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      Who knew you could hunt ghosts while flying through space?

      Allie couldn’t have even entertained the idea as Drifter’s strange hexagram-shaped space craft flew through the stars on their way to the reddish-hued planet ahead of them.  She stood at the left side of the ship and rubbed her hand against the transparent wall.  Her hand didn’t leave so much as a smudge.

      Allie looked over her shoulder at Drifter who stood at the main control panel of the strange sun dial.  “Are the walls made of glass?”

      He didn’t look up from a holographic screen above the console.  “Tougher than glass, or the vacuum of space would have ejected us out by now.”

      She noticed there was something small and red in the center of the screen.  “Is something wrong?” she wondered as she moved to join him at his side.

      Drifter furrowed his brow.  “I’m not sure.  The ship’s sensors are detecting a-”

      “Incoming life form.”

      The soft, robotic female voice came from everywhere and nowhere.  The red dot on the screen grew larger with each passing moment.

      Allie blinked up at Drifter.  “Life in space?  How’s that possible?”

      He pursed his lips and pressed a button.  “It isn’t.”

      A large screen popped up on the front wall of the ship.  Drifter walked around the dial and Allie scurried after him on the other side, and they met in front of the screen.  She realized the red dot had represented a white mass that floated between them and the planet.  The transparent mist stretched for about a mile in front of the planet and was as still as a corpse.

      Allie looked up at Drifter with a questioning raised eyebrow.  “Is that fog?”

      He shook his head.  “Fog can’t exist in space.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I don’t know, but-”

      The wall of mist shifted like a flimsy, rotten sheet over abandoned furniture and flew at them.  Red alarms sounded throughout the spaceship.  “Warning.  Incoming collision.  Sensors indicate the ship cannot pass through the mass unharmed.”

      Drifter slammed his hand against the screen and swiped it right.  The ship followed the same path and veered hard right.  Allie’s heart thumped in her chest as the ship flew along the long length of the white wall.  Soft tendrils whipped out and licked at the walls of the ship, causing a tremor as though they’d been struck by an asteroid.

      The ship flew past the end of the wall and veered left toward the red planet.  The wall slowed and swooped back, following them at a speed that matched their own.

      Allie whipped her head up to Drifter.  “Why are we still headed for the planet?  Why don’t we just go somewhere else?”

      “We don’t have a choice in the matter,” Drifter told her as he looked over his shoulder at the compass.  “It’s out of our hands.”

      Allie looked behind them.  The clear walls showed that the mist was gaining on them.  “Then is there any way to make this ship go faster?”

      “Only if you want to slam into the planet.”

      She threw up her arms.  “Well, what about leaving a grease trail for the mist to trip over?”

      Drifter’s eyes widened.  “You’re brilliant!”

      She blinked at him as he rushed to the console.  “I am?”

      “How long can you hold your breath?” he asked her as he pressed a few buttons.

      She shook her head.  “I don’t know, a minute.  Why?”

      “Because I’m about to push out most of our reserve.”

      Allie’s eyes bulged.  “Why?”

      Drifter lifted his hand over a flashing button.  “To save us, now take a deep breath.”

      Allie wanted to argue some more, but she took a deep breath a second before Drifter slammed his palm on the button.  A port hole opened in the rear wall and the air escaped out.  The wall had closed the distance to only a few feet and was blasted by the escaping air.  Its form dissipated and gaps appeared in the wall, but it continued its charge toward them.

      Allie pressed herself against the front wall as the mist struck them.  The ship shook like a vessel on rough seas.  Some of the tendrils tried to latch on to the spacecraft, but their solidness had diminished, and they were only able to brush against the exterior with all the danger of a dust rag.

      The mist drew back and floated away from them.  Allie breathed a sigh of relief as the distance between them increased until the mist was just a long blotch in starry space.

      “Brace for impact!” Drifter shouted as he nodded at the front wall.

      Allie whipped her head around and watched as the ship flew into the glistening stratosphere of the red planet.  Impact was minimal, which both surprised and slightly disappointed Allie.  She was expecting an earth-shattering kaboom, or at least a mild speed-bump tremble.

      One moment the strange space and time machine floated through the stars toward the strange orange planet, and the next the planetary ozone surrounded them.  Craggy mountains rose up around the ship and birds flew past squawking their displeasure as a slight bit of wind from the space craft brushed them away.

