brought you on board."

"I'm taking the landing shuttle and I'll try to get to Ulba'wis," she decided.

"That's crazy. There are Reptilian warships out there. They won't let you pass."

"It's a landing shuttle, it has no weapons. It would be like shooting an escape pod!"

"Do you really think Reptilians on the warpath spare escape pods?" he asked.

"What am I supposed to do?" she snapped. "I'll try to get some help! For myself and Hariel!"

Hariel glared at him.

"And then what happened?" he asked.

Gavin showed him. The starship's sensors had captured it all.

The Vision had kept moving away from Ulba'wis while the shuttle headed for the planet, giving the moon under attack a wide berth. But that hadn't been enough. A Reptilian warship shot it as it was entering the planet's atmosphere, and the landing shuttle crashed like a meteor on the planet below.

"You'd be dead by now if you had gone with Cherry," he said.

"So what? We'd still be together!" Hariel wished Gavin was an actual Humanoid so he could punch or strangle him. "How could you let her go like that? How could you watch and do nothing while she was shot down?"

Gavin didn't need to get a needle and syringe to sedate him. The white arms of the medical robot grabbed him and Hariel felt the needles reach his nanobots.

He plopped seated, feeling dizzy.

"Gavin, you shouldn't have done this!" he said before passing out again.
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Jay was rather curious to meet his guests. There he was minding his own business when he had received a distress call, so he had stopped to see what it was all about. He was surprised by the look of the derelict starship on his main screen.

He piloted a cargo ship, not a sweeper, but he'd been glad to hear there was still someone alive on the very old model that looked like a golden flying saucer. Jay had never seen one like it in his thirty-five years except in period movies or documentaries, and the robot on board mentioned the Galactic Empire, which had fallen before Earth, his home planet, joined the Star Nations. Talk about history.

The Shordi Sprinter was a cargo ship with an ellipsoid hull painted with a corporate logo and an upgraded FTL drive. It was equipped with multiple separate cargo bays and a defensive autocannon. Jay was the only human on board, since it was mostly automated, and even though he didn't own the Shordi Sprinter, he could leave the separate cargo bays behind, and it became a privateer ship equipped with a single suite.

The Imperial Disk had damaged engines, so he maneuvered to get it inside the first cargo bay, joined to the Shordi Sprinter so he could get the visitors on board of the privateer ship. It was a good thing he was on the way to get his cargo, all the separate bays were empty.

Jay couldn't believe what the robot had told him. The starship had been drifting away from Ulba'wis after a Reptilian warship shot the engines. A Reptilian warship! The war between Reptilians and Felines had ended long before he was born!

Well, he knew the history. The Star Nations had learned to be independent from the mighty Sire after the fall of the Galactic Empire mentioned by the robot. A Reptilian-Feline war had spread throughout the Star Nations some fifty years later, and eventually the most widespread race in the Milky Way was the Humanoids, who had set up the Federation of Humanoid Planets to keep the peace among them.

The few surviving Reptilians were confined to their own planets and the Humanoids had started colonizing the former Feline planets. So a hundred years after the death of the last emperor and the creation of the High Council, disbanded during the war years, the Federal Government had been appointed.

Jay thought that the Federation had brought some order to the galaxy. He might not like working for a corporation, but two years ago his job was much more risky without the Federal Government looking after the various planets' interests.

The Galaxy Police seemed able to keep the peace and get rid of criminals, which meant sometimes his job was lonely and boring. No wonder he had stopped for a distress call. It was a nice change from his routine!

As soon as the golden disk was safely tucked inside the cargo bay, with artificial gravity and air, he got out of the pilot's seat and headed for the Shordi Sprinter's hangar, where the removable tunnel that connected it to the separate bays began.

He took a small motorized vehicle designed to carry two people and their luggage with less effort than walking, and parked right at the opening of the tunnel. The cargo bay was big, and he'd be quicker if he took the vehicle. Also, there was probably someone who couldn't walk, so they wouldn't mind being carried.

When he reached the cargo bay, he saw a white robot with a very human shape waiting outside the golden disk with an unconscious man in his arms, bride-like.

"Medical android indeed," he commented, stopping in front of it.

"G4V1N at his service. This is Hariel Reubel, probably the last SETH of the galaxy."

The robot gently deposited its burden in the back of the vehicle, and sat next to Jay.

"Jayesh Saxena," he introduced himself with a grin. "Welcome to the Shordi Sprinter. I'm afraid I have only one single suite, but this is not a passenger ship."

"I know, it will be fine. Where are you headed?"

"To Alahairo to grab some cargo."

The medical android was definitely a very expensive model. It acted just like a human. It mentioned its charge had been living off the Star Nations grid for thirty-five years. It also asked about the current situation of the galaxy, since it had been adrift for fifty years.

Jay didn't think anybody could survive in hibernation for so long. Besides, the man in the back seat didn't look like he'd just come out of cryosleep. Well, he sort of did, but wouldn't he be awake once out of the cryosleeping chamber?

"Where is Hariel from exactly?" he asked, glancing at the passed-out passenger. They had reached the Shordi Sprinter by now, and he stopped the vehicle in the much smaller hangar.

"He has an estate on Vilas Lok," the robot answered, getting off the vehicle and picking the limp man up again. "Off the grid, like I said. He is an excellent hacker."

