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Prologue

Daylight streamed through the vents. Where was she? Her grime-coated fingers smoothed a clean blanket over her chest. Then she remembered. The dark came early, and the nice man stopped and invited her into his van. He always offered her a cup of hot liquid to drink and left as soon as she finished. But this time she fell asleep on his cot.

Shouldn’t she be afraid? Instead her anxieties and fears were erased. The aches in her bones and the pain in her chest, purged. The jumbled thoughts of past transgressions and sins, continuously haunting her, faded, replaced by clarity of who she was and where she was going.

A door unlocked. The man jumped into the cab and asked how she felt. She could not answer but she did smile. He asked permission to dress her. He bundled her in a plump winter coat with a fleece hood, which hid her worn face. He removed the filthy socks, gently placing her swollen ankles in padded boots and tied the laces. He carefully covered her arthritic hands in a pair of thick mittens.

He spoke, his tone serious. “The life you have chosen will present challenges. Keep an open mind and the years will be kind.”

He was the liberator from the personal imprisonment of her past. A forgotten emotion, buried and dormant, stirred inside and she began to weep. For the first time in a long time she dared to feel hope.


Malevolent Intent

“It is far better to grasp the universe as it really is than to persist in delusion, however satisfying and reassuring.”
 Carl Sagan

The female stood on the edge of the bay and momentarily marveled at the vast brightness of the stars and planets. Which one is Earth
 ? The constellations and the worlds formed patterns alien to her, ones she had not studied. Why bother? She never imagined herself a near-permanent resident on this side of MidLine.

She backed away and turned to face the cavernous darkness. The remains of the carnage knelt before her. An assortment of Human reminders: clothing, excrement, and a few foreign items unknown to her.

How to stop this?

Her Human friend possessed the knowledge. Except he had traveled across the universe and was out of contact.

She feigned interest, at first, in his life, in Earth’s culture (she retained a basic awareness of many others). As their friendship grew she found her herself, much to her surprise, yearning to learn more. If only to understand him.

Of course, they had chatted about Lagrange Points and the precarious transference process that carried him from Earth to her station. Her bright, warm station a few more light years away. They never discussed the science involved in his transporting device.

If she located the device, the technical expertise to calculate a system shut down eluded her. Her sister, a mechanic who fixed objects, knew what to do in these circumstances.


The arrogance, to think because I heal the creatures of the universe, my talent is more revered.
 Why did I marginalize her genius?


Her transport was programmed to depart Lagrange Points in a few moments. If she did not board, she would be stranded in this damned place with no nutrients, facilities, or heat. She pulled her wrap tighter to break the icy chill.


I hate the cold.

She walked deeper into the bay and the shadows, guided only by the outside illuminations of an infinite universe. Only hours earlier the continuous party of color and activity had witnessed the darkness of Human atrocity.

He told her Earth’s transference directional site originated here, on Lagrange Points, a small, long ago abandoned spaceport, that accommodated ships before the new station existed. The primitive technology was still in place–presumably never upgraded–the younger captains unschooled of its presence.

Walls were torn down and pods detached to house the illegal cargo. The new, makeshift renovation converted the abandoned station to a vast, flat area left open to the vacuum of space on one side and a docking area at the opposite angle.

Lagrange is too massive. If the device is tucked away in one of the outside segments, there is no prospect of delaying future transports from Earth.

It was not her nature to accept failure. She breathed deep, emptying her consciousness, focusing only on the station. There were no mechanisms or machinery, a couple of mirrored cells for the sail ships, obsolete energy contraptions, and no structure to hold anything mechanical.

A glimpse of light caught her eye. Just a glimpse. Where did it come from? She scanned the concave ceiling. It stared back, devoid of any answers. Her foot brushed a small, soft form.

A child’s toy?

Against her better judgment, she bent down to pick it up. She did not need a reminder of the preceding day’s events.

Her fingers wrapped around the plaything. She battled a rare feeling of despair and bleakness and wiped away the tears crystallizing on her face. As she brought it up towards her, a pale light shone through a hole the toy had concealed.

Air moved through her legs. Impossible.
 Too many days devoid of rest, she could only be hallucinating. She needed to hurry and not allow absurdities to distract her.

The floor has impressions. There are indentations.

She fell to her knees and used her hand to dim the light. Spheres or rings surrounded the hole like a melted tree trunk. She raised her hand and the light reappeared escorted by a wisp of wind. In the muted grays, she crawled over other dormant rings encircling similar holes. She recently acquired a basic knowledge of Earth’s topography, so it took her a moment to recognize Earth’s continents and oceans—a flattened map, accentuated with several of the melted tree trunk locations.

She planted herself in the middle and counted the circular areas. She stood and placed her foot firmly on the middle of the light, covering it completely, keeping it there until it died out, an extinguished flame with no hint of moving air.


This is organic, not mechanical
 .

Excitement welled from within her. She maintained the means to terminate the conveyance device from Earth. At least until her friend arrived and could permanently abolish this horror.

She ran to the medical office, the one pod still standing, to steal the supplies needed to suppress all but one of the openings. He needed one to travel to his home planet. Her transport’s engines loudly announced its pending departure and she sprinted faster.

I hope I have time.


The End

“There is little difference between man and beast, but what ambition and glory makes
 .” The Blazing World, Margaret Cavendish

They came before dawn. The roar of the trucks woke her from a deep sleep. She stretched her slender frame over the mat protecting the hard dirt floor.

“It’s still dark,” she moaned, gathering the light shawl over her shoulders to break the morning chill. They’re only a month late
 , she thought, assuming NATO was delivering provisions and basic medicines.

Thousands of miles from civilization this small shelter–a hut really–became her home over the past year. She was a tall, graceful woman, with piercing gray eyes and skin a shade or two lighter than theirs. The peaceful, loving people appreciated her efforts to teach their children the wonders of other lands and how to read from paper. They embraced her as part of their tribe.

It never occurred to any of them to be suspicious of why they traveled at night. The trucks stopped. The huts did not have windows, only openings, shielded by brightly patterned cloths to keep the curious from peeking in. She stepped outside to see if they needed help, only to be seized by a city-dressed man holding a rifle. The intruders discharged bullets in the air, rousing the villagers from their homes.

The unassuming residents did not comprehend what the men could possibly want from their simple village. Women tried to hand them their chickens and corn, anything they owned of consequence. But the animals and crops were snubbed.

Husbands and fathers attempted to protect their wives and daughters. Could the loud invaders be mercenaries collecting men and boys to fight another country’s war? Sex-traffickers helping themselves to their females? Or henchmen for the diamond corporations hired to drag them to the mines?

They captured all the village occupants at gunpoint: men, women, young, old and shackled them together, viciously slapping those who cried. One by one they were herded into a truck bed. The brutal males used their rifle butts to beat those trying to fight or run and left them in the dirt, bloody and lifeless. Children, including babies were snatched from their parents and placed in a separate enclosed vehicle.

She spoke to one of the men, trying to sound friendly, masking her fear. “Please, I’m an American. I have a passport to prove it.”

“An American and a passport,” he said in heavily accented English, laughing at her entitlement. “That will not benefit you.”

“Kidnapping an entire village?” Superiority tinged her tone. “Someone will come searching for us.”

“Not where you’re going,” he said.

They drove over bumpy paths for several hours making no stops, the tribe jammed together, the rising sun beat down on the steel manacles, burning their skin. Too afraid to complain, it was a welcome relief when the truck’s brakes squealed, signaling an end to the journey. Arms, legs, heads lurched forward in one jarring action. She tried to comfort her friends pressed up against her.

The rifle-carrying men did not offer water or comfort. “They are not going to kill us,” the gray-eyed female assured the terrified villagers. When they arrived at the destination, she would talk to someone in charge and get this sorted out.

Her attention wandered to her father. He traveled for a living and shared stories of situations he had encountered. What would he do?

The truck straddled a mesa overlooking a desolate valley on the edge of the Sahara Desert. The tips of the Tibesti Mountains pierced the distant sky, a further indication of their isolation. Small hills encompassed the sandy boulders providing unneeded privacy. Prisms shot from sunlit rocks and illuminated the surrounding desert, a stunning sight disregarded by the frightened prisoners.

The women wept, the men felt emasculated. She held one old woman close and prayed she would live. They were powerless. The henchmen covered the prisoner’s heads with burlap as they unloaded, and forced them to walk over a kilometer, in a single line, the manacles heavy on their hands and feet.

“Stop!” ordered one of the city-dressed men.  He removed the chains. “Children in the middle.” He placed the babies in the arms of the younger teenagers, instructing the adults to form circles around them. The only option was to do as they were told.

“Move closer in,” barked one of the men. “It’s almost time.” He removed the burlap. They waited while the hot sun penetrated their bodies. Their shared sweat drenched them and created a smell of fear.

The breeze turned into a storm of swirling sand, engulfing the tribe.

Is this a type of elevator taking us to the mines?

It felt pleasant, at first, gently lifting them upwards. It reminded her of an amusement park ride, circling around and around, except she couldn’t feel the floor or walls.

A dull roar amplified louder and louder as the wind increased into a violent rant. Children cried, the adults screamed as the brightness of the day slipped into dark. A cylinder of extreme cold enveloped her and she covered her ears to keep the howling from bursting her eardrums.

The acceleration flipped her stomach and the dizziness brought her to her knees. The screams turned to horrific yells. A mixture of sand and blue dust whirled rapidly around her.

Would the endless revolving ever cease?

She flew forward and slammed onto a hard, icy surface, sliding against other bodies. All became quiet.



Lucy

“Freedom, like everything else, is relative.”


Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale

“Good morning, gang,” said Timothy as he entered the office through the alley door.

A middle-aged woman freshening her lipstick admired herself in a compact. “Another late night trolling the Internet for true love? It’s almost ten. We thought you were going to miss the show.”

“Marla, you’re hysterical. Don’t quit your day job.” Timothy threw his backpack behind the desk and eyed the window to the street.

An impeccably dressed man wearing a suit and bow tie peered over his glasses from his tidy computer station against the wall. Between the small uprights of travel brochures, his nameplate placed front and center on his desk, James
 spelled in gold cursive writing.

Timothy walked to the front of the office and pretended to shuffle the brochures as he glanced up at the clock and then the front entry. Around the World Travel Agency
 stenciled boldly into the glass.

“There she is,” said James, amused at the nose and hands pressed against the window. “Here we go.” He watched Timothy grab the bottle of Windex from underneath the counter and run outside.

Timothy flashed a grin, which almost always charmed both genders of all ages. He looked younger than his years. He could have been handsome, but his scruffy face hid a firm jaw line. His bushy hair was in need of a trim. A baggy pair of cargo pants and an over-sized hoodie covered a naturally chiseled body, although his only exercise consisted of a short jaunt to the bus stop–and chasing Lucy.

Timothy yelled at the woman as he approached her. Layers of filth caked her clothes, all pigment absorbed by the muck of the street. A tattered brimmed hat crowned her stringy hair. Cotton gloves, torn at the fingertips, protected her quivering dirty hands. Cardboard encased her feet, tied with rags. A faded paper flower in her lapel provided the only bright spot in a wardrobe chosen to disguise her shape, giving her a matronly appearance. Her face tilted downward, grime her only makeup, etched into the deep lines. Once there may have been a lovely young woman underneath. Timothy guessed the effects of an ongoing addiction ravaged her beauty and perception.

“Lucy, why do you come by every single morning?” Timothy squirted the Windex in her general direction. “You’re scaring away our customers.”

Lucy moved away from the office. He followed her on the pretense of making sure she left and never came back, at least not until tomorrow. When he caught up to her, he pulled an egg sandwich out of his pocket along with a couple of dollars.

Although Lucy never spoke, today she took the food and money and looked up to him, staring into his face. Her eyes were animated, a glimmer of green stirred his soul by its intensity. Then she smiled, showing her toothless gums. Timothy stumbled backward, startled.

She never stopped moving during the exchange and she crammed the food into her mouth. Her hand clutched his arm, as if to say thank you.

Timothy froze. They had never touched. She turned and quickly walked down the street. Timothy watched her, puzzled by the exchange. He returned to the office, sprayed the cleaner on the glass and wiped off her prints, still feeling her touch. 


Jed

“When the past is always with you, it may as well be present; and if it is present, it will be future as well.”
 William Gibson, Neuromancer

Jed poured himself a cup of coffee and stepped onto his front porch. The screen door slammed, disturbing the stillness. The emerging sun framed the horizon, casting light over the desert, reflecting off the blanket of frost. He eased into the plastic chair and wrapped his jacket around him.


Some people prefer sunsets. 
  I love the sunrises. Every day brings something new.


Jed shook off the loneliness he rarely allowed himself to feel. He bore the worst kind of loneliness, not from loss, but by years of choices. He viewed the horizon, cherishing the few minutes of tranquility.

Jed stretched his tall, lean frame sipping his coffee from a dingy Christmas mug.

“Where’s Diablo?”  He scanned the darkness, watching it melt into light from behind the mountains adjoining the valley.

Jed dressed in the same attire every morning: crisp jeans, a blue button-down shirt, scuffed brown boots, a dusty cowboy hat and weather permitting, a hunter’s jacket. He blended in as long as no one examined him too close. Three distinctive crescent scars, one on each cheek and across his forehead intermingled into his well-lined face, fading reminders of a prior life.

His house showed the wear and tear of age. There were few signs of ownership: a fresh coat of paint now and again, a gravel front yard to keep the desert from encroaching. A well-used coffee percolator, sugar bowl, and a small refrigerator decorated the kitchen. A threadbare couch and chair furnished the stark living area. Upstairs, an empty end table complimented the neatly made twin bed. Absent were pictures, computers, a television: no items to betray any insight into his current or past life.

Jed gazed over the landscape waiting for it to wake up. The saguaros glistened as the new sunrays bounced off the damp desert floor. A jackrabbit stirred in the distance. The whirring of a hummingbird’s wings indicated the day’s beginning.

Once the sun’s warmth broke the chill, he walked down the gravel drive towards the shed. An old Jeep and a white van were parked off to the side, shouldering the desert. Dark stones of all shapes and sizes surrounded the tiny structure. The rays washed over the rocks, prisms turned it into a playground of light. Illuminated beams formed a multitude of rainbows.

“Diablo!” Jed shouted, irritated, almost to the shed. He hunched under the threshold to enter. It opened into a jumbled mess of rusty old tools and discarded lawn equipment. He navigated his way across the clutter, and moved a large bag of flower food, stashed over an obscured opening. Stairs revealed a room directly below. He climbed down, ignoring the surroundings and headed to a specific floor plank, identical to all of the others.

He slammed his fist onto the plank, and it popped up to reveal a hidden hole. His arm reached deep inside and removed a steel box. He opened the lid and pulled out a single, worn photograph, feathered at the edges.

His fingers caressed the image of a young girl, staring happily back at him before replacing it in its hiding place. He returned to the shed entrance and closed it behind him.

“Diablo, drop the snakes and come here.”


Timothy

“Everything in life is just for a while.”
  Philip K Dick, A Scanner Darkly

Timothy hurried out of the house late as usual. He stole a glance at his reflection in the beveled glass on the front door, his bloodshot eyes masked by sunglasses. “I should have left over an hour ago,” he said to the disappointed man staring at him.

Some people drank attempting to escape their demons or drown their sorrows. Timothy drank to ease the boredom. No demons haunted him and his only sorrows were the loss of his mother and father. His existence trapped him in a cage of monotony. Work afforded only tedious repetition. Evenings and weekends were spent in the quiet home filled with the memories of his parents. He immersed himself in a marathon of video games and cheap bourbon.

Timothy was the adored son of a couple dedicated to raising their only child. “We are all students of the treasures of this world. Knowledge is a gift,” his father stated. “It’s our responsibility to learn.”

“What did you explore today?” his mother asked.

A daily education of subjects ranging from philosophy to geography capped off dinner debates. “And for what? To win at Trivial Pursuit?”
 Timothy thought.

All of the extensive studies could not have prepared him (or his parents) for his first true love, marijuana. He should have explored the world on his own. Unfortunately, his true love forbade it. When his dealer graduated from college and moved out of state, his laziness prevented him from finding another source. Cheap liquor and daily headaches weaned him off his daily smoke.

Most mornings Timothy barely made it to the next bus. Empty and noiseless, it reminded him that the gainfully employed began their day hours earlier. He pressed his forehead against the window and watched the dust devils spin in the faraway desert. As a child he fearfully pointed them out to his mother. She would laugh and tell him nature enjoyed taking a few minutes to play. He smiled at the memory.

Timothy wasn’t surprised that he missed his parents, but at how close they stayed in his thoughts. They believed he could do no wrong and never nagged, trusting someday he would find his purpose. If the purpose was to take care of them in their old age, so be it. Except his mom became ill and died a few months after her terminal diagnosis.

For a while Timothy assumed her optimistic attitude would prevail over the disease. Instead it cheated of her of time and years of an unrealized life.

She treated the growing death inside her as a minor inconvenience and refused to let it intrude on her daily activities, insisting on going to the office every morning up until the day she passed. Marla and James treated her like a celebrity, catering to her every whim.

After his mom died, his dad refused solace or comfort for his immeasurable grief. A mantle of desolation built within him and grew darker by the hour. His son and the needs of Around the World
 could not snap him back to day to day living. He passed away a week later from a sudden heart attack.

With his mom and dad both gone Timothy didn’t give a damn about anything. The house, the company, James, Marla… for some reason Lucy became his only distraction.

He couldn’t shake the belief that she had to be more than an old (how old?) unhinged, drug blistered woman. What was her story?

He walked into the office through the alley door and entered Around the World Travel Agency
 . Posters of popular destinations from bygone decades dotted the walls. Antiquated computers and clumsy keyboards dwarfed the desks. The dated décor, past the quaint and intended stage, hid the truth: the company wouldn’t survive unless it changed. Timothy side-stepped the decorating and technology renovation suggestions from Marla and James by replying he wasn’t ready to alter his parents’ vision of their small company. He resisted the responsibilities of ownership. It didn’t excite him, and he couldn’t convince himself to exert the effort to make the necessary changes.

“Well, aren’t you lovely this morning,” said Marla. “Have you come to spread your sunshine?” She checked her watch. “Waiting for the traffic to thin out, so you wouldn’t have to give up your seat to the old ladies on the bus?”

Timothy threw his backpack under the desk. “Marla, your wig is a little off this morning.”

Marla unintentionally touched her hair. She tried to frown but found herself smiling instead.

Timothy’s last car was repossessed years before. He never told Marla or James and they never asked. He couldn’t grasp the concept of managing money. After his parents died, he turned over the Around the World
 accounts to them. All three agreed they would discuss any major expenditure, more for their peace of mind than his. Timothy had an obligation to them. Although unspoken, he knew they felt the same about him.

“Do you think today will be another no-show? You could visit the homeless shelter on Washington Street,” suggested James as he glanced up at the clock.

Timothy shrugged, pretending to be busy shuffling papers. Lucy hadn’t come by for ten days, not since she smiled and touched him.

What happened to her? Where does she live? Heck, I never even asked her real name or tried to talk to her.

Every morning for the past year Timothy and Lucy played the game. Sundays and holidays proved problematic since the buses did not run as often, but neither had ever been tardy for their ten o’clock meeting.


“Was she saying goodbye?”
 Timothy now thought.

“Mill’s shelter is named after Walter Mills," said James. "Forbes magazine wrote an article on him last year for his contribution to the homeless. A billionaire who lost all of his money, building one of those legal Ponzi schemes. A bad boy, now gone good, as long as a photographer takes his picture.”

“Why would I be concerned? I’m not her mother,” said Timothy. But he was concerned. Lucy was all he thought about.

James ignored Timothy’s sarcasm. He knew his young colleague used it as armor. No one, not even he and Marla were allowed to get too close.

“Anyway, Mr. Mill’s secretary phoned to make a reservation for him several months ago. Mr. Mills required a luxury, private plane to fly to a small town in the Sahara immediately. She couldn’t fathom that I hadn’t heard of him. A courier delivered an envelope filled with cash. When did someone last pay us in cash? The magazine accompanied the hundred-dollar bills.” James tapped his manicured nails against the top drawer. “I kept it in case she calls again. She hasn’t.”

He peered at Timothy over his glasses. “Marla and I would appreciate knowing what happened to Lucy. And, if you're worried… the shelter is on the corner of Higden and 3rd.”

Timothy pretended he hadn't heard James. He called clients and booked a few tickets.  At noon he announced he was leaving for lunch. Marla and James exchanged glances. Timothy never went to lunch. His daily peanut butter sandwich and bottled tap water waited in his backpack. Lucy and his nightly booze fest were his only extravagances.

Timothy walked in the direction of the shelter. Around the World Travel Agency
 resided in a transitional, multicultural neighborhood. Not the upper rent districts of downtown proper, but in the medium rent section, abundant with pleasant mom and pop shops, fashioned by modest store fronts. Mrs. Wong’s Dry Cleaners claimed the spot next door; Mr. Habib’s Men’s Tailoring on the other side. More Than Greens served patrons craving a vegetarian lunch. Across the street, The Gomez’s Family Wedding Shop catered to the formal needs of couples.

Timothy turned the corner and the bustling cityscape evaporated, transformed into empty buildings. For Rent signs hung in the windows, individuals striding confidently to their destinations replaced by shabbily dressed men and women, shuffling aimlessly to no apparent destination. Heads down, their faces dark, past passions and inner lights permanently snuffed out. The closer he came to Mill’s Shelter, the sparser the traffic, except for the intermittent city bus.

Mill’s Shelter was housed in an abandoned mega gym donated to the city after the bank foreclosed. In its former glory, the glossy fitness facility became a monument to all of the successful young professionals hustling in the financial offshoot of the downtown area. The area had smelled of money and high living. Lunch hours were spent with personal trainers to maintain wealthy bodies toned to adorn weekend yachts in San Diego and the covers of financial magazines.

When the economy toppled and brought its wrath down on the greed, the bankrupt companies left behind the ghosts and skeletons of highflying banks, mortgage companies, and multi-billion-dollar financial corporations in the form of a wasteland of empty buildings.

In front of Mill’s Shelter a seatless chair propped open the its front door. Planks of wood, covered by graphic graffiti, replaced the windows.

People in need of a hot bath and a change of clothes lounged on the sidewalk or against the walls, some spilling into the street. No one heeded a “No Loitering” sign cemented in a can on the pavement.

A group of tattooed males manned the corner by the shelter. Listening to them banter, Timothy thought they acted like a gang rather than people in desperate situations.

A recent crisscrossed scar wrapped around the neck of one of the men, suggested someone or something tried to decapitate him. A black scorpion etched into the face of the man who appeared to be the leader. The men swatted away two young scantily dressed women begging for drugs in exchange for explicit sexual favors.

The day was cold and several people huddled together to sustain a little warmth. A man and woman held each other, rocking back and forth. A bedraggled old woman leading a small dog on a leash chattered incessantly. One family sat on the curb and watched their two children playing in the street. Homelessness doesn’t discriminate against race, age, or gender.

Farther down the sidewalk, another man in the crowd angled against the wall, his leg crooked, arms crossed against his hunter’s jacket. Aviator shades covered his face, topped by a cowboy hat. He stood still, staring straight ahead.

Timothy hesitated. He fought the urge to walk away. He didn’t feel afraid but rather a strong sense that he wasn’t member of this club of lost souls. He forged forward anyway, determined to find Lucy.

This is about her, not me.

Timothy took a deep breath and ambled up the steps, trying to avoid hitting a slumped male, he guessed to be no more than a teenager. Inside, behind plexi-glass, an older woman was reading a romance novel, too involved to notice Timothy until he tapped on the glass.

“There are no bathrooms available unless you have a ticket and even then, we can’t let you in until after 5:30,” the woman said, flipping a page. “Nearest public facilities are at Jefferson Park.”

Timothy leaned over and spoke through the vented hole. “I’m here to see Walter Mills, please.”

She raised her head and looked at him as if he was crazy.

“What is it concerning?” She asked. “And you are…?”

Timothy hesitated. He hadn’t thought this out. “I’m Timothy and I have a…friend, we haven’t seen her in a while.” He flashed his smile. All women, young, old, fat, ugly, pretty, loved his smile. “I thought maybe Mr. Mills could help me find her.”

The woman returned to her book. “You must have misread Google maps. The police station is three blocks over.”

“She’s actually one of your people, I mean homeless. We haven’t seen her in over week, she stops by our office every day, even weekends, and I’m worried something happened to her,” said Timothy.

The woman did not respond.

“Do you think she’s here? Have you seen her? She’s not tall, youngish, although I’m unsure of her age, and she wears layers of clothes even in summer. Her shoes are laced with string and rags…” He trailed off realizing he had lost his audience.

“Honey, do you see a lost and found sign? Our clientele doesn’t appear on milk cartons. By the way, Mr. Mills is seen by appointment only. I’m sorry, there are no times available.” She left off, for you
 .

“Who would you suggest I speak to, to find her?"

She slammed the book closed, snubbing Timothy.

“Get lost or I will call the police,” she said, no hint of compassion.

Timothy sighed and dodged down the steps, careful not to disturb the sleeping teen, unsure of what to do next.

“Why do you want to find her?” The man in the cowboy called out as he passed him.

“What’s it to you?” Timothy said, not stopping.

“Is she a girlfriend?” The man followed Timothy. “You told Kay she isn’t a relative, leads me to believe she’s not your mother or sister.

Timothy ignored him. He rounded the corner away from the shelter.

“Timothy, I’ll ask again, why do you want to find her?” This time the man’s tone sounded serious.

“How do you know my name? Why are you following me?”

“You passed me outside the door, remember? Perhaps, I can help you. Tell me about the woman you’re trying to find,” said the man.

“Why should I tell you anything?” Timothy said. “What’s it to you?”

Matching his gait, the man tipped his hat and studied Timothy.

Timothy walked faster. He didn’t want to engage in a dialogue with a man who appeared to be stalking people.

“What does a missing, homeless person mean to you? Why do you think Walter Mills knows her?”

Timothy didn’t answer, wishing this strange guy would go away.

“My name is Jed. I find people, I guess you could say I’m a detective of sorts, only search for the unwanted, the forgotten ones. I volunteer to investigate the regulars, reported missing by the people on the street. If I’m lucky I find them before they fade into obscurity. Or worse.”

Timothy stopped. “I see. You’re a dick, a private dick.”

Jed didn’t take the bait.


Maybe this man could tell me how to find Lucy.
  Timothy reconsidered.

“Okay, Jed, I’ll let you buy me a cup of coffee.”

They didn’t speak until they reached a coffee shop not too far from Timothy’s office.

Jed removed his cowboy hat and glasses and slid into a booth. Weariness tinged his deeply lined face, a sign either worry or guilt haunted his sleep. He signaled the waitress to bring them two mugs of coffee.

“Why do you find people who may not want to be found?” asked Timothy.

“Other than Lucy, do you associate with the homeless?” Jed disregarded Timothy’s question.

“God, no,” said Timothy.

“There are many different stages of destitution,” said Jed, studying Timothy’s reaction. “Some are homeless because of bad choices or life’s current circumstances. Others accumulate wrong turns and descend deeper into a mental and economic maze.” He needed to confirm his new acquaintance wasn’t psychologically demented or a religious zealot on a mission to save souls. 

The sun reflected directly onto Jed’s face. Two faded markings followed the contour of his cheeks and mingled deep into his lines. Another inverted shape highlighted his forehead. The marks teased many into speculating if they were a product of aging or of a wild youth.

“Occasionally a family member hires me if they experience guilt after cutting off a relative, for assurance the unwanted relation isn’t harming themselves or others. Homeless people are like big festering pimples on your ass. They’re there, you feel it, but you don’t talk about it. And you try hard to keep them invisible.”

Jed swung his lengthy legs over to the side of the booth, his posture straight. His demeanor exhibited an authoritative air—no nonsense, yet approachable. Jed ran his fingers through his close-cropped silver hair, and focused his bluish gray eyes on Timothy.

“Children in the foster care network are released at 18. If the child hasn’t bonded with a family, they may not have developed socially to attend school or hold down a job. They have no avenues of receiving additional monetary or emotional support —”

“Thanks for the lesson. I have the History Channel at home,” interjected Timothy.

Jed paused and sipped his coffee.

“Care for the homeless is a global issue. War, disease, natural disasters, and economics devastate many cultures. Each country has its own versions of unwanteds. Many people of color or the wrong religion are subjugated and stripped of their humanity.”

“So, why were you in front of the shelter? Are you trying to find people who want to stay lost?”

“Mill’s Shelter has become prominent and high profile by advertising their goal of rehabilitating the homeless, converting them to vital citizens. It’s touted as a place for transformation. Yet, all I see are a few beds in a warehouse, a meager soup kitchen, and people accepting paychecks to shuffle paper.”

“Are you saying this Mills guy shouldn’t try to solve our social problems? Are you hanging out in front of a homeless shelter because that’s what old guys do?” Timothy cut his eye contact long enough to smile at the waitress as she passed their table, she returned the smile.

“How do I find Lucy? I just want to make sure she’s okay, not sick or hurt.”

“Her name is Lucy?”

“I don’t know her name. I think Marla—she works with me—thought calling her Lucy better than dirty, toothless skank.”

“Tell me again, why it’s important for you locate her?” Jed asked again, pressing Timothy. “Saving her isn’t possible. The street life for a woman is brutal and I don’t need to share the reasons, you can guess for yourself. The years of physical abuse, drugs or mental illness have transformed her, erasing any capacity for a normal life. What will you do if you find her? Take her home to mommy and daddy? Do you have money to admit her to a mental institution or a rehab clinic, even if she would agree to go with you? A few sessions spilling her guts to a shrink isn’t going to clean her up and make her good as new.”

Timothy folded his napkin. “I have no money and no agenda. I want to make sure she isn’t in some alley dying of pneumonia. She started coming by our office every morning a year ago last November. We never spoke. I never really paid any attention to her face, except for that last day. I gave her a little food, a couple of dollars. She got to me, I can’t tell you why. And from what you are not telling me, Mill’s Shelter isn’t the place she would’ve gone if she needed help.”

Jed stirred his coffee, watching the patterns of cream. Maybe they would give him a clue if Timothy was truly concerned or another nut job spouting good intentions to place on his resume. There was one way to find out.

“She’s probably at the Manor. The Manor has the largest population of people living on the streets in this area. Are you sure you are ready to see her version of home, where she lives?” Jed asked and slid his long limbs out of the booth.

“Now?”

“No time like the present,” Jed said. “Your ride or mine?”

“Yours. I don’t own a car.” Timothy didn’t hesitate. If he found Lucy, Jed could take her to one of the shelters.

Jed placed a few dollars on the table for the coffee.

He had parked his open jeep on a quiet side road near the diner. As Timothy reached for the half-door, Jed stopped him. A small, scruffy, dog slept in the passenger’s side. The animal opened one eye.

“Somehow you don’t seem to be a frou-frou type. May I pet him? What’s his name? FiFi?” Timothy cautiously placed his hand in front of his brown, furry face for him to sniff.

“I wouldn’t, if I were you. Diablo doesn’t like to be touched.”

“Diablo, get in the back.” He moved, his gait crooked, the two hind legs a little higher than the front.

“Is there something wrong with him? Was he hit by a car?”

“He’s off kilter, that’s all.”

“Aren’t you worried someone will take him? He’s…ungroomed but kinda cute for a…

“Diablo can take care of himself.” Jed switched on the ignition  

“Do you have a real top for this? It is winter and little chilly today for convertible weather,” said Timothy, hugging his body.

"You could walk,” said Jed.



The Manor


“It’s humiliating to be dependent, anyway, but it’s still a poorer pass to have no one to depend on.”
 John Wyndham, The Day of the Triffids

They drove a few miles to the interstate interchange. Jed made a U-turn and turned down an alley before parking on a desolate street. Timothy grabbed his backpack.

“Diablo will guard it.” Jed said and jumped out of the Jeep before he led them towards the underpass.

Timothy dropped it on the seat, although he didn’t quite believe him. He followed Jed onto the empty sidewalk.

Less than a half a city block and they entered an invisible society in a darkened world hidden by buildings and concrete. Buttressed up against highway pillars, cardboard lean-tos and muddy blankets on sticks provided some shelter against the weather. Garbage stacked strategically in a burned-out car functioned as a latrine. The combined smell of urine, feces, disease, alcohol and smoke gagged Timothy. Jed traipsed through the crowd. He knew exactly where he was going.

People of all shapes and sizes congregated at the Manor. Several men, each missing a limb or two, squatted in a ring around a fire. Groups of ragged women gathered on a stained mattress laughing and falling over one another as they shared a lit pipe. A frail man lying in a trash-filled corner coughed continuously. Others mumbled to themselves barely moving, enclosed by the gathering, while a few curled under plastic trying to sleep. An old woman covered in sores hobbled over to Timothy and smiled as she picked at imaginary lint on his jacket. He recoiled from the woman and moved on to keep up with Jed.

“Have I inserted myself into very bad, very real zombie movie?” said Timothy. “Maybe we should go to the car, put the top up and drive around and ask questions.”

“If you don’t want answers, then stand there and look pretty,” said Jed. He stopped in front of an old man. The man stooped over a spit and watched his dinner roast. He wore a ragged army dress coat covered in splotches of mud, pinned with medals from a not so long-ago war.

“Have you noticed a woman missing this week?” Timothy asked. The man glanced up at the two of them, his head and hands quivered from the slow devastation of Parkinson’s. He stared back at the coals. He reeked of alcohol and weeks of not bothering to wash the dirt of the street off his being.

“She’s about this tall, um, her clothes are layered. She wears a flower…” His voice trailed off, unsure of how to describe Lucy.

“Haven’t seen her.” The man said in a voice scratched from years of cigarettes and cheap whiskey.

Timothy stared at the spit to distract him from the surrounding filth. When he realized the man’s dinner was a rodent, he couldn’t hide his revulsion. The homeless man threw back his quaking head and laughed, exposing missing teeth.

“The market’s fresh out of filet mignon. Glad to share. There’s plenty where this came from.”

Jed squatted beside him and they both gazed into the fire.

“Welcome to the Manor. You’re the guy from the shelter,” the vet said. “Still looking for people?”

Jed nodded.

“More of us have gone-missin’ some just last week.” The old man’s tone lowered not wanting to invite eavesdroppers to their conversation. He paused to find the words. “S’pect it every once in a while. Sometimes a few men hangin’ together decide to try another area. Or go see the ocean. The big truck stop on Interstate 10 always has 18-wheelers carryin’ livestock. Hitchin’, it’s not hard, at least from what I’ve been told. But you never see them again. Found the ocean, I guess.” The man poked at the fire, using his other hand to shakily stroke his dog tags.

“You know, I’ve stumbled over my share of bodies, either got too cold or too hot, or a sickness took them or drank some bad medicine.” He pulled out a bottle from under his coat and offered a swig to Jed.  He politely shook his head no.

“Seems more of us h’ve gone-missin’. Don’t know names just see their faces. Here one day and gone the next. Never hurtin’ anyone, like me.”

“Thanks,” said Jed as he straightened up. “The mission on 4th Street is open. Eat a hot meal and sleep in a warm bed tonight. Tell them Jed sent you and they will let you in.”

The man gave him a toothless smile of appreciation. “Can’t leave m’stuff, somebody might take it. And m’pit’s just right.” He poked at the coals. “No one bothers me, I’m safe here.”

They continued their search. Jed approached a few of the men and after speaking to them, he extended his hand to shake. Timothy checked his pockets for sanitizer and remembered it was in his backpack.

“Is it true, what he said, people are gone-missing?” Timothy asked.

“Okay, let’s go,” Jed ignored the question. He escorted Timothy towards the Jeep, keeping a hand on his arm.

