
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Special Agent Kamala Friedman is not looking forward to sharing a letter with her siblings left by her parents before their space cruise. A letter that would change their lives forever.

	 

	 

	Kam’s parents’ assisted suicide while on a spaceship leaves her and her siblings shell-shocked. It doesn’t make any sense because they’re only 65 and healthy. Kam decides the act needs looking into, but the FBI is uninterested, so she investigates on her own.

	Disguised as an old woman, Kam goes undercover and books a one-year cruise. She has no idea what she will uncover during her private mission. Neither does she expect to meet the love of her life in the guise of a blue alien...
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Prologue

	 

	 

	Special Agent Kamala Friedman looked at the devastation, the destroyed buildings, people and children screaming and crying, some desperately searching for loved ones. Paramedics tending to all the wounded, fighting to keep some of them alive... Ambulances, taking off with blaring sirens...

	After they had received an anonymous phone call, they’d been unable to apprehend the suspects or locate the bomb in time. Once again, the terrorists had struck, causing destruction and loss of lives. Would it become just another cold case, joining the dozens of other unsolved cases they already had on file? She heaved a deep sigh. How many was this now?

	It wasn’t often that she failed, but since she’d been investigating the terrorists responsible for the countless bombings, she’d hit brick walls. Her heart crumbled. Buildings could be replaced, but the people that had perished could not, and so many had died during this attack, and there were far too many severely wounded.

	Sometimes they located a bomb in time, but all too often, they could not. And the bombs were getting more sophisticated. Several times the bomb squad had been unable to defuse them but had at least been able to get the instrument of death into a containment vessel and transport it safely away. At least they mostly deployed robots now to try and defuse the bombs instead of risking the lives of humans.

	The attacks were occurring too frequently and all by the same terrorist group. They called themselves the Black Rats and had branches across all of Earth. They boasted about their victories online on the dark web, and even the FBI’s best hacker had been unable to trace them.

	Kam had gone undercover several times, trying to infiltrate their groups but had little success. For the first time in her career as an FBI special agent, she was failing miserably at solving a case.

	And it wasn’t just in the USA that the Black Rats operated and set off their bombs. They had followers everywhere and caused terror and destruction in many countries all over the world.

	For a while, acts of terrorism had declined, but in 2032 they rapidly increased again. And now, 22 years later, it was worse than ever.

	“You need to take some time off, Kam,” Director Mitchell said behind her. “Go to the cabin you bought. Take a week.”

	“Yes, I think I will. I need to deal with a personal matter that I’ve put off anyway.” She said goodbye and left the bombing site. There was nothing else she could do now.

	After she typed her report into the computer and sent it in, she drove home, called her four siblings, then headed for the new getaway cabin she’d bought. She was not looking forward to the personal issue she had to deal with, nor what she had to show and share with her siblings. Work at least had taken her mind off her parents’ crazy letter, but now its contents came back in full force. The letter would change their lives forever.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Kam sat on the porch and gazed out at the distant mountains outlined along the horizon. The sun was slowly sinking behind them, its rays painting the sky a canvas of pretty orange, pink, and yellow. She’d been sitting there for a while, waiting for her siblings to arrive. Her two brothers and two sisters were driving together, which had taken quite a bit to arrange because of all their work schedules and having to make arrangements for their kids. She had informed them this was an adult-only family meeting.

	She had accepted the offered leave mostly because she badly needed a break from the mayhem and murders. She also needed time to absorb what she had read in the letter her parents had given her when they left last December for their one-year cruise on a spaceship, requesting she not open it until the end of September. She’d found it a strange request at the time but had shrugged it off. Her mind had been too occupied with her job.

	An aircar noiselessly appeared on the narrow dirt road to the cabin. Kam stood and leaned over the railing, watching her siblings pile out after it parked.

	“Finally! You guys couldn’t have come any later?” was her greeting. “It’s almost dark.”

	“What’s the fucking rush, sis? You tend to forget that we have families and have to make arrangements. I don’t know why the kids or our better halves couldn’t come,” Bert growled.

	Her sisters just smiled and dragged their small suitcases up the steps.

	“Nice here,” Tommy said, throwing his backpack on the deck and digging a pack of smokes out of his pocket. He lit a cigarette. “Sorry, Kam. It was a long drive. I’ve been dying for a few drags.”

	“Have you guys eaten?” she asked.

	“Yeah, we stopped to pick up some food,” Jill said as she opened the door. “I guess we’re holding the meeting inside? And yeah, I agree with Bert. Why couldn’t Garrett come?”

	“Because for now, this involves just us four. And yes, it’s getting a little cool out in the evenings. How are the kids, Mary? I’m glad you found a sitter for them while Justin goes to work tomorrow. This is not a meeting we want the kids or your spouses to be present at,” Kam said to her youngest sibling while following them in. “Have a seat at the table. There’s wine and beer in the fridge. Help yourselves.”

	“I don’t know why we had to have this meeting all the way in nowhere land,” Bert growled again.

	“And I don’t know why you’re such a grizzly bear,” Mary snapped. “How often is it that one of us calls an urgent private family meeting?”

