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Chapter 1

Luna Una Moonbase \ Port Authority

 


"Commander, we have just received a docking
request from the La Bella Grande."

"Ship's origination point?"

"Sir, they are from the planet Harmonie."

An eerie silence fell over the control
tower's personnel as everyone turned to stare at the
viewscreen.

"What are they saying their visit is
about?"

"They've sent an encoded message. Decoding
now. Sir, it has High Command's priority One tag and a 'for your
eyes only' note included."

The commander, a portly man in his early
fifties, swore under his breath.

"Route it to my chair console on secured
link."

"Yes, Sir."

Commander Jak Meredit did not enjoy surprises
and having an unannounced Harmonie ship in his port counted as a
very unpleasant surprise. He sat down and pulled up the
information. He considered briefly punching his console, but that
would not change the message's contents. He stood, unhappy with the
order he was about to give, but having no choice.

"Grant them permission to dock in Bay Seven.
Send our station's psion and one teleporter to them as well. I want
them done and off my station as soon as possible."

"Yes, Sir!"

Meredit didn't know why those freaks were
here in the Milky Way Galaxy, but he was going to be keeping a
close eye on them. Whenever a Harmonie ship showed up, trouble
always seemed to follow.

"Sir, they are docked and Corporal Seymar is
on his way to greet them along with Melody."

Meredit grunted. He had confidence in the
Corporal's ability to handle the job with discretion and speed.
Pushing his unwanted visitors out of his mind, he resumed his
station check-up rounds.

 


* * *

Bay Seven, Outside Corridor

 


Corporal Joey Seymar was nervous. This was
only his second assignment since joining the military and he wanted
to do his best. It was also a trial of sorts that he had to
pass.

"You're too tense. Relax. We'll be fine," his
partner, Leysa, assured him.

"Easy for you to say. Your head isn't the one
that will roll if something goes wrong."

She laughed, that amusing little giggle that
was uniquely hers filling the air. She toyed with a strand of her
hair and he couldn't help but stare. The light blue coupled with
forest green highlights were distracting. Not as distracting as her
lean figure and bosom which were accentuated by the tight shirt she
chose to wear.

"Joey, you're drooling."

"Huh?" He blushed and hastily wiped his
mouth. Just what he needed to look like an idiot in front of the
visitors.

He forgot about his appearance when the third
alarm sounded, signaling that the bay was sealed and able to be
entered.

"Here goes nothing," he muttered and punched
in the access code.

The giant doors hissed as they cycled open.
He was momentarily blinded by the bright lights of the bay. After
blinking a few times he was able to see the visitors' ship. Leysa
poked him in the back and he shot her an irritated glare before
stepping inside and walking down the stairs to the floor level. The
familiar whining of an airlock door opening reminded him that they
had to be in place when their guests emerged. He picked up his pace
and, from a quick side glance, saw that Leysa did the same.

They arrived at the base of the descending
ramp just as the ship's stairs touched the floor with a dull thud.
He straightened and snapped into a salute, his eyes trained on the
empty airlock.

"Are they coming out?" he whispered.

"They will emerge in a few seconds," Leysa
explained, her stance as rigid as his.

Without warning, Joey felt a telepathic brush
against his mind and he slammed up his mental shields as he dropped
into a defensive stance, his eyes scanning the entire bay for the
intruder.

The sound of clapping broke his intense
concentration and he looked up. He knew his jaw had dropped but he
couldn't help it. Standing at the top of the stairs was a
raven-haired woman with piercing brown eyes. She had even more
curves than Leysa.

"I heard that."

Guiltily, he glanced over at Leysa and saw
her scowl. Oh man, I'm so going to get it later, he groaned to
himself.

The woman's icy expression didn't bode well
for this first encounter. Why in the world had the Commander
ordered him to greet this party? Joey really wanted to know and, if
he survived, then he was definitely going to ask.

"They're disembarking," Leysa hissed as her
hand stroked his back.

He relaxed as the tension left him. That was
one of the things he loved about Leysa. She knew how to calm him
down so that he could think rationally. They watched as nine more
joined the first at the bottom of the stairs. He took a step
forward, focused on introducing himself and Leysa.

"Wait!" Leysa ordered and grabbed his sleeve.
"Look up, Joey."

He glanced up and gawked as a tiny girl
emerged from the airlock.

"Bow, right now, Joey," Leysa hissed as she
went to one knee.

Stunned by Leysa's uncharacteristic
seriousness, he copied her. What in the world was going on? He
didn't understand. Just who were these visitors anyway?

Joey watched as the little girl descended. He
tried to look away and couldn't. It was her eyes that had snared
him. Such an unusual color and mesmerizing.

::Joey, focus on my mind. You must not stare
at her, lest her guards take it as a challenge.::

Hearing Leysa's voice in his head broke the
magnetic pull he'd felt. Gratefully, he did as his partner ordered.
How could such a little girl have so much power?

"You may rise," the leader ordered.

They came to their feet and Joey made sure to
keep his gaze trained on the raven-haired woman.

The group advanced, keeping the little girl
in the middle. They halted a few feet from him and Leysa.

"My name is Mainic, and I'm Chief Protector
for this journey. You are to escort us to a teleport pad so that we
may go to the Cosmos Center on Earth."

Joey decided it was best to maintain a
friendly manner.

"Yes, Ma'am. If you will please follow
me."