“Go? We can’t go,” said Timothy, shaking Jed’s grip.

“It’s getting dark. The mean and the nasty slither to their hole when the sun goes down."

“I’m staying until we find Lucy.”

“Suit yourself.” Jed didn’t break his stride and he left Timothy standing alone.

“I can do this,” Timothy muttered as he pulled his jacket closer around him. He could sense the stares on his neck.  He didn’t belong. It struck him that he should be afraid of this strange place.

Maybe Jed is right. I should call it a day. What am I thinking? All this, to find a woman who couldn’t even tell me her name?

Four men strutted toward him. He recognized them as the gang in front of Mill’s Shelter.

Timothy took a deep breath. “Hey, have you seen a girl, or a woman actually. She wears a flower and a hat.”

The men laughed. “You mean your girlfriend?” One sneered, the serrated scar circling his neck. “Don’t know how to break it to you, she’s our girlfriend, every, single, night.”

“I’m just trying to find her, not looking for trouble,” Timothy said. He lurched back almost running into one of the men. They had surrounded him.

“Give us your wallet, pretty boy,” said the smallest of the four, grinning to show a gold tooth.

The scorpion-inked man moved forward swiveling his large torso. Although it was near freezing, they wore T-shirts to show off their tattoos.

Timothy’s hand trembled as he fumbled in his pockets. He threw his wallet at the gold tooth.

The small man bent down to pick it up. “Hey, Angelo there’s three dollars and a business card." He waived the money in the air for the scorpion face to see.

“Where are your credit cards? Driver’s license?”

The ugly man with the ragged neck scar punched Timothy in the stomach. He doubled over but he didn’t fall. He had never been hit before and he felt severed in half. He gagged and ordered himself not to throw up. The men closed in around him, forming a tight circle. Their foul odor included the smell of stale sex and rotten eggs. Meth, maybe? He recalled the same smell on Lucy.

The small guy took out a knife and waived it in front of his face.

Are they going to kill me just for fun? Is this how people disappear?

Some buried instinct took hold as Timothy straightened himself. He centered his head on his shoulders, charged forward and butted one of the men squarely in the forehead. The man’s eyes almost bulged out of their sockets, his mouth opened in astonishment and his frame fell to the concrete.

Timothy swung wildly into the air towards the heavily tattooed guy. All of them laughed at his efforts.

A crack and a scream interrupted their laughter. Jed stood over the gold-toothed man, his fist smeared with blood, disconnected from the small man’s nose. Jed kicked away the knife.

Scorpion-face tried to body-slam Jed, but Jed tripped him instead. He fell and hit the ground hard. He jerked, his eyes wide in surprise.

Jed latched on to Timothy and they vaulted over the men, bolting through the opening.

Timothy willed himself to run. He held his stomach, positive his internal organs were mortally damaged. They sprinted towards the street trampling over carts and trash, trying not to push anyone down. Jed and Timothy rounded the building and hurled themselves into the Jeep. The gang behind them shouted profanities.

The four furious men spilled into the street brandishing their knives.

“Well, that’s a record. Took you less than five minutes to piss off a cracked-out gang. Congratulations,” said Jed.

“I could have handled it by myself,” said Timothy.

“Then, I guess I should’ve left you.”

Jed floored the accelerator. The tires squealed as the Jeep sped towards the interstate. Rounding the corner, pinging sounds pierced the air. Jed lunged forward.

“What the…! They have guns. I’m hit.”

Jed’s shirt turned dark, saturated with the blood from his shoulder. Diablo crawled into his lap making guttural noises, frantically licking him.

“Jesus, we need to get you to a hospital.” Timothy watched the blood seep through Jed’s jacket. “You’re going to bleed to death.” He scrambled through the Jeep to find a rag, anything to compress against the wound.

“No hospitals. I’ll drop you off at the next corner. Diablo and I will be fine.”

“Is he going to drive? You need a doctor. Why don’t we go to a clinic in one of shelters?”

“No doctors. No hospitals.” Jed stopped the car. “The bullet couldn’t possibly penetrate too deep. It shouldn’t have hit me at all.” Smoke emanated from a small hole in the seat.

“It burns. Son of a bitch!” He reached for the lever, wincing from the sharp pain in his shoulder. “Get out.”

“Or what? Let me drive. There’s no way you can handle the stick. I promise not to take you to a hospital.”

Timothy pulled off his hoodie and stuffed it under Jed’s jacket. He unsnapped his belt, wrapping it around Jed and secured it in place.

Diablo continued his guttural growl. Timothy talked to him calmly, “It’s okay, boy, I’m not going to hurt him.”

“I’ll kill you if you take me anywhere but my house.” Jed tried to sound menacing through the pain as Timothy guided him into the passenger side. Jed crumbled into his seat barely able to sit up.

“Sure you will,” said Timothy. “Maybe you can order Buttercup here to lick me to death. Now, where’s home exactly?”

Jed didn’t respond and Diablo’s whimper became a wail. “Should I pull over and let the Manor’s welcoming committee finish what they started?”

Jed gave Timothy directions and they drove southwest, diverting off the main highway, onto a caliche country road.

“Is anyone following us?” Jed whispered.

“How do
 you tell if someone’s following us?” Timothy adjusted the rear-view mirror, only to see the flicker of a faraway headlight.

“Do the homeless now have their own lease-a-car program through the government?”

“Where did a bunch of street druggies purchase guns? Every cent they steal goes for meth or the flavor of the day.” Jed mumbled and did not respond to Timothy.

“Hey, guy, are you going to make it to your home? I’m not up to date on the current guidelines of how to dispose a dead stranger, so if it isn’t too much trouble, please hang on until we get there.” Timothy tried not to sound scared.


Am I doing the right thing not taking him to a hospital?


“Just asking, is this how you spend your day? Getting shot and running from drugged out thugs? Tell me again, why were you in front of Mill’s shelter?”

Jed hesitated before he commented. “I don’t think Walter Mills worries about going to heaven.”

Timothy noticed the passing landscape and grinned as Jed glanced over at him.

“Why are you smiling? I don’t see anything funny,” said Jed.

“This is as far as I’ve ever traveled. My first trip out of town, I’m driving a nearly dead guy to somewhere in the desert. I don’t think they have posters or brochures for this.”

“Don’t you own a travel agency? Aren’t you an expert on destinations around the world? I thought cruises and hotels give you freebies.” Jed talked through the pain.

“My parents liked the idea of owning an agency but never traveled. It never came up.”

“When you were in school or dated a girl, you never went outside the city? To the mountains? Mexico?

“Nope,” said Timothy. “Do you like to travel?”

“I don’t do well on airplanes.” Jed winced at the sting in his shoulder.

Diablo continued to softly whimper, giving him an occasional nudge.

Timothy kept his eyes on the mirror. Were they being followed?


“What did the old soldier mean, more have gone-missing?” Timothy asked trying to distract Jed and keep him talking.

Jed slipped further down in his seat.

“Shelters call me and ask me to find their regulars, those they haven’t seen for a while. Veterans are returning home to no jobs. Others have given up supporting themselves. The numbers on the street have increased. So have the gone-missing.”

“Police?” Timothy asked.

“Society’s forgotten? The police are elated when there are fewer homeless on the streets.”

“Why are they missing? A serial killer? A mercenary trying to rehabilitate them? Or because there are more homeless and more are dying of the street’s natural causes?” He couldn’t help but think that he would probably be homeless if not for his parents.

Jed pointed to a gravel road, not answering Timothy. After what seemed to be an eternity, a small house came in to view. It cornered the end of the road, a work shed, and a white van parked off to the side.

Timothy jumped out of the jeep to assist Jed. He waived him away.

“I’ll take it from here. Keep my Jeep. I’ll be by in a couple of days to get it." Jed staggered towards the house, Diablo at his heels.

“I can’t leave…” Timothy didn’t finish his sentence.

In the distance he heard the unmistakable roughness of gravel beneath tires. Diablo curled into a small ball shivering at Jed’s feet. The dog’s dark, gleaming eyes pointed down the driveway.

“Someone’s coming,” Timothy yelled.


The Shed

“I do not fear computers. I fear the lack of them.”


Isaac Asimov

“Should we hide in the house?” shouted Timothy. Is there a place to hide
 ?

They didn’t have time to escape. Miles and miles of flat, rocky desert surrounded them. His fighting skills consisted of the moves he played on his video games. His sole non-imaginary altercation transpired earlier at the Manor.

“Stay out of my way!” Jed stumbled to the shed. He stooped down low and managed to open the door with his one good arm. He ducked inside and brought out what looked like an old 18th century flintlock pistol.

Timothy repressed the urge to laugh out loud at the antique. “Jesus, grandpa, I don’t think they’re going to challenge us to a duel.”

He thought they should both make a run for it and take their chances. But Jed stood tall.

Jed and Timothy faced the oncoming truck as it accelerated. It swerved in the dirt driveway, barely missing the shed. The new Ford F-150 dealer plates had yet to be removed. The men jumped out before it screeched and stopped. They were the gang from the Manor.

The smallest of the four advanced towards Timothy, his nose already the size of a zucchini. He held up a thin-barreled gun, the trigger cocked sideways, eager to shoot anything for any reason.

“Since you don’t have money, we’re gonna take your wheels.” He sneered showing a gold tooth.

The men laughed, enjoying themselves as they moved towards Timothy and Jed. The rising moonlight caught the shimmer of knife blades and the gleam of their guns.

“Oh, Angelo, a puppy! I’ve always wanted a pet,” said the man with the gash around his neck and headed towards Diablo.

“Stay away from him. He’s not hurting anyone. Can’t you see he’s scared?” Timothy said, trying not to show his own fear.

“Where did you guys buy those guns?” Jed asked in a controlled voice, no hint of pain.

“Like ’em? They’re brand new. My momma bought ’em,” said the scorpion-tattooed man, waving his rifle in the air.

“Angelo, can we take the puppy, too? He can sit in my lap while we drive around in the Jeep,” said the ugly man.

“What do you want? If it’s my Jeep, take it. I won’t be driving for a while,” said Jed.

“I think you ask too many questions,” said Angelo. The scorpion on his face seemed to inch across his cheek when he talked, his forehead beginning to knot from the unexpected head butt.

“Well, gramps my gamble paid off,” eyeing Jed’s bleeding shoulder. “This isn’t your lucky day.”

He aimed his gun at Jed’s chest.

“Do you guys play poker?” Jed asked.

The small man flashed his gold tooth.

“Sure, why? Want me to carve ‘Jack' on your ass?” He turned to the other men, snickering at his joke.

“Make sure you can see all of the cards.”

Jed whipped out the pistol from the small of his back and shot the man closest to him. He exploded on contact. The ripped pieces of flesh and skeleton disintegrated into piles of ash.

Diablo leaped from the porch and landed on the ugly man. The man snorted.

“What are you going to do? Lick me to death?”

Diablo’s mouth opened, revealing incisors the size of hunting knives. In one inescapable movement he consumed the entire man. Seconds later he spat out a few clean bones.

Angelo lunged towards Jed. Jed fired again, his aim unsteady. This time the ammunition hit the truck. The impact lifted the vehicle in the air, shattered metal dissolved into powder, and drizzled down over their heads.

Timothy watched, paralyzed, confused, unable to perceive the pandemonium going on around him.

Angelo acted undeterred. He moved towards Timothy, wielding a knife.

Diablo rotated to face the men. His dark eyes glowed as he transformed and elongated into a powerful being, not much bigger than a German Shepard. He vaulted across the gravel driveway and in one swoop, attached to Angelo’s spine. Angelo shrieked, as he slashed frantically at the beast consuming his flesh and internal organs.

Disbelief numbed Timothy, the dismembered man in a skeletal pile. At his feet, the bleeding animal, reverted to his original dimensions.

The small man’s mouth twisted into terror as he turned and ran down the gravel road.

Jed slumped to his knees and fired again. This time he didn’t miss. The man shattered on contact, exploding into floating dust.

Timothy stood in the middle of the yard, ash from the truck and degenerated bodies covered him. Diablo limped over to Jed and collapsed over his chest, howling.

“Get out of here,” he said weakly.

Blood soaked Jed and the ground surrounding him. Timothy couldn’t tell if it was Diablo’s or Jed’s.

Did Jed just save my life? And Diablo? Should I start running into the desert now?

He was no Good Samaritan but his internal compass wouldn’t allow him to abandon this strange man and his creature friend. Jed had tried to warn him to leave The Mission with him.

“Let me take you both inside,” he said. “We need to go to a hospital and get Diablo to a veter…”

Timothy trailed off. Where should I take Diablo?


“No. No hospitals,” Jed said. “Go back to town. We can take care of ourselves…” Jed drifted into a feverish state.

Timothy displayed his empty hands to Diablo before he placed them under Jed. Neither resisted. He dragged them both up the wooden porch stairs, opened the front screen and placed them on the sofa, positioning Diablo beside Jed.

He rummaged Jed for a cell. He probably dropped it at the Manor
 . Timothy’s budget didn’t allow a phone. Not that he had anyone to call.

“The bullet needs to come out. Tension cracked Timothy’s voice. “I know this because that is what they say in the movies.”

“You need to go,” Jed mumbled, and he passed out.

Diablo’s whimpering changed to howls. Timothy lowered his fingers until he touched his fur.

“Hey, boy, it’ll be okay,” whispered Timothy. “Please don’t eat me.”

Diablo permitted him to pet his head. His howling dwindled to a pitiful whine, not from fright, but concern for his Human companion.

Timothy walked out onto the porch, trying to figure out what to do. A slimy film filtered over the desert through the early moonlight, a reminder of the four men who made the unfortunate decision to follow them. Timothy scanned the desolate dirt road and presumed they wouldn’t be joined. It gave him little comfort.

Timothy considered leaving in the Jeep to find help. What would he say?

Hey, officer back at the ranch there is near-dead guy and a miniature version of Chewbacca and a few bones of some bad guys, who owned a truck, which by the way exploded and vaporized upon impact from the near-dead guy’s antique weapon. Wanna come see?

Timothy ran into the house, racing to locate something, anything to plug the bleeding. Questions swarmed his mind while he tried to find a pair of scissors and gauze.


How do I treat a gunshot victim and his slayer partner?
 Who are they?


It took him a few seconds to rummage the contents of the kitchen. The drawer held one fork, two spoons and a roll of duct tape. The cabinets contained the barest of necessities, a couple of cans of chili, crackers, coffee, dried soup. He peeked in the refrigerator; the lone occupants were a six-pack of beer and a carton of cream. The beer tempted him, but he couldn't take the time to find a bottle opener.

He sprinted up the stairs to Jed’s bedroom. It divulged nothing of the man, a change of clothes, a couple of coats, and a pair of ski boots in the closet. A shaver, toothbrush and a bar of soap in the bathroom.


The pistol. Jed took it from his shed
 .

Timothy bounded down the stairs and raced by the howling Diablo —and Jed, afraid he may already be dead.

He reached for the shed’s threshold and an intense jolt threw him a couple of yards.

“What the f…”

Then, he remembered, Jed stooped down. Timothy edged to the entrance, compressed his torso through the unseen security. He swung open the door and staggered onto the uneven floor.

At first sight, it passed for any other suburban catch-all: a few rusty tools, an old lawnmower, bags of potting soil, a pegged wall holding splintered rakes and broken hoes. Upon closer inspection, Timothy could see imitation antique pistols interspersed among the old tools.


Nothing’s as it seems. Death rays don’t belong in old, beat up shacks
 . What else doesn’t belong?


Hammers, corroded saws, jars of rusty nails and a power drill crowded the workbench.


Power drill? Where’s the electricity
 ?

Timothy observed the several large bags of potting soil. As little as he knew Jed, he guessed he didn’t spend his weekends planting lilies in the desert. Pushing the bags aside, he uncovered a trap door, and a rope ladder. He descended into darkness.

When his feet hit the ground, lights flashed on. Timothy hadn't given a great deal of thought to what he might discover. He presumed Jed lived in this isolated area by himself, pledged to a group of conspiracy theorists who built underground arsenals filled with cots, weapons, hoarded canned goods and surely a first aid kit.

Instead, bowing in front of him, a wonderland of technology, a nerd’s paradise packaged in a tiny, bright room. Timothy barely knew the basics unless a video game came attached, but he knew a geekdom lair when he saw one. Jed’s rivaled the command post for NASA. Two computers begged him to give them attention. An ancient Commodore beckoned him from the corner.

Against the far wall labeled pharmaceuticals lined a glass cabinet. I guess mom was right, a little Latin never hurt anyone.


He used the less intimidating of the two computers to verify some of the medication labels and picked out a tranquilizer for Diablo. He guessed at the amount and could only hope it wouldn’t kill him. He gathered a few different antibiotics and pain medications. He eyed the old Commodore.


Nothing is as it seems
 . The ancient is the future
 .

He hurried towards the ladder, pocketing gauze, a scissor plier, disinfectants and medications. A black lacquer cabinet almost convinced him to stop. A light from underneath projected designs on the wall, designs which he did not understand.

Are they constellations?

The fear of what he may find inside the house prompted him to race back to Jed.


Questions

“I do not know everything; still many things I understand.”
 Madeleine L’Engle, A Wrinkle in Time

Jed opened his eyes to sunlight. How long have I been asleep?


He shifted his body and a searing spasm shot through his side. Near misses, broken bones, bruised ribs and torn muscles, all of his past experiences whispered to him: This time is different
 . His shoulder throbbed and his thoughts, muddled.

What am I doing on my couch? Who bandaged my shoulder?

“Diablo!” He bolted upright.

“Wow, pops, he’s okay,” said Timothy, leaning against the doorjamb. He pointed his beer bottle to Diablo, wrapped in an oversized bandage, lying in the chair next to Jed. The creature resembled a furry sausage with ears and a wagging tail. Diablo barked but didn’t move off of the cushion.

“What happened?”  Jed said, and tried to sit up, until a crushing wave of pain forced him to stay flat. He felt for his gun and eyed it on the table. “How did you…?”

“What exactly where my options? Run screaming into the desert or to the highway? Call 911? By the way, the number for E.T.’s vet isn’t on your refrigerator. Hey, thanks for the beer. I didn't think you would mind if I helped myself.”

How could I be so stupid? I should have thrown the dimwitted, save-a-homeless girl-Ken-doll out of my jeep when I had the chance.

“How’s Diablo?”

“Strangely enough google doesn’t have an app on how to save the life of an alien cannibal canine so I gave it my best-guess.” Timothy swigged his beer trying to sound confident.

“And you did this, how? I don’t understand.”

“That pistol, if that's what you call it, the one you took it from your shed,” Timothy nodded towards the gun, safely out of Jed's reach. "Your rundown hut almost reminded me of my Dad’s workshop, a few rusty tools, an old lawnmower…let's not forget the several large bags of potting soil.” He paused. “You know, Jed, I’ve not seen one flower. Something tells me you don’t spend your weekends planting roses out in the desert. From what I did find, if your current career of picking up strange men who are minding their own business doesn’t work out, you should seriously consider becoming a drug lord.”

Jed moved slightly in an attempt to stop the throbbing in his shoulder and the pulsating in his head. He found it difficult to concentrate. Diablo’s tail wagged in slow motion. The canine mutant stumbled off the chair and limped over to him and licked Jed’s arm, his way of saying I’m sorry boss
 .

“Jed, over the past hours I’ve seen cracked-out men vaporized and a truck dissolved by your George Washington special. My new friend is an alien Gizmo. Oh, did I mention I found the movie set for the next Star Trek movie?”

Timothy pulled a chair from the kitchen and placed it next to Jed.

“Why were you really at Mill's Shelter?”

Jed tried to sit up again. The pain convulsed in his head and his shoulder ached.

“Timothy, thank you. I’ve got it from here. I need to think.” Jed squinted his eyes trying to find some lucidity.

“Think about what? I’m not a card-carrying supporter of the NRA but my best guess is your gun isn’t available at Wal-Mart."

Timothy kept his eyes on Jed, waiting for a reaction. "I assume Diablo isn’t from our planet. Yes, I managed to sew up the fluffy alien raptor. But, from what I can tell, you are from our world.”

“Also,” Timothy eased up from the chair. “A few minutes ago, I caught the sun rise over the desert floor.  From your kitchen window, the illumination of the rock formations is spectacular.”

He downed the rest of his beer.

“They’re the same rock formations surrounding your shed, aren’t they? I’ve never seen anything like it. None of my agency brochures publicize information on this tourist gold mine. Since you are obviously not in the business of taking money from busloads of baby boomers, it can only be tied to your science experiment in your basement.”

Timothy sat in the chair and leaned towards Jed. “As I see it, your choices are to kill me, or tell me what’s going on. You can zap me later.”

Jed tried to maneuver through his confusion. Diablo didn’t kill Timothy
 .

His bandaged friend didn’t even try. He seemed content. But no drug could constrain him. Did Timothy accidently stumble across some magic potion?

“Did he try to…?”

“Shred me? No, he stayed on your chest howling. Pulling him off you was the only option or you both would have bled to death.”

The room became silent except for Diablo’s heavy breathing.

“I removed the bullet, if that is what you would call it, out of your shoulder. Not deep, just under the skin. I think it is the type of ammo causing the pain.”

Jed tried to weigh his words. Why should I tell him anything? He already knows too much.
 He struggled to fight the tug of war of pain, and the murkiness covering his consciousness, trying to focus.

“I’m waiting,” Timothy said.

“It started with Mother Marguerite.” He doesn’t need all of the facts, just a taste to shut him up.”


“Her rescue mission provided a loving, firm atmosphere for troubled children. They were all welcome at Mother Marguerite’s. Years ago she hired me to locate a child she had taken in when a foster family kicked him out. He lived at the mission for over six years. She wouldn’t consider he left without saying goodbye.”

“Seems likely,” said Timothy. “Troubled teens run away all the time.”

“Not under Mother Marguerite’s watch,” said Jed. “The ones who disappeared were all a little different, not exceptionally smart or talented, but had medical issues and required ongoing treatment. A few were eventually found, not every child was taken.

“They were taken?”

“I’m sorry, poor choice of words. None of the missing kids were ever heard from again.”

“How many?” Timothy asked.

“It’s not like a small town vanished, three or four over a few years, enough for Mother Marguerite to suspect there may be more to it than runaways. She was a tough old bird, but she loved those kids and it broke her heart not knowing their fate. Sadly, she contracted Alzheimer’s. Her mission is still open.”

“What does it have to do with Lucy? The gone-missing.” Timothy made a sweeping gesture. “And all of this?”

Jed closed his eyes. He hurt.


Did I say too much
 ?

He willed himself not to say anything else and allowed the drugs to coax him to sleep.

He woke to Timothy beside him, holding a cup of coffee and a bowl of broth.

“What are you still doing here?”

“Waiting to thumb a ride to town and call the UFO fan club.” Timothy placed the tray of soup in front of Jed. He sat in the chair and gingerly picked up Diablo, laying him across his lap.

“How is he?”

“I think he’s okay. He wobbles around and has gone outside a couple of times. You know, I’ve never seen a dog eat a snake—perfect for a YouTube upload, but I’d bet cameras are a no-no around this joint.”


I need to move
 .

Jed couldn’t clear his head and could see the twilight of evening from the window. Jed started to rise off the couch and Timothy jumped to help him. Jed hobbled to the porch and clumsily maneuvered into the plastic chair, pulling a blanket around him to block the evening chill.

Timothy withdrew the projectile he extracted from Jed out of his pocket. “Tell me about this,” he said, holding a tiny oval object with a minuscule pinpoint. “I probably wouldn’t have found it except it stuck barely under your skin, like it pricked you. Something this small shouldn’t cause excessive bleeding. The minuscule spikes not only made a nasty tear, they are also tipped in something. You are a lot sicker than I think you should be, and I’m betting it’s a type of poison, lethal, intended to kill on contact?”

“Propelling through a car seat may have limited the impact of the toxins. If it had gone in any deeper, I would be the proud owner of an old Jeep and a Martian puppy.”

Jed studied the mini pellet of death, no bigger than a pinpoint. A wave of nausea overcame him.


Angelo’s brainless gang possessed unearthly weapons and this ammunition
 …

“Let me give it a whirl, obviously you are much too ill to talk,” Timothy said with a hint of sarcasm. But his concern grew as the yellowing in Jed’s eyes increased. “Someone or something is snatching the homeless off the streets. They have no family or anyone who will report them missing.”

A solitary cloud blocked the waning sun, darkening the sky as Jed pulled his jacket closer around him.

“The question is not so much who, but why? Why take them? Where are they? I’d like to think some rich guy like Bill Gates is on an island in the middle of the Pacific running a rehabilitation clinic to cure all the ills for the people of the street, and he took Lucy to paradise. But it’s not the case. You already suspect the person taking them, don’t you?”

“Is there more coffee?” Jed asked. He tried to think through the mental murkiness. Perhaps coffee would clear his head.

Timothy handed him a hot mug and he took a couple of sips. He seemed to be carrying on an internal dialogue, staring straight ahead.

After a few minutes he spoke. “Take the lethal demi-prick to the main highway and put it on a car, any car. Get it away from here.”

“I don’t understand.”

“This is how they found us,” said Jed. “The tiny jewel, included in its many other talents, is a tracking device. The men who shot me had a locator and there may be another one. It’s already activated or will be activated once whoever gave them the guns realizes Angelo and his gang is missing. Take the Jeep and dispose of it, now.”

Timothy didn’t hesitate as he jumped into the Jeep and sped towards the highway.


Shouldn’t I be scared that my life could be ending at any minute? After all, someone’s probably tracking me. Or maybe not. I could drive to my home, take a shower, get some sleep. In the morning a nice man in a suit will ring the doorbell inquiring about the miniature pellet. I will give it to him and say, “Oh, I found it on the side of road. It’s unusual isn’t it?” The man would thank me and leave
 .

He reached the intersection and hesitated. What am I doing? I should go to town, ditch the car and forget the past 24 hours.


Jed could take care of himself. After all he owned an arcade of innovative technology and weaponry. Not to mention his very own Chucky-dog protector. But something from deep within nudged at him.


They need me
 .

Jed wasn’t recovering and Diablo didn’t let him out of his sight. If poison imbedded the spikes, it was wreaking havoc internally. And then there was Lucy.


Did she disappear the day she smiled at him? Was she taken?


An SUV passed with unsuspecting occupants driving to their destination. He knew he couldn’t place the unearthly slug in any car. The men after it didn’t wear suits and weren’t the type to be thankful for its existence. The Jeep’s tires squealed as he detoured onto the highway.

For the first time since before his dad died, he was needed, and intrigued. A tempting combination bound him close to Jed, at least until he received answers.

Jed was still in the chair on the porch when he returned an hour later. He seemed relieved as Timothy walked up the battered stairs. He went straight to the kitchen and helped himself to another beer before sitting down next to Jed.

“Everything okay? You took a little…” Jed spoke as if every word tortured him.

“Oh, Ma, you worry too much,” said Timothy. “I decided not to take any chances and drove the few extra miles to Interstate 10 and a truck stop. Our petite friend is now making its way to Nogales on the engine of an 18-wheeler.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Much better,” Jed lied, his face gaunt. His formally fit physique had changed to feeble and hunched.

“Then how about some answers? Let’s start with the gone-missing.”

Jed took a couple of deep breaths. He couldn’t organize his thoughts fast enough not to tell the truth.

“I’m concerned. A friend, I can’t find him.”

Timothy took a sip of beer. “How long has he been missing?”

“I’m not sure. We haven’t talked for a couple of months. I was out of town and couldn’t contact him. I drove over to Los Angeles last week, that’s where he lives, and his home appeared to be deserted.”

Timothy placed his beer on the porch ledge. “Maybe he decided to live somewhere else.”

“Not likely,” said Jed.

“Is your friend another old guy who hangs out in front of homeless shelters?”

“He’s in… a related line of work.”

“What does Mill’s Shelter have to do with him? I thought the gone-missing were only the homeless or unwanted?”

“It’s rumored Walter Mills is opening a shelter in L.A. His minions have been spotted checking out locations,” Jed said, barely audible. “The gone-missing have increased. Call it a hunch but I think Walter Mills is involved.”

“Did he take Lucy? Come on, Jed, give me some answers.” Timothy stopped himself.

He almost said before you die
 . His ashen pallor and the milky liquid oozing from his rheumy eyes told him he may not be far from the truth.


If he died, should he bury his body in the desert? And Diablo
 ?

“Is he, or someone else, arranging transportation to places far, far, too far away? I know for a fact not one person has contacted me for a one-way ticket off this planet. Does a spaceship land twice a week under the Brooklyn Bridge? Does Scotty beam them up to the Mother Ship?”

Timothy placed his coffee cup on the small table. He tried to induce a reaction from Jed.

“It is the rocks. Those around the shed are how you extract energy to operate your mini-NASA. What is the purpose for the rocks scattered in the desert? Other than lighting your Christmas decorations?” He stood up and paced the porch.

“What is the why? Why is someone or something kidnapping Humans?”

“We need to leave tomorrow morning, before they find us.”  Jed said, leaving Timothy with his unanswered questions.

“I hope we are not too late,” mumbled Jed as he floated off to sleep.


The Zephyr

“I may not have gone where I intended to go, but I think I have ended up where I needed to be.”


Douglas Adams, The Long Dark Tea Time of the Soul

The morning sunlight warmed the living room and a gentle tongue on the back of his hand awakened Timothy. He opened his eyes from a dreamless sleep to Diablo staring at him. Jed was standing, his frail body braced against the wall.

“I need you to take me to someone who can treat me.” Jed stumbled and Timothy lunged forward to catch him before he hit the floor.

“Something tells me we’re not going to a poison center. Is there a hospital in Area 51 for events such as this?”

“Upstairs in my closet are gloves on the shelf, a fur hat, my red parka, insulated boots bring them all.” He gasped for breath.


Jed must be cold.
 Timothy bounded up the stairs and grabbed the items. He returned to find Jed slouched over the couch.

“More commands, master?” Timothy said as he helped Jed put on the coat, boots and gloves. He picked one of the lighter jackets for himself.

Jed stood and leaned on Timothy. “Take me to the rocks behind the house.”

“You’re not in any condition…”

“It’s my only option. I hope we are not too late.”

They walked through the kitchen, out the back door and into the desert. Diablo hobbled behind.

Jed squinted as he gazed up to the bright sun suspended in the western sky.

“I can do this by myself. I just need you to help get me to my ride. When we arrive, place me upright in the middle…”

“Are you going to tell me where we are going?”

Jed directed Timothy farther out into the remote desert. The jagged hills shielded the valley from human sightings. A slight breeze rustled the desert plants. Jed stopped in front of stacks of bleached rocks bordering a small perimeter. Diablo stayed close to his master.

They were almost blinded by the sun’s beams bouncing off the flecked material interspersed into the mass of stone.

“Where is the enchanted boulder to take us to the magical cave?”

Jed did not respond, instead he crouched down to Diablo.

“Watch over things, you know what to do.” Diablo whimpered and limped back to the house.

The breeze swept up dust in the middle of the rock circle. Particles of the loose Earth swirled around them.

“Go, now!” Jed made a pitiful effort to push him away.

“I’m not leaving you in the middle of the desert,” said Timothy.

Before Jed could reply a tunnel of light encompassed them. Dark blue twists of roped rays curled around their bodies.

Jed clung to Timothy’s waist. “Stay calm,” he rasped. “Don’t touch the sides or you’ll lose your hands. When we land…”

Timothy wriggled free from Jed’s embrace. The air began to move. What the hell is this?


The breeze took the shape of a cyclone and gently elevated them off the desert floor. Sunbeams filtered through the blue-dirt mixture.

“What the f…?” Timothy clutched Jed, too surprised to jump out.

“Where the hell are we going?”

As they slowly ascended Timothy noticed several smaller twisters interspersed below them.

Wow, all of these years I thought those were just dust devils playing in the desert.

The wind lifted them above the desert, then the hills. He temporarily relaxed as he swirled around, viewing the landscape, then the city below.

“It is our ride to the Station, the only place I can get help,” Jed said in a hushed voice. I hope I’m not too late
 .  

“I don’t think you mean the international space station? Is the Station on the dark side of the moon?”

It’s…not in our solar system.  The Zephyr transport is not pleasant, but it is fast. 


Did someone or something discover the Zephyr?  Is it the reason for the gone-missing. 
 The sober possibility pierced Jed’s psyche. He attempted to control his thoughts, but his mind and body failed him.

Wind and pressure inside the tunnel accelerated, accompanied by an earsplitting roar that vibrated against the wind walls. Jed passed out.  It took all of Timothy’s strength to stabilize his dead weight.

The temperature decreased, numbing Timothy’s hands and feet. The mounting velocity spiraled them both into a sick rhythm of rapidly spinning revolutions. The intensity caused his stomach to retch. In moments they passed the Karman Line signaling the passage out of the Earth’s atmosphere.

Through the blue shroud of the dimming light, Timothy caught glimpses of the red blush of Mars and the moons of Jupiter. He thought he saw the rings of Saturn.

I must be hallucinating.

As they launched upwards, the centrifugal force glued them together. But Jed’s dead weight kept them unsteady.

Timothy wanted to cover his ears to block the relentless howling, but he had to position Jed upright. The sporadic glaze of the wind wall brought a blast of extreme cold and tossed them both to the middle. It occurred to Timothy this was a dance of certain death if he couldn’t center both of them in the tunnel.

In midst of the terror he found himself marveling at the simple technology of harnessing kinetic energy for transport. Timothy recalled a tornado's rotation could accelerate up to 200 miles per hour and release the energy produced by two nuclear reactors. He worried how much longer he could maintain a position in the vortex.

Great, my last thoughts are of tornado trivia.

The rocket of wind continued to increase speed by the second. He knew he should be terrified, but he was too busy avoiding the spiraling walls. His vertigo increased and he became nauseated. His fingers stiffened from the iciness seeping through his body.  The acute cold prevented him from anchoring them steady. He locked Jed with an arm, lost his balance and knocked them both down.

For a moment he thought they would be thrown into space. When he instinctively stabilized himself against the wind wall, an arctic thunderbolt seared his hand. But he kept his hold on Jed and brought them to the center. He couldn’t be sure if his hand had been severed. He closed his eyes hoping to stop the dizziness. It made the nausea worse, but he didn’t loosen his grasp on Jed.

A quick jolt and then calm. No sound. No wind. No light. Timothy opened his eyes. He could not comprehend where they were or if they had landed. His head rolled, still in unison with the tornado.

They were jettison onto an outside platform, scarcely big enough to hold one person much less two. Metallic doors instantaneously enclosed the landing and a hatch opened. Timothy relaxed his grip on Jed.

What is this place? Is it a place?

Timothy crawled through the hatch, dragging Jed beside him. 


Walter

“Under capitalism, man exploits man.”


Gregory Benford, The Martian Race

Walter Mills checked the cell phone for service. He gave Angelo a burner cell to call when he finished the job. He should have contacted him hours ago.

Walter was confident of his decision to hire Angelo and his gang. They knew the lay of the land, so to speak. If they didn’t work out, oh well. There were countless gangs waiting for the right opportunities. New, flashy guns supplied the currency. A few dollars and shiny wheels ensured their loyalty. It was too easy. Walter smiled thinking about it.

He needed the muscle for insurance against rumors and leaks, at least for now. The boys agreed to keep intruders out of his domain and scare the occupants of the Manor into perpetual silence. Not that anyone would believe a bunch of homeless crazies.

His structure would make a Mexican drug lord jealous, the inauguration of his own underground cartel. He must protect his new endeavor until he was ready to go global.

Walter knew how to regain the respect from inside the business community. The common interest journalists loved to report his once-a-week visit to the shelter to lay hands on the homeless. National networks picked up the local programs and the news personalities eagerly joined him as a partner to create his facade of sincerity and humility. The groundwork was beginning to pay off.