      The wind did nothing to brush away the mountains, however, and Allie’s pulse quickened when she realized they were headed toward one.  She stabbed a finger at the oncoming rocky traffic.  “Lookout!  We’re going to-”

      The word ‘crash’ didn’t leave her lips because the boom never happened.  The mountain folded inward like a piece of paper with neat lines and corners.  The corner of the time machine in direct line with the stones slipped past without so much as a whisper.  Allie whipped her head around and watched the mountain fold itself back into its original position.

      Allie peeled herself off the wall and glared at the pilot.  “Is this how you always land on a planet?”

      “Oh no,” he mused as he pressed a few buttons and their velocity slowed.  “Sometimes it’s a bad landing.”

      She tapped her fist against the wall, and it rang out like tapping glass.  “How small a space can this ship fit into?”

      He paused in his piloting and swept his eyes over the room.  “As small as needed, though we can’t get out if the space is too small to squeeze out through the doors.”

      Allie blinked at him and turned toward the entrance.  “What doors-” A pair of elegant wood doors with intricate, unknown markings had replaced the rear glass wall.  She pointed a finger at them.  “Where did those come from?”

      Drifter grinned at her.  “Magic.”

      The ship flew through a low mountain range and Allie couldn’t help but dance a little out of instinct as the rocks gave way beneath the floor of the vessel.  The mountains opened to reveal a large valley.  A thick forest nestled along the foothills of the steep side below them while the rest of the basin was barren of all but scrub brush.  A gaping hole at the far foothills led into the largest of the mountains, and in front of the mouth was large mining machinery and two rows of metal-lined barracks.  A few wooden shanties finished off the picture.

      The ship floated down as graceful as a feather and landed behind a large boulder out of direct sight of the evidence of civilization.  Drifter clapped his hands together.  “Welcome to Denerth, the planet of Blessed Bowelleite.”

      Allie blinked at him.  “The planet of what?”

      “It’s a type of powdery substance used for digestion problems,” he explained as he strolled toward the door and grasped one of the elegant handles.  He half-turned to her with that mischievous smile of his.  “Are you ready?”

      Allie raised an eyebrow.  “Ready for what?”

      He gave her a wink before he opened the door.  “For your next adventure.”

      Drifter stepped out and out of sight.  “Hey!” Allie shouted as she scrambled across the room, though not so fast that she failed to notice the compass was gone from its pedestal.  She stumbled out into the dusty red earth of the alien planet and looked around.  Drifter was nowhere to be seen.  “Drifter?  Where are you?”

      “Over here,” came the reply from around the rock.

      Allie tiptoed over and peeked around the curved edge.  Drifter stood on the edge of the camp surveying the place.  She bit her lip and looked over her shoulder to make sure the ship was still there.

      The answer was yes and no, and that made her heart skip a beat.  The walls and floor of the vessel had disappeared, and all that stood in its place was the sun dial.  The smooth stone had taken on the rough characteristics of the red rock beneath her feet so that she could hardly see the dial at all against the boulder backdrop.

      Allie took a step toward the ship, but a shout made her return her attention to around the rock.

      “Mr. Drifter!”

      She peeked around the boulder and watched a man-like creature scurry out of one of the shacks and over to Drifter.  He walked on two legs in a stooped fashion, but his facial features were very vermin in nature, with a long, rounded nose and buck teeth that protruded from under his upper lip.  Though he wore sunglasses, he blinked against the bright light of the sun and shaded his face with one arm.  His fingers were short, and the pads of his hands were as hard as leather.

      He grabbed Drifter’s hand in both of his and gave it a hardy shake.  “I couldn’t be more pleased to see you!  You are as a god come to save us from on high!”

      Drifter smiled at the strange fellow.  “This is an unexpected pleasure, Mr. Talka.  The last time we met you were on an asteroid.”

      Mr. Talka lifted his chin and puffed out his chest.  “Yes, but that was before my promotion.  Now I’m manager of this mine.”

      Drifter swept his eyes over the area.  “You don’t seem to be managing many men here.”

      Talka’s pride deflated, and his nose drooped.  “My men have fled me and now I have no one to run the machines.”

      “Why did they flee?”

      Talka bit his lower lip with his buck teeth and glanced around with wide eyes.  He leaned toward Drifter and lowered his voice so that Allie could hardly hear him, and she heard him all too well.