	Kam poured herself a glass of wine and took a chair. “Wait for Tommy to come in. But in the meantime, start reading this.” She shoved a sheet of paper toward them.

	Jill sipped from her glass and picked up the letter. “It’s a letter written by Mom. Weird. On paper and handwritten. The date on it is from before they left, and it’s signed by both Mom and Dad.”

	“Yeah. Why don’t you read it out loud? Grab a beer, Tommy,” Kam told her brother, who had just come inside. “And grab a chair.”

	Jill began reading the letter.

	 

	To our dear children,

	 

	Let me begin by telling the five of you how proud we are of you all and our grandchildren. You’ve been a joy in our lives and have all done well and will hopefully continue to do so.

	 

	“A joy, huh?” Tommy said as he pulled up a chair and snorted.

	“Don’t interrupt and let me read,” Jill admonished.

	 

	By the time you read this, we will have traveled to the world beyond. And I don’t mean to another planet. Your father and I have decided to end our life on Earth as we know it, right here, on this spaceship. We’ve had enough of this crazy world which is getting crazier by the day. We’ve led a full life and prefer to say goodbye to it gracefully and without fuss.

	Our ashes will be distributed in space. Kam has our last will, and she’ll handle whatever details are left, though there should not be much. We’ve taken care of nearly all of it. As you know, we’ve sold our business, the house, and most of our vehicles. We also sold the boat and our holiday home and donated most of the profits to a worthy charity. This voyage is our final vacation together, and it is something we’ve been planning for a while.

	We said our goodbyes to all of you when we left and preferred it that way rather than a possible uncomfortable or painful deathbed and a lot of tears. We also kept it from you all because we knew none of you would approve. We will be watching over you. Be good to each other, love one another, and try to make the best of your lives and what’s left of the world. We have a heavy heart about the future, especially for the grandkids. Hug them all for us.

	You can pick up our baggage from the ship when it arrives back on Earth in December.

	 

	Loving you all more than you can imagine. Until we meet again, your mom and dad.

	 

	“And they both signed it,” Jill repeated.

	Tommy grabbed the letter from Jill’s hand. “You already said that. Let me read it. I don’t think I can believe what I just heard. They offed themselves? Mom and Dad are dead? Yup, it’s Mom’s handwriting.”

	Bert guzzled the whisky he’d poured. He grabbed the bottle next to him on the table, filled his glass to the brim this time, and took a few more gulps. “I don’t believe it. Why the fuck would they do that? They’re only sixty-five, for God’s sake!”

	“I don’t know. It shocked the hell out of me when I opened the letter and read it,” Kam said.

	“They’ve been gone how long now? More than nine months?” Mary said. “Why did you wait so long to open it?”

	“They asked, plus it says on the envelope not to open it until now,” Kam answered. “I guess they figured that after them being gone for months, we wouldn’t miss them as much.”

	“So, it’s a done deal?” Jill wiped angrily at the tears soaking her cheeks. “Bert, pour me one of those. I’m shocked beyond words.”

	“I thought they’d enjoy their autumn and winter years, go on vacations and do fun stuff like they’d always planned,” Bert said as he poured a drink for Jill.

	“Yeah, well, they called the one-year space cruise the vacation of their lives. And they do things like that on a spaceship?” Jill wondered.

	“I’ve been doing some research.” Kam shook her head. “Apparently, a lot of older people have been doing it ever since it became legal to make that decision after age sixty-five, even if you’re still perfectly able and healthy. If you’re younger, you can request assisted suicide if you’re very sick or disabled, but you have to have a doctor’s certificate. I didn’t know they were offering the procedure on spaceships, but it appears they are.”

	“Has Mom or Dad ever mentioned anything to any of you in that direction?” Mary asked.

	“Not to me,” Kam said, and the others shook their heads. She reached behind her, grabbed a large envelope from the cabinet, and placed it on the table. “Here’s their will. It’s pretty straightforward. Whatever is left is equally divided between us five.”

	“You seem very calm about all this,” Mary commented, tears running unheeded down her cheeks. “I can’t imagine never seeing them again.”

	Kam tried to control her own threatening tears. “And it’s hard to believe that the dinner we had together before they left on their one-year trip was the last time we would all be together as a family. By the way, there isn’t a great deal of money left in their accounts. I guess they donated it all before they left. They also cashed out their stocks and bonds and all their investments. They added me to their bank accounts before they departed so I could pay any incoming straggling bills. I questioned that at the time, and they said the internet connection on the spaceship would be very limited. I suggested they pay any of their bills in advance, but they shrugged it off.”

	Bert slammed his glass down. “What the fuck? They sold the business for millions, and the house brought in more than twelve million, never mind anything else they sold and cashed out. And wasn’t the plan supposedly for them to travel as much as they could until they couldn’t anymore?” He filled his glass again. “Any idea of what this fucking worthy cause was that they mention in the letter?”

	Kam shook her head. “They never said. Could be anything.”

	“Why would they make a decision like this without talking to us?” Tommy said. “And that’s it? The only explanation we get?”