The media executed a perfect perception of Walter working endless hours to serve others. The press loved a hero, especially former bad boys now doing good deeds in lieu of making money. A few soundbites here, quick jaunts into African countries to feed starving children, a few minutes later he was on his way to the next destination for another Pulitzer Prize winning picture. The YouTube video of him in front of a disgusting slum in Rio de Janeiro, the perfectly placed sunset in the background, holding a baby and comforting the young mother, received over twelve million hits. Later in the evening he enjoyed cocktails in his complementary suite overlooking the Copacabana Beach.

His new business opportunity had already proven more successful than any credit default swap fund. Losing a billion dollars in his previous profession didn’t compare to the trillions waiting for him. He dodged an extensive prison sentence after carefully composing a strategy.

Now he wanted to help humanity. Oh, yes, greed consumed his past life and he was so, so sorry. He had seen the error of his materialistic sins. Now his passion was to help all of the poor, the homeless, the destitute. He wanted—no needed—to visit the misfortunate, not only in his country, but in all the countries in the world and spread the word of their plight.

The judge bought his invention of redemption and commuted his sentence to allow him to eagerly embark on his new calling. Everyone loved his story.

An African American from a middle-class family, who made it big on Wall Street and then, lost everything. The media anointed him the prophet for the homeless throughout the world. Walter chuckled. It was perfect. He had Bernard to thank for his miraculous turn of fortune.

Walter and Bernard met in college. After graduation they began their careers as bond traders. Together they built their first illusion: a hedge fund firm using other people’s money to buy complex derivatives. They were the perfect team. Walter oozed charisma and used it to market their contacts. Bernard honed his talent for ruthlessness by coercing people and corporations to do exactly what he wanted. His behind the scenes brains, minus any conscience, proved invaluable through the years. Under Bernard’s fastidious grooming, Walter developed a combination the corporate community championed: smart, likeable, feared and lucky with money.

Bernard warned Walter their exotic assets could someday turn toxic and needed to be dumped. “Let’s turn it into cash, and start something new,” said Bernard.

Walter allowed his arrogance to grow almost as fast as his wallet and he refused to believe the global markets would implode.  He loved the money that embellished his lifestyle.

“My name is on the door, not yours," Walter said. He laughed at Bernard’s dire predictions.

Bernard finally persuaded him to place an insurance policy against possible failure. They promoted a young mover and shaker, an expert ass-kisser, to Chief Financial Officer of The Mills Group. It paid off when the young man’s name traced back to all transactions. His convenient suicide during the trial shaved several years off Walter’s sentencing.

Due to Bernard’s preemptive tactic, Walter could be accused of gross management negligence but little else. He would never second-guess Bernard again. Their loyalty to each other was unquestioned.

Unlike Walter’s cow-of-a-wife who didn’t collect a penny after she filed for divorce. She spent his hard-earned money on clothes and jewels and multiple surgeries in her quest to contradict her birth certificate. When he was told she had sold her wedding ring to buy some crappy condo near her mother, her misery pleased him.

When Walter’s wife wanted a family, Bernard gave them his blessing. It would enhance Walter's image as a loving husband, he said. But his son turned into a mama’s boy and cried when they were evicted from their mansion in The Hamptons. After the divorce Walter never bothered to contact him again. But his daughter visited him frequently at the minimum-security prison and called at least once a week. She never discussed his downfall. One of the first things he paid for with his new money was her Ivy League education, by anonymously (wink, wink) donating to his alumni. The university gladly took care of her tuition including a monthly stipend, enough to encourage her to study, not enough to sustain extra-curricular partying. She was so excited when she phoned to tell him she had been chosen for a special grant.

He never cared much for women, except for physical release. It wouldn’t have bothered him if his wife had gotten fat and wore muumuus around the house. His newfound wealth attracted the opposite sex for all ages, and he took advantage of his bachelorhood, inviting young women in foreign regions to share his bed. They didn’t have a clue about his real purpose and understood only the trinkets and the small amount of money he gave their families, which easily paid for their discretion.

Yes, he learned his lesson and willingly repaid society by becoming an advocate for the homeless. Other lessons from his past taught him the art of wringing guilt out of every former business associate.

The CEO’s of big banks smelled an opportunity to invent their own redemption through his startup charity by contributing huge amounts of cash. They eagerly gave money to sponsor his shelter, pay for supplies and fatten the payroll.

They all knew the only reason their business reputations avoided being ripped from them was simply because they didn’t get caught. Joining the banks, big corporations donated eagerly to Walter’s new philanthropy career. Press releases promoting joint community involvement in Mill’s Shelter were carefully planned. All donors insisted and received equal media time.

Today he nurtured his persona of working selflessly, receiving no pay, and the books were open to the public if anyone dared challenge his claim. Walter's one passion was the game of making money and no one was better at manipulating wealth. He would soon achieve his goal to become the richest man in the world. Imagine the shock when his true worth became public. Especially from his former financial peers, the ones who influenced the system, avoided jail, and once again flaunted their wealth.

The billions he secretly compiled, concealed in the financial institutions throughout the world, were a mere pittance compared to future earnings. He paid cash for properties in tropical locales, purchased commercial buildings in cities from Tokyo to Barcelona, utilizing the myriad of untraceable LLC’s registered by Bernard.

One of his first major acquisitions, a Gulfstream G550, flew on his schedule. Bernard found a disgraced corporate raider who lost everything. He brokered an unreasonable low price for the jet as a “donation” to Mills Shelter. The seller cried when he signed over the title. Everyone took notice of Walter’s new toy, it screamed respectability. He was back on top. His pilot, a member of his former staff, received a fat envelope of cash every week to ensure his loyalty.

Bernard said the time had come to expand their operation, which meant they required more employees. Walter decided on Angelo after observing him for several weeks in front of the shelter. His gang entertained themselves by bullying the downtrodden. They also traded drugs for items of interest and sexual favors. Angelo’s bravado convinced Walter he knew the players and understood who should stay and who should go. When Angelo laid eyes on the guns, he lit up like a small boy on Christmas morning.

Angelo’s first two jobs were completed without a hitch. A nosy wife, overly determined to locate her long lost street-lifer husband so he would sign a divorce petition, ended in her unfortunate demise. She became a victim of a stabbing during a robbery. The culprit was never found.

For the second job, Angelo forcefully convinced a timid father searching for his drug-addicted son, to move to another state. The father relocated, never to be heard from again. 

Walter waited for the call, a confirmation Angelo had eternally silenced the older man wearing a cowboy hat and hunter’s jacket from asking the wrong questions. Walter’s impatience turned to worry.  He opened his drawer and withdrew the small, odd-shaped locator and stared at the coordinates.

Mexico? Why is Angelo in Mexico?


The Station

“Two possibilities exist: either we are alone in the Universe or we are not. Both are equally terrifying,”
 Arthur C. Clarke

Beings of all shapes and sizes shoved and jostled for position, making loud-pitched sounds, moving closer to the center. Chirping, clicking, unidentifiable tones, loud-pitched sounds filled the air. Timothy tried to comprehend the circus of chaos.  Are they screaming?
  He forced himself to stand, his good arm shouldered Jed.  Three short males dressed in dark ninja-like uniforms systematized the mob. They appeared to be the ringmasters. One of the males stood on a podium in the center directed and orchestrated the mayhem into a controlled tempo.

One large being, covered in hair except for his eyes, each follicle curled to precision, bounced up and down, and knocked all around him to the floor. His agitation focused on his crying offspring, hairless except for random tufts sprouting over the small body. A graceful female extended elongated arms and hugged the big creature until he quieted. She then crouched down to tend to the child.

Timothy’s vertigo intensified. Was it from the tunnel ride?
 Or from the activity surrounding him: the clean, bright chamber packed with life forms, not found in his imagination. Am I dreaming
 ? No chairs or sitting areas, nothing on the walls, no windows. No one expressed the slightest curiosity. They were completely ignored.

Two men deposited by a cyclone somewhere in outer space. Is this an everyday event?

Timothy snapped his attention back to Jed. “He needs help!”

He tried to yell, but his voice was weak and drowned by the other sounds. He stepped forward, pulling Jed and entered the commotion.

“Hey, some assistance here! This man is dying.”

No one heard him. He attempted to shuffle his way deeper into the room towards one of the ninja men organizing the patients. His hand was on fire, the pain crept up to his shoulder. He couldn’t be sure if Jed was breathing and was terrified they were too late.

“Too late, for what?
 He hadn’t left instructions on what to do when they arrived. Timothy took a deep breath.


I can’t panic now
 .

He shivered uncontrollably, the aftereffects from an extreme temperature he had never experienced. The burning sensation in his hand made it feel it would fall off at any moment. It took all the strength he had left to hold on to Jed and they both slid to the floor.

The female caregiver crooked her neck and glanced up from her attendance of the child. She maneuvered through the patients over to Timothy and placed a hand on his shoulder. He tried to jerk away, but her caring touch calmed him, and seemed to smooth a healing salve over all of his emotional and physical wounds. A sense of peace replaced his anxiety. She went back to the child, taking something from a case on the floor.

She patted the toddler and returned to Timothy’s side. She began speaking. It sounded like music, a song, a mishmash of melody and verses, he did not understand. A syringe punctured his arm.


“What the …don’t touch me. What are you doing?”

“I am assisting,” she replied haltingly. “You are Human, correct? You think I should have acknowledged your species before I injected the communicator?  I speak your language, although not well. I suspected you could not decipher my words because of the noise. This will help.”


Is she trying to be funny
 ? The room revolved around them.

“You are injured,” she spoke in a lyrical tone. “Please, may I see your hands?”

“Help him, not me,” said Timothy.

She bent down to Jed and touched him. He thought he saw recognition in her turquoise eyes. Her arms encircled Jed and she glided away from Timothy. He tried to reach for her. Instead, he threw up and passed out.

Timothy awoke in a dark room softly illuminated by a dim light glowing off the floor. His arms and hands were lathered in a gel. The pain was gone.

Where is everyone? How long have I been here?

“How are you feeling?” Jed asked, standing by his bedside.

“It lives!” Timothy tried to sit up. “Does it matter? Where the hell am I?”

“You are in a hospital, of sorts. Your hands should be almost healed,” said Jed. “The immediate application of meds saved you from any lasting effects.”

The graceful female with the elongated arms appeared. “Did I give you permission to vacate your bed?” She sternly asked Jed in her melodic tone. “You, my Human friend almost became space dust.”

“This intolerable bossy being is Viola. She thinks she knows everything.” Jed tried to hug her, but she retracted.

Timothy interrupted his confusion of mentally sorting out the events and his surroundings to admire her. In their short interaction upon his arrival he hadn’t noticed her unique beauty. Huge turquoise eyes, the color of the Maldives' sea, gold flecks imbedded the iris's—evaluated his every move. Her caramel skin was smooth, luminous. Stark white hair spiked in full waves down her spine. He couldn’t be sure if it flowed from her head or attached to her body. She kept her appendages under her jacket.

“Stop it or I will call Dr. Battos. He will not be pleased,” said Viola, the melodic bells in her tone becoming less harsh.

As if summoned, the small ninja dressed ringmaster walked through the darkness. “Actually, if Jedadiah practices tranquility he can recover in his pod.”

The doctor placed his hand on Jed's chest. Jed did not flinch. “My friend expect an extensive recuperation. Although I extracted the toxin, time will pass before a full recovery. Your organs almost succumbed to the poison. Any other species would have died instantly.” His small round face did not show any emotion.

“The phenomena of the Human body’s healing capabilities, deficient of medical or pharmaceutical assistance, marks it of pronounced interest,” said Dr. Battos. “I fought the temptation to permeate the poison to manifestation and therefore provide, as you Humans say, a guinea pig to analyze.”

Jed laughed. “You wouldn’t jeopardize the business of healing or your reputation.”

Dr. Battos removed his hand and nodded in agreement. “My work is extraordinary, and my methods are profoundly successful. Of course, Viola’s keen sense of diagnosis continues to complement my work.”


The god complex is not a Human trait,
 thought Timothy, noting the smugness. He may be small but he’s a tower of ego.


“Can I take the ugly Human home with me?” asked Jed. “I’m sure you could use the space.”

Dr. Battos studied Timothy for a second. “I will give you the permission. Bring him tomorrow for re-examination.” He directly addressed Timothy, his small arms opened in gesture of appreciation. “You administered an excellent technique in the retrieval of the extermination projectile. Jedadiah owes you much gratitude.” He walked through the wall not waiting for a reply.

“His ability to diagnose all species accurately is universally celebrated,” said Jed, a twinge of awe in his tone. “He’s one of the few doctors who will treat Humans.”

“His species are practitioners of all aspects of healing,” added Viola and answered Timothy’s question before he could ask. “Dr. Battos studies the myriad of treatments and cures available throughout the galaxies. As a result of his evaluations and lifesaving techniques, he is bequeathed with universal fame and prestige. His personal goal is to acquire the data to establish health criteria for the inhabitants of our universe. Because of his accomplishments, he now supervises the clinics in all of the stations.”

Timothy thought he heard a note overriding her melodic tone. Jealousy or disgust or was he imagining it?

“I take it you don’t offer universal health care. Well, I’ll be sure to thank him the next time I see him. Let me get my things. Oh yeah, I’m wearing them.” He winced as he moved his head and a wave of nausea pushed him back down on the cot. “What happened to the mandatory sexy see-through numbers from the hospitals on my home planet?”

Viola placed a hand on Timothy. Her touch brought him an immediate inner feeling of serenity and the nausea dissipated.

“Don’t move,” she said, soothing him internally and mentally, a contrast to the doctor’s gruff manner. “There will be no exceptions. Velocity sickness is extremely serious. It can destroy your equilibrium and the full affect may not manifest for a few days. How did you survive with no tutoring, medication or the proper attire?” She gave Jed a hard stare.

Timothy didn’t let the glance go unnoticed.

Viola did not comment as she turned and, in a few steps, disappeared.

“How does she do that?” Timothy asked as he struggled off the cot. Jed eased out of the chair to help him.

“This is one enormous room. Reflective air or mirrored powder separates the beds. The powder is light, sound proof and gives the illusion of privacy,” said Jed. “The patients are positioned by the type of affliction.”

Jed locked his arm around Timothy’s to steady him. “A more complex compound camouflages the station from civilizations, those which technologies haven’t evolved.” They walked through the blackness into a busy hallway. Timothy could see behind him the rows of occupied beds of all different galactic ethnicities.

Jed kept his arm around Timothy.

They must have made quite the pair navigating through the narrow walkways. Timothy tried not to seem too obvious, curbing his curiosity at the stream of characters going on their way. Tall, short, very tall, very short, plump, thin, some similar to the first beings he had seen with Viola, their hair weaved into intricate designs.

After a few minutes he realized clothing was voluntary. Most looked humanoid, but he couldn’t be sure. They were all trying not to gawk at the two Human males stumbling to a pod. (What are they
 ? Surely not Human
 !)

A committee of transparent rectangles outfitted with bionic feet jogged passed them, almost knocking them over.

“They are sheltered, or they wouldn’t survive on the station,” said Jed anticipating Timothy’s question.

Jed slowed in front of a blank wall and an opened area materialized. They walked through it into a tiny living chamber. The wall closed behind them.

“Let me guess, a modified form of the mirrored powder.” The brightly lit hallway seemed to be a part of the room. Jed placed his foot on the floor and the hall dissolved.

The two of them crowded into a small room and Timothy almost stumbled onto the couch. A contoured bar with a coffee maker and a cooler sat in a corner. The bathroom equipped with a shower, sink and an elimination contraption attached to the other side of the bar.

Timothy eyed the couch. “Who is your interior designer? Minnie Mouse? Where am I going to sleep? I’m not the kind of guy who does sleepovers unless you first buy me dinner.”

Jed placed his foot on a small floor pedal by the bar opening up the far wall to an explosion of color and light, of planets, stars, asteroids. The sight took Timothy’s breath away.


Could this be an illusion
 ? Timothy could not gauge the beauty. He stepped onto the patio, a cozy bubble for his pleasure. Until this moment, Timothy had only imagined the splendor of the universe. He wasn’t religious but he almost kneeled down and prayed in thanks for the miracle presented to him. He touched every corner of the patio wall to confirm it was real before determining the perfect position to settle in Jed’s lounger.  Jed handed him a container of ale from the cooler. Timothy accurately pinpointed each star, each constellation, his own private audience of the galaxy’s magnificence.

Timothy did not remember a time when he experienced this feeling of pure joy and wonderment. He wished his parents could be here. His mother knew every solar system and cosmic disturbance. His father would smile and add stories about scientists, such as Galileo, Edward Barnard, and Henrietta Swan Leavitt.

They didn’t talk unless Timothy asked the name of a certain constellation or the direction of a galaxy. Jed acted surprised when Timothy correctly guessed the location of the station between Alpha Centauri and Earth’s solar system.

“At first I thought it was near one of the extra solar planets but they are too far. The binary star system sits over four light years away and the closest star to us. Considering the sun is 500 light seconds from Earth, escalating, from zero to 4.37 light years in what, half hour?” Timothy surveyed the galaxy.

Timothy stopped stargazing and glanced over at Jed in the other lounger. He appeared weak, but had lost the gray pallor. Who was this man who couldn’t abide airplanes yet traveled through space? He obviously commanded respect, at least by Viola and Dr. Battos. Did he know what he was doing when he drew Timothy into the circle of wind?

“It’s called a Zephyr Transfer,” Jed said, again guessing his question.

“I should’ve felt like superman if I hadn’t been so sick. A Zephyr Transfer? Clever, named for the Greek God Zephyrus, god of the west wind. His mother was Eos or Dawn and his father, Titan. Explain the technology to me, tomorrow. Right now, I’m loving the show. Is there a cell phone? I’m calling the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence to tell them they suck.”

“Viola instructed us to eat,” Jed said. “You can see there is no kitchen. And no MacDonald’s, at least not today. You clean up first and I will scrounge up the proper attire for where we are going.”

“Where do you put your clothes? Stomp your foot and a Macy’s appears?”

Jed pulled a drawer from under the bar. He removed a dark suit neatly folded with a pair of dark slippers. “The suit will alter to your size. The shoes will take some getting use to. Visitors to the common areas are required to wear them.”

The walk to the restaurant was a trial of restraint for Timothy and not because of his fading dizziness. He wanted to stop everyone. Ask their name, where were they from, what they did for a living, how did they get here? He could feel their eyes on his back, but no sense of danger or dread. He understood some of the chatter, but not all. They talked about mundane, everyday events, children, jobs, where they were going, what they were going to wear. The prevailing gossip: what in the universe were the Humans (or are they something else?) doing on this station?

He nearly ran into Jed when he stopped in front of a wall and waited for it to dissipate before they entered a padded floor into a dimly lit area. It took Timothy a few moments to adjust to the lightening. The room’s wall and ceiling were trimmed in a dark wood substance, shone to a high gloss. He heard muted talking and laughing, it sounded as if it came from below them, although he didn’t see any stairs.

A dandified male in a fitted suit sheared in a blonde pelt, stepped out of nowhere and nodded his head for them to follow him.

The restaurant appeared devoid of customers but Timothy sensed a presence. They were not the lone patrons. Elegantly dressed creatures serving the establishment scurried past them as they steered to the end of the room.

The maître d’ stopped and placed his hand into an indention in the wall. The wall dematerialized, presenting a private patio, adorned by an elegant table, decorated with a white starched tablecloth, gold-rimmed plate settings, and crystal stemware.

Timothy barely noticed the duplication of a four star restaurant. The view demanded his undivided attention. Magnified galaxies once again pressed against his fingertips. Planets so close he could walk across their oceans. Constellations expanded until they were unrecognizable.

“Bringing you yesterday, today,” Jed responded to Timothy’s awe. “Corresponding technology as the James Webb telescope, add a pinch of the Spitzer, a dab of Herschel, and a boost mixed in from some of our friends.”

Timothy did not hide his amazement.

“Wine? Candles? The most elegant restaurant I have ever been in? If you get on your knees you better have a ring and no CZ crap.”

Jed managed a weak smile. “Wine and ale are universal beverages. Of course, there are many types prepared from different varieties of vegetation. This is close to an Earth cabernet, and I think you’ll appreciate it.” A prissy waiter poured them each a glass.

“How did you know I drink wine?” Timothy took a sip, savoring the rich texture.

“Viola told me you are a border-line alcohol addict. We don’t have the luxury of detoxing you, so the best way to keep you steady is to feed you a nip here and there. The hard liquors are lethal to Humans and even a drinking pro like yourself, one drink and your liver would be destroyed in a matter of days.”

Jed paused. “I’m sorry that came out as judgmental and rude. You saved my life and I owe you gratitude and explanations, not a lecture.”

Timothy broke his gaze from the galactic picture show and glared at Jed.

“Why do I have a feeling you tried to kill me at your own expense?”

“There was no time to go into detail of the Zephyr transfer. I knew I would die if I stayed on Earth and not a pretty death. I calculated a reasonable chance you could make it. And if I had asked, Hey Timothy, want to take a ride on a wild cyclone? I somehow doubt you would’ve jumped at the opportunity.”

“Rea-son-a-ble?” Timothy exaggerated the syllables. “Really? From what I learned from Viola and Dr. Battos the odds of my survival are unknown. Do you adhere to some warrior code? Your life is much better than mine? Therefore, you deserve to live. Did you pony up my sacrifice to the wind gods?”

Jed toyed with his food. “Timothy, you’re right. I apologize. Blame it on the poison and my cloudy thinking.”


But it isn’t entirely the truth?
 Timothy thought, tearing apart a piece of bread and popping it into his mouth. He suddenly realized he was ravenous. The food smelled and tasted real. Timothy didn’t care where any of it came from, he couldn’t stop eating.

“What if someone else figures out Scorpion face and his crew came after you and tracks the Manor guys to your hacienda? Won’t they see the bones and the wreckage?” Timothy shuddered at the amount of work it would take to clean up the aftereffects of the attack.

“There will be no trace of them. Diablo will discard the bones and scatter the remains throughout the desert. If anyone approaches, he knows what to do.”

“So, how many Mormon missionaries are visiting Joseph Smith after making a stop at your front door?” Timothy thought of Diablo limping to the house before they left Earth. The four-legged alien death machine had given Jed a pitiful look of abandonment. He couldn’t help feeling sorry for the mutt.

“Diablo’s perception can spot anyone wishing us harm,” said Jed. “Did we really piss the them off that much, provoking them to the point of following us? Why did they shoot at us? And, who supplied the weapons? When you return to Earth, you should get lost for a while until I get things sorted. The person who hired the gang may still be hunting for you. Or for us.”

The waiter brought more plates of food for Timothy. Where would I go
 ? Timothy thought. He had no money and no ambition to move. Besides, why would I want to leave this?
 He almost ducked as a rouge asteroid soared by, barely missing the station. He hoped it was an optical illusion.

Jed became quiet, always humbled by the scenery.

“Are you aware we are viewing the past? The Hubble telescope peeked into the possibility of secrets 800 billion years after the alleged big bang. When the light shines from distant stars, the ancestors who shared the planets surrounding them have been dead billions of years.”

Jed slouched in his chair. He hadn’t touched his food. “Think about the time zones on Earth, morning in India and evening in the United States. Traveling through the universe is similar to travel on our home planet except measured in months, years, centuries. Evening is two years of yesterdays depending on where you are going, how fast you travel and the method of transportation. The calibration of the speed and destination determines the time zone, so to speak, of when you will arrive.”

“Speaking of time, when was this station built?” Timothy asked.

“Not long ago,” said Jed. “Another station serviced this side first, Lagrange Points. In the past it was the first and lone stopping place for all of the interplanetary mobile species for this section.”

Jed sipped his wine. “Lagrange Points fulfilled its purpose for thousands of years. Its distance from the sun, no gravitational pull and no habitable planets in this solar system except for Earth, Lagrange Points became the perfect spot to build a space station for this sector.

When Earth’s curiosity evolved into an active interest in their galaxy, it necessitated relocation. The relocation brought an opportunity to upgrade and serve the needs of our broadening galactic population. It took more than a 100 Earth years to build, a memorial to the blending of various technologies.”

“Space consists of ongoing continuous activity. It’s Times Square on New Year’s Eve every passing second,” said Jed. “It never sleeps. Our solar system and the surrounding quadrant is one of the few quiet areas in our galaxy. Earth is 28,000 light years from the Milky Way’s galactic core. Compare it to living in a rural community and building an airport in a cornfield. Not only is there less motion, it furnishes a pocket of black energy, making this location near perfect.”

“Black Energy?” Timothy racked his brain for words to make him sound intelligent.

“The station takes advantage of the natural expansion and contraction of space. Ships are pushed away and pulled to their destination. It acts as a coil to spring transports, the old and new technologies, across the Milky Way, then across the universe,” said Jed.

Timothy pretended to understand. “Oh, of course, warp drive.”

“Do you feel like you’re in a TV show?” Jed said.

“So what happened to the station at Lagrange?” Timothy said, directing Jed from the science lecture.

“Oh, it’s still there. It’s a quarry of sorts, a harvester, a vessel of energy.”

“I don’t understand,” Timothy asked, quizzically.

“It’s a place to pick up a quick jolt of whatever propels your vehicle through space. A contained space self-serve gas station, except the energy sources are free, if you have the right kind of technology and the know-how to obtain it. There are no overnight facilities, no medical, no food. Transporting from Earth requires a wind boost for the Zephyr to carry us to this station. It’s automatic and you didn’t feel the bolster when we passed Lagrange. The cocoon of centrifugal force, undisturbed and seamless.”

Timothy stared at his wine determined not to take a drink. “Are you telling me, a big, deserted, truck station, in the middle of nowhere, not too far from Earth, is waiting for someone to drop by?”

“Zephyr transference is limited. Originally Lagrange’s location was as far as a Zephyr transference could travel, at least when first built eons ago, before the bolster. Without the boost to the new station, another five meters and the wind collapses.” He coughed and sipped wine to calm him. “There’s chatter someone is using the old station again.” He lowered his voice.


Is he afraid someone is listening?
 “How often is the Zephyr used?” Timothy began to wonder if Jed shouldn’t have stayed in his pod. He seemed to be having trouble speaking.

“Not often. One of the new station’s functions is to act as a conduit for all modes of transportation. Its purpose is to be a service for the populace, rural or urban. Besides, all of the scientists agree, Earth is the sole planet utilizing Zephyrs.”

“There’re few Humans who travel.” Jed took another sip of wine, calming another coughing fit.

“Zephyr transference is a divine providence of sorts, specific to Earth. Individuals are chosen. Some Humans transported to other parts of the universe struggle to adapt to the complexities.”

“Complexities?” asked Timothy.

“Timothy, most of the species co-exist with one another.”

“Jeez, how reassuring. What would confound me? I streamed all five seasons of Battlestar Galactica.” Timothy thought he was doing an excellent job adapting.

“Somehow I don’t think your social media induced, lack of attention span, will allow you to understand,” said Jed.

“Try me. Let me decide if my poor Human brain, which couldn’t possibly ever grow to be as big as yours, can comprehend the mysteries of the cosmos. Something tells me you are not a Harvard grad nor have you studied with Stephen Hawking.”

Jed mopped his forehead with his napkin. Perspiration trickled down, tracing the creases in his checks.

“Do you want to go to the pod?” Timothy asked.

“No, no, I’m fine. I drank the wine too fast,” Jed said.

“On this station every life provides documentation upon arrival. They are automatically catalogued and can never be expunged. Relations past and present are also documented. Yet there are reports of Humans in different galaxies.”

Timothy put his wine glass down. “Lucy? The gone-missing? Let’s go get them back!”

“That’s not going to happen.” Jed inadvertently laughed and began coughing again. “I mean, I’m traveling but you’re returning to Earth. Besides, traveling with someone you just met is rarely a good idea.”

“Why? Oh, I see, I can save your sorry ass but I’m not smart enough to travel with you?” Timothy tried not to sound hurt.

“I work alone,” said Jed in between coughing fits.

Timothy showed his irritation. “Are you are such an awesome guy now you want to be sure I’m safe?”

“This isn’t about you. I’m focused on the gone-missing and reports of Humans from different sectors. A few Human sightings, which may or may not be accurate, aren’t cause for alarm, at least not until I collect more evidence. It’s my responsibility to investigate.”

Jed stopped talking, coughing, turning bright red, choking, unable to breathe. He wheezed, mouthing Viola's name. 

Timothy knocked over his chair reaching for Jed. He yelled at the waiter, “Do you know Viola?” He grabbed Jed from behind and laid him on the clear floor. 

Before Timothy could go into full panic mode, Viola appeared out of nowhere. She picked Jed up and held him close until he became calm.

“Follow me, Timothy,” she said in her melodic voice. “Jedadiah is not well. You will also necessitate examination.”


Viola

“Deep in the human unconscious is a pervasive need for a logical universe that makes sense. But the real universe is always one step beyond logic.”
 Frank Herbert, Dune

Viola exited to a deserted corridor reserved only for station employees. She held Jed close and did not speak. When they bypassed the infirmary, she nodded to Timothy and he understood to follow her. She stopped in front of a wall and it automatically opened.

While Jed’s pod gave a whole new meaning to sleeping under the stars, Viola’s was saturated in color. Timothy admired the sapphire and green tapestries hanging from the ceiling. Her rounded, stuffed furniture shaded in hues of cobalt attached to artifacts, molded against the wall, inspired in him an unfamiliar appreciation of the power of art.

She injected Jed with a vial of a murky potion and placed him in her bed. She scanned Timothy and determined he had not been affected.

“Jedadiah must plan an exodus off this station. It is not safe for him.”

“Who would want to harm Jed?” Timothy asked. “Does he have enemies?”

“An excellent question to inquire of him in the future.” Viola kept her amber hand softly on Jed’s chest. “You both will rest here tonight. Jedadiah will be much better in the morning, but it is essential for him to vacate our station and travel somewhere safe to recuperate. Even your species requires adequate intervals to heal. You can sleep on the couch.”

“He said he’s leaving to investigate the rumors of undocumented Humans.”

Viola’s throat chimed and he realized she was laughing. “Well, we will not be able to stop him. You will need to accompany him. A Spear crossing is scheduled within an Earth week. You will watch over him, until he mends.”

Timothy’s elation was momentary. He thought of his mom and what she would say: Be careful what you wish for.


Jed awoke in Viola’s bed, his mind actively sorting out the gone-missing, the shooting, and now his possible poisoning. At last, his head finally cleared and with the quiet environment, it gave him a chance to think about the past day’s events. He thought he knew the person behind the gone-missing. He became suspicious of Walter Mills when he proclaimed his rehabilitation of the hardcore homeless. He plucked one or two from the street and flaunted them as the poster children for his cause. The few he put on public display, disappeared. He stated they returned home to family and friends and wished to remain anonymous.

Walter visited other shelters and convinced the lifers to come to his shelter for better food and facilities. Jed knew large cash donations from unidentified sponsors bought the silence from the struggling nonprofit agencies. If it is Walter Mills, how did he find the Zephyr? And if he discovered the Zephyr, it means somehow he has made friends outside of Earth.


Jed understood the motivation of the gone-missing. The ideology of the continuous need to accrue wealth penetrated throughout every solar system in the universe. Our communities are all very different, yet so alike,
 he reflected. We propagate our species, fuel ourselves to survive, and eliminate our waste
 . Jed closed his eyes.

As each species evolves, prospers, accumulates wealth, the choices increase. We choose not to allocate the luxury of time to tend to our crops, clean our houses, harvest our mines, or raise our kids. There are others to be hired or, taken, to handle the so-called menial tasks.

Viola interrupted his thinking. She sat next to him on the bed.

“He can cross,” pointing a finger towards Timothy. “Absolutely no Zephyr travel. If he is in a Spear he will be fine. His health is remarkably well, much better than should be expected. When you register your destination, I will minister all vital inoculations. May I suggest Brother 5? It will give you a chance to continue your recovery.”

“He can’t cross with me.” Jed tried to stay calm despite the ludicrous idea of requiring a glorified babysitter. “Listen to me! He’s not qualified to travel.”

“The amount of toxin in your wine could not sufficiently kill you but adequate to retard your efforts to cross.” The gold in Viola’s turquoise eyes flashed. “What were your qualifications, when you commenced travel? Did you attend an education facility?”

“I travel alone. It is dangerous, under the best of circumstances, and I won’t allow him to cross. Human capacity for comprehending other cultures is limited and they cannot grasp the obstacles in experiencing the other galaxies. A sightless man cannot comprehend the colors in a sunset or a rainbow.”

The verbal sparring woke Timothy. He faked sleep and observed both through his half-opened eyelids.

“Present company excluded of course. You are
 the special one.” Viola’s melody dripped an unpleasant tone. “I have met many sightless males who grasp the intricacies of all that surrounds them, by what they feel, unbridled by the notion of images. How unfortunate. If plan to depart without a companion, then I am forced to ground you for upcoming excursions. Have you forgotten you were seconds from death upon your arrival?” Viola patted his arm. “After further analysis, the poison has compromised your constitution.  I should contact Dr. Battos and receive a second, catalogued opinion.  My updated diagnosis will include several hours each day in the communal infirmary for fluid extraction, as a precautionary measure. Enjoy your sabbatical on the station.”

“I don’t need you. I’ll contact Dr. Battos myself.” Jed’s voice raised in frustration.

“Has the doctor ever
 overturned my diagnosis? Your cognizance abilities are not working correctly. Conceivably in a few years…”

“Why are you doing this?” Jed’s face flush from his rising anger.

“Because, I need you to return.”


The Crossing

“How dangerous is the acquirement of knowledge and how much happier that man is who believes his native town to be the world, than he who aspires to be greater than his nature will allow,”
 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein

Viola did not hide her disapproval. Timothy occupied his waking hours by sitting on Jed’s patio drinking ale or walking through the corridors ogling travelers. He acted as if he couldn’t be bothered to learn the universal language or the history of how it came to be. She attempted to educate him on the universal communicator, that it did not guarantee comprehension of the dialects. Viola strongly recommended he should study at least some of their basic text. One stab at the hieroglyphic symbols and he decided it would take him an eon to learn. She had no choice but to format the tutorial visually.

Timothy viewed the lectures with boredom. The summation of the various backgrounds from the multitude of worlds and the cultures, coming together, founding a greater understanding and respect, reminded him of a galactic National Geographic channel.

The basic rules were easy to understand: weapons of any type were disallowed on the station and when found, confiscated immediately. The guilty party would then be ejected from the station, issued a DNA lockdown, and banished from any future crossing.

Learning the variety of transporting modes did not interest Timothy. He dozed off when the moderator deliberated, for what seemed to be hours. He droned on and on about MidLine, the halfway point in the charted galaxies, as well as the largest port in the universe and a colossal distance from the Milky Way. Travel varied depending on the mode of passage. Conveyance of cargo, obviously a big business, could take months to arrive in MidLine from the station. MidLine’s docking ports did not harbor Spears.

Spears utilized newer technology designed for swift transport across the cosmos. On the other side of MidLine, a new, smaller station was built to accommodate Spear travel. A fuzzy headed male spoke with great pride on revolutionary advances bringing worlds together. Timothy zoned out and slept through all of the geeky mumbo-jumbo. None of it mattered to him.

The instruction ended with the standard corporate disclosure of the risks involved in Spear travel. Each traveler should seriously consider the significance of living in another time other than their own. A perked-up Timothy reversed it to be sure he heard it correctly.

Viola administered the last of the vaccinations and patiently answered all of Timothy’s questions. Humans rarely became ill, since none of the germs or bacteria harmful to Humans exist outside Earth. The greatest intelligences have yet to discover the reason why Humans are immune to the universal diseases. Human immunity is renowned in addition to the ability to quickly heal.