He turned and Leysa fell in step with him as
he led the way from Bay Seven to the Rojo section of the base.
Inside the main area were four giant teleport pads. In Rooms 2 - 4,
there were two smaller teleportation pads in each room. Luna Una
handled heavy interplanetary and galactic traffic every day.

Melody, one of the youngest psions on the
station, met them with a smile and quick hug.

She turned to their visitors and bowed.

"Greetings, honored guests. If you will
please step on to the pad, we shall begin the transfer. I have read
your profiles and all I ask is that you please keep all psionic
barriers up before, during and after transport so as to not disrupt
the teleport."

Mainic tilted her head and studied Melody
before giving a curt nod of agreement. She stepped on to the pad
first and was soon joined by the rest of the travelers.

Joey and Leysa moved over to the teleport
console and watched as Melody sat down in the chair which curved to
fit her body. A thin metallic plug rose from the back of the
headrest. With a hiss and lunge, it locked into place inside the
implant at the base of Melody's neck. The console in front of her
lit up with flashing lights. Her fingers quickly tapped in various
codes.

"Ready?" she asked the visitors.

Mainic nodded and a low vibration thrummed
through the floor.

Joey looked down at his feet and over at
Melody who had closed her eyes. The vibration changed to a deep hum
that shook him to the bone, making it hard to stand upright. Leysa
leaned in, offering her shoulder for support. The hum rose to a
high pitched whine and he slapped his hands over his ears. He
watched in fascination as the pad pulsed with alternating greens
and blues. Suddenly the whine peaked and the group on the pad
disappeared. He blinked and gaped. The teleport had happened so
quickly that he'd missed it. It was the first time he had seen a
group teleport. It was rather interesting. The sudden silence
reminded him that he needed to focus.

He moved from Leysa's side and hurried to
Melody to check her over.

"You all right?"

She removed the cord and sat up, a slightly
dazed look on her face.

"So those were the fabled Armas and their
Bonders."

Leysa and Joey exchanged a glance. He
grinned.

"Yep, powerful bunch, weren't they?"

"Yes, but it wasn't an overwhelming power. I
just thought they'd be more....well, more."

Leysa snickered and Joey glared at her.

"Sometimes it is the illusion that brings
power."

Melody shrugged and slid from the chair.

"Maybe. I'll inform the Commander that our
guests have departed."

"That should make his day. Hey, Melody. You
busy later?"

She smiled. "Yes and I do believe you are
scheduled for extra shifts anyway."

"I am?" His eyes widened. "Really? Crap, I've
got to go check. Thanks for the heads up," he hollered over his
shoulder as he and Leysa ran from the bay. He only hoped that,
wherever the aliens were going, they had a nice journey.


Chapter 2

CYTF-15 \ Johnson City, Tennessee

 


The room was unusually cold, which was rather
annoying by itself, but coupled with the tardiness of the test
facilitator, served to aggravate Sindra Waylin. Not even the happy
murmurings of her only child could change her mood.

A sharp rap to the door announced the
facilitator’s arrival. She straightened in her seat and scowled.
The young woman hesitated and hurried inside, closing the door. She
tugged at her coat and Sindra schooled her features into one of
indifference. The badge on the coat lapel said “Hicks.” Probably an
intern then.

“I apologize for the delay, Mrs.
Waylin. My name is Tisa Hicks. We are a little understaffed at the
moment.”

“I'm not surprised. Isn't this facility
scheduled to be closed in three months?”

Tisa stiffened. “It is, but that does not
mean the testing done here is substandard.”

“Of course it doesn't. As a Children
and Youth Testing Facility, you have to meet a minimum of
requirements to stay open. Judging by the upkeep, or lack thereof,
it is obvious to me why they are shutting this one down. But that
is not why I'm here. What are Shinjiro's results?”

The other woman bristled and tapped a command
on the display panel. The scene changed from a school of fish to a
chart with notations.

“Shinjiro is remarkably advanced for a
four-year-old. He has true genius-level capabilities and
understanding.”

“I know that. I want to know about his
psionic score.”

Tisa frowned. “It's immeasurable. There is a
lot of untapped potential. For us to know more, he needs to get
further testing and...,”

“No.”

“Excuse me?”

“My son will not be doing any more
tests.”

“Mrs. Waylin, I don't think you
understand. If he isn't given training for his psionic abilities,
they will drive him mad. The tests are harmless and very safe for
him to take.”

Sindra allowed a little of her annoyance to
show. “You don't know what his abilities are, do you?”

“The tests here are general in nature
and designed to pinpoint ability or possible latent ability.
Children and teens are then sent to one of the Psion Test
facilities for a more in-depth review. At that time, abilities are
categorized and rated. He will then be placed into a school
curriculum that best fits his needs. By the time he is ready to
graduate, he will have full control of his abilities and be able to
choose from any business or government sector to work
in.”

“Yes, but there is also a second
option.” Sindra smiled as she stood and held out her hand. Shinjiro
ran over to her and gave her a big smile. He had his father's
winsome ways and her blue eyes.

“Second option?”

“Yes. It's the one where I walk out the
door with my son and allow him to be raised normally.”

Tisa frowned and rose from her chair. “Mrs.
Waylin, I don't think that's such a good idea.”

“I know you don't. Which means it's the
best decision. Thank you for your time. Make sure you forward his
results to my inbox. Shinjiro, tell the doctor
good-bye.”

“Bye-bye!”

“Mrs. Waylin!”

