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CHAPTER ONE
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"No. Absolutely not. You're not going."

I smiled. I'd heard my mom say those same words about a gazillion times in my life. The difference is, now I'm old enough to know I don't have to obey. "Calm down, Mom. Aren't you the one that recommended us for this job?"

"I may have mentioned to the director that you were on your way to the Cube and your experience with xenoarchaeologists and artifacts might make ORBS a valid option if they needed to augment their staff with outside contractors. I never suggested you were prepared to navigate the Expanse. I won't allow it."

"Mom, how many times have you been in the Expanse?" she didn't answer. My mom, Dr. Nebulon Blyst, is famous for being an expert on the Elspeth Expanse and many other things. "And Dad? He's been there several times, right?" Crickets. "I’m pretty sure you took me into the Expanse before I could walk, didn't you?"

"Those were very different circumstances." I knew I was scoring points when she paused to think. "Let me call your dad. We can meet you kids at Orinoco Station."

"And do what? Tag along. I'm sure the team of xenos from the Cube would love to have you crash their dig, and I know I'd be excited to tell them Dad was going to take over as pilot of the Howler for the trip. That would definitely help ORBS build our reputation. Besides, aren't you a little busy running a planet?" My mom is currently head of the Tralaskan Council.

"You can't do this, Ben. It's dangerous."

"We'll be fine. We're just going to drop the xenos off on Dravish and do a little exploring." I should have known better than to mention that.

"Exploring? No. You are definitely not going to coddiwomple around the Elspeth Expanse with your friends unsupervised."

"Coddiwomple? Really Mom?"

"Yes, coddiwomple. It means to travel toward a vague destination. You can't just wander around the Expanse looking for adventure."

"If the Expanse is as exciting as you make it sound, we shouldn't have to look far." We were at a stalemate. She knew I was going, and I knew she would worry the whole time I was gone. "Have Dad give me a call today if he can. We’re scheduled to leave in the morning. I'll be careful. You know that. I'm a good pilot. Trained by the very best." My dad is one of the most famous pilots in the League. My parents are legends I know I'll never live up to. 

"Fine. Be careful and call us often. I'll send Out my complete catalog of notes on the Expanse."

"That would be great, Mom. Thanks. Love you."

"Love you more, son. Have a safe journey."
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I was in the lounge talking with Celeste and the rest of the xenoarcheology team when the video screen came to life with a message. "Ben Thurgood, please report to the office. Now." I excused myself and walked down the hall before activating my communicator. "Out, why did you put that message on the display in the lounge?"

"It wasn't me, Ben. According to the comm log, the message came from Sam's office."

"Thanks, Out," I said and walked back to where Celeste was talking with some of the other xenos. "I need to take care of some business," I said. "I'll check in with you later." She smiled and continued her conversation.

I made my way to Sam's office and knocked. She opened the door and pulled me inside. "Is there a problem?" I asked.

"You tell me," she said. 

"Out, are we currently experiencing any problems?"

"No, Ben. Everything is copacetic." I smiled. Most AI’s would say everything was nominal, but I’d made a change to Out’s programming. It’s the little things that make him seem more human.

Sam and I have been friends for a long time. I've learned to get over my typical male tendencies and just admit when I have no idea what's going on. I dropped into the chair in front of her desk. "Hard as this might be for you to believe, I have no idea what you're talking about."

"I thought we were going to use the time on this trip to work on the business."

"That's the plan."

Sam rolled her eyes. That was never good.  

"Exactly what business were you working on with Celeste? Is she helping you with the marketing plan for our legend tripping excursions in the Expanse?"

"Celeste is one of our passengers and an old friend. We were just talking." 

"I had to send that vid to the lounge to get your attention," she said.

"If you knew I was in the lounge, why didn't you just come out and talk to me."

"I didn't want to interrupt anything between you two."

"And yet you sent the message. What is it with you and Celeste? She's nice."

"Right. And that's why you're focused on her and just forgetting about all the business stuff."

"We launched two hours ago. I'm just making sure our clients are settling in OK." 