One Human disadvantage is the inability to stave off elimination and there are no facilities on the Spear. The primary inoculation slows down the metabolism, preventing the need to urinate or defecate for 24 hours.

Finally the time came for The Spear’s departure. Jed and Timothy hurried through the spaceport towards their transport exit. Timothy wanted to learn more about the variety of beings whizzing by them. They passed a reptile family with more offspring than Timothy could count, the little ones holding onto mom and dad’s tails.

The parents gave the children threatening snarls as needed. Several small furry animals on leashes followed another humanoid couple.


Are they pets?


Timothy wanted to ask Jed but his stony glare told him he wasn’t in the mood to answer. He matched Jed’s stride. He wasn’t going to give him an excuse to leave him behind. Another being similar to Viola stopped every few meters to open a box and take a breath. A group with large heads and oversized ears, striped in yellow and red, sprinted to their gate, boisterously criticizing the leisureliness of the other travelers. Several creatures did not bother to cover themselves as they galloped through the terminal. Timothy gazed for longer than he intended at their flapping genitals. Several species shared a meal on steps etched into a wall.

A type of space fast food?

Jed refused to talk him, so he stopped asking questions. Timothy could not comprehend the purpose of the signs above them, appearing then fading. It came to him the symbols flashing and waning were the times and gate locations. Timothy tried to subdue his excitement.

“Stop fidgeting.” Jed broke his silence. Timothy grinned. Finally, he gave him permission to resume asking questions. “Why is everyone in such a hurry?”

Jed pretended to be irritated but he had to admit Timothy’s enthusiasm could be charming. “There is no pre-arranged itinerary of departure times. The travelers come to the station expecting to travel, although they don’t know when. Time frames are given, say between April 1st and May 15th. For instance, the voyage could be postponed if severe intergalactic storms caused by an unidentified star imploding or colliding asteroid fields are charted. Compare it to traveling by schooner between the northern continents on Earth in the 1700s. There would be no travel in winter between December and March. Typhoons made traveling between Asia and Africa treacherous. Space crossing is just as dangerous. The element of an unwanted revelation lurks around the next brown star.”

“You mean with all of the technology from all of the different cultures, space weather is still problematic?”

Jed laughed. “Yes, space is temperamental. It refuses to be tamed. Embraced, feared, and always respected. The pilots call for immediate boarding once all the identified obstacles are eradicated, emphasis on the identified. Inoculations are only given when travel is a virtual certainty.”

“Will we be going the speed of light?”

“Did you pay attention to the instruction? No, we call it redshift kinetic velocity or RKV,” said Jed. “The chasing of light moving away from us. Einstein’s Theory of Relativity except tweaked. The pilots calculate the pattern of beams or flashes from pulsars. They are our version of lighthouses. Their beacons supply a map directing the Spears towards their destinations. Returning to this station is actually easier than navigating to where we are going, because this part of the universe isn’t as busy. The Spear’s central processing unit tracks our path for the way back. It’s not the same as flying between New York and London, both fixed spots on Earth and the skies clear for flight. Space is the ultimate obstacle course.”

“The accumulation of space between here and there mutates between trips. Every interstellar crossing is calculated with a statistical margin of error of less than one trillion of one percent.”

“So, what could possibly go wrong?” asked Timothy, trying not to sound nervous.

“Exactly.”

They stopped in front of an entry with a number of anxious travelers milling around. A Humanoid female attendant dressed in orange and black plaid asked that they form two single lines. An overhead scanner highlighted individual sections of each being’s anatomy.

A wall opened and a walkway appeared. “We are departing. Please proceed towards the Spear. Have a timely journey.”

As Timothy moved to a seat next to the window, Jed tried to walk by.

“Hey, where are you going? Remember, Viola says you have to stay with me or else.” Reluctantly, Jed sat down next to him.

The starkness of the Spear intimidated Timothy. There were no amenities, stripped of all comforts. The compartment was brightly lit but he couldn’t see where the lights were coming from. Seating consisted of eight across divided by a narrow walkway, resembling an airline cabin but with an identical attachment beside them, separated by a see-through wall. Timothy guessed each cabin held 50 individuals. The securely fit, one-size-fits all chair barely fit around his slim torso. It must be excruciating for them,
 he thought, looking around at the much larger passengers. Beings stood in the front and back with nothing to hold onto. Children stared wide-eyed in anticipation of the departure. Except for the walkway, beings of all shapes and sizes were crammed into the cabin. It reminded him of the pictures of trains overflowing with people in Asia.

The doors slammed shut and the Spear levitated off the platform and gained speed as it ejected into space. Once clear of the station, their rows of eight abruptly snapped, separating from the wall, swinging back to the rear. Now he knew why they called it a Spear.

He wasn’t prepared for the jolt and the pressure rush to his body. He pressed into his seat and the weight increased in his head.

Oh, no, not again!

He tried to stay calm and as quickly as the sensation began, it subsided. The standing beings became encased, so tight they couldn’t move. Because of the velocity of the acceleration, he hadn’t felt his own chair forming to his body. He wiggled his hand and found the grip release. Jed’s eyes were closed.

How could he possibly sleep through takeoff?

The galaxy roared by him and the nearby planets blurred together, blending into the outer universe, a symphony of color and light.

He viewed the other passengers. Some were sleeping. One couple was involved in an intense discussion. Two small children played a game throwing soft blocks off the back of one of the seats. One entire row entwined themselves into each other. Unsure of their intentions, he looked away. The standing travelers now enjoyed slightly larger enclosures.

The Spear’s version of first class?

Sitting beside Jed, a female reminiscent of a witch almost scared Timothy. Her unruly, black hair spilled over the seat; a mole almost covered her pointed nose. He resisted the temptation to search for a broomstick.

His mind drifted and he thought of Lucy. Someone loved her once. Did she have a husband or kids or parents? And what would anyone want with a broken-down woman with little capacity for reason?

The stars streaked by him in strands of red and silver reminiscent of continuous fireworks. Now he wished he’d paid closer attention to Viola’s lessons. Maybe then he would appreciate the how’s and why’s of Spear travel.

Jed stretched his arms and legs. Timothy hadn’t realized he was awake. “We’re observing what went before.
 When we cross, we’re crossing into the past.”

“I read somewhere a time machine is recommended for time travel.” Timothy continued to look out the opening.

Jed almost smiled. “Intergalactic transportation is fluid. It follows the light to the star system you want to visit. The innovation of the Spear created reliable travel. It still depends on the faction of suns, asteroids, and a multitude of disturbances. My shed houses a weather station of sorts. I use the calculations to compute the best guess of travel opportunities.”

Timothy redirected his focus on Jed. He hadn’t talked to him since they left the station.

“Space is a busy place. Suns, asteroid belts, meteors, wave disturbances, and heliospheres assist and interfere with travel. It’s the weather of the stars. When our weather changes, transportation times adapt. In the not too distant past, we waited years for the safe window of opportunity. If any of the variables are skewed it could make the arrival occur during an unacceptable time frame. For instance, arriving on Earth during the 1940s. Of course we are giving approximates, depending on where you want to go. Time has its own calibration.”

“Hawking’s Chronological Protection Conjecture. Worm holes, right?” Timothy kept his gaze on the rapidly passing universe.

“Worm holes are science fiction,” said Jed. “Crossings depend on high velocity vacuum polarizations. To dumb it down, it’s like sailing across gravitational fields with an unseen hurricane at your back propelling you through space. Celestial mechanics 101.”

“And if you break down and have a flat tire?” Timothy asked.

“Those are rare, and it depends on the length of the delay. If the postponement is indefinite, the Spear turns back and you have to wait for the next opportunity.” Jed almost seemed to be talking to himself, his eyes half closed. “Where we are going, it’s the hub of all we know. We’re crossing to the other side of the universe.”

Timothy pretended to understand.

“Have you ever been to Australia?” asked Jed. “Oh, I forgot you’ve never toured outside your own neighborhood except for outer space.” He continued. “Compare the voyage to traveling to America from Australia. Where you are coming from is nice enough and there are a lot of interesting places on the way and you may even stop and stay a while. Or move the wife and kids to a prosperous, vibrant country, for instance, America.”

“America? You mean China?” Timothy interjected.

“Fine, fill in the blanks adding the continent or country of your choice. Perhaps better examples are the expeditions of our ancestors from the Old World.”

“They migrated in cramped quarters, endured sickness, disease, and lived with the probability of violence from their cabin mates or crew. Their lives depended on Earth’s unpredictable weather and many ships perished with no explanation. They endured the conditions, for the opportunity of a new beginning, and the promises of a better life.”

“It took an unspecified time to sail and once they arrived, the land extended beyond the horizon,” said Jed.

“The other side of the universe is a combination of ancient and new. A port, MidLine, cuts our expanding universe in half —compare it to Earth’s equator. Past MidLine, populations of many species comingle their innovations. The scientists are having a field day keeping up with the exploding growth and combining new technologies. The other side is where we’ll find our answers to the gone-missing.”

“When did you start… traveling?” Timothy did not receive an answer.

Instead, Jed’s lids closed as he put his arms on his chest, leaving Timothy with his questions.


Now what should I do
 ?

If Jed and Viola had allowed him to drink more than one ale maybe he would be sleepy enough to take a nap. There wasn’t room to walk around the small cabin. He tried to sit still so he wouldn’t wake Jed.

Jed’s lines on his face etched deeper than Timothy remembered upon their first meeting. Although he did not complain, he still seemed frail.


Recuperating from a near deadly poison bullet may take a while.
 Timothy shut his eyes and fell asleep.

Light taps disturbed his nap. He glanced up but he could not tell where the sounds came from. Probably just a bored kid.
 The tapping continued, followed by a popping noise. The Spear decelerated. He spanned the view out the window and the blurs formed into planets and asteroids as it continued to slow.

Are we arriving already? Pretty cool, one of the inoculations must be a time inhibitor.

The passengers of the Spear were jolted from their complacency into the reality of what was happening. Panic followed in waves over the seats.

“Oh, no we can’t stop!” screamed the once-calm couple.

“What’s going on?” The father of the two kids bellowed.

Outside, the calm and serene beauty of space contrasted with the uproar inside. Several of the females began to cry and hysterical yelling cascaded through the cabin. 

"Why are we stopping?” several beings called from the stern of the cabin.

Everyone rose from their seats. Timothy glanced over at Jed, not sure of what he should do. He snored, his mouth partially opened, sound asleep.

Before Timothy could awaken Jed, the door unlatched at the back of the Spear. A male entered, dressed in a long dark duster, two weapons strapped across his massive chest. Although not much taller than Timothy, his wide muscular girth projected a menacing appearance. Another man advanced from the front identically clothed. Crescent scars prominently displayed on their fierce faces, one on each cheek and one across their foreheads.

“Good afternoon. There will be a slight delay. Travel will resume shortly— if you cooperate. We are not going to hurt anyone unless forced to do so. If you do as you are told, we will depart quickly.” The male’s tenor boomed through the cabin.

“The decision is yours and your fellow detainees. We are obligated to extract all your coin, jewelry and anything else you wish to share.”

“You bastard!” Blasted the father. “You know we may never reach our homes once the Spear has stopped.”

“You are correct,” the male answered in a condescending voice. “Chit-chat cost you what? Eight hours? Two days? What else do you care to discuss?” The father lunged forward and the male pointed a weapon at him. “I do not think the resolution is for your off-spring to see you expire this way. Shall we begin? The longer you procrastinate, your destinations will become a faded remembrance.”

He scanned the cabin as the passengers frantically pooled various dominations of coin and piled their personal items together. Shouts of “Hurry! Hurry! vibrated throughout the cabin as the male passed a skin bag from one to another. He walked between the seats his eyes scrutinizing the occupants, waving his gun, coaxing intimate items from each terrified traveler. When the black-haired woman tried to hand the pouch to Jed, Timothy punched him a couple of times, but he did not respond.

“A Human?” The male asked, intrigued, reaching over to stroke Timothy’s cheek with his gloved finger.

“I don’t have anything,” Timothy said, jerking away.

“And your friend?” The thief’s eyes landed on the sleeping Jed. The male paused, hesitating. He spun around and motioned to his partner in the other cabin.

“Thank you for your contribution,” he said as they both left through the door, Jed’s snoring uninterrupted.


The travelers comforted one another, united in stunned disbelief. Timothy tried to console the black-haired female. From the bits he did understand, her mate was dying, and she wanted to spend her last days by his side. She would not stop crying. He heard the taps and the Spear accelerated. The planets and stars once again intertwined into indistinguishable streaks somewhere far from their galaxy.



Bernard

“that much gold, and great store of riches makes them mad insomuch as they endeavour to destroy each other,”
 Margaret Cavendish, The Blazing World

Bernard studied the spreadsheets of their mounting portfolio on his computer screen. In a short time they had amassed billions of dollars in cash and other assets. Their venture (which horrified Walter, at first) was growing exponentially. The money contributed a small piece of the overall picture. If they followed Bernard’s plan, global fame, along with the accolades, would accompany the fortune.

But Walter disappointed Bernard when he did not inform him of his decision to hire a drugged-out gang to rid their budding export commerce of any local barriers. It exhibited a gross error in judgment, one they could ill afford.

Walter was genuinely surprised when Angelo and his friends disappeared shortly after the delivery of the new vehicle and guns. He surmised they were in Mexico showing off their new toys, compliments of his stupidity. He admitted he should have never trusted them with the weaponry, unaware of its origins. Any cartel would pay most of their riches to own the technology.

The truck was of no concern, easily replaced. The guns were another matter. The weapons cost Bernard ten Humans, a fact he would not share with Walter. He had stored the artillery in a warehouse for special occasions and they certainly should have never been distributed to a bunch of thugs. In Walter’s defense, he did not know of their power.

Walter’s recent visits to his clinic convinced him he should seek protection against their investment. He listed individuals asking the wrong questions: a distressed wife, a worried father, and some guy in a cowboy hat inquiring about random people no longer at the Manor. Walter over-reacted by furnishing Angelo weapons and painfully learned his Ivy League corporate skills for recruiting soft skin executives who wore $2,000 suits did not translate into managing meth-induced muscle. That was Bernard’s job. He didn’t mind getting his hands dirty.

Bernard admired Walter’s steel belly for monetary risk. He held no fear of anyone or anything in the financial world. His charm and charisma mesmerized the most astute business associates and convinced them to turn over their life savings to an imaginary fund. Walter’s Achilles’s heel, relative to many men, was his insatiable need to be acknowledged as the best and brightest.

Bernard left home as a teenager, his parents glad not to have another mouth to feed. Somehow, he was accepted into the Ivy League university, a surprise to everyone but him. He worked two, sometimes three jobs to pay his tuition, the name of the school alone could push his career forward after graduation. He did not believe in coincidences and considered it divine intervention when he met Walter in an economics class his junior year.

Walter attended on a full ride football scholarship. When he blew out his knee, Bernard volunteered to carry his backpack to class. He bought his coffee and fetched his lunch. Bernard tapped into Walter’s belief a god-given claim for success was his for the taking.

Different from other of jocks, Walter had no love for the game, only the strategy. His good looks and demeanor disguised his evolving need for success. He paid academic students to complete his assignments and seduced female professors for a better grade. Nothing gave him more joy than to concoct a plan for a guaranteed win, on his own terms.

Bernard earned his partnership by pinpointing the students who would settle for a little of Walter’s attention in exchange for forging his class work. Using Barnard’s guidance, Walter found manipulating professors and counselors surprisingly easy. No one suspected they were even friends. Why would a handsome, popular jock hang out with a small, puffy nerd with zero personality? They made the perfect team.

To supplement their incomes, Bernard and Walter enticed a computer geek to develop a pay as your watch, porn web site. Bernard studied the eccentricities of deep web payments and money funneling programs. Walter practiced his marketing skills. It operated successfully for almost their entire senior year until the geek demanded his fair share. Unfortunately, the web site was disbanded when an unidentified source tipped off the authorities. The geek squealed Walter and Bernard’s names as his partners. The police agreed the names were picked at random. The none too bright handsome football hero and a mediocre student did not employ the brains to cultivate an unlawful business of this sophistication.

After graduation, Walter entertained several employment propositions. Bernard guided him to a hedge fund company, which benefited both of their career paths. The CEO wanted Walter and employed Bernard as a favor. Bernard funneled market tips to Walter’s customers and let him bask in the glory. His vision involved grander conspiracies than a few extra dollars to purchase a Lamborghini.

Bernard’s genius was removing all obstacles along the way. For years they amassed a pyramid of wealth and success, establishing Walter’s reputation of possessing the Midas touch. They left the hedge fund equipped with the knowledge on how to effectively bilk investors and parlayed their former employer’s lack of cyber security to strip the firm of all their clients.

They built the new company together. Only Walter’s eloquent quotes, digitally imprinted in the financial papers solidified his sole legacy. His business acumen became legend in the United States. Bernard’s ideas morphed into Walter’s. Bernard blended into the background and became invisible according to plan.

Before Walter could achieve the international fame he coveted, the financial markets imploded, leaving in its wake global ruin and the carnage of shredded dreams. No one, not even Bernard could have predicted the enormity of the downfall. Or how quickly the money faucet turned off.

The looming financial clouds were ignored because the cash flowed in fast and furious.

The placement of customer’s assets involved a convoluted, supposedly foolproof mathematical instrument no one understood. When it collapsed, no amount of tinkering or creative distribution of funds could unlink the fractured puzzle. All pieces led to Walter.

Walter fell hard. It took all of Bernard’s cunning and much of the stashed money (at least the money Walter knew about) to negotiate an incarceration of six years at a minimum-security prison plus an added bonus of five years of community service, a light sentence for a white- collar crime of this magnitude. The attorney Bernard hired managed to convince the SEC, the I.R.S., and federal prosecutors that Walter could not have possibly known the intricacies of the multifarious blueprint for the undisclosed diversion of funds to the supposedly risk-free credit default swaps. The retirement accounts of thousands of hard-working families, city municipalities pension funds, and unsuspecting corporations expecting to multiply their hard-earned cash were lost forever, flushed down the derivative rabbit hole.

The complexity of their business screamed liability. Therefore, Bernard suggested another face on their house of cards. A Wall Street wunderkind thought he won the career lottery when Walter appointed him to chief financial officer a year before the financial meltdown.

Bernard’s meticulous paper trail placed the blame for their failure exclusively on the shoulders of the young and surprisingly naïve, chief financial officer. The young man could not live with the humiliation and took his own life. Bernard made sure of it.

Walter bargained exonerations from the harshest accusations and accepted the minimum punishment for his oversights as the leader of their company. When the inquiry asked a routine question regarding Bernard, Walter portrayed him as a pathetic hanger-on, a sycophant. With no paper trail, e-mails, or texts leading to his partner, the investigation moved on to bigger issues.

While Walter relaxed in prison, Bernard did not know what to do. For the first time in 20 years he did not control someone else’s life. He was bored. He saved ample money under an alias he used in a Singapore bank, the new don’t-ask-don’t-tell of the financial world and could live the rest of his life comfortably without working another day.

But flashy cars and mansions never tempted him. His only joy was reading billions of dollars earned on spreadsheets. He purchased a condo in a simple, middle-class neighborhood, and his Honda Accord provided adequate transportation. Bernard knew wealthy lifestyles brought unwanted attention. Consequently, no one suspected him of siphoning corporate assets.

Bernard’s unappealing aura and serious demeanor, devoid of any humor, discouraged physical attraction from both women and men. A big head crowned his pudgy body. Bushy eyebrows and a pocked complexion cast him invisible to the opposite sex. When he was younger, he occasionally thought he should contemplate marriage. But he found women insignificant except for the sensuous pleasures they could offer. Co-workers occasionally tried to set him up. Only women lacking self confidence accepted invitations for dinner or drinks. During dinner he communicated his physical needs and usually his invitations of casual sex were accepted. One date and he never called back. He didn’t have the need for a relationship, only sex.

Paid escorts afforded him the opportunity to be with the type of women and bodies who otherwise would snub him. His schedule did not allow for more than five or six escapades per year. He always met them at different hotels, paid in cash, and never carried a wallet or any form of identification. He used a prepaid cell phone to contact the services. Bernard prudently kept his identity away from his girls. He even purchased an unregistered 1995 Volkswagen used only to drive to his dates and parked it in a garage a mile from his home.

One day he paid for Jenna. She was small boned, almost delicate, and tall for an Asian. Her straight black hair fell down her back and smelled of rain. Although he usually received little satisfaction conversing with women, she asked the right questions and listened to his answers. She laughed at his witty comments.

For the first time Bernard permitted himself to be manipulated, and he liked it. After all, he had nothing better to do. It was a pleasant distraction from Walter and his current state of affairs. He began calling the same service and requesting only her. Soon, weekly meetings were arranged.

The day came when she wanted more. Jenna pleaded to have a number to call him direct. She wanted him to tell her his real name.

“Sweetie, why pay for the service?” she asked. “For the money you’re spending, you could set me up in our own home. We will be so happy!”

In the early morning after Jenna left his bed, Bernard walked to his car, his thoughts bearing down on his stupidity. He allowed himself to be seduced and enjoyed every minute, one of the few mistakes in his adult life. He vowed never to see her again.

He tried to sleep, instead he chastised himself for his selfish indulgence. The financial markets were barely open when the doorbell rang. Too self-involved to wonder why anyone would bother him at this hour, he opened the door. Jenna strolled past him.

“Oh, sweetie, you’re not happy to see me?” taunted Jenna as she carefully scoped his compact condo.

“How did you find me?” Bernard asked, stunned.

“Oh, I have friends,” she laughed. “May I have a glass of water or some milk?”

Bernard poured water from the tap and handed her the glass. “What do you want?”

Daylight enhanced her flawless complexion, showing no hint of makeup. Tight jeans and a snug tank top hugged her lean body. He wanted to grab her and kiss her, but it wasn’t that kind of visit.

“Well, Bernard, I love your name. Ber-nard, rolls off the tongue. Don’t you just adore surprises? My roommate and I watched you for months. You are a clever boy.” Jenna walked around his condo, examining the expensive furniture and pieces of art. “There’s very little information available about you. It took me a while, eventually I discovered who you really are.

“You’re scamming me,” Bernard said shaking his head, his thin lips pursed in a frown.

“I’ll ask again, what do you want?”

“No, you’re not being scammed.” She cooed. “I’m pregnant.”

Bernard choked. “Impossible.”

She laughed again. “Sweetie, you know that’s not true.”

“Anyway, I am willing to continue our relationship and we will meet here at your condo. This can only be one of your many homes because a man with your credentials has money stashed everywhere. Don’t worry, I’m not here to blackmail you. I only expect the best for our son, Bernie, Jr. See you on Thursday unless you want to meet sooner. We’re always available for you.” She placed the glass on the edge of his desk and patted her perfectly flat stomach.

“I’ll let myself out.” She kissed him on the cheek. Her spiked heels clicked confidently against the wood floors as she closed the door behind her.

Bernard respected Jenna for her treachery. Not for a moment did he believe she had affection for him. She was a pro at many things, and one was manipulation of chemistry. He reached for the phone.

“Sam, I need your help!” Bernard barked into the phone. “Can you meet me in an hour?”

Sam was a corporate scrubber. He discreetly scrubbed away unruly clients or pious co-workers and never left a trail. He deftly orchestrated murders, disappearances, kidnappings, fires, whatever the customer ordered. They were all sub-contracted, therefore Sam’s hands remained clean. He never shared their methodology, mostly to avoid any possibility of losing his well-deserved profits.

Bernard never contested Sam’s fees and paid up front, in cash. Their mutually benefiting relationship consisted of phone calls, action, and transfer of funds.

Jenna missed their scheduled appointment. Two weeks later Bernard called the service asking for Jenna. The receptionist said she had not checked in. When pressed for more details, suggesting her roommate instead, the woman proceeded to inform him that both she and her roommate were unavailable. “May we propose another young lady who would love to date you?”

Bernard meticulously anticipated the implications and consequences before he would contact Sam. He was not the kind of man who tolerated mistakes, personally or professionally.

But the anguish he experienced and could not control bewildered Bernard. He missed Jenna, his body craved her sex. He could not stop thinking about her. He needed to see her.

“Is she dead?” Bernard asked, his fourth call in a week.

Sam had never seen this side of Bernard. Although tempted to avoid his calls, avoidance is an invitation to hunt for another scrubber. Besides, Bernard’s work was steady and immensely profitable.

“I have no idea,” Sam answered.

“How much?” Bernard asked.

“What?”

“How much will it cost me? I don’t want
 to know if she’s alive, I need
 to know.”

A week later a Volkswagen Jetta followed a beat-up white van down Santa Monica Boulevard. This was Bernard’s fifth day of trailing the old van and the Mexican driver. After numerous calls, several hundred-dollar bills and carefully interrogating a man who owned a food truck near the location where Sam would make contact, Bernard suspected he had found the subcontractor.


You’d think killing a couple of hookers would be a piece of cake,
 Bernard thought. This transaction is almost as sophisticated as hiding credit derivatives in mortgage securities.


The van and the Jetta traveled the city. The Mexican stopped by restaurant kitchens and asked for any unwanted food. After making his daily rounds, he delivered the bags of produce or precooked meals to the grateful shelters. He also stopped beside the road and picked up the homeless and drove them to clinics or the tent cities. Every day, at noon, the van stopped at an old cemetery tucked into the middle of the city. The Mexican and his bagged lunch visited a grave and left behind a single flower.


What is this guy, some fucking Good Samaritan? Maybe I was suckered
 . Is this Sam’s way of teaching me a lesson?


The past three evenings the van ended the identical daily routine around 6 P.M., faithfully driving to a small home in an established neighborhood. On the fourth evening the Mexican deviated from his schedule and headed towards downtown Los Angeles. As the sun drifted below the horizon, Bernard watched the van slow down on a street corner and stop in front of a stooped old man. The man smiled a toothless grin as he climbed into the front seat.

The van returned to the modest house and parked under the carport. The Mexican locked up the vehicle and went inside. A few minutes later the lights dimmed in the house. There was no movement in the van.

Where’s the old man? Did he sneak him inside?

Bernard considered going back to his condo. But he needed answers more than food or sleep. He took off his jacket and belt and settled in for the night.

The sound of the front door’s screen slamming alarmed him to wake, and it took him a moment to shake off the muddle of sleep. The Mexican jumped into the van and threw what looked like a stack of winter clothes into the passenger seat.

“Where’s he going today?
 ” Bernard asked himself. “Why so early? Where’s the old man?”


The van backed out of the driveway as the eastern sky filtered from dark to light. Instead of heading west towards town, the van entered the eastbound ramp of Interstate 10, followed closely by the Jetta.

In San Bernardino the van stopped at a gas station. Bernard pulled to the other side and ran to the outside facilities. When he finished, he walked back to his car to see the Mexican driving away, sipping on a cup of coffee.


Nothing for the old guy? 
 He could also use a cup of coffee, but it would have to wait.

They headed east, exiting Interstate 10 east of Palm Desert onto a rural route.

Bernard measured his distance, the van ahead at least a mile until it turned onto a dirt road, the dust kicking up ahead of him, heading straight into the desert.

Is he a smuggler, utilizing some forgotten path?

Bernard stopped the car and got out, listening, until the sound of the van faded. He climbed into his Jetta, staying as far back as he dared. He did not want the Mexican to become suspicious of another vehicle appearing in this desolate place.

He drove slowly, careful not to disturb the dirt. The road coiled up and down for miles. He finally glimpsed the van off the side of the road.

Jesus, I almost missed it.

Bernard’s heart pounded. He swerved down a low ditch and parked. Quietly he opened his door, not closing it. He hid behind a large rock and waited.

Two Palo Verde trees concealed the van from the road. Bernard crept closer. There was no noise, eerily so, except for the occasional rustling of the underbrush by some unseen rodent. Before him sprawled a vast valley with sparse vegetation, surrounded by boulders etched into the serrated hills.

He went back to his hiding place.

Where are they? Did he bring the old guy to this inaccessible place just to kill him?

Bernard knew how to read people. Yes, he misjudged Jenna. In his defense he wasn’t interested in character, just a good fuck. The Mexican didn’t fit the profile of a cold-blooded killer. From what he observed, he made a meager living from donations from the missions, his personal bus service, and bringing food to the shelters. Public records stated he had no mortgage and his wife died four years ago, leaving two sons, his only family.

While he contemplated his next move, he hadn't noticed the breeze turning unruly until the flinging sand stung his eyes. His hands instinctively shielded his head. The sunlight illuminated the boulders in the valley. A dust devil born from the desert floor ascended slowly, turning methodically and gaining speed with each spin. Bernard lowered his hands and let the sand burn his face, he was too fascinated to turn away or think about being afraid. The wind churned dirt and rocks into a tunnel of blue darkness rotating upwards. He had never seen a dust devil, much less one this ferocious. He assumed he would have read if the desert produced something this significant. Then the sky cleared, as if it never happened.

Bernard brushed off the dirt, his mind filled with internal dialogue.

What if the twister comes back? Should he find cover? Or explore the desert and try to locate the Mexican?

He wasn’t much of a hiker and his soft body abhorred anything physical. The interesting rock formations caught his attention. Should he walk down there?

Now that would be stupid.

What did a bunch of rocks have to do with the Mexican? Besides he only had one bottle of water left. He took a sip and decided to stay until dusk.

Less than an hour later an old pickup truck with two men in the cab barreled down the dirt road. It lurched to a stop and a young man got out. He jumped into the van, started the engine and drove to the main highway, the truck following close behind. Bernard waited a few minutes before leaving. His instincts told him the van was heading back to L.A.

The next day Bernard drove by the Mexican’s house and his instincts once again proved correct. The white van was parked under the carport.

He phoned one of the shelters presenting himself as management of a local restaurant and asked why the nice Mexican man hadn’t stopped by to pick up his food donation.

“Oh, you mean Carlos. He is in Mexico,” the young woman replied. “He visits there several times a year to see his mother. We expect him back in a week or so.”

Bernard waited a few days before returning to his stakeout spot down the street from the Mexican’s home. This time he brought supplies.

The same pickup from the desert pulled up in front of the house four mornings later at exactly 5:25 A.M. A younger version of the Mexican went inside the home and returned carrying water and clothes. Bernard made a bet with himself they were going to make another trip to the exact spot where he last saw Carlos.

The young man’s radio blared as he headed towards Interstate 10 and pounded his hands on the steering wheel to the Latino beat. Oblivious to his surroundings he nearly sideswiped several vehicles. Bernard trailed the pickup to the dust devil site, not worried he would be spotted. He slowed down when he approached the boulders. Both autos parked in their identical spots of a week ago.

Bernard half expected the Mexican and the toothless man to be standing by the side of the road waiting for their ride. But neither was there. The young man got out of the truck.

Bernard left his car door ajar in case he needed a quick escape. He watched the young man walk down to the valley.

The sky darkened but there were no clouds. The bleached rock formations brightened, followed by prisms of light shooting into the sky.


Is this a desert thing
 ?

His internal commentary ceased when the wind turned fierce, the sand once again stung his body and the cloudless sky opened and another twister descended. The funnel furiously attached to the desert floor.

“What the…” Bernard trailed off. As fast as it arrived, the dust devil dissipated. In the middle of the boulders, where moments before the sun’s rays had illuminated the various rocks, stood the Mexican.

His son ran to him and patted him to confirm the Mexican was all right. He wore a hat, a heavy jacket, high boots and gloves.

They walked together to the truck and the older man shed the winter apparel. The young man drove back to L.A., his father in the passenger seat, paying close attention to the road
 .


The Brothers

“But suppose we were to teach creationism. What would be the content of the teaching? Merely that creator formed the universe and all species of life ready made? Nothing more? No details?”
   Isaac Asimov

No one rested. It seemed like they had been stationary for an eternity. Did they overshoot their time opportunity? Timothy tried to understand the murmurings and sensed fear and disappointment. A few of the passengers sat in stoic silence, after the crying and wailing stopped.

The Spear did not turn back and the length of the delay was the sole discussion. Some of the passengers catching transports for remote destinations couldn’t be sure of when, or if, they could continue their journey if the connections were missed.

Several hours later Jed stirred and opened his eyes to see Timothy staring at him. “What’s wrong?” he asked, cracking his stiff back.

“You missed it. We were Spear-jacked.”

“Really?” Jed yawned.

“Two men stopped the Spear and came aboard. They tried to take our money and stuff but left before they could gather it all up.”

“I can’t believe I missed all of the excitement,” Jed said. Timothy thought he heard a hint of sarcasm.

“Everyone’s anxious. The arrival time is messed up,” said Timothy.

“How long were they here?” Jed asked, and stretched his arms.

“Ten, fifteen minutes, tops.”

“We’ll be fine,” said Jed.

“I’m not so concerned about us, as the rest of the passengers.” Timothy pointed to the black-haired woman. “Her mate’s dying and—”

“I meant we will all be fine,” Jed said. “The pilots have allocated for delays without turning back. They developed a new technology to utilize the Black Energy to propel the Spear at a faster rate to make up a portion of the delay. It’s not exact, but we will not overshoot our destinations by weeks or months anymore.”

“Why are you the only one aboard who knows this? Should we make an announcement?”

“I travel more than they do. These are families and tourists. I travel for work. No need for panic. Yes, the attacks are happening more often, but they’re still rare. And no, we don’t need to broadcast anything until we’re sure this Spear is updated.”

“So, there’s a chance it doesn’t have it? Can we ask the pilot? Where is he? Down below or behind us?”

Jed sighed. He tried not to show his frustration at Timothy’s unwillingness to learn the basics of Spear travel when he had the chance. “The pilot stays on the station. The interval and speed is calibrated into the Spear at liftoff.”

“I guess I should’ve read the fine print.”

Timothy leaned across to the black-haired woman and tried to comfort her by whispering Jed’s information. She told the man behind her and optimism overcame the sense of dread hanging over the cabin.

“This time machine isn’t nearly as fun as the ones in the movies,” he muttered. His boredom turned to weariness and he fell into a deep, dreamless asleep.

Timothy woke up to Jed poking him in the ribs. “As much as I hate to wake you, we are close to docking.”

“Tell me when the attendant walks by. I could sure use a cup of coffee and a bagel.” Timothy opened his eyes and winced at the stark lighting turned on for landing. He found himself staring directly into Jed’s face.

Timothy gripped Jed’s arm. “Jesus, Timothy, if you think a cup of coffee will magically appear—”

“Jed! You have the same markings as the man who held us up.”

“Markings?” Jed asked.

“Scars, tattoos. They are the same as yours,” Timothy said. Some of the passengers turned to their direction.

Jed laughed. “I don’t have any markings.
 Don’t you recognize good old fashion age lines when you see them? On our world they’re called wrinkles, caused by travel with unwanted, obnoxious companions.”

The passengers went back to their own activities, deciding the prolonged companionship had become too much for the Human males.

Timothy did not want to cause an argument by asking too many questions. It wasn’t the end of this conversation.

The Spear slowed and entered a galaxy uncharted and unseen by Human eyes on Earth. The entry delivered a spectacular demonstration of light and color. 

The Spear continued to decelerate, and the passengers became more apprehensive, worried their connecting transports had left without them. Scattered applause and cheers erupted throughout the cabins when outside the fringe of the solar system, the station came into view. The Spear snapped the two cabins together, flew effortlessly into the platform and waited to be unloaded.

The exit was orderly and a few of the beings stopped to bid Timothy goodbye. The black-haired woman gave him a hug in appreciation. She eyed Jed suspiciously.