Sindra ignored the flustered intern and left
with her son. They were almost outside when her comm-page beeped.
With an irritated snort, she glanced down at the number. She swore
softly and scooped Shinjiro up into her arms.

“Where are we going, Mama?” He clung to
her neck as she hurried to their vehicle and got him belted
in.

She closed his door and got in the driver
side. She tapped in the coordinates and set the aerocar on
autopilot. She yanked out her 3L-pad and rapidly inputted several
commands. Her holo-vid beeped and she answered it with an
irritated, “What?”

On screen was her right-hand man, Michael
Hodsin.

“Dr. Waylin. I know today is your day
off, but we need you here at the laboratory. The package has
arrived earlier than expected.”

Sindra sucked in an excited breath. “I'm on
my way right now.” She closed the call, took the aerocar off of
autopilot and sped up. Maybe today wouldn't be such a waste after
all.

 


* * *

Cosmos Center \ Knoxville, Tennessee

 


Dr. Michael Hodsin rushed toward the main Ops
room, his arms full of d-pads. He had just finished calling Dr.
Waylin and fended off several questions from nervous co-workers.
This was huge. Actually, bigger than huge. It was unheard of, but
that was what made it worth the thrill. He flung open the doors and
was greeted with chaos. He grinned. Time to rein the agitated
scientists in. He put his fingers to his lips and let out a
piercing whistle that silenced all noise in the room.

“Our esteemed leader will be arriving
in twenty minutes. I don't think she would be too proud of the way
we look at this moment. Let's get everything cleaned up, organized
and ready for her when she gets here.”

The noise level stayed low as everyone rushed
about to make the lab presentable for Dr. Waylin's arrival. Michael
smiled. He knew how excited she was. Heck, they all were excited.
When their lab had been tapped to host the arrival of the first
alien child visitor, Sindra had merely smiled. She had been
confident from the beginning that they would win that contract. The
past six months had been a whirlwind of activity as they prepared
for the momentous event.

“Good thing we did,” he muttered as he
went to answer an intern's question.

Before long the alarm blared announcing the
arrival of Dr. Waylin. The staff scurried into place and bowed when
she entered. She wasn't tall, but rather petite at five-foot-one,
compared to his six-foot-three bulk. However, there was nothing
tiny about her presence nor her skills. Michael grinned and went to
greet her.

“Dr. Waylin, welcome back.”

“Michael, I'm glad to see that
everything is in order.”

“It is as you have commanded and...Oh,
I see you have company today.”

Peeking around Sindra was her only child,
Shinjiro. Michael bent down, putting him on eye-level with the
solemn four-year-old.

“Good day to you, young
sir.”

He was rewarded with a shy smile from the boy
and he ruffled his hair. “Coming to help your mom today?”

Shinjiro nodded before disappearing again
behind his mother's leg. Michael chuckled and stood.

“Come this way, please. They will be
arriving in five minutes.”

Sindra nodded, grabbed a lab coat and slid
into it. Shinjiro put his hand into Sindra's and stared up at
Michael as he led them to the special cargo bay that had been
designed for unique and confidential items that might be brought
into the lab.

Michael glanced over at Shinjiro and saw the
young boy staring wide-eyed while taking in everything. He had
noticed that Sindra's son didn't speak much, but seemed to be
hyper-aware of those around him. Sindra smirked and he tried not to
laugh. It amused his boss to see adults be flustered by her gifted
son.

They descended the stairs to the floor level
and finally stopped at the teleport control console and the petite
blonde who sat there.

"Amy, is everything ready?"

"Yes, Sir. The psion at the other end reports
readiness. We will be receiving ten visitors plus the cargo."

"Activate the pad," he ordered.

She nodded and her fingers flew over the
console. A low hum filled the air and the large square pad glowed a
soft yellow. The light began to pulsate through several colors
before turning a light red. The light flared and died down.
Standing on the receiving pad were their visitors.

Michael saw Sindra move forward, still
holding Shinjiro's hand.

"Welcome, visitors. I am Sindra Waylin and
I'm head of this branch. Please, allow my second-in-command,
Michael Hodsin, to escort you to the visitor center while we store
the cargo."

"That will not be necessary," the
raven-haired woman at the front of the group replied.

Sindra frowned and Michael grew wary. His
boss had that look in her eyes. Better to compromise now than have
her blow up later.

He took a step forward and gestured toward
the north side of the room where the exit doors had been opened. "I
can take you to the storage area first and then we can go to the
visitor center."

"You do not understand. Our cargo stays with
us," the woman asserted as she shifted her stance.

"You're right, I don't understand."

He exchanged a glance with Sindra who stared
intently at the arrivals. Michael feared they'd be stuck forever at
a standstill which might turn ugly. He racked his brain trying to
find some other way out of the situation when Shinjiro took the
matter out of his hands.

"Hi!"

Everyone turned to look down at Shinjiro who
had moved from his spot behind his mother's leg. He stood in front
of Sindra with a shy smile and a curious expression.

It was the visitors' reactions that surprised
Michael as they all stared in shock at the small boy.

A tension seemed to grip the group and they
bunched closer together, almost as if protecting something. Michael
grimaced. The situation was fast becoming ugly.

The female representative pointed shakily at
Shinjiro and screeched, "Why is that child here?"

"That child is my son. I'd appreciate it if
you'd watch how you addressed him," Sindra growled.

"No one told us that you would have a male
child here!"

"It shouldn't be a problem."

"Keep him away from us!"