"When do you want to talk about our next destination after we drop off our passengers? Do we have specific places in the Expanse we want to check out?"

"We need to see what research Phyl's pulled together. Out, please ask Phyl to join us in Sam's office."

"Ben, Ms. Ophyllia said to tell you she's busy working. She sounded angry."

"Thanks, Out. OK, let's go," I said, reaching for Sam's hand. I pulled her up from her chair.

"Where are we going?" she said. "Some of us are trying to get work done."

"Out, have Ruf meet us in Phyl's lab," I said, as I pulled Sam down the hallway with me. I needed to find out why my friends were acting so crazy. Phyl's lab has a series of status lights outside to warn us when she's testing things or working with stuff that requires special precautions. The caution light was on. I wasn't quite sure what that meant, but after my conversation with Sam, I would definitely approach Phyl with caution.

Sam pointed to the status, but I opened the door and walked inside pulling Sam in behind me. Before my eyes could properly focus in the low light, I saw something flying toward my head. "What the plark?" I dropped to my knees and pulled Sam down with me. 

A string of words in some language I didn't know but figured I could interpret well enough, erupted in Phyl's high pitched voice. "Ben, didn't you see the caution light? It's pretty basic. I know you can be oblivious, but I didn't think it extended to stuff like that." The lights came up and, after a quick look overhead, I pulled Sam to her feet. 

"Sorry, Phyl. We really needed to talk to you."

"Tough to do if you're knocked out cold. Now that you've set back my testing, again, what do you need?"

Ruf's voice came through the speakers. "Is it OK to come in, Phyl? Ben said to meet him here."

Phyl used the front of my shirt to pull herself up and me down until her face was about an inch from mine. "That's the protocol. Rufus figured it out." She lowered herself back to the ground. "Come on in, Ruf," she said.

I need to know what you two are upset about." I nodded to the girls. Crickets. 

When I looked at Ruf, it was clear he had no idea what was going on. "Let's meet in the conference room after dinner and work on the plan for after Dravish." Crickets again.

"I sat down on one of Phyl's lab stools and crossed my arms. "Phyl do you know why Sam is angry with me?"

Crickets. "We can't work this way. "If any of us are upset about something we need to talk about it. This is our first flight with paying clients aboard the Howler, we need to be friendly and interact with them."

Sam gave me a look. "What?" 

"OK," Sam said. "In an effort to advance our working relationship, I'll be honest. We don't like Celeste, and we're not happy that you seem to want to spend every spare moment with her."

"You guys are jealous." It wasn't a question. Trying hard to keep from grinning, I continued. "Celeste is an old friend and a client on this flight."

"And a gorgeous woman," Ruf added.

"Not helping, Big Guy," I said. 

"So, she's gotten to you too," Sam said. "I guess there's no accounting for taste. Or lack of it."
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Despite the girls’ insanity, dinner with the clients was pleasant. They seemed to enjoy Ruf's cooking and were happy to talk about their dig on Dravish. 

I took a cup of coffee and headed to the cockpit after dinner. "I assume everything is going smoothly, right Out?"

"All is well. The passengers seem pleased with their accommodations."

"Yeah. It's all working out well. Anything I need to know about?"

"I'd have called you..."

There was a knock on the door. When I opened it, Celeste was standing there. "Hi Celeste. Did you need something?"

"Can we talk for a minute?"

"Sure." I motioned her to the navigator's chair. 

"I know our talks at LSI probably didn't seem like anything important to you, but I wanted to tell you that your stories about your folks’ adventures with artifacts inspired me to pursue xenoarcheology. If it wasn't for the stories you shared, I wouldn't be here."

"I'm glad things are working out so well for you. I'll be sure to let my folks know. Thanks for telling me."

She stood up to leave, and I followed her to the door and opened it. Celeste kissed my cheek before I realized Sam was standing there. It was totally innocent, but I could tell Sam wouldn't see it that way.

"Sam, we were just..."

"I'll see you in the conference room," she said and turned on her heel and headed down the corridor with Celeste right beside her. 

"Worried about a little competition?" Celeste
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