When they moved into the terminal, Timothy realized it was a mirrored scene from Viola’s station. Creatures of all shapes and sizes were running and yelling, “Hurry, Hurry!” Signs overhead flashed and receded.

“Do you want me to hold your hand?” Jed asked, sensing Timothy’s anxiety.

“I’m fine. As much as you want to lose me, please don’t,” replied Timothy.

“My fear of Viola keeps you close to me. She would rip me apart with her tentacles if I didn’t bring you back.”


It has nothing to do with me
 , Timothy reflected. It has everything to do with you
 .

Timothy questioned if he should be wary of Jed. He knew little about his traveling companion, certainly not enough to trust him.

Jed read the signs overhead and sprinted down the terminal, yelling back at a bewildered Timothy. “Our shuttle is leaving now!”

“Aren’t you tired and trying to recover from poison in all your organs?” Timothy ran to keep up with him.

“We don’t want to miss our ride. Two Humans on this station? With no Viola and all the rumors, we don’t want to be left behind.”

Timothy thought about the black-haired woman. He hoped she would be reunited with her spouse.

They arrived at an empty gate manned by a lone attendant. She seemed startled to see the two Human males running towards her. She stated the need for special clearance and did not contain her astonishment when the scan allowed them to board.

“This isn’t a Zephyr, right?” Timothy asked. His stomach belched with the mere mention of its name.

“No, the Zephyr is Earth specific, at least as far as we know. Several of the foremost scientific intellects in the galaxy have tried to duplicate it with disastrous results.”

The wall opened. The attendant warily watched Jed and Timothy as they boarded but did not stop them.

The pilotless transport consisted of one small, round cabin, barely larger than a pod. They were the only passengers. As the ship rose above the platform, Timothy could see the Spear shimmering against the galaxy.  He doubted if he would travel on another one again.

Jed sat down and immediately closed his eyes. Timothy couldn’t get comfortable and pressed his head against the wraparound viewer. For the first time he wondered which star was Earth’s.

Just beyond, Timothy could see a sun surrounded by five perfectly formed orbs aligned in the same orbit.

“They’re named the Five Brothers, designed by a culture which disappeared before Earth came into existence,” Jed said, leaning towards the window.

“Designed?”

“According to history, the Ancient ones strived to live an ideal life. A life for each being’s version of civilization. The good and the bad,” said Jed.

“How do you make
 a planet?”

“There are several different theories. It keeps the scientists busy and will continue to tempt future ones. I doubt we will ever decipher one of the universe’s unsolved mysteries.”

“What are the Five Brothers?”

“Brother 1 is the agriculture planet. Cool temperatures control the plains. Vegetation from fruits to grains feed the entire segment. Dry, rockier terrains grow the grapes for wine. Weather blankets shelter the continents, and the farmers determine the crops to be harvested. Instead of fighting the elements, they utilized the abundant organic energies to develop new technologies. Brother 2, the blue world is—”

“Let me guess,” interrupted Timothy. “The ocean planet for fishing?”

“Close enough. It’s seven-eighths water. Several of the fishermen formed a consortium and built beachfront resorts. It seems all creatures are willing to pay for warm sand, and tiny umbrellas stuck in adult beverages.

“The moons for Brother 1 and 2 are used for universities and for the academia. Their twelve moons are used for different forms of enlightenment.”

Jed paused to think of the right description for Brother 3.

“The planet to your right is split between industry and the handlers of finances. Think of it as Wall Street on one side and all non-service trade on the other. The largest Spear manufacturer in the universe calls Brother 3 home. From clothes to industrial development, every millimeter is a tribute to a corporation or bank. Success generated the elaborate skytowers.”

“A great desert acted as a type of moat for thousands of years to keep them separate before resorts could be built. Now financiers can enjoy mini vacations without leaving their assets too far behind.”

“And the other two?”

“Brother 4 is the reddish planet. Are you lucky at cards? Do you prefer to have a good time with more than one female or male?”

“A destination for…” Timothy was trying to think of the word. “Vices?”

“Unregulated sin. It’s a planet devoid of law. The lawless control all the illegal activities. The lure of acting badly, or watching depraved things happen to other creatures has proven more popular and profitable than anyone could have predicted.”

“Is it similar to Las Vegas?”

“On steroids. The unthinkable is legal.”

“Why would the Ancients designate an entire planet just for sin?”

“To keep it all in one place,” Jed said.

“And Brother 5?”

“That’s where we’re going.”

The craft approached Brother 5 from the planet’s dark side. They landed near a dilapidated barn structure in a field illuminated only by the transport’s lights. As soon as Jed and Timothy exited the craft, the door closed, and the shuttle took off leaving them alone in the field.

Timothy felt “bone-tired” as his mother would say. He wanted to stay in one place for a while. The Zephyr, a Spear and the transport sucked all the glamour out of trekking through the universe.

“The only way to get to where we are going is to walk, and the sun won’t be up for another couple of hours.”

“Now? In the dark? Where are we going?” Timothy asked, wearily.

“To an orphanage. We need to hurry. When our elimination inoculations wear off, it won’t be pleasant to be stuck in the middle of a pasture.

Jed led them down a well-traveled path, prodding Timothy to keep up. The multiple full moons projected a muted brightness and Timothy could see the road ahead, tall, leafy trees lining both sides. The clear sky and pleasant temperature were a welcome reprieve from the sterile environment of the stations and the Spear.

“What is this place?” Timothy asked. “You said we’re going to an orphanage?”

“Brother 5 is the planet for the unwanted. One of the continents is dedicated to the disowned children throughout the galaxy. The volunteers provide love and education to babies to young adults. Children of all species and ages are shipped here to live out their days. Many were abused or rescued from slave labor. Some societies enforce a zero toleration policy for children of a lesser intelligence, and their parents bring them here instead of the other, unthinkable alternative. Brother 5 became their only possibility for survival."

Jed did not slow his pace. “Another continent is for the elderly. Cultures vary on their beliefs and expectations of care for the elderly. Unfortunately, some species believe the worth of an individual end at a predetermined age and should be banished from their society. Others don’t wish to be a burden to their families and choose to live on Brother 5. Another continent is for the terminally ill.”

Jed paused, waiting for Timothy to interrupt him. When none came, he continued.

“We’re going to an orphanage. It takes in children considered not particularly bright, therefore socially unacceptable. At least here there is a possibility for a future.”

Timothy walked beside Jed. For once he did not know what to say.


Fool’s Continent

“Beauty is in the heart of the beholder
 .” H. G. Wells

The sky’s darkness faded into shades of blue as the moons set over the horizon. Streaks of orange radiated over the treetops and snow dusted mountains settled peacefully over the beginning day.

Timothy could see the ivy-covered chimneys in the distance, stately erected above a two-story stone cottage.  Saffron flowers peeked through the masonry. Several outbuildings interspersed throughout the property. Stirring bird like creatures chirped, while an older woman coaxed a large, shaggy, four-legged animal out of the barn. 

A high-pitched yowl interrupted the peacefulness of the dawn. Jed instinctively tried to push Timothy aside before a flash of fur leaped out of nowhere, and slammed against Timothy’s chest, toppling him to the ground.

“Essie, stop!” yelled Jed.

A lighter version of Diablo pressed down on Timothy, her huge dark eyes gleaming.

“Essie, you’re a beautiful girl,” Timothy said, softly, feeling no fear.

If he became a snack for a small, hairy Tasmanian devil he might as well get in the last word. She licked him across the face, jumped off, and trotted away, displaying the trademarked sideways gait.

“Are you okay? I forgot all about Essie.” Jed helped brush the dirt and grass off Timothy.

“Jedadiah, Oh, my goodness, Jed is that you?” The older woman came running toward them, tears spilling from her eyes. “I was so worried.”

She grabbed Jed and held on to him, weeping.

“Marguerite, it’s okay.”

A few minutes later Jed and Marguerite sat side-by-side at a plank table, crowded by chairs, in a kitchen warmed by a wood-burning fireplace. Jed’s arm draped around her shoulder, their heads close as they talked. Timothy lingered at the door. Through the opened picture window, he gazed past the barn, to the plains of multi-hued flowers and green rolling hills framed by snowcapped mountains. Interrupting his vision, a flat-headed creature using his many hands, stirred pots and at the same time conducted a pleasant, energetic ballad, with sounds of squeaking, clapping and other sounds Timothy had never heard.

“Viola sent word the Spear left. We expected you days ago.”

Jed looked over at Timothy to answer his impending question before he answered Marguerite’s.

“The Spear is difficult to track because of the combined combustion of the redshift and kinetic energy propelling through space.”

Timothy nodded as if it made perfect sense to him.

Marguerite checked a pan on the stove and the aroma of coffee brewing filled the air. Jed indicated for Timothy to follow him to their room.

Jed seemed relaxed and happy once he showered and Timothy felt better than expected after cleaning up. Both of their stomachs complained from the lack of food. Ridi, the flat-headed creature, placed a plate in front of each of them.

Marguerite’s delicate bone structure gave her the appearance of a small woman until she stood eye-to eye with Timothy. The only age lines etched the sides of her eyes. Shocks of gray and snowy hair tucked back neatly into a strong ponytail

“How long have you lived on Brother 5?” Timothy asked.

“Many years. There are no beings helping the mentally and physically disabled children in this part of the universe. My life was over on my planet. It gave me a chance to help those truly in need.”

“If the truth be told, we got sick of her bossiness on Earth. And here she is, in another galaxy still telling me what to do,” Jed teased.

Marguerite smiled. “Jed told me how you both met.”

“Yes, we did meet cute. What can I say; he swept me off my feet, literally. It’s an old story, boy meets old man, old man tries to kill boy, old man takes boy to a land far, far, too far away.” Timothy looked down at Essie nuzzling next to him.

Marguerite grasped his hand. “Thank you for saving his life. The idea of him not being among us even if he’s not here—”

“Stop it, old lady. You’ll make the boy blush,” said Jed.

Marguerite pulled herself together and wiped away a tear with her apron.

“How are the kids?” Jed asked.

“They will be up soon, and you can see for yourself. You won’t believe how big they’re getting. And smart!” She sighed. “The word is out regarding our work and are we’re receiving more and more babies.”

“Physically or mentally challenged?” Timothy said.

“Neither. The majority brought here is not considered perfect enough for today’s society. We are called the Fool’s Continent of Brother 5. Many have quick minds but may be limited physically. There are a few who are slower mentally than others. Truthfully, I’ve thought it was their species. Either way, it shouldn’t be used as an excuse.”

“Are there any Human children?” Timothy asked, detecting a silent exchange of discomfort between Marguerite and Jed.


Should I have not asked the question
 ?

“There are no Human children on this side of the universe,” Marguerite answered a little too quickly. “It’s thought Humans aren’t quite ready for all of our complexities. There are exceptions, though.”

“Jed and I are the exception?”

“Jed, maybe, definitely not you,” Marguerite said. Jed laughed and Timothy shot him a smirk. He wasn’t sure if she was teasing.

“Then how did you get here?”

“A story for another time,” Jed said. He poured them a cup of coffee, indicating the conversation needed to go into a different direction.

“Do you operate a free clinic? Your door welcomes unwanted children everywhere?” Timothy asked, trying to stay on safe ground.

“Yes and no. We are free from any government intervention. It’s stated by the Ancients in the bylaws.”

“The Five Brothers came with bylaws? Are they written on four tablets? Did Moses come down from the mountaintop?”

“Careful, son. My name on Earth was Mother Marguerite. Although I no longer wear a habit, and now live in another world, I still obey the scripture of our Lord and all that is Holy in his Bible.”

The look she gave Timothy turned his insides into jelly. He shivered even though warmth radiated from the fireplace. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.


So, this is Mother Marguerite
 . I should have guessed instantly
 .

“The bylaws were written for each specific Brother,” said Jed. “The Ancients created this planet to provide safety and care for children who have no options. The continents for the elderly and terminal ill were formed later. It’s a haven committed to peace and comfort for their days. It is sanctioned: Brother 5 can never be used for industry or commerce.”

“Some of the families are generous, donating coin and necessities, mostly out of guilt,” said Mother Marguerite. “Our place is one of more than a thousand orphanages scattered throughout the planet depending on each individual species’ needs.”

“Who or what oversees Brother 5?” Timothy asked.

“Father Charles,” answered Marguerite.

Before the conversation could continue, a noisy procession marched down the stairs. Flinging open the kitchen door, the children stopped, falling over one another, surprised to see two strangers in their home. Three bug-eyed kids squealed when they recognized Jed and ran to the table. They crawled on his lap, fighting for the best position. The smaller one poked at Timothy and held up his arms to be picked up. Timothy bent down and the child wrapped his appendages around Timothy’s body, placing his head on his chest. Marguerite smiled her approval.

The voices and laughter were a welcome distraction from all of the unanswered questions. Did Jed bring Marguerite here? He had a long way to go to charm her into sharing answers.

Timothy counted nine kids around the table. Ridi’s many hands placed dishes, cups, poured drinks, ladled food, all the while singing his merry tune. Each species nutritional requirement varied and he knew who ate what and how much. Ridi did not hesitate to slap a couple of eager hands. Timothy closed his eyes, listening to the sounds. They could come from any happy family.

Jed relished the attention and momentarily forgot his responsibility of searching for the gone-missing. A cheerful ruckus filled the kitchen. Three children sat on his lap as they left their food untouched, too distracted to eat, and pulled at his ears and picked at the hairs on his arms. The cuddly creature stayed attached to Timothy’s chest. What appeared to be his little brother jockeyed for a position on his leg. An older, female child shyly asked if she could sit next to Timothy. When Timothy held out his hand, she held it during the entire breakfast. Marguerite beamed.

A few minutes later loud crying could be heard above the racket. “Oh, the babies are coming down,” said Marguerite.

She placed four highchairs around the table, including one between Jed and Timothy. She lightly nudged Essie with her foot but the animal refused to move from Timothy’s boot.

A woman walked into the kitchen carrying two infants, and numerous toddlers glued to her apron. She was young, not a girl, red curls tumbled around her smile. When she looked at Timothy, her luminous green eyes transformed her from pretty to breathtaking.


Opportunities

“When there’s only God to blame, we forgive him. When it’s our fellow man, we destroy him.”
 Hugh Howe, Shift

Bernard parked the Jetta down the street from the Mexican’s home in his usual spot. The Mexican hadn’t been seen for several days. He wanted to approach him the day his son dropped him off, but he knew he needed to prepare for the meeting.

Bernard hired an expensive private detective. He pretended the Mexican was a potential candidate for the position of his personal limo driver. He told the investigator all his employees required a thorough background check.

The extensive investigation provided the bare minimum of documentation: his name was Carlos Rodriquez, the father of two boys, no other relatives. The boys weren’t married, the older one had a girlfriend and a baby. All four lived in an apartment close to their father’s house and both of the young men worked at a construction site. Although good-natured, they did not seem to have any friends. He couldn’t trace any living kin for Rodriquez or the girlfriend.

“Odd, but I guess they have each other,” said the detective. “Carlos is well respected. He’s worked for the shelters in Los Angeles for over 30 years. His father also worked for the shelters before he passed away. Seems like a nice family.”

“Thank you for your time,” said Bernard. “I think I will hire my sister’s boy.” They both agreed helping relatives was important in today’s economy.

Bernard’s physical craving for Jenna had evaporated. The mystery of Carlos, his sons, and the dust devil in the desert consumed him.

Sam was perplexed when Bernard insisted, he organize a team and pick up Carlos. The only relationship with his contractors was one of business. His employees didn’t circulate resumes and certainly didn’t divulge personal confidences. If he or she didn't answer his text, he contacted the next person. Carlos worked alone and had developed into one of his prized subcontractors. There were never any issues with the people assigned to him. Sam’s only complaint was the infrequency of the jobs he accepted.

Bernard validated Sam’s suspicions when he expressed disappointment in the way Carlos handled Jenna’s disappearance. When Sam advised him to drop it, Bernard convinced Sam to keep his opinions to himself by tripling his usual fee.

The following week Bernard received the call he had been waiting for: Carlos' return to work and his usual routine. After finishing one of his restaurant stops, Sam’s paid henchman dragged Carlos out of his van and shoved him into the back of a four-door sedan. They gagged him, covered his head, and tied his feet and hands. The men were given strict instructions not to harm Carlos.

The van followed the sedan to an empty warehouse near the San Pedro Pier. Under a phony name, Bernard leased the site specifically to store heisted museum pieces and paintings smuggled into the country to complement Walter’s prized collection. For a while it interned cargo of unmarked gold bullion for a business associate who considered Walter a friend.

Although gold is typically transferrable by certificates, the associate greedily stipulated bricks so they would be difficult to trace. Walter graciously granted his request and accepted delivery of the bars. The friend unexpectedly disappeared before the transfer of funds consummated, never to be seen again. Walter trusted Bernard to exchange the gold for more than the fair market value. Bernard justified a consulting fee of 10,000 ounces, which, after he diverted to his personal safe havens, he exchanged for various currencies including bitcoins. While the rest of the world experienced diminished returns, his assets grew by the hour.

Bernard waited inside until the small caravan drove into the warehouse.

“Carlos Rodriquez. You have quite the story to tell,” said Bernard as he ordered two of the men to tie Carlos to a chair.  

He ordered all but one of the men to exit the warehouse and thanked them for their service. He retained the man with a massive physique, possibly Russian or Eastern European from his accent. Bernard didn’t care where he came from as long as they completed the job he planned. He asked him to wait outside.

Bernard pulled the sack off Carlos' head.

“I can’t wait for you to share it with me. Please, start at the beginning.”

He wheeled up a chair directly in front of Carlos and yanked the tape off his mouth.

“Not talking will cost you your life and the lives of your sons.”

Carlos stared straight ahead and said nothing, a blank expression on his face. But inside, he barely controlled his rage. He already knew why the men kidnapped him. He did not feel fear from a fate he probably deserved.

Sam hired him because he assumed he was a trained assassin. In reality he saved the people Sam hired him to terminate. Carlos tried to help the unlucky individuals marked for death.

Murdering two young women because one of them slept with the wrong man was not an invitation to kill. Carlos had learned the punishment for living with bad choices was a harsher sentence than dying.

The dark-haired one tried to shock him by sharing intricate, sexual details regarding the man paying for her disappearance. She insisted he would miss her. The other bragged about the money she made, and although she didn’t care for Mexicans, they typically didn’t tip, he could fuck her every Monday for life. They begged him to take them to their apartment. When he refused to respond, it became ugly with profanity and threats. He almost turned his van back to L. A. to call Sam and refuse the job. Still, a murder-for-hire for the purpose of ending their young lives did not seem to be a fair verdict.


All from my warped justification to help others. Even a bad guy or girl should get a second chance every now and then
 , Carlos thought.

“Okay, have it your way.” Bernard opened the brief case beside his chair and called for the Russian.

Carlos is calm, now. The Russian and I will make him wish he were back in Mexico. 

“Our Mexican friend says he is ready.”

The large man entered the warehouse with hurried strides toward Carlos. Without hesitation he struck Carlos repeatedly in the face.

Blood filled his nose and mouth and gushed down his torso. The man turned and tore a wooden slat off of an empty crate, slamming it into his chest and stomach. Bernard stepped back, careful to avoid the splatter.

Before he passed out, Carlos thought of his wife. She would be so disappointed in me
 . After all they had been through, leaving her for months on end, believing it was all for a greater cause, preserving other lives, only to have his life ripped from him at the hands of a Human monster. He welcomed the unconsciousness.

Bernard threw water over him and Carlos lifted his head, revived. “You think you have nothing to say? Everyone loves to talk to me especially with a little help from my friends.”

The big man removed two syringes and stabbed the veins in both arms simultaneously. Carlos passed out again.

Carlos lost his comprehension, guilt forcing its way up through the delirium, overtaking his mindfulness. Through the grogginess he heard the questions. Somewhere down deep within his being, he willed himself to fight.

Carlos babbled on and on about his father and his father and his father. The Ancient ones, the protectors of the unwanted, the wife who died. Bernard could not care less about the history. He was intrigued by the thing in the desert.

“Where does the dust devil go?” Bernard asked.

Carlos slowed his answer “Dust...devil?” he replied, deliberately stretching the words.

“The wind, the tornado climbing into the sky. The one you took the old, homeless man in. What do you call it?”

Carlos didn’t answer. He glared directly at Bernard, showing no emotion.

“Really? You’re ignoring me. I think you’re soon going to soon beg to answer my questions.”

Bernard covered himself in a plastic cape before he took off his belt and wrapped it around his hand. He punched the buckle in Carlos’ face and chest until the punctures formed into welts.

Bernard stopped. Executives turned soft by their cushy lives responded to torture. But this man was not soft and by his simple lifestyle, he obviously cared nothing about wealth. The injections confused him, yet he refused to give up any real information. Bernard needed to change strategies.

“You have a grandchild, don’t you?” Bernard paused, making sure Carlos understood. “Do you know how many children disappear every year and are never found?"

Bernard waited.

Carlos’ thoughts melded between his wife and granddaughter. He traveled too much when his boys were growing up. The first time he held his son’s child he cried with the realization of all he had missed. His son is a good father; he would never abandon his family. The baby is a blessing, her life open to all that life can offer. Her innocent smile, even at her young age, spoke of an unconditional love, a bond between grandfather and granddaughter. He would protect her, something he couldn’t do for his own beloved wife.

“The Zephyr,” Carlos said in a whisper.

“The Zephyr? Where did it take you and the old man?”

Carlos mumbled an incoherent sentence or two before Bernard caught a few words.

“Lagrange Points.”

Bernard was glad he brought his tablet because he knew nothing of astronomy. He had never heard of Lagrange Points.

“Did you take Jenna to Lagrange Points?”

“Yes.” Carlos no longer had the strength to fight the drug and felt the rush through his veins. He must protect his granddaughter.

“Are the two prostitutes now at Lagrange Points?”

“No.”

“How much money did you make?”

Carlos didn’t answer.

Bernard reworded his question: “How much would they pay?”

Carlos muttered, “Whatever you ask.”

Bernard thought for a minute before he whooped in delight. The other man came rushing in, but retreated back outside after seeing his smile.

His gut told him he found an opportunity. Now the work began.

Bernard had to ask all the right questions. He scribbled furiously on a yellow legal pad, calling the big man to inject Carlos again.

“Who pays you?” Bernard drilled.

“Todos, everyone,” murmured Carlos, blood and spit trickled down his shirt.

“Who is everyone?”

Carlos did not answer.

“Ah, the sweet, beautiful grandbaby of yours. Too bad she will never see her mother and father again, unless…”

Carlos softly spoke, breathing heavily. Bernard leaned down close to listen.

“Why pay for Humans?”

Carlos garbled his words. Bernard cuffed him and his hand retracted covered in clots of blood.

“Who would pay more? Speak up, I can’t can hear you." Bernard kept his voice even. "Do you have a picture of your grandbaby?”

“Todos, everyone,” Carlos whispered.

“What did you do with the old guy?”

Carlos didn’t respond.

“The old homeless toothless guy you picked up downtown Los Angeles on July 14th, late in the evening.” Bernard was losing his patience. He needed answers before the drug killed him or he beat him to death.

“Marty.” Blood spittle spurted of his mouth along with the name.

“Why Marty?”

“He wanted to change.” Carlos’ bloated face began to swell beyond recognition.

“What change?”

“Reversation.”

“What does it do?” This is more interesting than I could have ever imagined
 , thought Bernard.

“It reverses you.”

Carlos’ head leaned on his chest. Bernard could barely hear him and tossed aside his answer as part of his delirium.

Bernard took several short breaks to organize his questions. He did not want to waste the only conversation he would ever have with Carlos.

The Russian injected him for the third time. “This will be the last or he will die,” he said in a thick accent.

“He’ll die anyway.”

The big man shrugged his massive shoulders.

Bernard mulled over the possibility of keeping him alive for introductions. Too dangerous
 , he thought. Carlos or future business associates may perceive them as partners. Bernard had only one partner, Walter.

He toyed with taking him to the Zephyr site. 


I’ve already seen it
 . I can teach myself
 . How hard can it be if a Mexican can do it?


He concluded the old Mexican was nothing more than a glorified coyote, working here and there. He decided to promptly dispose of him as soon as the interrogation provided all answers. He would be too much of a liability if he lived. First, Bernard needed his knowledge.

“When do the Zephyr transfers take place?”

“Morning, la tarde."

“Why then?”

“Sun, dry air.”

“Do you notify someone of the transfer?”

He did not answer. Bernard reworded the question.

“When you travel with the Zephyr, do you notify anyone at Lagrange?”

“No.”

“Can you travel any day, weather permitting?”

“Yes.”

“Does anyone control the Zephyr on Earth or on Lagrange Points?

“No.” Sweat poured off Carlos, his eyes protruding.

“Does the weather influence the Zephyr?”

“Yes.”

“How many times a month do you—" What do you call a trip in a tornado? 
  "in the Zephyr?”

Carlos’ head bobbed on his chest, blood trickling out of his closed eyes.

Bernard threw water on him, relieved when his hostage regained consciousness. He still needed answers.

Bernard reworded the question. “How many times a year do you travel to Lagrange Points in the Zephyr?”

“Tres.” Carlos couldn’t count, three was the only number he remembered.

“Three? That’s all? Is it limited to three?”

Carlos shook his battered head, no.

Bernard’s mind raced with the possibilities of opportunities. The questions went on in several different formats until Bernard, satisfied with the answers, asked the next one.

“Are there other Zephyr locations?”

It took Carlos a few moments to answer. Bernard checked his pulse to make sure he was alive.

“Yes.” His head crocked to one side, his swollen lips barely moved.

“Where are the other Zephyr locations?”

Bernard slapped Carlos over and over until he responded. “I will
 find your granddaughter.”

“Desert, countries,” gurgled Carlos

Bernard entered desert countries into his tablet. “Where are the locations in China, Africa, India, Australia, Middle East, South America and Mexico?” asked Bernard.

His sporadic breathing became raspy, mixed with the dark mucus slopping out of the corners of his mouth. Carlos didn’t answer.

Bernard asked again in a different format.


Maybe he doesn’t know
 , thought Bernard.

“Does Lagrange know the locations of the Zephyrs?”

Carlos’ answer sounded like a yes.

“One last time.” Bernard shouted to Russian man at the door. Carlos’ arms and legs began to twitch.

“This will kill him,” warned the big man.

“I said one last time
 .”

After the last injection, Carlos slumped further down in the chair. His clothes stuck to his body in bloody sweat. His eyes were grotesquely bloated, covered by a milky film. Tangled in the drugs and pain, somewhere deep within him, all that mattered was to protect his boys and his grandchild.

“Is there anyone else who knows the locations of the Zephyrs?” asked Bernard.

“No,” Carlos said, no hesitation.

Bernard repeated the question.

Blood poured out of Carlos’ mouth and nose.

“Are you the only one who transports people to Lagrange Points?

Carlos gurgled his answer. “Mi amor, I miss you so much. Every hour of everyday I think of you.”

Bernard kicked the chair in frustration. He picked up the blood smeared crate slat, slamming it across Carlos’ chest, knocking him backwards to the floor. His head joined the cement with a loud crack.

Bernard instructed the Russian to dump Carlos’ body in a landfill. He called Sam and synchronized the termination of his sons, the girlfriend and the baby. Tomorrow he expected to read on-line about a tragic apartment fire, killing a small family.

After scouring the van, he found nothing. Not even an empty water bottle.

“Take the van and scrape off the vin numbers. Repaint it, sell, burn it, I don’t care. I highly doubt anyone will miss it.”

Bernard arrived at his condo after midnight. His body was exhausted, but visions of a new enterprise needed to be addressed. He sat at his kitchen table and put his ideas in writing.


The ultimate endgame: controlling the Earth’s currency
 . If he and Walter could accrue two trillion dollars, he had devised the systems to manipulate the world markets.


He quickly filled up a yellow pad with his plan. He thought about calling Walter, but the prison only allowed phone calls at set times. Anyway, he should sleep on his new concepts and present them to his partner later in the day. At dawn he turned his cell phone off and drifted happily into a deep slumber.

Bernard's cell began to vibrate as soon as he switched it on.

“I’ve been calling and texting." Sam’s frantic words echoed on the other end. "Are you sitting down?”  Sam's voice was shaking.

“The Mexican got away.” 

“Carlos? Carlos escaped?” Bernard bolted from his chair, spilling the cup of coffee he was drinking. “He’s dead! You lost a body?”

“The Russian stuffed him into the trunk of the sedan.” Sam talked fast. “He said he stopped by a convenience store to grab a bite to eat and take a leak. He stepped away from the car for maybe five minutes. When he came back, the trunk was opened, and the body had vanished. He searched the area before calling. Me and two of my best men drove to the store and spent the next four hours combing every square inch of San Pedro. No dead Mexican.”

“Did the dumb Russian lock the car?” Bernard asked, his anger mounting on every word.

“He said he did. But there’s no sign of an entry.” Sam waited for the verbal eruption.

“God damn it! I hate incompetence.” Bernard’s fury exploded into the phone. “How is it someone decided to steal a body in the middle of the god damn night?”

“I have more bad news.” Sam said, dread in his voice.

Bernard let out a deep breath. “What, there’s more? Reports of a Zombie sighting?”

“The boys, his sons, they’ve disappeared.” Sam stumbled as he spoke. “I ...I sent my crew to their apartment a little after midnight. Wanted to make sure they were all together. The apartment was empty. No girlfriend, no baby, no boys. And the strange thing, it wasn’t locked. Turned the doorknob and walked right in.”

Bernard held the phone away from his ear. Could Sam be playing a cruel joke?


“The brothers didn’t show up for work this morning,” Sam continued. “I went to their jobsite flashing my new Department of Homeland Security badge and pretended I came to investigate their immigration status. Their boss swears they are both legal if that helps.”

“Help? Are you fucking kidding me?” Bernard glanced down at his watch. Two o’clock, too late to drive to the desert. He knew Carlos would never be found.


Marguerite

“Love is that condition in which the happiness of another person is essential to your own.”


Robert A. Heinlein, Stranger in a Strange Land

The strawberry-haired young woman with the green eyes captivated Timothy. Is she Human
 ? He desperately wanted to ask her, but the babies commanded all her attention. A smile never left her face.

The small creature in the highchair between Jed and Timothy, insisted both men hold him. They took turns cuddling the baby, who elbowed the others already sharing their laps. Timothy wasn’t sure if any of the children even ate. Ridi cleared the dishes and his wife Mika, a smaller version of Ridi, introduced herself before going upstairs to clean.

Although exhausted, Jed and Timothy asked Marguerite if they could help with the chores. They fed the animals, mucked the stalls, and gathered eggs. The kids followed their every move, never stopping for a breath between words. Timothy tried to answer their questions the best he could.

“Now you know how I feel,” said Jed. He couldn’t contain a chuckle when one of them asked Timothy if he was a male or a female.

Lillia, the shy young female from breakfast, shadowed Timothy. She ran to bring him water or a rag to wipe his brow. It saddened Timothy to think she had never known her father or mother. What kind of parent would abandon such a sweet little girl?

As the morning progressed, infectious laugher filled the orphanage. The high noise level provided a welcome contrast to the hours of quiet on the Spear. The children chattered nonstop. They constantly interfered with the farm work by begging to play games. Jed seemed to be enjoying himself while Timothy tried to adjust to the constant attention.

When Timothy spotted Greta outside in a play area designated for the younger children, he walked over and asked if she needed any help.

“No, thank you,” she answered, moving away as she picked up one the babies.

Timothy guessed she was young, he hoped not too young. A splash of freckles across her ivory skin highlighted her emerald eyes. He fought the desire to put his arm around her full-figured waist. She had a sense about her he couldn’t place. His mother would call her an old soul.

“Please, let me introduce myself.”

“I know who you are. You’re a friend of Jed’s. Although I admit I am dumbfounded he brought you to Brother 5. I didn’t realize Jed had any friends. His job doesn’t allow for relationships from what I can tell.”

Timothy picked up one of the crawlers and placed him on his shoulders. He couldn’t think of a thing to say.

“Are you from around here?” Timothy couldn’t stop the words from spouting from his mouth.

Greta laughed, from deep within her belly, almost dropping the infant.

“Okay, let me try something else,” Timothy said, embarrassed. “What’s it like working here among all of the… kids?”

“The children need us,” she said. “Without the farm they would have been killed or worse. These children, creatures of a universe we all share, are considered disposable.”

“And Marguerite?” Timothy said. “I mean, she seems nice.”

“Mother Marguerite is love.” Greta’s sincerity poured over her words. “She’s the meaning of goodness and makes people better by being a part of their lives. Her undying faith in the souls of all the residents of the universe sets her apart from everyone else. Her belief is her compass and sometimes her sheer will alone keeps us all on course.”

Did Timothy sense sadness come over Greta?

“No more questions. Except— what planet are you really from?” He tried to frame it as a joke.


She opened her mouth to answer when Marguerite called from above.

“Greta, can you come help me?” She asked, leaning out the second story window.

Greta disentangled the baby from her body and handed him to Timothy. “Do you mind watching him while I see what Marguerite wants?”

She disappeared inside leaving Timothy alone to entertain four infants.

After the children were fed, bathed and put to bed, Timothy wanted to crash in a corner and sleep. Instead, he entered the small living room warmed by a well-used fireplace. Marguerite and Jed were talking, each holding a glass of wine.

Timothy accepted a glass and sat on the other side of Marguerite. He could hear Greta upstairs tending the babies. He wondered if she would come down as well.

“Are you going to visit her?” Marguerite said.

“Who?” Jed sipped his wine.

“Don’t play coy with me. Enough time has passed. She may not admit it to herself, but I think she’s forgiven you. You would appreciate what she has accomplished with the orphanage.”

Jed answered Timothy before he could ask. “Her name is Anna. She arrived a few years ago and worked for Marguerite. Now she manages her own orphanage.”

“Anna performs miracles with children born with deformities, severely injured, or emaciated by disease and can no longer function in today’s society. She is a blessing to the universe. All thanks to Jed, although she pretends she can’t stand the sight of him.”

“With his sparkling personality, I find it hard to believe. I would love to hear more,” said Timothy.

“A story for another time.” Jed’s frown flashed, a signal to end this line of conversation.

After a few awkward moments, Marguerite spoke in a somber tone. “More and more Humans are showing up in quadrants all over the universe.”

“Not just the occasional?”

She shook her head. “The numbers have increased since your last visit. And we were suspicious then.”

“I think Carlos’ disappearance has something to do with the increase of the gone- missing,” said Jed.

Marguerite reached over and patted Jed’s leg. “Carlos is a tough old bird. As soon as he can, he will contact you. You have to have faith.”

“I believe something terrible has happened to him,” said Jed. “If you’re positive there’s an increase in Humans, then someone else, someone not commissioned by the Ancients, knows about the Zephyr. Carlos would never involve himself in the politics of travel. Whoever is using the Zephyr found help from this side of the universe.”

Greta interrupted Jed as she walked into the room. “Ridi said he heard undocumented Humans are working in the mines on the moon above Brother 3.” She sat across from Jed, balancing a cup of tea on her knee.

“It is illegal to use any life form for mining unless there’s a reciprocal agreement,” said Marguerite, her unlined face tensed.


How old is she?
 Timothy couldn’t bring himself to ask. Fifty? Sixty? Eighty?


“Wouldn’t they be shut down and their mining licenses taken away?” Greta asked.

“It’s like getting a speeding ticket. The authorities have to catch you first,” said Jed. “I’m not discounting the seriousness of the problem. The profitable mining companies could close and pop up in another segment. There are many isolated, lonely spots purposefully located out of the regulator’s reach.”

“The chatter has increased regarding Humans. Owning a Human is a sign of prosperity. With no laws to protect us, some beings, if given the opportunity, treat us worse than the bugs in the yard.” Marguerite said barely above a whisper. She leaned over her chair and touched Jed’s arm. “We need you Jed. You must make this stop. There’s no one else to help us.”