	“I guess so. It doesn’t make any sense. Neither of them was ailing, and they were still full of life. And with the medications and treatments available now, they could have lived another thirty years. The world might be a fucked-up place at times, polluted and overpopulated, but it’s not so bad that they had to make such a drastic move. I don’t get it,” Kam muttered. “I’ll be back at work in a few days, and I’m going to dig deeper into all of this.”

	“We don’t even get their ashes. No place to go and put some flowers on their birthdays and stuff,” Jill commented in a trembling voice. “Mom wrote the letter, but Dad’s signature is on it, too, so they both agreed to make such a stupid move.”

	“Stop fucking repeating yourself, sis,” Tommy growled.

	“Like I said, I started researching stuff after I read the letter. Sorry I opened it ahead of time. It says on the envelope to open it when we’re together, but I know how hard it is to get everybody together at the same time, so I wanted to see what the urgency was to read it as a family.” Kam stopped to take a few sips of her wine. “My research showed that a lot of people in today’s world are going for assisted suicide when they’re sixty-five, especially in Europe and Asia, but here in the USA, there are some who go on a space cruise and do it while on their vacation. That’s what I find so strange. Why on a spaceship when they’re on their holiday?”

	“Do you know how many passengers are on the ship at one time?” Bert asked.

	“Three thousand approximately.”

	“You’re kidding. They all do it, or just some of them?”

	“I wish it was all a bad joke. No, not all the passengers. Just some. There’s so much I need to find out about it. I’m going to bring it to the director’s attention. I think it warrants investigation,” Kam said.

	“Yeah, like the FBI would waste their time on that. They’ve got enough on their plates already with all the shit that goes down,” Tommy muttered. “Look at that recent bombing.”

	Bert nodded. “I don’t think the government would give a fuck about a bunch of elderly offing themselves because it saves them paying out old age security and stuff. But why would Mom and Dad give all their money to some charity? It’s not that we’re poor, but I sure as hell could have used some of it.”

	“I agree. I could understand giving some of it to a worthwhile cause, but just about all of it?” Mary interjected. “And what about our kids? They could have used a head-start in life.”

	Jill looked at Kam. “How often does a ship leave for that space cruise?”

	“There is a ship departing every six months.”

	“And they do it on each ship?” Jill wondered.

	“Guys, I don’t know any more than what I’ve told you until I investigate this thoroughly. And believe me, I’m going to do just that.”

	“We need to begin a class action suit against Space Dock for allowing such a stupid thing on their ships. I wouldn’t mind betting that a lot of families feel the same as us. Cheated. And I don’t mean out of money. Cheated out of saying a proper goodbye to our loved ones,” Bert said in clipped tones. “Or maybe they told their families ahead of time. Why Mom and Dad’s secrecy? And why give all their money away?”

	“Well, seeing the kind of work I do, if the FBI doesn’t get involved, I can do a lot of investigating on my own,” Kam promised. “I’ll get to the bottom of it. It just doesn’t make any bloody sense.”

	“It’s another three months before their ship is back, right?” Tommy asked.

	“Yes, just before Christmas.”

	“How long is it docked before it takes off on another cruise?” Mary asked.

	“Not sure. I’ll find out,” Kam said.

	“Well, I, for one, am thankful that I’ve got a sister in the FBI,” Bert said. “I always thought you were crazy for wanting to become an FBI agent, but now I’m glad. When you’re on a case, you’re like a dog with a bone, except you won’t bury it until you have answers.”

	Kam nodded with a smirk. “Yes, I won’t rest until I know all the facts. Mom and Dad were on the fringe of their life. After working hard their whole lives, they deserved to enjoy that fringe, not do something so stupid and illogical. It’s too bizarre for words. Who talked them into this?”

	“What are we going to tell the kids?” Mary burst into tears.

	“Yours are so young, they won’t grasp it yet. It’s the older ones I’m worried about,” Kam said. “Maybe it’s better to tell them that their grandparents had an accident?”

	“At least you don’t have that worry,” Jill pointed out.

	“No. You didn’t have to rub that in,” Kam snapped. Unconsciously, her hand went to the locket she always wore. It held the one and only picture of her baby girl and a little snippet of her hair.

	Her relationship and engagement to Vic six years ago had ended badly after she miscarried, and she hadn’t met anyone else who remotely interested her since then. At thirty-two, she was still single and had pretty much given up hope of finding the right guy, a man she could trust, someone who wouldn’t further rip her heart to pieces. But that was the least of her worries now. She was almost glad now she had no kids to whom she would have to explain their grandparents’ departure.

	“Is the Friedman family ever without drama?” Tommy commented. “We’re such a fucking dysfunctional bunch.”

	“Speak of yourself, Mr. Divorce Happy.” Jill scowled at him.

	Kam warned them. “Quit it. The last thing we need right now is for us to start squabbling.”

	“Did you look at their bank accounts? Did they have to pay for the procedure?” Bert asked.

	“I’ll be damned if I know. I didn’t examine their accounts in detail when I paid the few bills that came in, but now I will. And I doubt assisted suicide is covered under any kind of medical insurance. The cost could be included in the price of their tickets, though. Who knows.”

	They talked deep into the night until Kam finally said, “Guys, it’s past three a.m. I’m going to try and sleep for a bit.”
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