Sindra opened her mouth to say more but
Michael chose that moment to intervene.

"Sure, we can do that. In fact," he turned
and gestured Amy over, "he's going right now." Michael squatted so
that he was eye-level with Shinjiro. "Can you do me a favor and go
with Miss Amy for a little bit? I promise to bring your mom
back."

Shinjiro studied him for a moment and
grinned. "Sure, Mr. Michael-San."

"Good, Boy."

Amy held out her hand and Shinjiro slid his
into hers. He looked over at the visitors and waved. "Nice to meet
you!"

All eyes followed them as they made their way
to the exit. They were only a few feet away from the doors when one
of the men let out a hoarse shout. They stopped and began to turn
around.

"No, don't!" the raven-haired woman yelled
and took a step forward, only to suddenly halt.

"What the...?" Michael demanded, the words
dying in his mouth as he caught a glimpse of the problem.

Standing directly behind Amy and Shinjiro was
a little girl.

 



Chapter 3

 


When Shinjiro had come with Mama to work, he
had been very excited. It was a treat to go to the big lab and see
all the special toys that the big people got to play with. His mama
had promised him that when he got older, he would get to play with
them. He couldn't wait.

After going to the big lab and seeing Mr.
Michael, Shinjiro had been very happy. He even got to see a
teleport, which was an extra special treat. He hadn't understood
why the woman with the black hair made his mama so mad, but he knew
better than to do that. He thought that maybe someone should tell
that lady, too, that his mama was really scary when she was
angry.

Then Mr. Michael had asked him to go with
Miss Amy and he was happy. Miss Amy always had great snacks at her
desk. They were almost to the door when a funny feeling made him
stop.

::Hello::

Shinjiro frowned. He could hear a little girl
but he didn't see any in front of him.

::Behind you,:: the girl giggled.

He turned and stared, fascinated by the girl
standing behind him. She was a little shorter than him and her skin
reminded him of mama's caramel candy she always ate. He liked that
color, it was really pretty. She had black hair, too, which was
curly like his papa's hair. He couldn't help but gaze at her eyes.
The color was strange. Not like anyone else he knew. They were the
colors of the ocean mixed together, greens and blues, his favorite
colors.

He waved. "Hi."

::Hi. What's your name?::

"I'm Shinjiro. You're pretty."

The girl smiled and moved closer to him.

::Can I touch you?::

He thought about it and nodded as he moved
away from Amy who hissed at him to come back. The kid like him was
interesting. He liked the way her voice sounded in his head. They
stopped a foot from each other and Shinjiro held up his hand.

She reached out, her smaller fingers brushing
against the palm of his hand. Inside his head, colors exploded and
he felt excited and then sad. He frowned. Why did he feel that? He
was happy about meeting a new friend. He looked at her.

"What's your name?"

::I am.... Stop it Mainic!::

Shinjiro's attention was caught by the really
tall woman who had come between them. He saw her face and backed
up. The tall woman looked angry!

"Get...away...from...her!"

He felt something shove him and he fell
backward onto his butt. He yelped and peered up at the adult in
front of him.

"I'm sorry!"

"Leave him alone!" the girl yelled and kicked
the tall woman.

"That's enough out of you!"

The woman scooped up the girl who screamed
and continued kicking. Shinjiro felt bad. He hadn't wanted to get
her into trouble.

"Get him out of here!"

"Yes, Sir!" Miss Amy grabbed his hand and
Shinjiro let her drag him toward the doors.

He turned to look back at the girl and gave
her a sad wave. "Bye!"

::Don't leave me, Shinjiro! I want to play
and be friends!::

::Next time, we can play,:: he promised and
grinned. When he thought it in his head, no one else could hear it.
He didn't get to say more because Miss Amy took them out into the
hall and the doors closed.

His stomach growled and Miss Amy laughed.

"C'mon, Kiddo. Let's go get lunch."

 


* * *

 


Sindra was furious. How dare these aliens
treat her child in such a manner. She started to give them a piece
of her mind when Michael's hand touched her shoulder and he
squeezed it gently in warning.

"Don't, Boss Lady. We don't need an
interstellar incident."

"No one touches my son!"

"I know that, but this time you'll have to
let it go. In the interest of science and mankind's survival,
please curb your anger."

She was highly tempted to disregard his
warning but thought better of it. Michael was right. Instead of
getting worked up about how they treated her son, she should be
pondering why there was such an extreme reaction to his presence.
Her eyes narrowed. There hadn't really been that big of a deal
until the little girl had revealed herself.

Speaking of which, said girl was still
pitching a fit about being kept from Shinjiro. Curiosity filled
Sindra. She had to know what the problem was with these aliens. She
leaned over and whispered, "Michael, feed all the information we
have on them to my hand console right now."

"Yes, Ma'am."

"Excuse me, but we seem to have gotten off to
the wrong start. I am Dr. Sindra Waylin and I'm in charge of the
Cosmos Center. And you are?"

The raven-haired woman turned cold eyes on
Sindra. "I am Mainic, Chief Protector, of the Arma del
Amanecer."

It was Michael who understood first and his
guffaw of disbelief roused Sindra from her shock.

"Wait a minute! You mean that little girl is
an Arma?"

"Why is it that all you humans are so
slow-witted? Do you not sense her power? She is an Arma. Age does
not matter. Our royal monarch, Queen Oya, the Arma del Huracan,
specifically chose this Arma as part of the knowledge exchange
program between our planets. You will have access to the Arma del
Amanecer for fourteen years. At the end of that time, she must be
returned to Harmonie."