Timothy interrupted, “Okay, someone want to tell me, exactly what it is you do, Jed? Other than sacrifice Human males to wind gods?”

Jed hesitated. “I defend Humans when necessary. There are, or were, so few of us on this side and most are treated well. On occasion I am asked to arbitrate in a peaceful dispute.”

“I know you’re lying now. I’ve never heard you chant the wisdom of Gandhi,” said Timothy.

“He is whatever we need him to be,” countered Marguerite, sharply. “Jed, you need to put an end to this. And quickly. There’s no peaceful resolution to slavery.”

Her fierce tone startled Timothy.

“I’ll go to Brother 4,” said Jed. He seemed to be talking to himself. “The entity or entities are holed up there. Someone is facilitating and arranging the placement of undocumented Humans. It’s easy to hide in plain sight on Brother 4. I’ll leave tomorrow.”

“No,” said Marguerite decisively, noticing Jed’s tired face and slumped body. “You require rest, food and time to recuperate, before you’re both fit to travel. And we need to verify the rumors.

“He’s not going," said Jed, raising his wine glass towards Timothy. 

“I’m right here,” said Timothy. “We promised Viola. You don’t have a choice.”

“I think Father Charles should be involved. I’ll summon him in the morning,” said Marguerite. “He has never believed we were lowly citizens of the universe. He can inform us if there is an increase in Humans in our segment or is it just hopeful gossip. His travels through our worlds might bring us confirmation.” She paused. “Father Charles can set up a place for both of you to stay on Brother 4.”

“The children’s day starts early. Time for bed,” Marguerite said curtly, ending the evening.

Timothy wanted to stay with Greta, but she left with Marguerite. He followed Jed into their room, Essie trailed close behind. He fell on the bed in a wave of exhaustion, not bothering to take off his clothes or boots.

Timothy opened his eyes to darkness and to Essie sleeping on his chest. I’m going back to sleep
 . Essie growled as he rolled over, to see the bed beside him empty. He panicked and rushed out of the room. Did Jed leave without me
 ?

Jed smiled at him as he entered the kitchen. He held two kids in his lap while sipping a cup of coffee.

“Good evening, sleepy head,” said Marguerite from behind him. “Your friend here managed to sleep through the day as well.”

“I just got up myself, maybe half hour ago. I tried not to disturb you,” said Jed gently rocking the creatures.

“Marguerite, how in the world did you keep the children quiet?” Timothy said, as Essie flopped next to him.

“They are the same noisy group. We managed to keep them from coming into the room. Until those two,” pointing over to Jed’s lap, “refused to go to bed unless they were sure Jed was still here. They barged in before I could stop them.”

“How long have we been asleep?” Timothy asked. He looked around for Greta.

“Almost 18 hours.”

“Wow, I don’t think I have ever slept the entire night and day.” Timothy’s stomach grumbled as incredible smells coming from the kitchen filled the home.

“Father Charles will be our guest for dinner,” said Marguerite. Adults only, no kids allowed. Show some respect and clean up. We put the little ones down early, although I doubt it will do any good. They love Father Charles.”


Father Charles

“I am fearful when I see people substituting fear for reason,”
 Klaatu, The Day the Earth Stood Still

Jed and Timothy barely emerged from their quick showers and changed into clean clothes, when Lillia and Carst—anther older child—burst into the room shouting. “Hurry, he is here!” The children grabbed each of them by the hand and excitedly led them into the kitchen.

Father Charles wasn’t what Timothy expected. Not Human, yet he looked humanoid. Tall, a good head taller than Jed and Timothy, classically handsome, accented by crinkles around his kind eyes when he smiled, which was often. His huge hands, the size of frying pans, scooped up two of the toddlers. Every child clambered for his attention, climbing up his protracted limbs until he fell to the ground laughing.

After Greta put the kids to bed for the second time, she joined them in the kitchen. She gave Father Charles a big hug. Timothy couldn’t help but feel a twinge of jealousy.

“Let’s take our plates into the living room,” said Marguerite. “It’s more private. Little creatures have big ears.”

Over dinner they caught up on the gossip and politics of the Five Brothers and the surrounding worlds. Timothy listened, trying to learn. Jed and Father Charles conversed with the ease of trusted friends.

Father Charles’ mood changed from genial to somber after the dishes were cleared.

“I had planned to visit before you summoned. Undocumented Humans have arrived in all segments. A variety of your races. Good creatures who would never consider a Human are obsessed and have escalated the acquisition frenzy. I have been informed the isolated wealthy farming consortiums discovered your species can live many years without attention, unless Humans are mortally hurt or felled by a Human virus. Your kind is also immune to the universal sicknesses. Compared to most species you are easy to maintain.”

“Like a farm animal,” Timothy interrupted. Essie jumped in his lap and watched him, one eye open.

Father Charles looked over at Timothy. “A few Humans have lived among us before I came into existence. Respectable family units utilize Humans as companions for their offspring or housekeepers for their households. Males are used for labor-intensive professions, which many of the species consider a waste of their intellect. Humans assigned to these families are indispensable and are treated as a beloved uncle or an aunt. Although, the logic escapes me for allowing a lesser species to raise our children.” He paused.

“You are certainly not a lesser species,” he quickly added. “The assumption Humans are stupid and preserve no concept of commonsense is the justification used for minimal acknowledgement and compensation for their contributions.”

Timothy noted Jed and Marguerite appeared uncomfortable.

“The established Humans are now in jeopardy. There are reports of blatant kidnappings in the light of day. The perpetrators have weapons, and the families are helpless to intervene.”

Father Charles continued, “Travel to the Fool’s Continent is limited. Brother 5 has few visitors, except for the transporting of the children, incapacitated and elderly. Marguerite, Greta and Anna are the only three Humans on the entire planet. It would be unwise and uneconomical for a trader to transport to Brother 5 intending to abduct the three of you. My displeasure would cost them dearly.” His eyes flashed. “I am not one to tempt fate, so we will install a security mantle over the entire continent. No conveyance mode can land or depart unless authorized by me.”

“The expense!” Marguerite said. “There are no additional funds in the budget. I could see why they would take Greta, she’s young and pretty, or Anna, she is so kind. Who wants a grouchy, old woman with no skills?”

Father Charles smiled. “Yes, we often speak of your lack of skills. It is why I personally dictated your autonomous management over Fool’s Continent instead of this one small farmhouse. After observing your techniques, I truly feared the Ancients would envision replacing me with you and banish me to an unwanted home.”

His tone took a serious edge. “I would spend all the wealth, and all I know to protect you. These children had few prospects for survival before you arrived. You alone saved them and encouraged the development of their own singular gifts. When appropriate, we will quietly immerse them in society. Subsequent generations will flourish with their contributions. Your theories are taught throughout this planet and others are slowly adapting. As soon as this Human trauma passes, you will become famous across our universe for your abilities with our children.”

Father Charles gently placed Marguerite’s hand is his. “In the near future, I predict I will oblige your assistance to promote your incomparable techniques in other worlds.”

Marguerite blushed. “You know I will not travel again, ever. My place is here, providing a home for all children.”

Father Charles turned his attention to Jed. “Jed, your assessment is that the basis of discovering the answers can be found on Brother 4. I agree. You retain a universal indention and can travel at will. Am I correct?”

Jed nodded. “Yes, but Timothy’s indention is only valid for transport to and from Brother 5. To avoid suspicion, Viola devised a story of him accompanying me as a Human aide to assist me for medical reasons.”

Father Charles thought a moment. “We will inject him with a universal indention. We need to erase your journey to Brother 5 and insert an alternative itinerary. My assistant will arrive tomorrow with the necessary items.”

“A universal indention? Erase—do you harvest 3D duplicating printers in the forest operated by bewitched squirrels?”

Timothy was surprised at the technology this quaint Father advocated. From what he observed, candles and wood were the main source of energy on Brother 5.

“Forgive my arrogance. There is no other way to communicate in your words. The Ancients anointed me. This is my planet and I am revered,” said Father Charles. “I choose the simplicity, but it does not mean all the universe has to offer is not at my bidding,” he said it kindly.

It wasn’t ego talking, but fact. Although Timothy sensed he made another mistake he needed to correct.

“First, I will arrange a transport to Brother 3 on a private craft, common for financiers who cannot be expected to wait for public flight. I will also secure lodging on Brother 4.”

“They will need weapons,” said Marguerite.


A nun suggesting guns? 
 Timothy tried not to show disbelief at her request. 

Father Charles hesitated. He abhorred violence and did not want the perception he condoned any form of warfare. Unlike many inhabitants on the Brothers he did not disregard society’s ills or pretend evil did not exist. Brother 4 sheltered the best of the worst

“Precaution should serve as your guide. I will arrange defensive weaponry at the lodging. Then it will be up to you.” He drank a sip of wine, his huge hands minimizing the glass he held.

“You will keep heads and appendages covered. Both of you,” said Father Charles. “Jed, I fear you are not safe.”

“I can take care of myself,” said Jed.

“No doubt, in the past you were untouchable. Today, we are living in different times. Until you discover who or what originated the presence of undocumented Humans in our galaxy, and neutralize the illicit activity, it is essential not to publicize your race.” Father Charles’ voice lowered with apprehension. “Have you pondered the lengths of retribution the traffickers will enforce if their enterprise is endangered?”

“As I said, I can take care of myself.”

“Jed, your markings,” he crossed his forehead and cheeks, “may not extend protection. Many suspect you are Human.”

“I knew it!” Timothy exclaimed.

Father Charles ignored him. “In a fortnight, a transport will be waiting at the landing field. You will depart at dusk.” His frame towered over Jed as he leaned down and whispered, “I informed Anna you are here. I recommend canceling any plans to visit her. After all these years, she is still angry.”

“Maybe next time,” Jed said, sounding relieved.


Anna? Who is this Anna?
 Timothy wanted to ask. A former girlfriend of Jed’s?


He embraced Marguerite and Greta before turning to Jed and Timothy. “Good Luck. Please give my thanks to Ridi for another delicious meal. Say goodbye to the children for me. Apprise them that I am watching.” He hesitated. “I wish I could help more.” He bowed from the waist. “I am only a simple overseer of the unwanted.”

He walked through the door and evaporated.

“Where’s he going?” Timothy asked.

“He doesn’t require a method of travel. He thinks it and goes. Pretty unsettling at first, appearing and disappearing. Now he doesn’t come unless I summon him.” Marguerite did not sit back down. The dimming flames reflected worry and weariness in her face. She went to her room, not bothering to say goodnight.

Timothy seized Greta’s hand and moved towards the door. Jed stared into the fire, immersed in his preparation for Brother 4.


Essie

“We may brave human laws, but we cannot resist natural ones.” Jules Verne

“When did you come to Brother 5?” Timothy asked standing on the same patio the children played on earlier in the day. The pastures glowed with the soft lighting of the moons. A slight chill in the air prompted Timothy to take off his jacket and place it over Greta’s shoulders.

“A couple of years ago, I think. Time has a way of standing still on Brother 5. My only clue is watching the babies grow.”

“Where are you from?” He hoped the question came across as polite conversation.

“There is nothing to tell regarding my life before Brother 5.”

“You don’t remember anything?”

“I choose not to share. My past doesn’t define the person I am today.”

“Fair enough.” Timothy shelved the personal questions for later.

“I need to get back inside, near the kids.” They walked into the house and found the living room empty. Greta stopped at the stairs to listen for crying. Satisfied they were all asleep, she sat down on the couch.

“Now tell me all about you and start from your first memory,” said Greta. “Don’t leave anything out. I want to hear it all.” Her only interaction with Humans comprised the secretive Jed, and Marguerite and Anna who both deflected any personal questions by changing the subject.

Timothy never talked about his uneventful life. He decided it wouldn’t hurt to tell her a few things. Before he knew it he found himself talking in detail: his parents, Around the World Travel Agency,
 Marla, James. He didn’t mention Lucy or how he met Jed.

“Only three hours until sunrise and you will be useless by midmorning.”

They both flinched at Jed’s voice. He stood at the doorway and it was only then they realized the time.

Timothy leaned into Greta thinking maybe, just maybe, he could kiss her. But Essie pawed at his leg and broke the moment. They laughed and went off to their separate rooms. Essie followed Timothy and softly growled until Greta closed her door.

Timothy proved Jed wrong. His eagerness to see Greta did not allow sleep. He waited for Jed in the barn at dawn, anxious for the day to begin.

The following evening, after the children were put to bed and Marguerite and Jed excused themselves, Greta invited Timothy to her room. Essie rested on a floor rug beside them after she refused to stop whimpering outside Greta’s door.

Chores and nonstop work occupied their days over the next two weeks. Jed and Timothy woke up before the first light to tend the animals. They were in awe of how Marguerite managed the farmhouse with so little help.

Jed fixed anything broken or needed tweaking. Timothy often thought back to Jed’s shed on Earth. They could use some of the high-tech tools that were nonexistent on Brother 5.

Marguerite ordered Jed to take several rests during the day, threatening to contact Viola if he disobeyed. He grumbled under his breath but didn’t argue. Every morning he seemed a little stronger.

Greta tended the babies and Timothy invented excuses to help her. He taught her to make a bed with army precision, as his dad had taught him. He sang the songs his mother had sung from his childhood. The small voices charmed him by singing their version of the words. The toddlers insisted on doing everything themselves with hilarious results. Timothy never tired of watching them. Barli, the largest of the toddlers, tried to mimic Greta’s walk while Bex and Tagi imitated Marguerite’s firm tone.

Every day Timothy told new jokes and sang silly jingles to his eager audience. In the afternoons he took Greta and the kids for a walk, piling them into a wagon and wheeling them down to the pond to feed the floating birds. They reminded Timothy of ducks, but they hovered directly above the water, slowly flapping their wings never touching the blue liquid. Essie chased birds and insects, and the occasional imaginary pest, overjoyed she could keep them away from Timothy.

Greta and Timothy continued their nonstop conversations over the laughing children. They learned to appreciate each other’s opinions.

Timothy helped with the feeding and the baths, and silently cared for the babies in the middle of the night. They were so vulnerable, smiling up to him as he rubbed their stomachs. Once they nodded off, he slipped back under the sheets, careful not to wake Greta, stroking her hair as he watched her sleep.

Occasionally he sensed her irritation with Ridi when the meals were served too warm or if the food was not age appropriate. He respected the way she lightly reprimanded him. She spoke fondly of Mika. She and Ridi did the work of six people and could be found humming while scrubbing floors or comforting a distressed child. Timothy admired Greta’s temperament and ability to connect with any type of being, child or adult.

After the hectic dinner, they all found their places around the living room fireplace. Ridi and Mika were always invited but disappeared together after the evening chores. It left the four of them to enjoy each other’s company. Jed catered to Marguerite, once she settled into her chair, fetching her evening wine. Timothy came to understand this as the only time during the day when Marguerite wasn’t on her feet.

Lively debates filled the evenings, ranging from stories concerning the children to the politics of the universe. Timothy noticed neither Greta nor Marguerite asked about Earth. Later, when everyone called it a night, he waited until Jed’s snoring became steady before he crept into Greta’s bed. Essie on the rug beside them.

Timothy’s limited sexual intimacy hadn’t prepared him for Greta. His previous sensual interactions left him bored after a few encounters. Greta’s every touch left him hungry for more. She was undemanding and giving, her round soft body, a perfect fit to his. He spent hours guiding his hands, exploring her warmth, encouraged to experiment new ways to gratify her. When they did sleep, they entwined in each other’s arms. Both should have been exhausted by morning, but the anticipation of the evening’s pleasures buoyed them through the working hours. Every passing night brought him closer to Greta.

One sunny morning Timothy and Lillia prepared a picnic lunch for Greta and all of her kids. As they were preparing to leave, Marguerite asked Lillia to stay and assist Ridi. She sulked for a moment but smiled broadly when Timothy asked if she would help him and Greta put the babies to bed when they returned. The shy girl Timothy met a few days ago had blossomed with the extra attention.

Greta directed their noisy group to a hill overlooking a grassy meadow. Snowy peaks topped the surrounding mountains leaving their reflection mirrored in the nearby lake. The layers of green, yellow and purple foliage temporarily distracted Timothy from Greta’s beauty. As they laid out their lunch, the kids played among the wild flowers, chasing intensely colored insects and each other.

The lunch did not go as planned. Bex, the youngest of the children, refused to let Greta put him down. Tagi, usually the best behaved of the toddlers, launched a food fight. Soon, all of the kids chimed in, and in minutes, food flew through the air, covering one and all. A boiled egg hit Barli in the eye, an especially uncoordinated child for his size, and he burst into tears. All the kids erupted into hysterical crying. The typically unflappable Greta pronounced the picnic was over. Time to return to the house for naps.

On the walk back, Greta’s visible anger scared the kids into silence. The little ones in the wagon sniffled into their arms after she gave them a stern look. Timothy admitted to himself even he was afraid of this side of her. He lugged the wagon behind him, not saying a word.

The rising chimneys of the farmhouse came into view when Essie stopped. She froze and straightened her legs. A low guttural snarl emitted from her, a sound Timothy had never heard from his happy Essie. She looked up to Timothy, her razor teeth bared. A dark gleam glowed from her eyes.

Timothy signaled for them all to stop.

“What is it?” asked Greta. "What's wrong with Essie?"

“Listen,” Timothy whispered, signing his hands to keep quiet.

“I don’t hear anything.” A realization darkened her face. There were no noises coming from the farmhouse. No laughing, crying, talking, only silence.

“Go to the barn,” said Timothy, barely loud enough for her to hear. He maneuvered the children out of the line of sight from the house. They ran through the field, entering by the side door to the end stall, careful not to disturb the animals.

“Stay here.” Timothy looked around for a weapon, his eyes landed on a pitchfork and a shovel. “Take the shovel, I doubt you’ll need it.”

He squatted next to Essie and looked into her black, gleaming eyes.

“You know what to do,” he said in her ear.

“You’re leaving me with Essie?” Great said indignantly. “She chases rodents and licks children’s crusty noses.”

“Trust me.” Timothy leaned down placing a hard, quick kiss on her lips.

“Essie will guard you and the children. If you are attacked, you may want to cover their eyes or move them to the next stall.” Timothy turned to leave.

“Really, Essie?"  Greta said. "Where are you going?”

“To see if Jed and Marguerite and the rest of the children are okay.”

“What if they are all…?” She glanced down at the children beside her.

Timothy crisscrossed the yard to the windowless area next to the kitchen. He formed his body against the cool bricks, edging his way to the open window. Muffled whimpering sounds could be heard coming from the kitchen. He lifted himself up to peek inside. A hand came from behind and covered his mouth. Timothy swung the pitchfork, but Jed pushed the pitchfork away before he could stab him. Placing his fingers to his lips, they both squatted down and crept away from the window.

“Marguerite insisted I rest after the morning chores,” Jed whispered. “I didn’t hear them until they entered the house. My first reaction was to rush in, but my gut told me to sneak out and scope the situation. I should’ve known something of this nature would happen.”

“Greta and the children are in the barn. When did they get here?”

“Approximately a half an hour ago.”

“How many? Who—”

“I have no idea who they are, how many are inside, or if more are patrolling the area. Although I haven’t seen anyone,” said Jed. “I don’t think they are aware we’re here. They must have come for Greta and Marguerite.”

Timothy let out a breath. “What are we going to do?”

“If we knew how many are in the house, it would be easier to plan,” said Jed. “Three? One?”

Crying from inside interrupted their conversation.

“I want my dollies! I want my dollies,” a loud, petulant child demanded over and over.

“Sit down,” a male commanded.

“I want my dolls,” she screamed. “I have four dollies, two I play with inside and two I play with outside. I want them, now!”

“Gag her!” Instructed a booming voice.

They heard Marguerite begging her to be quiet. Jed and Timothy looked at each other. It was Lillia. Why was she crying, mentioning dolls? She didn’t even play with toys.

“She’s telling us how many of the creatures are in the house,” said Timothy shaking his head in wonder. The child is anything but slow.


“That means there are two outside,” Jed said. “Essie’s protecting Greta? The other two may have gone to find her. Let’s pray they checked the barn before you hid them.”

He paused, contemplating their options. “Timothy, remove the screen and go through our bedroom window.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Timothy.

“What any invited guest does, enter through the front door,” said Jed. “Plus, it’s hidden from the kitchen area. I’ll go first. You follow. Timothy, they’ll have weapons. There is a possibility if they see we’re Human they won’t fire.”

Jed showed Timothy a small knife. “I borrowed it from Ridi’s kitchen when we arrived. It may not vaporize bad guys, but it will certainly cause pain.” Jed made his way to the front of the farmhouse, keeping his frame slouched under the windows. 

Timothy scrunched through the window and attached himself to the hallway wall. He could hear murmurs and children crying. Marguerite tried to sooth them.

“When do you think she will return?” The creature with the booming voice asked.

“I already told you, Father Charles took her to one of the other continents,” said Marguerite. “It may be weeks.”

“And the Human males?”

Timothy gasped. They knew they were here.

“Human males? I have no idea …” Timothy heard a slap, then a cry of pain. The creature hit Marguerite. Timothy stopped himself from storming in.

“I said, there will be a use for you. Although I am not sure why anyone would require an elderly Human auntie. Our orders are not to harm you. If they do not return shortly, we will implement creative recovery techniques.” He slapped her again.

“Well, hello,” said Jed as he approached from the entry, not breaking his stride. “Marguerite, you forgot to inform us you expected company. Forgive me for what I’m about to do. Children, cover your eyes,” he ordered.

Before either of the creatures could respond, Jed turned to fact the sitting male and slashed his throat in an expert motion. The male clutched his throat and tried to kick Jed. His eyes bugged passed his sockets, and Jed stabbed one of his ears. Stumbling, he slinked to kitchen door and fell down the stairs onto the cobblestone walk.

“No mercy for those who hurt women and children,” said Jed.

The other creature’s weapon aimed at Jed. He eyed the crescent markings and hesitated. It gave Timothy enough leeway to sprint from the hall and knock him down. The gun skidded onto the floor and Timothy lunged on top of the creature and wrangled it from underneath.

They wrestled, wildly juggling to control the handle. The gun went off, followed by a wail before the creature's body went still. Timothy didn’t wait to see if the intruder lived or died before he dashed out of the house to the barn.

“The children, the children,” Marguerite moaned, bleeding from cuts around her mouth. Jed untied her and checked to make sure no one else was hurt.

Timothy cautiously entered the barn. The wide door cracked open, barely room to force his body between the frames. He listened for any sounds. The end stall was empty. Before he could call Greta’s name, he saw two cloaked creatures in opposite corners, stepping towards him.

One of the males looked straight into his face.

“This is the one we cannot kill,” he said.

The creature hovered a foot taller over Timothy and his girth made it difficult for him to maneuver between the stalls. Timothy stood up straight, pitchfork in hand.

What I wouldn’t give for Jed’s George Washington special.

“We’ve come for the Human female, the young one,” he said. In one stride, the creature’s massive arms imprisoned Timothy. He lifted him up over his broad shoulders and threw him across the stable, landing in front of the being's partner.

“You will still bring good money, even if you are damaged, my little Human friend,” said the other creature, placing his boot on his throat. “Tell me, where is she?”

Timothy wiggled helplessly under the huge foot. He choked, his hands pushing at the mammoth legs. Across the floor, he saw two gleaming eyes staring from under the hay bales.

“Okay, I’ll tell you,” he gurgled. “Please don’t hurt me. I can’t take any more pain.”

The creature released his boot from Timothy’s throat.

“You Humans are pathetic. I will never understand why something so stupid is worth so much.” He almost spat the words. “Now, friend where is the young female?”

“Oh, I don’t know where she is. It really doesn’t matter, because you will be nothing but bones in about, oh, three seconds, my big, ugly, friend.
 ”

The creature threw his head back to laugh. He never saw the streak of fur leaping from the floor. Essie attached herself to his chest and a male scream vibrated through the farm. Before his companion could aim his gun, the barn transformed into a chaotic frenzy of children, springing from their hiding places.

Greta bounded from behind one of the bales, her shovel smashed the other male’s head. It barely stunned him. He chuckled and reached for Greta, his sausage sized fingers wrapped around her waist. Out of the corner of male's eye, the last thing he saw was Essie flying towards him, slamming into his vertebrae. His screams melted into his body. In seconds, stacks of bones scattered throughout the barn. Greta ran to Timothy. She trembled as he held her close. Jed stood in the doorway, holding two of the crying children.

Greta swiftly maneuvered the children out of the barn. Ridi appeared and raised his tentacles. The house was safe. He disposed of all remains of the dead creatures in the farmhouse. He never asked why there were bones in the barn. Marguerite summoned Father Charles.

“They entered before the implementation of the security blanket,” said Father Charles not hiding his distress. “All continents were probed for intruders and concluded it is the only breach. We found their shuttle on the same landing field where Timothy and Jed arrived.”

“Jed, you must determine who ordered this violation,” said Father Charles. “Creating violence on Brother 5 proposes future toleration of unspeakable crimes against our culture.”

Father Charles politely declined the invitation for supper. It was just as well. The makeshift family needed the healing time to put the day’s events behind them. After dinner, Ridi, Mika and all of the children huddled together in the living room. The babies and toddlers played on the floor, crawling on each adult. Jed fetched the nightly beverages, including a special treat of hot chocolate for the little ones, before resting next to Marguerite, placing his hand in hers. Lillia sat smiling between Greta and Timothy, his arm stretched over both their shoulders. Essie snuggled comfortably in Timothy’s lap, one eye open.

“It’s not going to work,” Jed said, fiddling with a feeding contraption in the barn.

“What’s not going to work?” Timothy asked. “I agree, whatever you are trying to fix is a relic the Romans threw away.” He knelt beside him.

Jed focused on the machinery. “No, you and Greta.”

“Who I love is absolutely none of your business.”

“I’m sorry Timothy but you are my concern. You think you love her?”

Timothy glared at Jed. “I love her. And I am considering coming back here after we find the bad guys.”

Jed tried not to look surprised. “And do what? Timothy, think this through. Greta is a nice girl, but you don’t know her. What kind of life would you both have? Is this what you want? A career of wiping snot and feces off creatures’ orifices?

“I can take her to Earth.”

Jed grasped Timothy’s arm. “She can never go to Earth.” He said it with such ferocity, for a brief moment Timothy thought he was going to hit him.

Jed released his grip, parting his hands in apology.

“Oh, wow, all of this from the man who tried to kill me? From what I’ve seen, you haven’t done a bang-up job with your own life. Wife? Kids? Your only friends live in outer space,” said Timothy.

Jed winced but he shook off Timothy’s words. “Listen, if you and Greta desire to spend your life together, I’ll support you. All I ask, before you make any life altering decisions, get to know her. Come back, if that’s what you want. But if you choose to return to Brother 5, there’s a possibility you won’t make it to Earth. It’s not like hopping on a plane to Hawaii. Unless you have authorization to travel, you could be stuck here.”

“Why in anyone’s world would I listen to you?” Timothy turned and walked out of the barn.

The day had come. Timothy hugged Marguerite and kissed each and every one of the kids. Lillia blushed when it was her turn. Jed held Marguerite while whispering in her ear, and the children climbed and crawled, insisting to be held one last time. Greta wrapped her arm around Timothy’s waist until the path from the farmhouse ended. He dropped his duffle so he could kiss her. He cupped her face in his hands and touched her lips to his, pressing softly, until the kiss gradually transformed into a deep connection mixing both of their tears. He didn’t want to let her go.

“I love you,” she whispered in his ear. “I already miss you.” Greta let the tears stream, trying to smile through them.

He turned, glancing back every few paces, until Jed punched him to step it up.

They changed into their wardrobe for the journey before reaching the landing field. High lifts inserted in their boots stretched them closer to Father Charles height. A type of male burka with pants and sleeves covered their arms. The shroud provided a slit for the eyes, nose and mouth. Oversized mittens gave their fingers the facade of appendages common to many of the species.

Essie followed them all the way to shuttle. She refused to go to the farmhouse and wailed when Timothy and Jed boarded. Timothy walked to the edge of the field.

“Stop it, Essie. You’re a killer, not a wimp.” She looked so pitiful. Timothy picked her up and she nuzzled his neck. “Okay, I love you, too. He said it twice before she stopped howling. When he put her down, she limped away, wailing louder and louder. Timothy couldn’t believe it when his eyes started to tear up again.


Over a stupid alien Cujo
 .

The transport was barely the size of a pod and once again, no pilot. The opening slid shut and it lifted off. They would fly all night before arriving on Brother 3.

Timothy looked out the small viewer, Brother 5 and the moons, a marvel he couldn’t appreciate. He wondered when he would see Greta again.

“Greta and you…” Jed said, interrupting Timothy’s thoughts. After the day in the barn they had barely spoken.

“Shut up. You’re not my dad. From what I can see you don’t have the credentials to judge my life or how I choose to live it.” Timothy moved across the small pod.

“I won’t bring it up again,” Jed crossed his arms and closed his eyes. “And you know nothing about me,” he muttered under his breath.


Brother 3

“We live in a society exquisitely dependent on science and technology, in which hardly anyone knows anything about science and technology.”
 Carl Sagan

A lighted object scanned their craft before it entered Brother 3’s orbit. “It confirms the legality of the ship and occupants. If there is a problem, no ship is allowed to continue and is forced out of the Brothers’ solar system,” said Jed. The object departed and they prepared to dock.

Brother 3’s docking port was bright and sterile, devoid of debris, posters, signs, or overhead announcements. The travelers, well dressed in different styles of coverages, as Timothy learned the clothing was called, included matching pouches sewn into the fronts or sides.

Their version of briefcases?

All eyes focused straight ahead with no back and forth chatter. Children and families were absent from Brother 3’s station.

Although he didn’t see any security equipment, he could feel something or someone watching. Lint from an unknown source floated to the floor. An attendant clad in a bright fuchsia uniform, immediately materialized and removed the offending substance.

Jed and Timothy walked for over an hour through the expansive terminal before finally exiting to the outside. Stepping on to a dense translucent walkway, it took Timothy a minute to realize he was not in a structure. Buildings obstructed any remnant of a sun or sky.

“What’s the name of this city?” Timothy said, astounded at the size of the monstrous skyscrapers.

“What do you mean? Oh, I see, you think more than one city exists on the planet?” Jed stopped and looked up. “High-rises blanket half of Brother 3. The singular function is to house the finances and assets for all of the worlds and moons this side of MidLine.”

“Any ATM’s on Brother 5?” Timothy said.

“It’s unlawful to transact any business that extends credit, payouts, investments, purchases, anything relating to money or acquisition on any planet except Brother 3. Brother 3 is the keeper of all wealth, big and small.”

“How do the all of the different residents of Brother 3 breathe the same atmosphere?”

“Most of the evolved planets and our stations induce a hydrogen-oxygen mix endured by many species. Those who can’t abide the mixture inject an atmosphere wafer in their lungs and heart or wear an inhalation apparatus.”

Timothy followed Jed to a clear box similar to a gondola, jetting them quickly to the middle of the city. He began to ask where they were going but Jed placed his finger to his lips, signally to be quiet. The feeling of being watched spread beyond the terminal.

After exiting, they entered a nearby building. Two gigantic sentries stood watch, nodding to Jed in recognition.

“They’re more for show. The tenants stipulated a physical presence to supplement the technical security,” explained Jed.

“Brother 3 doesn’t tolerate any type of crime. There’s no court or lawyers. There are no levels of discipline. Every indiscretion is punishable by immediate death. The keepers of the wealth have no mercy.”

A padded elevator shuttled them to the top of the building and opened directly into a spacious, luxurious penthouse offering a spectacular wrap-around view. Floor to ceiling windows towered over the perfectly straight rivers of flawlessly designed pyramids, temples devoted to the asset holders, stretched as far as the Human eye could see.

“Honey, we’re home,” said Jed, dropping his bag. “I’m taking a shower and a nap before we head back out. Throw your stuff in the room by the window. Help yourself to the fridge.”

Timothy’s neck whiplashed towards Jed. “This is yours?”

“Yep.” His tone indicated no further questions would be answered.

A few hours later a projection on the ceiling materialized. A crisply dressed male addressed Jed confirming an appointment.

“Where are the cell phones?” asked Timothy.

“There are none because they are not needed.”

“Then how do you communicate with each other?”

“The projector,” said Jed pointing to the ceiling.

“No I mean…”

“I know what you mean. The personal operating components, disrupting and controlling lives on Earth are unnecessary on this side of the universe. A catastrophic event forced the inhabitants to develop other means of communication. “Jed stopped. I knew this would happen. I’m officially a glorified babysitter.


“You didn’t listen to Viola’s lectures on cultures at all, did you? Anyway, we let go of the arrogance of technology, and replaced it with a belief configuration in ourselves. Deprived of the intellect-numbing devises, societies flourished, both economically and socially. We manage with other methods.”

Jed walked into the bedroom to change coverings for the appointment. “If you recall your Earth history—or did you sleep through school as well? —Egyptians, Romans, Chinese, the English, thrived by utilizing their natural instinct, not manmade electronics.”

“Technology is embraced, just not in the personal mind-controlling format.” He yelled from the room, answering Timothy before he could ask.

By late afternoon Timothy and Jed merged into the busy street, concealed in their burkas. The cloaked Humans easily blended into the crowd.

“The financial district never closes. The money holders control the capital for this entire segment of the universe,” said Jed.

“Who controls the money holders?” Timothy asked.

“Great question. I’ll get back to you when I have an answer.”

“You don’t know? Do you have money? Banks?” asked Timothy.

“It’s complex. Every building on Brother 3 holds deeds, trusts, land grants, any and all types of capital from the solar systems. The wealth holders are the legal keepers of the various types of transactions whether it’s between corporations or individuals. It’s not deemed legitimate unless it’s consummated, then endorsed on Brother 3.”

They entered what Timothy guessed was one of Brother 3’s banking institutions. Jed paused in front of a wall, patiently waiting. At the end of an unlit hallway, a cubicle came into focus.

A perfectly groomed female dressed in tailored coverings, greeted Jed before they disappeared into the blackness. After a few minutes he reappeared, and the wall closed behind him.

“Transports to Brother 4 don’t come cheap. Let’s go eat,” said Jed.

How does he make his money?

Timothy wanted to ask, but with the underlying tension between them, he chose to keep quiet.

“I sometimes take jobs from clients on this side. Let’s just say, it pays the bills,” said Jed. Timothy didn’t respond.

During their time together, Timothy kept the conversation bland, away from Greta. Jed was a congenial host and educated him on the architecture from the various cultures, constructed in different eras. Jed counseled Timothy on the Humanoid species and the location of their home planets, many in far away galaxies. He cautioned him that some cultures exhibited traits even he could not understand. This time Timothy listened to every word.

Timothy indulged in the luxury of Jed’s pod and experienced exotic foods served at gourmet restaurants. It was a nice break from the rustic living at Marguerite’s farm. Except he missed Greta. He wished she could be here with him, experiencing the sights, Jed’s comfortable bed and no interruptions from the kids. If only he could contact her, just to hear her voice.

Jed’s discreet inquires paid off. Less than a week later a corporate transport to Brother 4 became available for investors wanting a vacation away from their mates for a couple of days. They were rested and ready. Timothy wondered—for what?


Brother 4

“The only important elements in any society are the artistic and the criminal, because they alone, by questioning the society’s values, can force it to change.”
 Samuel R. Delaney

The two covered, tall males didn’t warrant a second glance as they boarded the shuttle. They spent the next hours listening to several rowdy businessmen begin their weekend of debauchery, singing gross songs and telling raunchy stories while drinking vast amounts of ale. Jed knew why weapons were not allowed. I could shoot them all and would win an award,
 he thought. Timothy spent the time trying not to think of Greta.