      “Because of the ghosts.”
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      Allie rubbed her ears.  She couldn’t quite believe what the alien had said, and she was even more confused that she understood his language.  Her hand brushed up against the transceiver Drifter had put on her aboard the ship, and one question was answered.  The eerie inquest, however, was still unresolved and very confusing.

      A thought struck her, and she sighed.  “You did have to fly through a mass of something soft and spooky to get onto the planet…”

      “There aren’t any ghosts,” Drifter informed the spooked gentleman.

      Talka glared at him.  “Mr. Drifter, I respect your word, but I know what I’m talking about.  This place is haunted and has been since we reopened shaft three.”

      Drifter arched an eyebrow.  “Why was it closed?”

      Talka shrugged.  “No idea.  The records were burned up when one of the machines caught fire about fifty years ago.  We’ve been working on shafts one and two since then, but they’re getting low, so I made the decision to reopen the third shaft and WHAM!  Hit with spooks faster than my mother at a buffet table full of desserts.”

      “What sort of ‘spooks’ hit you?” Drifter asked him.

      “Well, there’s” Talka did a double take at the large boulder and the color drained from his face.  He stabbed a shaking finger at the rock.  “There!  That’s one of them there!”

      Allie whipped her head around but saw no one.  Drifter burst into laughter.  “She has spirit, but not the kind you’re looking for.  Allie?”

      Allie sheepishly slipped out from her hiding place and joined them.  Drifter kept his eyes on the trembling mole-man and gestured to her.  “Mr. Talka, meet Allie Daniel.  My… companion, shall we say.”

      Allie inclined her head a little and gave him as bright a smile as she could muster considering the grim surroundings.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Talka pulled out a white handkerchief from his coveralls pocket and wiped his brow as he gave them an uneasy smile.  “Likewise, and sorry about my yelling at you.  Guess I jump at every shadow now.”

      “You were telling us what sort of ghosts you have,” Drifter reminded him.

      “Quite right,” Talka agreed as he tucked his handkerchief away.  “You probably already saw one for yourself.  That wall of spooks floating around in orbit over the planet.  I can’t get any supply ships to come here anymore.  They’ve all been attacked by it.”

      Drifter arched an eyebrow.  “Has anything actually happened to any of the ships?”

      Talka snorted.  “Happened?  Just all their electrics fried and them drifting out into deep space.  Fortunately, all of the company spaceships are required to have some primitive radio equipment aboard, or who knows how long they would have been drifting out there.”

      “And the wall appeared after you opened the shaft?” Drifter questioned him.

      Talka shook his head.  “Not immediately, no.  I had the shaft opened about three months ago, and that spook showed up a month ago.”  He sighed and shook his head.  “Supplies are just about ready to run out, so I suppose it’s a good thing the men left.”

      Drifter lifted his eyes toward the mine shaft and pursed his lips.  “You said you lost all your men, but you seem to have one man with you.”

      Allie looked to where his gaze lay and glimpsed a younger mole-man in the same light brown coveralls.  He had a few fine whiskers at the end of his nose and wore goggles.  The newcomer was covered in the red sand of the mining pit and thick leather gloves covered his hands.

      Talka scowled at the young mole-man who approached them.  “I’d hardly call that one a man…”

      The second mole-man had an equally displeased look on his face as he joined them.  He removed his goggles to reveal his own beady eyes and glared at Talka.  “What’s the hold up?  Are we getting this done today or not?”

      “Not,” Talka snapped as he pointed at Drifter and Allie.  “You’re going to go show these two around, especially shaft three.”

      The younger mole-man studied the pair with a wrinkle of his nose.  “Who are these two?”

      Drifter held out his hand to the newcomer.  “Ghost hunters.  We’ve come to exterminate your spectral problem.”

      The mole man scoffed but shook Drifter’s hand.  “The name’s Kalta, but you can call me Kal.”

      “Less talking and more walking,” Talka growled as he stabbed a stubby finger at the mine shaft.  “The faster they figure out how to deal with these spooks the faster we can get this place up and running again.”

      Kalta glared at his boss but turned without a word and looked over his shoulder at the visitors.  “Come on then.”

      They followed behind their reluctant guide.  His quick pace meant Allie had little time to study the machinery around them, but she recognized a small excavator with its long arm and bucket, and a bulldozer sat nearby.  Both had open panels along their sides from which wires protruded.  Many of the ends were frayed.

      “Are these machines being repaired?” Drifter asked the young mole.

      Kalta glanced at the machines and scoffed.  “The opposite.  The ghosts got into the wiring and ripped it out.”