"Are there any other stipulations?"

"Yes. She must remain in stasis during this
time. She may be revived for a limited number of times and they
must be approved by the Queen. Also, no males or females with
psionic abilities are to be near her unless cleared by our Liaison
who shall be arriving later today."

"Do you have something against psions?"
Sindra really wanted to know. Perhaps it was a weakness that could
be exploited. After all, the true purpose to the exchange program
was to gather information about the illusive, yet very dangerous
people of Harmonie.

"No. They have their uses. But those are the
conditions. If you cannot abide by these simple rules, we will take
the Arma del Amanecer and return to Harmonie."

"You drive a hard bargain, Mainic. Most
people would be scared off, but not me. I'll accept your terms. A
chance to learn about your people doesn't happen often and it would
go a long way toward dispelling misconceptions that you guys are
monsters wearing human skins."

Mainic snorted. "Only backward, unintelligent
people would believe such drivel. For now, we require rooms so that
we may rest. After the Liaison’s arrival, we will help you settle
the Arma into her cryo-tube before returning to our ship."

"Understood.”

“One more thing, that child who was in
here; we require that his memory be wiped.”

“What?!”

“That is the final condition.” Mainic
stared challengingly at her.

Sindra gritted her teeth. To tamper with her
son's memories, yet, they really needed this learning opportunity.
He was only four after all. It wouldn't hurt.

“Fine.”

Mainic smiled. “I knew you'd understand.”

“Michael, would you take our guests to
their quarters?"

"Yes, Ma'am. If everyone could follow me,
please."

Sindra watched them form a line, with a big
burly man carrying the little girl, bringing up the rear. They left
in silence and when the doors whooshed closed behind them, she
chuckled. She was looking forward to this little venture.
Xenobiology was one of her degrees that she didn't get to apply
often. She couldn't wait to see what made these aliens tick. And
she was very much interested what role a psion had in regards to
the Harmonie people. There had to be a reason why they didn't want
a psion near the Arma.

With her mind buzzing with unanswered
questions, she headed for her office. She had to get started
reading the file on their very special visitors.

 



Spring 2058


Chapter 4

Obama Fine Arts Academy \ Jonesborough,
Tennessee

 


"Shinjiro Waylin, watch where you're going
and stop running in the hall!" shouted Ms. Halizel as she cast a
disproving glance in his direction.

"Sorry!" he hollered back and slowed to a
walk until he rounded a corner. He ran again, zigzagging through
the crowd of students with ease. He didn't have time to go slow.
Today was the day his father would be returning to Earth after a
year in space. He couldn’t wait to hear the stories about the
trip.

Shinjiro was thrilled that his spring break
coincided with his father’s leave time. Not that living with his
mom wasn’t cool. She trusted him to be mature and let him have lots
of freedom, but sometimes he had things he needed to ask his dad.
Things that his mother wouldn’t understand or might lecture him
on.

He grabbed his jacket and backpack from his
locker and threaded his way through the departing students. He
grinned when he saw Michael waiting outside with the company’s
aerocar. He whistled when he got a good look. It was the latest
model. Of course, his mom would make sure they only had the
best.

“Hiya, Shinji! Your ride
awaits.”

“Good afternoon, Mr. Michael. Is Mom
busy again?” Shinjiro opened the door and got in the passenger
seat.

Michael chuckled and walked around the
vehicle before getting in the driver side. “When is your mother not
busy, would be a better question.”

“True. Is she going to finish early
today, though? Dad’s coming home.”

“I had heard that. I do believe her
calendar is clear for after 4 pm, so you still have two hours to
kill. What would you like to do?”

“If it’s not a problem, you can just
take me to the lab. I’ll wait outside in the lobby until Mom’s
done.”

Michael frowned. “Are you sure? That’s rather
boring, isn’t it? Don’t you want to go to get some food or maybe
hit up the library? Or maybe even the Helton RPG Arena? I hear that
they are playing the Moon Jewels II this week.”

“No, thanks. I can game another day. I
really just want to chill and do nothing.”

Michael shrugged. “Suit yourself, Kiddo.”

He started the engine, tapped in the
coordinates and sat back as they flew to the Malcohn & Napier
Sci-Centre.

Shinjiro smiled when he caught a glimpse of
the building. He never got tired of looking at it. It was one of
the newest architectural structures utilizing science and art to
create it. He loved both and hoped to one day be able to design
space vessels using the same principles.

They came to a stop in one of the docking
garages and got out. The elevator took only a few minutes since it
traveled to the sub-levels. It stopped on the last one, several
hundred feet beneath the surface. Cheryl's cheerful, "Good
afternoon," greeted them.

"Hi, Miss Cheryl."

"Shinjiro, good to see you. Are your grades
still good?"

"Yes, Ma'am. I made the Honors List
again."

"Congratulations. If you'll go to the guest
lounge, you can watch some vids while you wait."

"Thank you." He turned to Michael. "Thanks
for bringing me here."

"No problem, Kiddo. I'll let your mom know
you're here. I've got to get going. I have some work I have to
finish."

Shinjiro waved bye and headed for the lounge.
He would grab his favorite snack of potato chips and cheese and see
what new vids they had. Two hours wasn't too long of a wait.
Besides, if he got too bored, he could always sleep. He walked into
the lounge and noticed the new furniture. It was a strange shade of
orange and pale yellow. He wasn't sure if he liked that
combination, but he could deal with it. He dropped his backpack on
the table and grabbed his snack. Snagging a soda from the cooler,
he plopped down on the couch and turned on the vidscreen.

