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For my folks, thank you for everything you’ve done so I could bring my dream to life. To the rest of my friends and family, I am humbled by all of your love and support. Thank you.
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Neil stood up, dazed, with a high-pitched ringing filling his ear. Distantly, he heard muttering voices that became increasingly hostile. He struggled to hear what was being said above the ringing in his ears. That’s when a shadow fell over him, a big shadow. 

He slowly craned his neck to glimpse what was behind him. Standing before him was what could only be described as a long, hairy and fanged caterpillar. The creature stood at least six feet tall and over ten feet long. It was grey, like the rocks that made up the Cylosian hills. Its fangs were long and sharp, and they dripped with viscous spittle. A warm jet of musty air from the creature enveloped Neil, causing him to retch and nearly vomit.

“You will halt at once,” a deep voice commanded. 

Neil couldn’t place the source of the voice until he saw something reflect the sun into his eyes. He looked on top of the creature and sitting in a leather saddle on its back, was a stout, rocky Cylosian figure holding what looked like a forked spear. Blue lines of electricity glowed and crackled between the tines. The being was dressed in black and grey camouflage and there was a large red circle on its chest. Neil turned his head slowly to the left and saw another caterpillar sitting several feet away. Its rider stood next to his father and Dr. Lowell, whose wrists were being bound by a pair of Cylosian soldiers dressed in camo.
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The missile exploded in the middle of the Cylosian field just as the wormhole closed. The Resistance camp was rendered to ashes. Huge boulders cascaded down the surrounding hills, piling up like tombstones. The night air crackled with burning shrubs and blue smoke rose high into the air.
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ON A PLANET BILLIONS of light-years away, Neil held his father tightly.

“I’m so sorry,” he said as he began to sob.

His father patted the back of his head. “There’s nothing to be sorry about,” he said. 

Neil pulled away from him and wiped his eyes with the sleeves of his shirt. He stepped back and then frantically looked at the ground and at Marie’s feet. 

Marie noticed him looking toward her. “What’s up?” she asked.

“Sagan,” Neil said, choking back more tears.

Now it was Marie who erupted into tears. She walked over to Neil and threw her arms around him. Dr. Lowell walked up from behind and wrapped his long arms around them both. Stephen did the same and they stayed that way for several moments until the group broke apart.

Marie stepped backward and wiped her nose with the sleeve of her hoodie. “It’s freezing. Can we hug it out where it’s warm?” she asked.

“Our camp is about a half-mile from here,” said his father. “It’s not much, but it’ll keep us warm.”

Neil’s father took off his parka and handed it to him, while Dr. Lowell gave his to Marie. The four of them began the trek back to the black, monolithic structure that had been both home and hospital the past eleven days. Neil walked next to his father and despite all of the questions that lingered unanswered, nobody said a word. The planet was completely silent. The only sound came from their boots crunching through the snow. 

The day was losing light quickly. A crimson moon rose above the shelter. Neil was mesmerized at how the structure seemed to absorb the light around it, like a void had opened up in front of them. His father led them to an opening that was just barely visible in the darkening sky and Neil watched as he disappeared inside. Marie was the next to go and then Neil followed behind. He looked back and saw that Dr. Lowell had stopped and was looking up into the sky. Trillions of stars began to twinkle above. Neil turned around and went inside. 

Neil followed his father and Marie as they made their way toward the small camp in the depths of the shelter. When they made it to the camp, the fire was little more than embers. His father dropped his pack on the floor. He reached inside, pulled out a thin plastic pouch and tossed it into the fire. The flames grew until it was a respectable size. 

“What is that?” Neil asked.

“I honestly couldn’t tell you. I got it from Yyma,” said his father. “I just know that those little packages have kept this fire going.”

“What do you have to eat?” Marie asked. 

“Not much. I have a few M.R.E.s, but we’re getting critically low on supplies,” his father said.

Neil reached into his pack and pulled out several metal pouches. “I have Grandpa’s pack,” he said, swallowing a sob. “He had a bunch of food in there.”