      Some color drained from Allie’s face as she wrapped a hand around her throat.  “Have they tried to do that with a person?”

      He shook his head.  “No.  A few of the guys were hurt because of them, but you’ll see what I mean when we go down into the mine.”

      Kalta stopped them at the entrance where small hooks had been drilled into the stone.  More coveralls and gloves hung on the dozen hooks.  Another dozen hooks hung empty just past the first ones.

      Kalta grabbed a pair of each and turned to the visitors.  “Put these on if you want to save your clothes and hands.  The goggles have to be put on, too, but they’re thermal and infrared, so you’ll still be able to see.”

      Allie gasped and looked down at herself.  She still wore the frumpy dated attire from the ship.  “I forgot my clothes in Bina’s cabin!”

      Drifter took both pairs from the mole and held one out to her with a teasing smile on his lips.  “I’m sure she’ll hold on to them until we meet her again.”

      Allie pursed her lips as she swiped the coveralls and gloves from him.  “And when will that be?  A hundred years from now?”

      “Perhaps two centuries,” he teased as he sat down on a nearby rock and began to pull off his shoes.

      Allie resigned herself to her lost clothing and slipped into her coveralls.  They loosely fit about her small frame and the pant hems dragged along the ground.

      Kalta held out a pair of tall boots to her.  “These boots will help to keep you from tripping, and here are your goggles.”  She took the offered clothing and Kalta turned to Drifter to whom he offered another pair of glasses.  “These are sturdier than what you’re wearing.”

      Drifter smiled as he tapped the front glasses.  “I highly doubt that.”

      Kalta shrugged and turned his back on them to rehang the goggles.  “It’s your eyes.”

      Allie’s gaze rose up to his face and those wide glasses.  “Why do you bother to keep your eyes hidden?  I mean, people recognize you wherever you go, anyway, so why hide your eyes?”

      Drifter grinned.  “For the aesthetic.”

      Allie frowned.  “You mean you’re trying to be mysterious and failing because everybody knows you.”  She walked up to him and leaned closer to the tall man.

      Drifter stiffened and arched an eyebrow.  “What is it?”

      She lowered her voice to a whisper.  “You’re really weird, you know that?”

      Drifter stared at her for a moment before a sly grin slipped onto his lips.  “I have been told that on occasion.”

      Kalta had moved a few yards into the mouth of the mine.  “If you two are done jabbering, this mine isn’t going to explore itself.”

      Their guide trudged deeper into the dark mine, and Drifter and Allie followed.  Allie stopped beside the mine cart tracks some five yards inside the mouth and looked around.  Two tracks of lights, one on either wall, lit up the otherwise black interior with small LED-style bulbs inside plastic tubes.  The walls were roughly hewn as the shaft had been dug with large hoes and the tunnel itself was kept up by metal arches every ten yards.

      Drifter stopped and half-turned to her.  “Is something wrong?”

      She wrinkled her nose.  “This looks pretty primitive for the 23rd century.”

      “Not all technology sees innovation,” he mused before he jerked his head at the disappearing back of their guide.  “But we should hurry before Kalta decides we aren’t worth the trouble.”  Drifter forged on ahead but noticed that Allie remained rooted where he left her.  He paused and completely turned to his companion.  “It’s safe, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “It’s not that.” Allie admitted as she wrapped her arms around herself and swept her eyes over the rough walls.  “I might have an itsy-bitsy problem with confined spaces.”

      Drifter studied her for a moment before he walked back to join her at her side.  He offered her his arm.  “Take my arm, take deep breaths, and look straight ahead.”

      Allie smiled.  “And imagine sunny open fields?”

      He grinned.  “If it helps.”

      Allie sighed but looped her arm through his.  “Alright.  I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”
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      Arm-in-arm they trudged down the mine shaft.  Kalta had stopped at a caged elevator with his hand on the lever to run the machine and a frown on his face.  “Are you two going to be this slow the entire time?”

      “We were just enjoying the sights,” Drifter returned as they stepped onto the elevator platform.

      Kalta tapped Allie on the shoulder before he tapped a finger on the glass of his goggles.  “These aren’t just for show.  Put them on or the dust in here could blind and suffocate you.”

      “Oh, sorry,” she apologized as she quickly strapped the goggles around her head.