After ten minutes of flipping through the
channels and finding nothing on, he switched it back to a nature
program about undersea colonization. At first he found it
fascinating and made notes in his d-stylus. Gradually his eyes grew
heavy and he drifted off to sleep.

 


* * *

 


"Doctor Waylin, the subject's vitals are
rising!"

Sindra frowned and hurried over to the health
tech and read the output feed.

"When did it spike?"

"Two minutes ago. The alert didn't go off
because the initial reading was still within acceptable
perimeters."

"I wonder what changed." She tapped her
finger thoughtfully against her chin as she pondered this new
development.

The door hissed open behind them and she
turned.

"Michael, come here and see this."

He joined them and she pointed to the spike
in the readings.

"Why the spike? Did you do something
different?"

"No, Sir. The subject was fine and then
suddenly the jump."

"So no changes in the environment?"

"None. Subject 000 is currently in Testing
Room 3 with Dr. Banks."

Sindra stood back and let Michael take over.
Subject 000 was, after all, his main project. Though they were
collaborating on the study and issued the findings jointly, she let
him tailor the program as he saw fit. It was one less thing she had
to worry about.

"Paul, pull the security feed right now and
let me see."

"Yes, Sir."

The screen changed and an alarm began to
sound.

Michael let out a curse and hit the intercom
button. "Attention, all staff, Priority Alert Alpha One. I repeat,
Priority Alert Alpha One. Non-lethal force. Containment is
paramount."

"I'm heading up now to help them." Michael
ran out the room.

Sindra gave the vidscreen a thoughtful
glance. "Paul, retrieve all footage from all sectors starting from
the time Subject 000's vitals spiked."

"Yes, Ma'am."

Sindra crossed her arms and waited. She had a
hunch but she would wait to see if it was correct.

 


* * *

 


::Shinjiro! Shinjiro, please wake up.::

That voice tickled something deep in his
mind. Like a dream, it vanished when he reached for it. He felt an
intense pang of loss that broke through his sleep-addled brain and
brought him awake. He gawked in astonishment and took several
seconds to find his voice.

"Who are you?"

The girl, who was at the foot of the couch,
smiled shyly. She took a step toward him and Shinjiro hastily came
off the couch and stood, keeping some distance between them. The
girl was strange with that long black hair, long limbs that didn't
quite fit her body and that piercing stare that seemed to see
through him. Almost the same way his mom did.

The girl blinked, her eyes narrowing as she
focused hard on him. He didn't like the feeling. It felt strange
and it made his head hurt. He rubbed at his head, trying to figure
out when it had begun to ache.

"Um, do you speak Standard?"

She tilted her head, her piercing gaze not
breaking. He squirmed and took a step back. He had to get away from
this girl and tell someone. That thought gave him pause. Why hadn't
he gone straight to Cheryl at the front desk and told her about the
visitor? He always obeyed the rules and reporting anything weird
was one of those rules.

::I missed you. You don't answer me when I
call. That makes me sad, Shinjiro::

"But I don't know you. Hey, wait, don't cry,"
he pleaded when tears fell from her eyes and raced down her cheeks.
He was no good with crying girls. His mom didn't cry ever. He was
torn between running out of the room and hugging her.

Huh? Why was he thinking those kinds of
thoughts? He wasn't like some of his fellow classmates who were
already dating or were in the process of hooking up. His mom had
made it clear that his education came first, before anyone or
anything else.

::You're hurting my heart, Shinjiro.::

Her tears fell faster and he felt even worse.
You were not a man if you made a woman cry. He found himself moving
before he consciously processed that fact and had bridged the gap
between them. Awkwardly, he patted her shoulder.

"It's all right. I'm sorry. I'm here now.
Please, no more crying."

She sniffed hard and peered up at him. He was
caught by her bright-eyed stare. He felt her arms slide around him
and she pulled him against her. His heart beat sped up and he
gulped as he looked down at her. She gave him a timid smile.

::I feel a little better now, Shinjiro.
Please, when I call, answer. Don't leave me in the darkness.::

Darkness? What did she mean by that? He
didn't understand that, but he did understand her tone and words
that were filled with such loneliness. It resonated deep within his
soul.

"I promise, never again," he vowed.

::I'm so happy.::

Her hands slid up his face and she pulled his
head down towards her.

He could feel her heart beating as fast as
his. A picture filled his mind, confusing him, until he realized it
was what she wanted from him. He gulped, closed his eyes and leaned
in....

"Stop! Shinjiro, move away from her now!"

His eyes snapped open and he instinctively
jerked back from the girl at the sound of Michael's growled order.
He heard the hiss of tranq guns releasing and stared in shock as
four tiny darts found their mark on the girl's body.

She turned, her eyes full of sadness and
accusation. She took a step toward him.

::Shinjiro, you promised!::

"I'm sorry," he whispered and reached for
her.

She took another step and her fingertips
brushed his before her eyes rolled back in her head and she
collapsed to the ground.

He would have gone to her, but Michael
grabbed his shoulder and held him in place. Shinjiro watched as
techs in haz suits scooped up the girl and carried her from the
room. He pulled free of Michael's hand and confronted him.

"What are you doing? She wasn't hurting me!
You didn't have to treat her that way!"