Dr. Lowell came walking out of the darkness. “Well,” he said, “Let’s eat like we just got saved.”

Marie hitched her thumb toward him. “I like that guy,” she said to Neil.

The four of them sat around the low fire and it bathed them in warmth. Each of them held small, steaming aluminum mugs. They ate quietly. Neil sat with his father under his father’s sleeping bag and Marie sat next to Dr. Lowell.

“I don’t know if my stomach can take any more of this outer-space cuisine,” Marie said. 

“I still can’t believe you guys are here,” said Dr. Lowell. 

“You and me both,” said Marie.

“What happened on Cylosis?” asked Neil’s father.

“We landed right in the middle of a battle,” Neil said. “There was this huge explosion and we got separated. That’s when Oort found me and Marie, and we barely escaped. Oort took us to General Rubi and she helped us find Grandpa. They brought us to a tent where we fell asleep. We were in the middle of our last vision, when something woke me up.”

“What woke you up?” his father asked.

“I heard an explosion in the distance and there was a fire,” he replied. His father gasped. “I woke up Grandpa and Marie, and we ran away from the explosions. We ended up in an open field. We watched as something landed on the tent where we’d been sleeping and it exploded. If I hadn’t woken up, we would have been hit directly.”

His father’s head dropped and he ran his hands through his greying hair. Neil could see tears streaming down his father’s dirty cheeks. The tears glowed orange in the firelight. “I cannot begin to tell you how sorry I am,” his father said. “And to you as well, Marie.”

“It’s cool Mr. Webb. We’re okay,” Marie said.

“What happened next?” asked his father.

“I opened a wormhole and locked onto your planet,” said Neil. “Just then, there was an explosion at the edge of the field. It blew me through the singularity. The wormhole closed right after I came through and now Grandpa and Sagan are stranded on Cylosis.”

“Who is Sagan?” Dr. Lowell asked sheepishly.

“He’s a creature we found on Amphibios,” Neil said. “He followed us through the wormhole when we went to Cylosis.

“He was kind of like our pet,” said Marie.

“Anyway, that’s how we ended up here,” Neil said.

“Have you checked your wormhole device to make sure it wasn’t damaged?” asked his father.

Neil winced. He hadn’t made sure that his device wasn’t broken. He quickly slid his left shirtsleeve up. The main menu glowed in his face and the words “Initiate Wormhole” were written at the top in grey lettering. A green power bar showed that the device was at a twenty-eight percent charge. There was a tiny section of the screen missing from the top left corner of the device and there was a superficial scratch that ran the length of the screen. The device was okay. He let out a sigh of relief and gave his dad a thumb’s up. 

“What are we going to do about Grandpa?” Neil asked. “I mean, we have to find him, right?”

“We will, Neil,” said his father. “When we go back to Cylosis, we’ll search for him while your device recharges. We can’t hesitate to move on to Glacies if we can’t find him.”

“We’ll find him Neil,” said Dr. Lowell from across the fire.

“Yeah,” Marie said. We got this.” 
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Neil’s father put his arm around him and Neil laid his head on his father’s chest. He looked over the fire and saw Marie and Dr. Lowell in an excited conversation. He craned his neck up to his father. 

“Will you tell me about the other planets you’ve been to?” he asked.

His father smiled back. Neil could tell that it was a tired smile and he couldn’t imagine what his father had endured the last few days. “The last two planets that I traveled to were called Glacies and Varillam. Also, my first experience with Cylosis was much different,” said his father. “It’s a really long story. Are you sure you want me to tell you?”

“Yes,” Neil replied. “Yes, I do.”

“All right, then,” said his father. “Each time I went to a new planet, I did so mostly blind. We knew the coordinates of each of the planets attached to this wormhole path, but what we didn’t know was what kind of planets we would be going to.”

“How did you know if the planet you were going to was habitable?” asked Marie from across the fire, startling Neil.

His father looked startled too, but quickly recovered and replied, “Great question, Marie. The first time I opened up a wormhole to another planet, I would have RALPH analyze it while the singularity was open. I could observe the terrain where the wormhole would take me. You can learn a lot in
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