Finally, the red glow of Brother 4 brightened into multiple crimson rings circling the planet. No lighted object met their craft.

“Brother 3 is the only planet implementing extreme security. As you noticed on Earth it doesn’t prevent wars or crime. As I mentioned before, Brother 3 deploys only one punishment for all infractions, death,” said Jed. “Brother 4 is the opposite, no sheriff, police, military. Anything and everything is permitted.

Nothing could have prepared Timothy for the Brother 4 terminal: throngs of people talking loudly, hoards of vendors tugging at his sleeves, selling liquor, and mental chemical alteration mixtures (only the best and almost free), guaranteed to enhance all the senses. One vendor promised to satisfy his sexual desires and displayed pictures Timothy didn’t understand.

“Just say no,” said Jed as he maneuvered them to the exit.

Stepping outside, the glare of lights from somewhere above stung Timothy’s eyes. As they adjusted, he couldn’t help but gawk.

Timothy’s home for the past week on Brother 3, was a testimony of inspiration and cohesiveness, a marvel of formidable architecture, a landscape of artfully crafted skyscrapers floating above sparkling clean streets, inhabited by professional, sophisticated beings.

Brother 4’s mishmash of gaudy buildings, stacked one upon the other, teased the pedestrians with their intentions. Glassed shops reflected the obscenities inside. Cavernous establishments with wide openings sprawled over entire city blocks. Shouts of joy and anguish could be heard coming from within. Tiny hovels interspersed throughout, luring lethargic creatures to join in their diversions. The packed street drenched in smells unfamiliar to Timothy. It was a carnival of the creepy.

They increased their pace to keep up with the flow of traffic.


Where are they all going?
 Timothy wanted to ask, but he followed Jed’s cue and kept quiet.

Appendages slipped from nowhere, beckoning him to come inside for activities designed for his enjoyment. One frisked Jed’s genitals and he hand-chopped the creature’s arm. The injured being slinked away screaming in pain.

An open two-story warehouse showcased a bevy of artists painting in cubicles, stacked one on top of another. An explosion of dyes caught his eye, until closer examination exposed the canvases as a variety of beings. They allowed their entire bodies to be painted with brightly hued oils. Moans of ecstasy filled the air.

“Every tint is a mood enhancer,” said Jed, not slowing down. “It’s the new best thing. Addictive and illegal everywhere but here. Little green men didn’t exist until about a year ago.”

The congested streets jumbled Timothy’s translator; it didn’t contain all the languages and the dialects melded together.


I would be scared stiff if it weren’t for Jed
 . Timothy kept his shoulder next to Jed’s, mirroring his confidant lead, focusing on the backs of the creatures directly in front.

A shriek pierced through the sounds of the conversations and solicitors of sin. A being fell to the ground, a dark pool of liquid circled the body. No one in the crowd stopped to help, stepping over the dying creature, careful not to soil their feet.

They walked in silence until Jed turned down a narrow street. The horde thinned as they moved further away from the noise.

Finally, Timothy asked, “Do you have any idea where we’re going?”

“I’ll advise as needed.”

“Are you fricking Yoda? What kind of answer is that?”

Jed abruptly stopped and Timothy almost knocked him down.

“This is it.”

The structure stood identical to all the other buildings, row after row unidentified by numbers or landmarks. The street glowed red, reflecting the building’s lights on the oily grime. Outside stairs led to an enclosed hallway marked by a tall door. Jed opened it, and they entered a tiny, dark room with high ceilings, the only light muted by a dark shade from a lamp in the corner. They could barely make out two mats on the floor and a small, square table with chairs.

“Who are you?” asked a muffled voice from behind them.

“Father Charles sent us,” said Jed gruffly.

“Take off your coverings.”

Jed lifted his hood as he spun around. The man lunged at him, knives in both hands. Jed kicked one of the knives to the floor. He tripped the man, and fell on top of him, grappling for the other weapon, releasing it from his fist.

“Carlos? Jesus, what happened…?” Jed barely recognized his friend. His head grossly misshaped, scarred, his body distorted.

Jed jumped off Carlos and helped him to his feet.

“Jed? Thank God! I have been waiting for you.”

A few minutes later the three men sat around the table drinking a facsimile of coffee brewed by Carlos. Timothy choked on the sweet aftertaste.

“It’s close to coffee but there’s a natural sweetener in the vegetation. The caffeine kick is the same,” said Carlos.

Carlos hunched over his cup, clasping it between his hands. “I’m so sorry. My father told me someday it could be a possibility. We could be discovered.”

“It’s not your fault,” Jed said, showing genuine concern for his friend.

“Ah, you’re wrong.” Carlos looked down. “I participated in evil. And this is my punishment.”

“Carlos—”

He wouldn’t let him finish.

“Jed, my ancestors trusted me with this remarkable knowledge. I possessed the ability to help people who otherwise would sentence themselves to a life devastated by their past.”

“Tell us what happened,” said Jed.

“A few years ago, a man approached me at the mission. He introduced himself as a private detective. Although I knew better, he was too well dressed for an investigator, he sought information on a man who vanished, last seen with me. I told him he was mistaken, I didn’t know the man in question. He said I answered correctly.”

Carlos took a sip of the coffee, his hands shaking. “I should’ve immediately relocated to Mexico. But my oldest son, he had a baby on the way. I thought, no, prayed, it was just a fluke. A few weeks later the man came back to the shelter. He said he would pay me to make another old guy disappear.”

He paused. “He hired me to eliminate a harmless nuisance, not a criminal. I knew if I didn’t take the job, someone else would kill him. So, I took care of it.”

“You’re a hit man?” Timothy blurted.

Jed gave him a hard glare and Timothy concentrated on his coffee.

“I acted as if this was the most natural thing, people coming up to me and asking me to make people disappear. He never asked what I did or how I did it. He needed the people gone. I justified it by thinking the Ancients were giving me a sign, to help the unwanteds.”

The talking caused a coughing fit and he gulped his coffee before continuing. “I contracted four jobs for him,” he said in a raspy tone. “All for people who made stupid mistakes. I rejected the jobs for killers or deviants, and the man didn’t force me. Then he contacted me to terminate two young girls, one who slept with the wrong man, the other was her roommate.”

Carlos twitched. “The wrong man came looking for me, looking for her.”

Carlos proceeded to tell the story of his kidnapping, the severe beating and the drugs. When the Russian stopped in front of a convenience store, he mustered enough strength to kick the taillight out of the trunk, pop it open and struggled to the back of a parked low-rider truck. He hid in the truck bed for several miles until the unsuspecting driver pulled into his driveway.

Carlos convinced the man he was a victim of gang violence. The man let him phone his sons, under the assumption they would take him to a hospital.

When his sons received the call, they knew there could be no deviation from the years of planning if the day came and their father was discovered. The five of them crossed the border near Mexicali, driving day and night until they reached a desolate place in the middle of the Sonoran Desert north of Caborca.

“I think I was delirious. I slept or passed out for a while. The next morning when we got to the Zephyr site, my sons begged me to take them with me.”

“I’ve never allowed either of them to Zephyr. This is my destiny. My heart knew neither of them is preordained to continue our family tradition.” Carlos tried to steady his hands.

“They can never return to the States. They gave up their jobs, their comfortable lives for me. My son’s girlfriend cried when she said goodbye. After all I’ve put them through, she still cried. I miss them so much and especially my granddaughter. My wish is someday to hold her again and hear her call me Papa. First, my beautiful wife, now I have lost my children and granddaughter forever.”

“You know, my wife was the only one I could talk to about my destiny. She was my key to understanding.” Carlos’ sad, mutilated face looked down at the table. “She would be so disappointed in me.”

“His wife had breast cancer. She left us several years ago,” Jed spoke softly to Timothy.

“I knew if the drugs and beating didn’t kill me, transporting unprepared in my condition would be an almost certain death, but I had no choice. I arrived in Lagrange Points in a coma. An acquaintance of mine, a captain of a passing sail ship took me on board. I was in pretty bad shape. My head and ears crushed, bones in my legs and arms cracked, the effects of the Zephyr wrecked my equilibrium. She placed me in her smallest pod. I’m sure she didn’t expect me to recover.

“I do remember when I woke up the captain told me another Human, not Jed, zephyred and asked questions about me,” Carlos said. “The captain laughed and told him, How could I possibly associate with any Humans
 ?”

“I stayed in the bunk falling in and out of consciousness. I suffered from amnesia and delirium for most of the trip, probably for the best since I don’t remember the pain. I couldn’t ask where we were going or when she set sail, and I couldn’t comprehend simple facts. Her ship, the Baroque, travels undocumented because of the miscellaneous precious cargos she smuggles.”

“A sail ship? How long did it take you to sail to MidLine?” Jed asked.

“I don’t remember. Several weeks, maybe months.”

“What’s a sail ship?” Timothy asked.

“It’s a ship equipped with mirrored sails or panels to propel the vessel. It’s comparable to the sailing ships crisscrossing the Earth’s oceans and seas from the 1400’s to the early 20th century. Instead of masts of square sails made of cloth, our material is a type of gossamer mylar interspersed with reflective plasma used to harness the suns’ energy and cubesats to monitor the space weather.

They are inexpensive to operate and if you’re not in a hurry, can be vastly profitable to transport cargo. They are also hard to document because they don’t imprint a trail to track. For illegal goods, it’s the vehicle of choice,” said Jed.

“We were almost to MidLine before my senses and curiosity returned. And my suspicions of the extraordinary cargo on board,” said Carlos.

“The special cargo on Lagrange?” inquired Jed. He already knew the answer.

Carlos continued his story, avoiding the question, for now.

“One of the crew told me that a few months ago, a Spear in the middle of crossing was hijacked. The passengers were removed by the captors and sent to MidLine on a freighter. The Spear’s new travelers were prisoners, the same as transported on the Baroque. This cargo, now in high demand, and, from what the captain told me, commands staggering profits.”

“All beings on Spears are documented. Illegally transporting cargo on a Spear and the consequence of confiscation would mean banishment to one of the penitentiary moons,” added Jed. “I take it this Spear’s cargo was undocumented and the risk worth any punishment.

“When the Baroque arrived in MidLine, the captain was treated like a celebrity. We were about to disembark when she informed me, I couldn’t leave, she said she it was too dangerous. It explains why she took such good care of me. Even a sick, beat-to-near death old man would bring a ridiculous amount of coin.”

“She transported Humans?” said Timothy. The words came slowly, as he comprehended the enormity of the circumstances bringing them together.

“Yes, but I didn’t travel trillions of light years, and leave all I hold dear to become some creature’s slave. My body may be old and shattered but I still have my will. Without it I could’ve never escaped.”

“How did you get off the ship?” Jed asked. “As you well know, MidLine is a dangerous place, a port for cargo and transports, too numerous to count, legal and not so legal, from the furthest points of the cosmos. Still, the regulators shouldn’t have authorized the ship to dock if they suspected Human cargo. Every Human entering the universe is documented, or at least they were.”

Carlos nodded in agreement. “But that was before Humans became more precious than our gold on Earth. The universal law of supply and demand. The promise of a Human for their very own enticed the authorities to look the other way. A ship arrived every couple of days from Lagrange, carrying only a few Humans, distributed to their new owners.”

Jed turned pale as he murmured to himself. “Think about it. There’s no overhead. Round them up, like stolen cattle or sheep, ship them and bank the money.”

“To answer your question,” said Carlos. “I simply walked off the Baroque. The main attraction was the cargo, not me. I managed to stop by the Captain’s pod and help myself to a few pieces of coin, coverages and a pair of shoes. Not to mention her weapon. No one paid attention to the covered old female walking slowly, immersed in the crowds of the port.”

“You dressed in woman’s clothes?” asked Timothy.

“The captain is, how do you say, a big-boned girl and not near as pretty as me.”

Carlos touched his misshapen nose and almost smiled.

“The coverings were drab enough not to attract any attention. The shoes made the outfit.”

He pulled up his pants leg to reveal a pair of well-worn, high-heeled boots.

“It took me another couple of months to secure a transport to Brother 4 from MidLine. Once I arrived, I didn’t leave and waited for you. I knew you would come.”

Carlos’ sadness filled the room. “I am sorry. I never dreamed in a million years the weaselly asshole would take the chance of riding the Zephyr.”

“Can you identify the man who did this to you?” asked Jed.

“I’ve never seen him before,” said Carlos.

“What do you remember?”

“My memory is returning in bits and pieces. I don’t sleep, I dream. I dream I’m back in the chair in the warehouse. Or locked in the trunk of the car.”

“We must establish who is buying the Humans and how they are coordinating the Zephyrs from Earth and transporting from Lagrange,” said Jed, contemplating their next move.

“How do you suggest finding them?” asked Timothy. “Do we disguise ourselves as Girl Scouts and go door-to-door?”

“We will to go to them. I know just where to begin.”


Trovel

“I’m not insane, sir. I have a finely calibrated sense of acceptable risk
 .”  John Scalzi, Old Man’s War

After a meager supper Jed, Carlos and Timothy stepped outside to the stinging red mist. Jed slowed his step so Carlos could keep up. His twisted, sore body made walking almost unbearable. Carlos insisted on going with them, working through the pain. His swollen face glinted with new life. He had found a purpose, to bring the beings to justice responsible for the transporting of Humans.

They hiked for several blocks. The grimy city landscape evolved into clean streets, the garish buildings turned into attractive structures and the soft lighting brought a sparkle to the building facades. The crowd thinned and the chatter lowered to whispers. Timothy thought they had accidently entered a residential area, until he spotted the exquisitely dressed females displayed in windows. In barely audible tones, elegant males guarded the doors negotiating fees and appointments. They had entered a district of courtesans.

Each building included their own sentinel, seemingly etched into the bricks, emerging as needed. Two obnoxiously intoxicated males wandered into the area and loudly objected to the high costs. One reptilian sentry segued out of the walls of a building and wrapped its two tongues individually around each of the males’ waists, flinging them into the air, over the streets and structures, careful not to disturb the tranquil atmosphere. 

Timothy tried not to stare at the stunning females. None of them compare to Greta.


They continued walking until they reached a small shop, crammed between elaborate brownstones. Jed stopped, opened the door and motioned for them to enter. Bizarre fabrics, woven with elaborate adornments hung from the ceiling. Polished gems of various shapes filled see-through enclosures imbedded in the walls. Shoes of all forms and sizes lodged against the corners, neatly arranged on protruding landings. Bright unique items occupied every space in the immaculate store.

“I don’t serve males,” a menacing voice came from the back of the store. The creature blended into the pastel blue beaded embroidered swatch fabric he held in his tentacles.  It rendered him almost invisible until he moved. Timothy backed up to the front door.

“How do you know we’re male?” Jed asked.

“Because you stink and you’re stinking up my shop.”

“We may stink but at least we are not ugly.”

The creature bolted and stopped in front of Jed’s covered face. Jed did not move.

“At least my head does not require veiling,” retorted the shop owner.

The creature’s arms jerked and lifted Jed up in the air until he hit the ceiling. Timothy and Carlos watched in horror. Before they could react, he dropped Jed and squeezed him hard, his thick lips kissing the top of his head.

“Very funny, Trovel. Put me down. You’re upsetting the children.” Jed wiggled free and pulled off his hood.

“Why are you on Brother 4? I heard you were dead. Again.” Trovel crocked his swan-shaped neck to Carlos and Timothy. “Who are your friends?”

“This is Timothy and Carlos.”

“Carlos? On, my goodness. The Carlos, from Earth?” He jerked towards the two men twisting his tentacles around Carlos. “I have —”

Jed interrupted him. “Enough talk, we are here to ask for your help.”

A few minutes later over cups of a hot sweet liquid, Trovel listened intently to the update about the increased transporting of Humans from Earth.

Trovel placed a knobby finger on his forehead. “I heard the Humans are now an expensive commodity. Only those willing to pay huge sums are considered as viable buyers. Bidding wars between the enormously wealthy and corporations are not uncommon.” 

Trovel gripped Jed’s hand. A murky liquid dripped from his eyes. “I am forever in your debt for all you have given my family.” He wiped his eyes. “It is because of you that my niece and nephew are living in health and love. It is an honor to donate support. How can I assist?”

Timothy scanned the shop and wondered what this strange being could offer.

“I am a modest purveyor,” Trovel bowed. “The females depend on me to conceptualize desire. It is not sufficient to be attractive. From the jewels to the coverages, I create each courtesan an illusion. The better the illusion, the more profitable the transaction. The fantasy is never duplicated.”

“We can catch up in bit.” Jed pointed to Carlos. “Do you have a place for him to lie down? He isn’t feeling well.” Carlos slumped against the counter, holding himself from slipping to the floor.

Trovel escorted him to the rear of the shop to a small enclave with a built-in cot.

“I’m crashing the party at Ellipse Entertainment. I’ll need new coverages,” Jed said following Trovel and Carlos.

“They are not going to let you enter,” said Trovel over his shoulder, positive Jed left his mind on Earth.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to walk in the front door.”

“If you are caught, I cannot protect you,” said Trovel sadly shaking his head.

“I don’t want your protection, nor expect it," said Jed.

“I am going with you,” said Carlos. “I’ll be better as soon as I get a little rest and food. This is my doing, I need, no must, help. I won’t hinder us, I promise.”

“Absolutely not. You are aware of the dangers at the Ellipse.”

“Exactly.” The darkness internalizing within Carlos over the preceding months surfaced. “Physically I may be damaged. Mentally I am at the top of my game. No more discussion.”

Jed knew he would not win this quarrel with his friend.

“What about me?” Timothy said. “Are you going to leave me alone with octo-man? Besides they won’t kill me. I’m worth millions.”

“Your death is the least of my worries,” Jed said. “It’s what they’ll do to you if you’re caught.”

“So, you’re sending me back to Greta and Marguerite and tell them I let you do this by yourself? Do any of these E.T.’s have a phone? Because a quick call to Viola—”

“He’s right. You can’t leave him here. No one will be expecting three Humans together. It’s an unimaginable, for this galaxy.” Carlos made the decision for Jed.

“Then it’s settled, Trovel. The majority wins. Coverings for three, please.”

A few hours later the three men admired themselves in front of mirrors in suits similar to the ones Jed and Timothy wore to the restaurant on the Station. Their elegance reflected in the mirrors even if their features were exaggerated.

“Perfect!”  Trovel said.

The suits he patterned protracted their arms. The gloves elongated their digits, fitting over their fingers but still gave them mobility. All three wore black, wide brimmed hats. The added lifts in the shoes extended their height several inches.

Faces were enforced to be uncovered inside the Ellipse Entertainment. Trovel kohled their eyes, added a little color to Timothy and accentuated Jed’s crescent markings.

The shop catered to a steady stream of females. The counter underneath contained a pharmacy with a seemingly endless stock of medical supplies, scents and all types of makeup. Their needs came first. Jed didn’t seem concerned that their Human faces were in plain sight. When not resting in the enclave, he assisted Trovel, flirting outrageously.

“Trovel, are any of these women your girlfriend?” Timothy asked. He thought it was an innocent question with the number of beautiful creatures, one must have caught his eye.

Jed and Trovel both snapped their heads toward Timothy as if he were crazy.

“Goodness, no,” stuttered Trovel, shocked he would say such a thing.

“It’s gotta be tough not to, well, you know, all of them so beautiful.”

“My wife would kill me!” Trovel said in such a serious tone the three men burst out laughing. “No, really, she would kill me.”

Trovel was the perfect host. He suggested they take turns resting. In his small kitchen he cooked a hearty meal to share. He approved the change into their new coverages only after they indulged in a steam shower. Carlos couldn’t remember the last time he enjoyed the luxury of a warm spray on his body.

“Okay, great leader. What’s the plan?” Timothy asked after dressing. “How are we getting to this Ellipse Entertainment? What is it, exactly?”

“It’s a perverse adult recreational area,” Trovel said. “For a fee you can procure membership, but only the upper tier of wealth in the universe can afford it. One of my former clients coerced my attendance, to supplement my, shall we say, education. I cannot erase the memory of the violence and depravity, and will not return. My work is beauty. Brother 4 may be devoid of law, but as individuals, we answer to our own moral compass of right and wrong. The EE code takes the compass off course. Some never return to the righteous path.”

“Who operates this mega playground for the rich and depraved?” Timothy asked.

“Ownership of the EE is unknown. With the varied types of clientele, it is too dangerous to have your name prominent in the universe. All it takes is one unhappy customer, a warped sense of entitlement and a legion of weapons to end the tenure,” said Trovel.

“Involvement in profitable, illegal enterprises thrive at the Ellipse. The operators of the EE will point us in the right direction.” Jed put on his hat and walked to the rear of the shop. Their cue to follow.

“And why would they tell us?” Timothy asked.

Carlos, Jed and Trovel looked at each other. “It’s my sparkling personality, remember?” said Jed.

“Will you consider attachments for your companions?” Trovel asked Jed.

“No leashes. My markings provide the necessary arrogance.”

Trovel picked up Jed and embraced him.

“Careful my friend. If you discover the being or beings you are searching, it will be a challenge to restrain their evil. My devotions will be with you.”

They said their goodbyes and heartfelt appreciation for Trovel’s help.

The wall opened and the three smartly dressed men climbed downstairs onto an underground walkway. The wall snapped shut behind them. Is was as if they had transitioned into a painting of a 19th century European park, the imagined collaboration between Renoir, Monet and Van Gogh.

Between gaslights, away from the intrusive stares and whispered comments, courtesans strolled on quaint cobblestone paths. Green, leafy trees, their trunks covered in ivy, shaded sitting areas edged by white flowers. Waterfalls cascaded into scattered ponds. The girls waived to Jed as they passed by.

“Who built this?” asked Timothy admiring the moving pattern above them resembling a moon lit night.

“Trovel’s ancestors, many, many years ago,” said Jed. “Only his family, his females and us, are aware this underground wonder exists. It was built for a safe haven to reflect, read or unwind. A stairwell to the park is attached from each of Trovel’s buildings.”

“What do you mean his females?”

Carlos and Jed looked at each other and started laughing.

“Jeez, Timothy,” said Carlos. “Only a naco
 from the rural planet Earth would ask such a question.”

“He’s a pimp?” Timothy asked, finally putting it together.

“It’s a family business, passed down from generation to generation,” said Jed.

“How do you know his girls won’t mention to someone that they saw a couple of Humans hanging around at Trovel’s?” Timothy said.

“Because Trovel’s wife will kill them,” said Jed.

Timothy laughed thinking it was joke. He stopped when he saw Jed’s serious expression.

They strode down the walkway. After a few miles it became no more than a narrow path, the light from the faux moons fading into darkness. Their arms stretched to feel the wall.


This is still better than maneuvering through the crowds and red muck up above
 , Timothy thought.

They walked for half a day. It gave Timothy the opportunity to get to know Carlos. When he asked about his relationship with Jed, Carlos’ disfigured face told him Jed questions were off limits. He did talk about his sons and granddaughter and his regrets for the prolonged periods of travel, and the years of separation from his family. His mood turned to sadness when he mentioned his wife. He stopped talking, lost in his memories of their past life. They walked in silence until the path curved, sloping upwards. Jed stopped when the path split.

“This is your last chance to return to Trovel’s.”

Carlos and Timothy didn’t respond.

“Okay, then.”

The path became steeper, the walls and ceiling inching closer. Carlos strained his body in silence but refused any assistance. Timothy wanted to ask when they would leave the pathway.

How did Jed know this way to the EE?

Jed stopped. “We’ll exit here.” He placed both hands against the wall and straddled his feet. He positioned his legs to stabilize himself while he tried to push open a partition in the ceiling.

“A little help would be nice,” commented Jed, peering down over Carlos and Timothy. They grabbed his legs and pressed until a portion of the ceiling released. Jed reached for Carlos’ arms and heaved him up and then they both lifted Timothy.

An awful odor greeted them. They had arrived in the Ellipse’s Entertainment’s version of a men’s rest room.


Ellipse Entertainment

“As deep as the workmen’s city lay under ground, so high above it towered the Masterman Stadium gift of John Masterman the richest man in Metropolis.”
 Intertitles from Metropolis

They entered through one of the private stalls. Privacy for elimination is a Human tradition, uncommon for the universe. The stalls were used for intimate behaviors no being should bear witness. Not one of the male creatures looked up as the three tall males swung open the door, passed the troughs and a maze of self-contained compartments, before joining the other patrons, barely inside the Ellipse Entertainment.

An oval arena extended before them, a kaleidoscope of frenzy, music and performances. It didn’t seem to have an end. Tiered platforms climbed into the red haze encircling the field. Transparent elevators conveyed beings between the levels. Restaurant after restaurant interconnected throughout the bottom floor. Stylish bistros hosted orchestras playing a variety of music. Couples gracefully danced by tables while waiters carted beverages and food.

A separate catacomb of rooms angled off to the side. A line of creatures waited patiently before they were allowed to enter. Timothy craned his neck to see what could entice anyone to stand in that long of a line.

“Don’t go inside.” Carlos jerked Timothy’s arm. “It’s a casino except you are guaranteed to lose your coin. We were told the lights and sounds inside are hypnotic. You don’t realize what you’ve lost until after leave the EE.”

They removed their hoods to momentary glances. Jed paraded his dominance by showing off his two Humans, taking in the sights. His highlighted scars brought a flash of fear from those whose gaze lingered.

The other levels produced a theme of rooms and shops dedicated to a particular sin or pleasure. Small portholes enabled customers to view sordid depravity, illegal in all worlds but Brother 4. Beings casually passed by, peaking in before entering.

Taverns encircled the middle sphere supplying beverages to wet the palate of one and all. Creatures sat on artfully sculpted stools or couches behind roped off lounges, looking down over the activities.

Artificial light bounced off the dark, smoked mirrored glass covering the top tier. Huge males, oblivious to the proceedings below, held strategically placed positions. Timothy tilted his head upward.

Is the top tier reserved for the extreme wealthy and dignitaries?

Directly to the front of them, the middle field held enclosed zones, separated by strong, translucent dividers, providing a showcase for the physically elite. It reminded Timothy of video games except this was not make-believe. Muscled males waited to enter, anxious to prove their fighting skills and win the honor of an Ellipse Entertainment victor.

Although EE prohibited weapons, they were integral to the strategies of this game. Two males entered one of the zones from separate side doors.

The athletes were alone, the referees positioned on the outside, calling to end each of the three rounds. Round one allowed them to pummel each other using their fists. After a set interval, the officials distributed weapons, resembling serrated knifes except they protracted to a size of the player’s choice.

Timothy noticed the contestants didn’t try to kill each other. Instead they slashed and stabbed, encouraging the EE customers to roar each time splattered blood smeared the divider. The main event was the deadly last round. The crowd leaped to its feet, calling the challenger’s names.

The males received another weapon, neither informed of its forbidden ammunition. One, utilized pea-sized carnivorous insects, blown by mouth out of an air shooter, which stuck to its target while the pests chewed its victim to a slow death. The other type of gun volleyed what looked like a softball of white, fluffy cotton. It floated until it exploded a few feet from his opponent, spraying the enclosed dome, the shrapnel piercing only the intended's entire body.

It sickened Timothy to watch the players exterminated, blown up, or mortally wounded. Yet, he could not break away from the surreal, a dream with all social boundaries removed. The well-dressed females cried as their mates were dragged away and heaped unceremoniously upon their failed competitors. Other males eagerly jumped in to take the place of the previously fallen, convinced they would be the one to win.

The arena’s events ended in bloody fights and bodies casually tossed to the side. By the size of the masses assembled, mostly standing room only, the most popular of the physical entertainment played-out in three separate circles, each in different modes of the sport. The game resembled football but only five participated on each team, kicking or throwing a round object across a grassy circle. Powerful creatures, male and female smashed into one another and cracked bones could be heard above the screams of the crowd. Body parts, ripped off team members, were flung towards the spectators, all for the sake of retrieving the object and keeping it inside the circle. If any player stepped outside, he or she was penalized and forced to watch from the sidelines. The finale included the winning team determining the weakest member. Timothy wished he had missed the end. The remaining competitors, in a ritualistic ceremony, brutally removed the head for use in the next game.

Further down the field, caged animals were released into contained rings. Beings dressed as types of gladiators enthusiastically battled the animals to their death. The paying customers did not part with their admission coin to see the gladiators live: they mandated gore and death. The angry, hungry animals gave the patrons their money’s worth.

One of the broadcasters announced for all eyes to view the heavens. This aerial event invited only females to participate. Timothy couldn’t help but become mesmerized. The roof partially opened, and a small shuttle briskly crisscrossed the dome. Two brightly dressed acrobats floated overhead, entertaining the patrons with their complex gymnastic routines, while the audience below screamed Eject! Eject!

Timed to meet the anticipated frenzy, the shuttle expelled the competitors headfirst, similar to a sideways parachute jump, propelling the females at fast speeds towards suspended openings of their choosing, all located above the arena.

If the door opened before impact, they lived to play again. The unlucky players who slammed into closed openings were hurled down to the ecstatic crowds below.

The patrons participated in the game, by running from the projectiles and watching dead bodies bounce in front of them. They shouted for more.

Jed and Carlos prodded Timothy to keep moving. The efficient employees of the EE managed their specific jobs competently and instantaneously. All signs of violence or death were immediately removed. Guards of various species stood conspicuously at every ring. There was no law, except for the law of the Ellipse Entertainment.

Couples casually passed by the arenas, drinks in hand, pausing to observe. They could have been viewing paintings in a gallery.

Timothy watched the beings come in and out of shops in the tier directly above them.

“Do I dare ask what’s going on in each of the cubicles?

Jed ignored the activities around him, focused on the dark smoky glass of the upper tier. “What the darkest areas of our minds will conceive. Remember, you volunteered. Leave now if your sensibilities cannot fathom the universal disorders passing for entertainment. The sporting events are not as extreme as what’s behind those closed doors.”

Timothy trailed Jed’s eyes upwards. “Unless you have some invisible man serum in your pocket, I don’t see how we can traipse to the top tier unseen.”

“There should be stairs close by. Keep your eyes straight ahead.”

They mingled into the crowd of the universe’s diverse species. Although Timothy and Carlos' possibility of being Human brought whispers and stares, Jed’s scars deterred any interaction. 

As Timothy listened to the passing conversations of debauchery and depravity, his curiosity turned to stomach wrenching horror. He wished he could turn off his communication device.

Carlos found an entry to stairs behind a wall. As they ascended, a voice resonated from within:

“Jedadiah, it will be faster by lift. Please, bring your friends.
 ”



The Top Tier


“Without followers, evil cannot spread.”
 Mr. Spock

“Who the hell is that?” said Timothy as they exited the stairwell. “What should we do?”

“Right now, we are following instructions. It appears the EE upgraded their networks to incorporate Human genetics,” Jed said, entering the lift.

“Did your plan involve us getting captured?”

“I suggest you try to find a way not to articulate your every thought. This may be the time to think before speaking,” said Jed.

Two neck-less, square shaped guards stiffly greeted them as they exited the lift on the top tier. They escorted the three men into a cavernous living area filled with fireplaces, couches, overstuffed chairs and sculptures. It projected affluent coziness in spite of its size.

Off to the side, carved doors opened into a spacious office dominated by a marble pedestal desk. In front of the smoky glass, a small, formally dressed male stood, his back to them, focused on the controlled chaos down below. When he turned to greet them, he smiled.

“Hello, Jedadiah. How are you feeling?”

He came towards him and tried to place his hand on Jed’s chest.

“Dr. Battos?” Jed brushed his hand away.

“You’re surprised.” The doctor walked to his opulent desk and sat down. He pointed them towards the chairs in front of him.

“Please sit. How can I help you?”

Jed didn’t answer. Dr. Battos is the overlord of Ellipse Entertainment?
 He glanced around to see if Dr. Battos was alone. Is this a joke
 ?

“Well, then, let me guess. I can assume this is not a friendly visit. You are speculating if I am indeed in charge of Ellipse Entertainment. Yes, I am the primary owner. I have formed a successful consortium. My partners are diversified, well-known in the finance sector.” Dr. Battos waved his arm in a grand gesture. “This is only a portion of our holdings.” He tapped his fingers on the marble acting bored.

“As you can see, it is tremendously successful. I ascertain you are willing to compromise your existence because of another prosperous enterprise.”

“Are you kidnapping Humans?” Timothy blurted.

“From Earth? There is no reason to kidnap
 Humans from your planet.” Dr. Battos reveled in his amusement. “Granted, they have become a great commodity. My bodyguards want one to call their own.”

The two creatures guarding the door energetically nodded their thick, neck-less heads.

“Ahh, regrettably, on their coin it can never be. Humans are obtainable only for the gloriously wealthy or for corporations in need of mass physical employment.”

“Free labor is a windfall for our economies. Agricultural, mining, manufacturing, any sector requiring labor. The projected profits are incredibly encouraging. Of course, I contract my percentage before the Humans are sold.” He stood and leaned against the window.

“Humans are devoid of developing skills for open knowledge, or the ability to embrace the myriad of differences in our universe. Therefore, the lack of intelligence. I diagnosed it as a form of mind-blindness.” He paused.

“Mind-blindness is a Human trait, present company excluded of course,” he said sarcastically. “The trait provides our side of the universe with obedient workers. As they are unable to open their minds, they do as they are told. An astounding find! To think a chosen few have lived among us for eons. Only after we stumbled on the Human psychosomatic behavioral disorder in-mass, did we derive gratitude for the extraordinary financial benefits of your species.” Dr. Battos focused his attention away from the activities below and on Jed.

“There was no need for travel to Earth to acquire your kind. Jed, as you well know, impeding on another society is forbidden. The Humans were propositioned to us by one of your own. The opportunity presented itself and I exercised the rights of an innovator.” He chuckled as if he had just shared a joke.

“Jedadiah, I am disappointed. You are not speaking. Assuredly you have something to say?”

“Aren’t you a doctor?” said Timothy. “Don’t you have a doctor’s oath or something you’re bound by?”

“My profession is no concern of yours. I value wealth and the amenities it affords. I did not originate conveying your kind to our sector. You can thank your current company of friends. How long have you been transporting Humans, Jedadiah? I am not familiar by how Human’s track our days, but I know it has cumulated into many yesterdays.

Jed finally spoke. “You studied the Ancient sanctions. Transporting Humans across the universe is only for the broken.”

“Of course, of course—justifying is another Human trait. When the Humans traveled and issues arose, Jed, you emerged as their law.” Doctor Battos strolled around the three men. “Those despondent parents on Earth who never knew what happened to their children.”

“Stop it. You know I never transported children unless there were no other options for them.” Jed’s anger towards Dr. Battos prompted the two bodyguards to step forward.

“Oh, yes. You decided who stayed or who returned. You instructed your friend Carlos, until he developed his own business venture.”

“Jed isn’t my employer. He never directed me on whom to transport. I make my own judgments,” Carlos snapped.

“A good business for both of you. Deities for the small minded. Now a new deity on Earth is proliferating Human trafficking, rapidly becoming a universal commerce.” Doctor Battos was enjoying himself.

“One of your own demonstrated the initial benefits of mind-blindness by developing a financial empire surpassing all expectations. By providing a few cargo ships, the limited Zephyrs will soon become your version of, what do you call it? Oh yes, a dinosaur.”

“How did you become involved?” Jed asked, his voice measured and clear.

“Your other Human friend transported, operating the Zephyr unaided. He traveled unprepared, similar to Timothy. By the way, aren’t you going to thank me?”

“I don’t thank evil dwarves,” said Timothy.

“Glad to see you have recovered, many do not.”

Dr. Battos continued. “Your other friend…”

“He’s not our friend,” Jed interjected.