      Allie yelped when a mask dropped down from the glasses and wrapped around her mouth.  She gasped and wrenched the goggles off, taking the mask with it.  The mask slipped back into its infinitesimally small hiding place inside the lower rim of the glasses.

      Allie blinked at the contraption.  “What is this thing?”

      The mole-man sighed.  “It’s a ventilator.  The dust isn’t going to go for your eyes and ignore your mouth.”

      Allie winced but eased back into the mask-glasses combo.  The mask slipped back out and covered her mouth.  She was prepared this time and soon realized that the mask was soft to the touch and left enough room between her mouth and the cloth to give her lips moving space.

      The goggles, however, took some getting used to as the dark world was plunged into a mass of blues and yellows.  She stretched out a thermal hand and pressed her palm against the stone.  Her print left a small, hazy bit of heat before it sank into the rock wall.

      Drifter squeezed her arm.  “Just let your eyes adjust to the thermal and infrared lights.”

      “Is that what this is?” she wondered as she slowly turned her head from side to side.

      “The track lighting doesn’t go down into the tunnel, so it’s necessary,” Kalta explained as he threw the lever.

      The elevator shook a little as the brakes were turned off and the thick metal ropes eased them down the pit.  The walls were just as rough as the main tunnel, but now that she wore the goggles Allie could see subtle differences in the excavation work.  The smooth walls were actually scratched, and some showed signs of blasting.

      Allie moved her mouth to test the limitations of the mask and happened to look up at Drifter.  “Aren’t you going to wear a mask?”

      He grinned.  “I’ve been to hell and back, so brimstone doesn’t bother me.”  He turned his attention to their guide.  “Speaking of dark places in the bowels of planets, how long did it take to dig out this mine?”

      Kalta shrugged.  “About five years.  That is, for the first two shafts.  We don’t know much about the third one because no copies had been sent to the head office before the fire burned the originals.  What we do know is it was dug about a century later and wasn’t opened for very long before they had their own trouble.”

      “Can anyone confirm the ghost sightings from that period?” Drifter asked him.

      Kalta snorted.  “You mean anyone whose word we’d trust?  Not really.”

      Allie tilted her head to one side.  “So, there’s somebody from that time still in the company?”

      “Still in the company and still at this mine,” Kalta

      Drifter raised an eyebrow.  “Talka informed us that all his men had left.”

      Kalta gave a bitter-tinged snort.  “Yeah, that’s something he’d say.  There’s still two of us sticking around this ghost mine, though why that old fool is still around is anyone’s guess, but you’ll get an earful from him when we reach him.”

      Allie scanned the walls for signs of the Blessed Bowelleite, but all she saw was black rock.  “What does Bowelleite look like?”

      “A white substance like chalk,” Drifter told her as he looked against at their guide.  “I’m guessing the mineral is dug with Cursa cannons?”

      Kalta nodded.  “Naturally.  The powder is very condensed in the veins and blasting them apart would mean having to vacuum up the floor at the end of every day to salvage all the debris just to break even.”

      Allie looked up at Drifter.  “What’s a Cursa cannon?”

      “A gun capable of firing a vacuum which sucks all the oxygen out of the unrelated molecules and shrinks the mineral,” he explained.

      “One of those things costs more than any excavator,” Kalta mused as he slowed their descent.  “But they make it a hell of a lot easier to lift a foot-wide block that weights only eighty pounds versus a boulder that weights two hundred.  The mine gets three times the productivity, so they make their money back in no time.  And here we are.”  He stopped them at a vertical shaft that was half the size as the initial tunnel.

      “This isn’t the third shaft,” Allie pointed out.

      Kalta jerked his head in the direction of the shaft.  “I’m guessing you two want to go see old Mathalda, and he’s down this way.”

      Kalta put on the brake and opened the low gate that had kept them inside the open box before he led them down the shaft.  The rocks didn’t show any signs of recent scuffs, but there were enough footprints to see that activity had taken place farther down the hole.

      Drifter paused and knelt down beside the left-hand wall.  He brushed his gloved hand over some of the footprints.  “These men were running.”

      Kalta snorted.  “You would, too, if you were being chased by a ghost.”

      Allie’s pulse quickened and she whipped her head around.  Bad idea.  She was reminded of how close the space around her was.  That jumped her heart rate even more.  She shut her eyes and took deep breaths.

      Kalta’s voice broke through her loud breathing.  “Should she

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/timeless2.jpg
A TIMELESS AFFAIR, BOOK TWO

M. FLYNN