Michael frowned. "You don't understand
anything, especially not about Subject 000. You were in danger,
Shinjiro. Your mother would've had my head if something had
happened to you."

"But!"

"No, I'm not going to argue with you about
this. You have to come with me and go through decontamination right
now."

"What about you?"

"Me as well. Exposure to Subject 000 can be a
death sentence if not treated within a two hour period. Let's
go."

Reluctantly, he allowed Michael to guide him
from the room. He promised himself that he would not forget the
girl. He would remember and save her. Some of his guilt lifted and
he cradled his resolve close to his heart.

 


* * *

Negra Roja \ Mars Port Authority

 


 


Vice-Admiral Seamus Waylin sat on the bridge,
drumming his fingers. This was not the homecoming he had
anticipated. He and his crew should have been on Earth already,
home and enjoying some much needed leave. Instead, they were still
in orbit above Mars, waiting on their passage to be cleared.

"Sir, we're being hailed."

"Onscreen, Lieutenant."

The screen changed and Seamus rose to his
feet. "Admiral Ricard."

"Sub-Admiral Waylin. I wanted to personally
apologize to you about the delay. Your ship is cleared and you may
proceed to Luna Una and begin your shore leave. I look forward to
having a drink with you planetside. Same pub as always, right?"

"Yes, Sir. Not too many Irish pubs as good as
the Four Leaf."

"Job well done to you and your crew." The
call ended and the screen reverted back to its normal space
view.

Seamus sat back down. "Helm, set course for
Luna Una."

"Aye, Sir."

Seamus steepled his fingers and contemplated
Admiral Ricard's coded message. It explained a lot, especially the
lack of a phone call from Sindra. He hoped that his wife and son
were all right. He wouldn't rest easy until he saw them both with
his own eyes. He only had to wait another hour before they would be
planetside. He would have to be patient and trust in his wife's
toughness. Thank goodness his next rotation didn't start for
another two months. Plenty of time to reconnect with his son and
catch up on his wife's latest projects. He relaxed in his seat and
enjoyed the final leg of his journey back home.

 



Chapter 5

Block 20 \ Old Kingsport, Tennessee

 


"Shinjiro, dinner's ready!"

Shinjiro blinked and stared uncomprehendingly
at his computer screen. The flashing cursor in front of him only
added to his confusion. Why was he at his desk? Wasn't he supposed
to be somewhere else? He stood and left his room for the dining
area. Maybe his mom would know. When he entered, she was setting
the table while humming a tune he didn't recognize under her
breath.

She glanced up and smiled. "Working hard on
your space history project?"

He scratched his head. Was that what he was
supposed to be doing? For some reason that didn't feel right, but
he didn't want her to know he'd forgotten so he played along.

"Yeah, lots of research. It'll take me a
while to get it like I want."

"You'll do fine. You always do. Here," she
handed him the plates. "Finish setting the table. Your father will
be arriving in about fifteen minutes."

She returned to the kitchen as he finished
placing the plates in their correct spots. The feeling of wrongness
persisted and he decided to talk to his dad about it when he got
home. He stared at the table and felt something stir in his mind.
He reached for it but it slipped away before he could recall it.
Frustrated, he went to the kitchen and helped his mother bring out
the food.

They were carrying out the last tray when the
doorbell rang.

"I got it!"

He ran down the hall and opened the door. He
frowned and stepped aside, not liking the angry, hostile feelings
that suddenly welled up.

"That's not happiness to see me, is it?"

"Hello, Mr. Michael. Mom's in the dining
room."

He didn't know what else to say. His father
always told him, "if you can't say anything nice, don't say
anything at all." And right that minute, some of the thoughts
running in his head were not nice. None of it made sense. He liked
their visitor. So why was anger the first thing he felt when he saw
Mr. Michael?

He started to close the door when he heard
two short piercing whistles followed by a longer one. He grinned
and went outside. Standing at the end of the walkway was his
father.

"Dad!"

"Shinjiro, how about you come help your old
man lug some of this stuff into the house."

"Yes, Sir!"

He hurried down the steps and ran the last
few feet, skidding to a halt before his father. He grabbed the
handle of the nearest suitcase and strained a little before he
lifted it.

His father chuckled and slung his bag over
his shoulder and grabbed the other suitcase. They went inside and
Shinjiro followed his dad upstairs to his parents' bedroom.

"Have a seat, son, while I get unpacked. I
can smell your mom's cooking. Don't want to keep her waiting too
long or she'll have my head."

Shinjiro laughed and sat down on the edge of
the king-sized bed. "How long will you be here?"

"Two months. I'm hoping to catch some of your
scholastic events while I'm planetside. And I'll be able to make
your martial arts tourney as well this time. Your mother says
you've gotten even better. You're what belt color now?"

"Orange, though Sensei Kurosaki says that I
can try for green soon."

"Good job! If you keep this up you'll be a
black belt in no time."

"I will do my best, Father."

"I know you will. Let's go eat. Your mom's
curry is making my mouth water."

Shinjiro didn't move when his dad stood.

"Shinjiro, is something wrong?"

He gulped and tried to come up with the right
words to explain his unease. "I, uh, well...Dad, what should you do
if you make a girl cry?"

His father glanced down at him in surprise.
"Who did you make cry? Do I know her?"

"No, you don't know her." He tried to recall
the girl's name but he couldn't seem to remember her face.

"Shinjiro?"

"Um, never mind. I'm hungry."