"And rich too, if he can afford a place on Vilas Lok!" Jay sighed, showing the way to the single suite. "The Pleasure Planet has become impossible to live on! Unless you work in entertainment, that is."

He opened the door to the spartan cabin and let the android in. The medical robot lay Hariel down inside.

"I had to sedate him," it said, turning to look at him. "I will stay by his side. We'll come to the bridge when he's calm and civil. How long until we reach Alahairo?"

"Shouldn't be long. See you later."

Jay left to return to his duties, more and more curious about his passenger. A SETH. Super Enhanced Trans Humanoid. Was Hariel a cyborg? His passenger looked human enough on the outside, what kind of enhancements did he have? Jay looked forward to hearing his story.
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Hariel came back to his senses with a moan. Damn, Gavin had sedated him again! The place didn't smell like the Vision, though.

He opened his eyes and widened them in shock at the sight of the unknown stateroom. It looked like a much more spartan starship, with none of the Imperial Disk's luxuries. This must be the starship of the cargo bay the Vision had ended up in.

"Where am I?" He scowled at Gavin. "What the hell is going on, G4?"

"We were rescued by a Terran, who is taking us to Alahairo for now," Gavin answered, helping him to sit up on the bunk bed. "The Vision will have to be scrapped. It's outdated and they probably no longer have the spare parts to repair its engines."

"What do you mean, outdated?" Hariel protested. "It's twenty years old, but it's a solid Imperial Disk!"

"Hariel, there are no more Imperial Disks around, it's very conspicuous. You should scrap it and get a new, smaller starship. You don't even have the landing shuttle anymore."

He had noticed its absence before Gavin told him Cherry had taken it and been shot out of the Ulba'wissian sky in it. That was really a bummer.

The shuttle was a ground-space machine big enough to have comfortable living quarters for one. Equipped with the best of Sire technology, it had sufficient energy to bend the light around it, rendering it invisible or making it look like something else if stealth became necessary.

Hariel tried to stand up, but Gavin kept him down.

"That's not all," he continued. "Even though it looks like you turned fifty a month ago, you've actually been alive for a full century. I put your nanobots to sleep for fifty years to be able to bring you back to life when we were safe and out of Reptilian warship range. Well, that actually happened soon enough, but I couldn't pilot the damaged Vision, so we were adrift for fifty years until Jay heard my distress call and found us."

Hariel gaped at him.

"Fifty?" he mouthed, incredulous.

"Yes. It's Galactic Year 5305, the Confederation of the Star Nations is no more, the war between Reptilians and Felines is over, the Carians are gone and there's a Federation of Humanoid Planets that was formed two years ago."

Hariel's shoulders slumped and he looked away, defeated. What now? Everybody he knew was dead! Well, maybe not the Lone Wolves, who were younger than him, but they were grandparents by now, older than he was!

He couldn't go back to Vilas Lok, to the house his mother had found for them so long ago, on the estate he had carefully looked after for thirty-five years... what had happened to it in the past half-century anyway?

"I'm sorry," Gavin said. "You've been in some kind of suspended animation, so you don't look a day older. You have traveled to the future, though. Cherry died fifty years ago. Do you want us to go back to Vilas Lok?"

"No!" Hariel snapped, glaring at him. "What about Friport?"

"Jay, the Terran, told me it was damaged during the war and no longer wanders. I checked with the starship mainframe, it's now orbiting where the Mega Arena used to be, close to Marc'harid. Do you want to get there? After scrapping the Vision, of course. And possibly buying a new starship on Alahairo. They're space traders and travelers, I'm sure you could find something smaller there that you can afford."

"I'll need a computer," Hariel muttered, still frowning. He should go back to the Vision and log into the mainframe.

He was an excellent hacker, and hopefully technology hadn't changed too much in fifty years. Maybe he'd have to update himself. Apparently there was still some kind of meganet, though, so it shouldn't be too hard.

And if that failed, he still had his father's gift. He was a telepath and could influence people if he wanted to. If he couldn't create a new identity for himself, he could carve himself a new life by conning someone into either marrying him or whatever else might be necessary to survive.

In the future. Damn Gavin. A future without Cherry. In which whoever he had known was now older than him. And telepaths like him were probably even rarer than before.

"Are you resuming your Hal Rownes persona?" Gavin asked.

"What for? I doubt anyone knows who Hariel Reubel is anyway." Hariel shrugged. He had used the other name as an adventurer, but fifty years later it was doubtful there would be anyone who knew him as Hal Rownes, even on Friport.

"You might want to go back to Wega," Gavin suggested. "Find other descendants of either your father or your mother."

"No, thank you," Hariel muttered. He had never set foot on Wega except for jobs. His mother had given birth to him away from her home planet, and he had never wished to move back there. "Did you say a Terran found us?"

"Yes. If you're calmer, we can go and meet him now."

Hariel glared at him.

"What have you already told him about me? Never mind, I'm sure I can read his mind and will go from there." He rose and shook out his limbs. "Damn, I feel all tingly and dizzy."

"Your nanobots have been dormant for fifty years, give them time," Gavin replied. "You'll be fine."

Hariel scoffed.

"I'm alive, not fine. But you're a robot, what do you know of broken hearts."

Hariel stormed out of the stateroom, looking for the main deck.
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