Shinjiro slid from the bed and hurried past
his father and was out the door before he could be stopped. He
didn't know what had made him ask such a question. He shook his
head. There was definitely something wrong with him but, if he said
something, his mother might make him go see the family doctor. He
didn't like that guy with the too cold hands.

He almost crashed into his mother at the
bottom of the stairs.

"Sorry, Mom!"

"Shinjiro, where is your father?"

"Right here, Dear."

Shinjiro stepped aside so that his mother
could get by. He left his parents standing on the stairs and went
to the dining room and sat down. After a moment, he noticed that
Michael was nowhere to be seen. When had his mother's friend left?
Not that he cared. That feeling of anger at Michael returned and
Shinjiro pushed it away. He didn't want to feel any unwanted
emotions.

A few minutes later, his parents joined him
at the table. They settled in and began to eat. The silence was a
comfortable one and he began to relax. He missed having his dad at
home. He understood the importance of his father's job, but
sometimes he wished his shore leave was longer.

"So tell me, Shinjiro, how are your
grades?"

He hastily swallowed his spoonful of curry.
"I'm on the Honors List and I get top marks in all my classes."

His mom grinned at him. "Our son is being
modest. He's also President of the Science and Reading clubs."

"Mom, it's no big deal. I only got the
position because no one else wanted it."

She frowned. "It is, too, a big deal,
Shinjiro. Any position, even if it's not for real, is a good thing.
It'll impress those at the Space Academy when you are ready to
enter it. Always putting your best foot forward will open doors for
you."

"Yes, Mother," he mumbled, not wanting to
hear her nag him about that particular topic again.

"I'm glad you're doing well, Son. Gives me
something to brag about. Which brings me to my surprise."

He gave his father his complete attention. A
surprise? His father didn't do those often, but when he did, they
were always stellar.

"I was wondering if you have enough free time
to come visit my ship, the Cailín, tomorrow?"

Shinjiro jumped to his feet, knocking his
silverware to the floor, his eyes glowing with excitement.

"Yes, Sir, I can!"

"Shinjiro Waylin, sit down! Pick up your fork
and spoon. Really, must you be so exuberant when a simple, "yes,"
would have sufficed?"

"Sorry, Mom." He reached down and scooped up
the silverware. He stood. "I'll go put this in the sink."

He didn't wait to be excused as he went to
the kitchen and put the spoon and fork in the sink. He grabbed new
ones and made his way back to his seat.

"So, it's settled then. We'll leave at 0900,
so make sure you're up and ready."

"Yes, Sir."

He could barely contain himself. This was one
of his dreams coming true. It made him grin throughout the rest of
dinner and he didn't even complain when he had to wash the dishes.
He said his good-nights and left his parents sitting in the room.
He definitely needed to rest if he wanted to leave on time with his
dad.

Fifteen minutes later, he was fast
asleep.

 



Chapter 6

Space Departure Terminal #10 \ Nashville,
Tennessee

 


Shinjiro eagerly stared about, craning his
neck to take in everything. This was his first time at the
Nashville Terminal which was bigger than the Bristol Terminal in
Virginia. Not that it mattered. His excitement wanted to burst free
and he barely managed to contain it. He didn't want to embarrass
his dad so keeping cool was a must. Shinjiro obediently followed
behind his father as they wove their way through the crowds and to
the checkout area. They were greeted by a grinning guy who scanned
their planetary bracelets which beeped twice before turning from
green to blue.

"Enjoy your trip to Luna Una."

"We will!" Shinjiro smiled and nervously
followed his father to the teleport pad. He had never been
teleported before, but his father had reassured him that it wasn't
painful and happened in the blink of an eye. He hoped so. He didn't
want to wait for too long.

The warning bell rang and several more people
joined them on the pad. He scooted closer to his dad as the pad
quickly filled up. There was a crackle and hiss and a computer
generated voice began speaking.

"All passengers remember to keep your
thoughts calm and stress free during the 'port. Please, no negative
thoughts. We want your experience to be a pleasant one. Thank you
for visiting the Nashville Terminal."

His father looked down at him. "You
ready?"

Shinjiro nodded yes and closed his eyes. He
remembered the warning to think only pleasant thoughts. That
wouldn't be too hard. After all, he was going to visit his dad's
ship. He focused on that and what he hoped he would get to see.

He heard the whine of the teleport pad as it
charged. Whine....a stab of pain jolted him from his thoughts just
as the whining sound peaked and everything seemed to ripple and
twist. Even his father was distorted.

"No!" he screamed but his voice went nowhere
as the ripples picked up pace and made him sick staring at them. He
closed his eyes and willed it all gone.

 


* * *

 


::Shinjiro! Shinjiro, you have to wake up!
You promised not to forget me! Shinjiroooo!::

"Look! Doctor, he's coming around!"

"Nurse, check his vitals!"

"Blood pressure, heart rate and respiration
are all returning to normal."

"Shinjiro? Can you hear me?"

Shinjiro struggled to open his eyes.
Everything was so noisy. He wanted quiet so he could hear that
voice. The voice that was calling him. The one that made him think
of safety and belonging. It was the last thought that penetrated
his sluggish mind and pushed him toward consciousness.

He groaned and forced his eyes to open which
he immediately shut when a bright light blinded him. He jerked his
head to the right and heard several voices, none of which made any
sense. He really wanted to go back to sleep if only to escape the
craziness around him.

"Someone dim the light a little."

Shinjiro opened
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