“I will correct. The Human zephyred onto Lagrange. I stay away from rural stations, it is a waste of my intellect. We connected when the Human asked to speak to someone who handles transactions of wealth. His self-important actions intrigued me.” The doctor gazed out the window.

“The Human arrived in bad shape. I have treated few Humans and only a handful for Zephyr sickness, including you Timothy, and you seem to be one of the exceptions. You mended unscathed. The Human body is a architect of splendor,” said Dr. Battos in admiration.

“When the Human became cognizant, he presented a proposal. From the station we found a way to reactivate the Zephyr sites and determined the number of transfers per day. The Human understood the economics of supply and demand and promised to deliver as many Humans as the universe ordained.”

Dr. Battos slammed his palm on the desk. “Is it not exciting to experience the genesis of a prosperous business opportunity? At first, I provided the Spear, I have my own, endowed to me for my altruistic service throughout the universe. A Spear is limited by capacity, and cargo ships are too slow. We are developing a faster way to cross. Production of more Spears, perhaps, as hijacking Spears is dangerous and causes undue attention.

“We negotiated a generous monetary arrangement. The Human's mind-blindness did not allow for possible future repercussions. His short-term objective of immediate financial gratification inspired the facets of our new business. After several transfers, I proposed the possibility of increasing the number of Humans per Zephyr.” Dr. Battos clapped his tiny hands.

“The prodigious pleas for Humans transcends anticipation. As I said, all beings want a Human for their own. Unfortunately, the expansion did not develop as planned. Casualties are incidental in any successful venture.”

“Oh, my god, what have I done? This is my fault!” Carlos said, hammering his fists into his legs. Jed stopped him and the guards stepped back. “The Ancients chose us, and I destroyed their trust.”

“Stop it! Because of you, broken, unwanted people were given an opportunity for a new, productive life. You got sidetracked, that’s all. None of us could’ve possibly foreseen this would happen.” Jed pulled him down to his chair.

“Ahh, the mind-blindness. Humans cannot process consequences,” said Dr. Battos. “For us, we have gained an enslavement trade without guilt. Unlike Humans, we would never sell our brothers and sisters for profit. Yes, there are unfortunates among us. We provide our inhabitants with food and shelter. Please explain to me how you can consent to the starvation of your kind?”

“You sit there on your puny, half-pint ass and pass judgment on us? Disposing your not-so-perfect children with yesterday’s garbage and discarding the sick and elderly to satisfy some stupid decree?” Timothy spoke thinking of his mother and the thought of her banished to an unknown planet. The gun strapped to his thigh, begged him to use it. He was afraid he wouldn’t be able to control his actions. He had never handled a gun but riddling the gnome into a thousand pieces would give him great satisfaction.

“Why, we have Jed and Father Charles to thank for our evolution in social acceptance and providing an environment, therefore our loved ones can adapt. We are profoundly appreciative.” Dr. Battos’ voice dripped with scorn. “Why spend wealth on research to heal the ones who will never be healthy? I repeat, mind-blindness, a Human trait.”

Dr. Battos crossed his arms and a wicked grin lit up his face.

“Did you know Zephyrs can expand to pack thousands into one site? The last transference delivered over 80,000 Humans from all areas of your Earth. Due to the absence of preparation incalculable numbers expired. Sad. From what I am told, because of the lack of nourishment and sanitary habitation on your planet, death provided a superior preference.”

The weapon pressed harder against Timothy’s thigh. “I guess little twerps don’t come with a conscious. It isn’t something you have is it? You condone the death of tens of thousands of Humans for additional funds, and you also own this demented place?”

He expected Jed to kick him in the shin to shut him up. Instead, Jed squinted his eyes, amplifying the crescent markings. Timothy could feel the rage radiating off him.

“You’re not applying the regression procedure?” Jed’s rage spilled onto his words. “They’re crossing without any knowledge of what may happen to them, in their current condition, old, injured or diseased?”

“Why would we bother applying the regression? It is the Human justification of showing sympathy for the people you transported.” Dr. Battos scoffed. “Now, express to me, what is the purpose? Remind me again the importance of the four “R’s.”

Jed did not answer.

“You do not recall? Yes, I do remember. Please, you have my permission to interrupt me if I misspeak:

“Regress to a healthier point in body and mind. Remember, all memories are intact. Returning is a possibility.” He interrupted himself and pointed to Jed. “Honestly, Jed, how many have
 actually returned?”

“Oh, I almost forgot—Reproduction. The ability to reproduce between two regressed Humans, or any other compatible species is invalidated. Am I correct?” He spoke as if he was lecturing his peers on medicine.

“Consequently, no, we did not ask them if they wanted to regress. I doubt any of them would have taken us up on it. It would have frightened the simpletons.”

Dr. Battos scanned Timothy’s bewildered face. “You did not know? Jed, are you keeping secrets, again?” He rubbed his fingers against his lips, taking great pleasure in mocking Jed.

“The Ancients devised—”

“Why mention the Ancients?” Dr. Battos interjected, responding to Jed in a condescending tone. “They are not here
 to protect you, which is why they are called Ancient
 .”

“Are you distressed regarding your fellow Humans’ circumstance? Physiology is not an issue. Either they die or they improve adequately to perform. Humans expect their choices quantified for them. They perform better when they do not have to think.”

“They were transported as is, no thought to their current health? Regression eradicates all illness, sicknesses, mental disease. Medicine to treat them is non-existent on this side.” Jed took deep breaths and averted his eyes to the smoky glass.


I can’t lose my temper
 . It’s essential I find the Humans
 .

Then the blunt reality came to him. The why behind Dr. Battos’ involvement.

“They will be able to reproduce!” Jed declared. “Eliminating reproduction is one of the four parts of regression.”

Dr. Battos laughed. “Right now, your friend on Earth thinks he has discovered an original commerce. He is blind to the occupational flaws." He spread his small arms apart. “Soon we will harvest Humans and not require his product. Again, actions without processing the consequences.”

Dr. Battos continued, “Jedadiah, the farming of the Human offspring is imminent. What is her name on Brother 5? Yes, Marguerite. She and her other Human assistants will finally be rewarded the pleasure of working amongst their own kind. It is premature to plan arrangements. We are still establishing methods to keep impending parents alive.”

Jed and Carlos flinched. Timothy thought of Greta.

Will I see her again? Is she really safe?

“Who is organizing the transference of Humans to Lagrange Points?” Jed raised his hand beneath his dinner jacket.

“I did not educe his name. If I did share the information, he is much too powerful for you to harm. Jed, is it difficult for you, to lose the exalted distinction of one of the rare Humans living among us, free to roam? Now, there are innumerable to save. It is doubtful your markings will continue to provide the protection you have come to expect.”

He paused. “Perhaps in the future we can arrange for a few of the Human males to entertain our audiences at the EE, in place of one of the lowly creatures.”

“Today, Humans are much too valuable to lose in a game. Possibly, we will arrange a damaged Human for a trophy to a winner.”

Doctor Battos eyed Jed’s hand. “An opportunity presented itself and I turned it into a profitable venture. You have yourself and the Human on Earth to thank.” He summoned his bodyguards.

“If only my associate, Viola, exhibited less efficiency, you would not be partaking in this conversation. You should have stayed on the station in your pod, recovering, blissfully unaware of today’s current events.”

“It seems our unscheduled appointment has ended. Please satisfy your pleasures of Ellipse Entertainment at my expense.” Dr. Battos watched as the guards escorted the three men to the elevator.

The neck-less bullies shoved them into the lift and closed the door. They quietly descended.

“Now what do we do?” Timothy finally asked. “Why didn’t you zap the imp?”

“His paid henchmen were behind us. They would have snapped me and Carlos in half before we could’ve escaped. I’ll deal with him another time.”

Jed’s rage subsided. No one would benefit if he killed Dr. Battos, at least not today. “Besides, there are always options,” Jed said, “They just haven’t presented themselves. Our new focus is stopping the men on Earth.”

“Are you adding motivational speaker to your other talents?”

An announcement thundered overhead.

“Attention loyal patrons of Ellipse Entertainment. Tonight and tonight only we have an unequivocal delight for you. Three Humans are in the Right Sector Lift. They can be yours. First come, first serve. Enjoy.

They heard a commotion, then a rumble. A stampede echoed throughout the arena. The lift became stationary and the door opened.


Napoleon

“Beware; for I am fearless, and therefore powerful.”
 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein

Arms, appendages, legs, and tongues snatched at the three men. Creatures pushed and shoved determined to advance closer. One large being carried Carlos over his head, kicking the others away. Timothy’s blood trickled to the floor from various scratches. A female enveloped him close to her body. Her strong arms cradled him as if he were her first baby doll and cried, “Mine, all mine.” Other hands tried to rip him from her caress, but she stomped on them. Timothy was her prize. Two men seized each of Jed’s arms and he was afraid they would split him apart. The mass of excitement compounded in size, and the sounds of yelling became deafening. Jed struggled to locate Timothy and Carlos.

Loud gunfire cracked over their heads, silencing the chaos. On the landing above, five males wearing long coats and carrying an arsenal of weapons appeared. They pointed guns directly at the heads of the creatures holding Jed and Carlos.

One of the males dropped down. Two creatures attached their appendages around his waist in an attempt to stop him. He snapped each their necks, one with each hand and did not break his stride.

Timothy peaked through the female’s arms. The being coming towards him was the one who almost hijacked the Spear. Nothing surprised him anymore.

“Leave them. There has been a mistake. The two Humans—”

“Two, I thought there were three,” came a shout from behind.

“The two Humans are my property and the ugly one you are claiming,” turning to the being almost smothering Jed, “is my brother.” The creature dropped Jed, recognizing the scars on his uncovered face. He stepped back and ran, pushing through the crowd.

The male spoke in a deep, menacing tone, commanding all to listen.

“To indemnify your cooperation, if any of you try to assault my brother, my friends, the pitiful Humans, or me, you and whomever you are standing with will be extinguished. Your families will be informed of the brutality we subjected onto you. Return to your vices. This is someone’s idea of a sick joke. It is certainly the place for it.”

The mob immediately disbursed. The female released Timothy and began to sob. He almost felt sorry for her.

The male steered them to the walkway.

“We need to get out of here and fast.” Jed looked around to see if they were followed. “Before Dr. Battos makes another of his broadcasts.”

“How did you obtain entry?” The male asked.

“Through the troughs,” Jed said in a low voice. “And you?”

“Smuggled in alongside the beasts. I will assume your access plan is not satisfactory for exiting?”

“We don’t want to risk it,” said Jed. “Well, we are close to the front entrance. Unless someone has a better idea, our only option is to walk out the way we didn’t come in.” He observed Timothy’s bloody jacket.

“Put your jacket on inside out.”

Carlos and Jed were rumpled, and after a little smoothing, became presentable. Only Carlos retained his hat.

“I’ll take the lead as long as I can have the pretty one,” said the male, pointing to Timothy. “We will exit in twos. Do not stop. Keep going, do not look back. Do you have weapons?”

All three nodded.

“Then use them.”

He gripped Timothy’s hand. “I do not have a leash. It is inappropriate to let a Human walk alone.”

They hurried to the front, the male's friends stayed a few steps behind. The sounds of the beings gaining admission into Ellipse Entertainment blocked the noises from the arena.

The welcome foyer was decorated in expensive mirrored flooring. The walls displayed sprawling artist renditions depicting warriors fighting battles. Elaborate fountains splashed over greenery projecting a temporary calming effect. Nude bodies, staged as live sculptures, furnished the only hints of the depravity waiting inside.

Entering the EE through the front entrance required authentication of invitations engraved on the neckline. Several bodyguards matching the ones in Dr. Battos’ office scanned carotid artery functions to insure validity. Out of the corner of his eye, Timothy could see thousands waiting for to enter the palace of debauchery.

The exit’s simple but effective design allowed patrons to exit, but once in the opening they could not re-enter the EE. They almost made it to the passage, before they heard the rumblings coming from inside. It sounded like a stampede.

“Run!” shouted Jed. They raced through the exit. Not one of them dared to take the time to draw their weapons. Timothy glanced behind him to see a mob of creatures chasing them. 

The street became their defender. Creatures moved shoulder to shoulder, congesting the walkways. Shops and eating establishments overflowed with noisy customers. Some were making their way to the entrance of the EE, while others milled around gawking at the individuals entering and leaving.

The male waved his hand above his head and his friends instinctively knew to split up. Carlos followed two of them while Jed and Timothy went with the remainder.

After assorted twists and turns, they slowed down to catch their breath.

The male slapped Jed on the back.

“Well, brother will you give me a hug? I’ve missed them. When you were little all you wanted to do is hug.”

Jed punched him hard in the abdomen, the big male did not flinch.

“Leave us alone,” Jed exploded. “I don’t need your help.”

Jed’s hostility spewed onto the creature. Timothy had never seen him lose control before. Fists would soon be flying, and he wasn’t sure if Jed could take on this mountain of macho. Passing beings glimpsed at the bickering males but quickly turned away when they recognized their markings.

“Yes, we can clearly see you would have escaped without our assistance. Little brother, reveal to me which of the beings would you have chosen for your new owner?”

“What? This is your brother?” Timothy asked, trying to comprehend how this brute could be related to Jed.

“He’s not my brother,” said Jed angrily.

“Little brother, my feelings, if I possessed any, are hurt.”

The male bowed to Timothy.

“My name is Napoleon, a name Jed bestowed on me when he could not pronounce, my given, common designation. Same as a small statured general from Earth, I later found. Funny, since I am so big? What do they call you?”

“We are not here to make friends.” Jed snapped. “Why are you here?”

“Why are you on Brother 4? Please, let me guess. Is it is the inevitable result of the appearance of Humans?”

“There’s absolutely nothing in this for you. No money, no gold, no females. And if you are thinking of taking Humans…Oh, my god, what have you done with Carlos?”

“My shipmates and Carlos will catch up. If you ….” Before he could finish, Carlos and the other two males rounded the corner, conversing and enjoying themselves.

“Whew, you showed up in the nick of time. Boy, Dr. Battos must be having a fit,” said Carlos.

“Hell hath no fury like an angry elf," said Timothy. A hint of a smile crossed Carlos’ face.

“Appreciation. At least one of you is not as stupid as the universe thinks you are,” said Napoleon. “Besides what would I do with another Human when I have my own?” He poked Jed on the shoulder.

“Leave me alone.” Jed shrugged off the finger.

Napoleon’s tone became serious. “I want to help. Whether you choose to believe it, family helps one another. “If not for you, then for Marguerite and Brother 5.”

“These tender family moments are sweet. But I am starving and thirsty. Is there a place we can grab a bite to eat before Carlos, and me, I’m Timothy, become someone’s bitch?”

The other males laughed. Napoleon smiled. Jed knitted his eyebrows together in a scowl.

They walked several blocks sheltered by the throngs packing the street. Each step distanced them from the EE. Napoleon and Jed veered into a small busy tavern, his males close behind, latching onto Timothy and Carlos. They climbed the stairs to a quiet dining room and ordered ale and food.

“Why the undocumented Humans?” Napoleon asked, gulping down his ale.

“There was a …mishap on Earth,” said Jed. “Another Human confiscated the Zephyr and activated the dormant sites. I suspected the increase of the gone-missing but I didn’t know why. When I left Earth the transporting of Humans, by my calculations was nominal. Dr. Battos informed us his contact on Earth now has the ability to Zephyr Humans in mass quantities, accruing thousands of fatalities along the way. " Jed cradled his head in his hands, the enormity of the truth too painful to believe. "Dr. Battos treated us as equals. Why would he turn on us?”

“Coin is the mother’s milk of self-indulgence,” said Napoleon.

“We need quick transport back to Earth.” Jed said gravely. “If we wait for the next Spear, no telling how many more Humans will be taken.”

“What do you mean, if we wait? Did you attain access to a galactic canon that will shoot you across the universe?” Napoleon asked.

“No, but Dr. Battos said he owned his own Spear.” Jed glowered at Napoleon. “Your passion is to permanently borrow things. Maybe you can help us borrow his Spear?”

“Will you forgive me, if I help you?” Napoleon said.

“Forgive you? For making me a part of your gang of thugs? Forcing me to partake in your thievery and mongering?” Jed said in disgust. “I was just a child.”

“Brother, you were never a child. What would you have me do? When our mother died it was not an option to pander you to her sisters. Your fate would have been much worse. They never understood why she took you in as one of her own.” Napoleon put down his fork. “We do not kill anymore.”

“Pillaging’s still okay?”

“I did not interfere with your chosen path,” said Napoleon. “Are you refusing my help?”

“Do you know where Dr. Battos parks his Spear?” Timothy asked.  He chomped on something tasting better than it smelled.


Napoleon grinned. “Of course, we spotted it when we landed.”

“There is one here? On Brother 4? I thought Spears launched only at the station. The Spear manufacturing plant is on Brother 3, but it still requires a tow to the launch area,” said Jed.

Napoleon shook his head in agreement. “Dr. Battos received special permission to fly his Spear anywhere he wants. He cited the universe’s appeals for his medical ability. Therefore, a platform was constructed solely for him. The red fog of Brother 4 camouflages it from the pedestrians." H
 e paused. “I would bet, what little coin I have retained, he built it for the sole purpose of transporting undocumented Humans and overseeing their distribution.”

“Can you get us up to the launching platform?” asked Jed.

“You mean, do I have an illegal vehicle parked somewhere on this planet available to take us to your Spear?” He chuckled. “Brothers do come in handy.”

“You are not my brother.”

“The scars still anger you?” Napoleon removed a steel blade from his pocket and picked at a piece meat. “It was the only way to protect you and avoid suspicion. The markings endorsed you as my brother and a resident of our planet. You were still a child and people thought you were not right in…you know,” he pointed to his head. “Your honored crescents are fading. We could refresh, to keep you safe.”

“Can we shelve the family talk until the holidays?” Timothy wanted a brother when he was a boy, but not one like Napoleon. He wielded his size and hard-lined face to intimidate all creatures. Timothy couldn’t tell which incurred the fear: the scars or his species.

What is he capable of?

This time Carlos spoke up. “Fine, we find a Spear. How can we calibrate it to return to our station?”

“Oh, Jeddy can pilot it. My little brother is one of the smartest beings I have encountered, no matter if he is Human,” said Napoleon proudly.

Timothy thought of the equipment in Jed’s shed. “Have you ever operated a Spear’s technology?”

“The calibrations to locate the magnetic field for transport in the direction of our station’s exact position should be in the Spear. The challenge will be to point and go and pray the galactical weather doesn’t punish us. It’s similar to flying in a thunderstorm for 18 hours except it is flying by thousands of millions of coronal mass ejections or sun storms,” said Jed.

“You can pilot spaceships, but you refuse to fly in an airplane? Is it just like riding a bicycle?” Timothy said, not sure if he believed anything Jed said.

Jed ignored Timothy’s comments. “Magnetic fields, perpetrated by the gravitational mass of each heavenly body, surround every planet, sun, galaxy. Compare it to a big metal door requiring the correct code, an edict to open. Each mass owns a delineated fingerprint. The pulse propulsion exact match will allow you to enter, without disruption, to your destination.”

“The speed will determine the timeline,” Jed continued. “It’s actually much easier to regulate returning than crossing. Call it a type of head wind. If you don’t have the right code or calculations to disengage the big metal door, the Spear will slam into the field, resulting into disastrous results—for the ship, the crew, and anyone or thing who happens to be in close proximity. So, yeah, it’s like riding a bike…or an airplane.”

Napoleon stood up. “Enough chatting. Our Spear awaits."

Napoleon had parked his vehicle on the vast plain bordering the city. The three Humans turned up their shirt collars and sheathed half their faces, separating to avert attention. They maneuvered through the dirty streets swarming with creatures. Apprehension replaced Timothy’s curiosity. He kept his eyes on the grimy sidewalks. He wanted off Brother 4 and back to Greta.

Timothy stayed close to Napoleon. He may be evil, if he believed Jed. But goodness wouldn’t get them safely off Brother 4.

“He did not tell you, did he? Napoleon said.

“Tell me? There’s something to tell?”

“Jed was taken as a boy. Carlos’ father brought him to my mother. I think on Earth a sickness infected him, something unwell in his brain. Mother Marguerite consulted with other missions to find a treatment. Fate intervened and she met Carlos’ father.”

“That explains his relationship with Mother Marguerite and Carlos. Why did Carlos’ father take Jed?”

“It is a question we asked over and over and received feeble replies. I can tell you that my mother loved Jed as any mother would love a son. She was a teacher and taught Jedidiah all the wisdoms of the universe.” He half-smiled. “I taught him the realities.”

Timothy sensed regret but did not respond.

The buildings and crowds thinned until there was nothing obstructing the ruby haze. Timothy and Napoleon found themselves alone, shrouded in red.

“Do not stray. The exterior locations are desolate and uninhabited, and you will only be able to see ahead a few paces. Keep silent. The fog will enhance any sounds. Do not look behind you.” Napoleon stepped in front of Timothy.

Timothy could barely detect Napoleon’s silhouette. He wanted to ask how much further, but he didn’t dare break the stillness.

He thought he heard breathing behind him, and Napoleon quickened his pace. The breathing came closer, he swore he could feel a draft on the back of his neck.


Don’t look behind you
 . Maybe it was Carlos or Jed.

Napoleon disappeared and Timothy panicked. The fog thickened, the muck sticking to his coverings.

Should I keep going?

A crunching sound came from under his boots; he dared not to stop or slow to muffle it. There were no lights, no noise except for the breathing and his steps. Should he call out?

He slowed his pace; a scarlet drizzle dripped over him joining the heavy fog. He heard a muffled yelp and the breathing stopped. A hand squeezed his shoulder and Timothy’s heart leaped up to his skull.

“He and his little friends will not bother you anymore,” whispered Napoleon.

“Who?

“The breathing.”

They walked until Napoleon pointed straight ahead. A shape of a fat, dull harpooned-shaped vehicle slowly emerged. Within moments Jed and Carlos stood beside them.

Carlos leaned on one of Napoleon’s males. His face twisted in pain, his body stooped almost in half. He waved off all attempts of assistance.

They entered a cavity, opening automatically when Napoleon approached. It contained one chamber, the controls in the center, storage and cots in the stern.

Napoleon pounded on the board, the ship convulsed, intensified by a stomach-turning lurch, and they shot into orbit above Brother 4.

Napoleon throttled the engines and guided the shuttle into the launch pad, parking next to Dr. Battos’ Spear. It gleamed against the dullness of the murky red globe in the background. The magnificent Spear dwarfed its solitary launching platform.

“One of the benefits of Brother 4 is no surveillance. Although absent of artificial eyes, Dr. Battos will perceive our deceit,” said Napoleon. “I am optimistic it will be after our departure.”

“I could use a few items: elimination kit, food, liquid; a change of clothes would be nice,” Jed said.

“Anything for you, brother,” Napoleon said.

Jed turned to Carlos.

“Carlos, hear me out before you say anything. You’re not coming with us. I don’t want to take the chance of you dying on me before we arrive on Earth.”

“I’m going with you. When I die, let it be among my travel companions, the stars. Or, if the Ancients shower any favor on me, when we return to Earth,” Carlos weakly replied, his remaining strength sapped by Brother 4. "To be buried next to my wife."

“Sorry, this plan doesn’t include you. Napoleon will take you to Marguerite. Let her spoil you. You can recuperate, get healthy, play with the babies. Then we can cross back to Earth, if that is what you want."

“No, Jed. I’ve got to help you.”

“I can’t take care of you if your injuries worsen. I won’t allow you to be added to my already overcrowded conscious,” Jed’s impatience displayed in his clipped tone. He must depart immediately.

Carlos pursed his cracked lips. As much as he hated to admit it, he knew Jed was right.

“Will you come back for me?”

“Yes.”

Jed shoved the items Napoleon found in a bag. “Let’s go, Timothy.”

“I’m not coming.”

Jed spun around. “What do you mean?”

“I’m catching a ride to Brother 5. I want to be with Greta.”

Jed put down the bag.

“You don’t know her.”

“I know she’s everything to me. I never thought I’d meet someone like her. Someone I can share the rest of my life with. I can’t wait to begin.”

“And do what exactly? Where are you going to live?”

“I’m perfectly happy to stay on Brother 5 and help Marguerite and her children.”

“For how long? If you and Greta end the relationship and you decide to leave, the next flight across may not exist for a Human. You may never see Earth again. Your days will be spent in a universe, which considers Humanity one step above a lab rat. You saw what happened at the EE.”

“Look, if a master is in my future, there seem to be plenty here who’ll take the job. I don’t need you to tell me what to do.”

“You can’t do this, now. I want your help.”

“I get it. NOW you need me.”

“Viola only allowed you to travel as long as we are together.” Jed searched frantically for the right words.

“You don’t need me. We found the greedy troll planning the kidnappings, at least on this side. I’m going to live my life, now. With Greta.”

“It is paramount I find the man who discovered the Zephyr. There is a reason our planet regales fairy tales: it is easier to believe there are monsters among us that perpetrate despicable actions against humanity instead of one of our own. I think, it would be much quicker if the two of us investigated, not just me.”

“And I should care, why? You seem to have done just fine before you dragged me to the desert. Besides, this is my chance for happiness. Like you said, there are monsters, from what I’ve seen I don’t think Earth has a monopoly on creepy behavior.”

“Jesus, Timothy, there’s something you should know.” Jed moved in front of Timothy, staring directly into his eyes.

“I brought Greta to Mother Marguerite.”

Timothy controlled the impulse to pummel Jed. “You’ll say anything to manipulate me. It may have worked on Earth. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, we’re across the universe.”

“I took her. She wandered the streets for several years. Did you know she never spoke? At first there was the occasional smile. Eventually, the sadness haunting her took control. A couple of months before we left, I pulled a couple of junkies off of her, convinced she was hiding drugs. I made a point of finding her every couple of days to make sure she was all right. Every week she drifted further and further away from any semblance of her past self. She wouldn’t have lived through the winter, so I took her.”

No one spoke. Timothy put his hands together and slowly clapped.

“Well, benevolent god. I guess we should all thank you for saving a girl’s life. Please find other creatures to rule. I’m now officially escaping your kingdom.”

“Timothy—”

“Leave me alone. In case no one has told you, you’re an asshole. I never want to see you again.”

Jed picked up his bag. He looked over at Carlos and nodded. He exited, Napoleon close behind him.

Through the portholes in Napoleon’s ship, the rest of the crew watched Napoleon and Jed in the control area calibrating the Spear’s engine. They argued, pointing fingers at each other before coming to an agreement. After a few minutes, Napoleon returned.

“Son, are you sure, this is what you want?” He asked Timothy before closing the hatch.

Timothy glared at Napoleon. They left the orbit of Brother 4, the streak of the Spear became smaller, and disappeared into its voyage across the universe.

Timothy did not hide his excitement. The anxiety of seeing Greta counteracted his exhaustion. What would she say? Did she still love him? He daydreamed of their life together at Marguerite’s. He would work among the beauty of Brother 5 and come home to her in the evening, to the contentment of their bed, exploring her body every night. He fantasized of building a small cottage near the meadow where they picnicked with the children. Someday they would look out their picture window and watch their own children playing among the wildflowers.

Then he remembered Jed said the regression prevented babies.
 Becoming a father, having children of his own never crossed this mind, until Greta.


No matter,
 he thought, shaking off the wave of sadness. We will have lots of little ones to keep us company.


The anticipation of holding her next to him, the apprehension of touching her, became almost unbearable.

Carlos slumped onto the shuttle floor, his face an ashen gray. Timothy resisted the temptation to poke him to see if he was still alive. Carlos wheezed.

Napoleon walked over to Timothy and sat next to him.

“You have assembled no information on my brother,” he said.

“You mean Jed? That asshole isn’t your brother.”

“Yes, he is. Not biologically, he is a part…here.” His hand thumped his heart.

“In the not too distance past, I would have thought nothing of killing everyone on the Spear, the day we obligated ourselves to unload the passengers of their marketable belongings. Not that day of course,” he added, noting the flash of alarm from Timothy.

“Why didn’t you acknowledge Jed? I mean, he’s your brother and all,” Timothy said, sounding bored.

“He disavowed our relationship and attempted no endeavor to locate me since departing our home planet. Our paths have crossed, with no communication. Jed either ignored the signs or was unaware of my presence.”

“The Ancients placed the Zephyr on your planet before the existence of the Five Brothers. A few Humans have dwelled among us for an eternity. Your home planet remains a mystery, the location far from MidLine, a long way from us. He journeyed our universe, alone, to search for other Humans. To find answers of why and how they were brought here. Humans do not travel in our universe unaccompanied.”

“These,” Napoleon pointed to the deep incisions on his checks, “are the marks of untouchables. If you hurt one of us, we will retaliate. We do not stop until the culprit, his family and acquaintances are found. Our practices are recognized, let us say, for their creativity.”

“I tracked him for years. Those who know him came to respect his resourcefulness. Although we unknowingly assisted in a few altercations, similar to the one on Brother 4, his reputation for being tough but fair traveled with him. At first, he helped Humans who were dissatisfied with…their situation. He explored galaxies, created friends and some enemies. His discoveries challenged him to return to the planet from which he was taken. Against the probabilities, he concluded his journey to Earth.”

Timothy pretended to sleep. Napoleon nudged him with his weapon, to assure his attention.

“There he discovered Carlos, the Zephyr and ultimately, regression. He also learned Humans could return to Earth. It became his purpose to travel back, to this side, to locate Humans and inform them of the choice to return.

Timothy kept his eyes closed. “Fascinating stuff, but I’d like to catch a few winks before we arrive on Brother 5.”

“Jed is caught between two universes. A guardian of Humans, and the enforcer of those, both Human and non-human who have no honorable concept of right and wrong.”

“Oh, you mean you and your time bandits? Or do you steal from the rich to give back to the poor?” Timothy rolled away from Napoleon.

“When my coin is diminished, I steal. You are correct in assuming I steal to keep myself from joining the ranks of the poor.” He stood up and towered over Timothy. “Jed cannot stay on Earth for prolonged intervals. The regression is only achieved beyond Earth’s atmosphere. No one knows why. Once he feels his illness,” Napoleon pointed to his head, “he departs immediately.”

“Thank you for sharing.” Timothy wanted him to shut up.

“You require this knowledge for what is forthcoming.” Napoleon kicked his leg. Timothy flinched and thought how good it would feel to punch him.

“Listen, I appreciate you saving my life and all, but I promise you I will never see Jed again. I’m quite content with my insignificant self, living a boring life on Brother 5. Let Jed save the universe from evil. I know my limitations. Prowling the universe for bad guys isn’t my calling.”

“Ahh, son,” Napoleon said, shaking his overgrown head. He paused. Timothy thought he lost his train of thought before he began speaking again. “We are all integrated, connected in the universe and in all times. There are no insignificant beings.”

“Timothy,” he continued. “The plan mapped for Carlos and his ancestors who went before… I think, involves you. Therefore, the Ancients chose you. Jed also rejects acceptance of the universe’s purpose. It includes him. In my heart I know the truth.” He placed his fist over his chest. “It is why I became his protector.”

“Why the Ancients chose someone, as you say, insignificant or as I would say, Human, is unknown. Our universe’s truths are the sum of us wholly. It is not for me or you to question.”

Napoleon turned away from Timothy, satisfied his message was delivered.

Timothy almost laughed out loud. “What are you, some kind of alien recruiter for the legion of do-gooders? Stop trying to manipulate the poor, stupid Human. No wonder Jed refuses to call you brother. You obviously have me confused with a being who cares what you have to say. And it isn’t me. I can assure you, I’m no future religious icon.”

“The Ancients chronicled they are not destined for worship. They existed for the betterment of all kind. History and religion although linked, are separate,” said Napoleon.

Timothy padded his shirt pocket underneath his coverings and threw a business card at him, one of his few personal possessions.

“Here, if you’re ever on Earth, someone at my office will put you in touch with a professional, who will listen to your crazy gibberish.” He turned back to the porthole and fixated his thoughts on Greta.


Brother 5

“Love doesn’t just sit there, like a stone, it has to be made, like bread; remade all the time, made new.”
 Ursula K. Le Guin, The Lathe of Heaven

They landed in the same isolated field. Timothy refused Napoleon’s offer to carry Carlos to Marguerite’s. Carlos embraced and thanked him and his males while Timothy snubbed Napoleon’s attempts to say goodbye. The reverberation of the craft faded as it left Brother 5.

Timothy carried Carlos and prayed he wouldn’t die on the way to the farmhouse. He slipped in and out of consciousness. Although a smaller man, Carlos’ weight seemed to increase the farther they hiked. Timothy’s back and legs ached but he did not slow down. Every step brought him closer to Greta.

“I forgot how beautiful it is here,” said Carlos groggily raising his head. He released his hold of Timothy and stood by himself, stepping a few paces on his own. His eyes became wet as he viewed the snow-capped mountains framing the rolling green hills, shimmering in the early morning sun.

“You’ve been here before?”

“Oh, yes. I’ve come with Jed on many occasions, although it’s been a while. I love the mountains, the clear air. There’s a spot, a half-day’s walk from Marguerite’s, nestled in a valley bordered by a stream on the edge of the forest. Perfect for a home. I told my beloved wife, may she rest in peace, of the beauty.”

“If you marry, don’t travel,” Carlos said gloomily. “I justified leaving my family. My wife raised our boys, took care of our home. I thought the family life too mundane for me. After all, I crossed into worlds others never imagined.”

“Were you really chosen?” asked Timothy. By asking, he admitted to himself Napoleon’s conversation nagged at him.

“I can’t answer that. When I was younger, I tolerated my father’s stories, silently laughing at his superstition. My father, grandfather, great-grandfather before me, it’s always been our calling. They believed the Ancients took care of those who served. In olden days, we were called explorers. Primitive pictures of dust devils, indented with faces, are carved into the cave walls of El Pinacate Reserve in Sonora, a supposed figment of a poor villager’s imagination. Our family helped those who couldn’t help themselves for hundreds of years, maybe thousands. In Mexico, leaving the villages and traveling for fame or fortune is still considered an admirable profession. My ancestors traveled to other worlds carrying broken Humans for the possibility of a better life, an alternative to their wasted existence on Earth.”

Fatigue slurred Carlos’ speech but he continued. “Of course, no one knew or would have guessed our community stretched into the heavens. My grandfather and father traveled between Mexico and the United States transporting, using the Zephyrs in both countries. I stopped going into Mexico when my father died. I told myself it was because of the stricter immigration requirements. But the truth be known I wanted to spend more time with my family.”

“When did you meet Jed?”

“What’s this, 20 questions? Can’t you see I’m dying?” Carlos gave a weak chuckle at Timothy’s horrified expression. “I’m just playing with you. I met Jed a long time ago. He was a boy….” Carlos stumbled. “You may need to write down your questions and give them to me later.” Carlos lost consciousness again.

They arrived at Mother Marguerite’s midafternoon. Sounds of amusement, happiness and babies crying came from the farmhouse.

“Carlos, wake up.” Timothy placed Carlos on the ground, moments before a familiar yowl followed by a fur ball, slammed full force into him.

“Yeah, I missed you too.” Essie licked his face and wiggled her entire body with joy. Timothy did not put her down until she finished saying hello.

In a few seconds, small excited creatures tumbled down the cobblestone path. Marguerite rushed through the children. She hugged Timothy first, then Carlos. She screamed for Ridi and Mika who scampered out of the kitchen. Ridi scooped Carlos up and slid into the house. The kids climbed onto Timothy demanding to be held. Behind the happy fracas, Greta stood quietly.

Timothy moved towards her. The chatter of the kids muted, nothing else mattered. When he reached her, he caressed her face in his hands. He lost himself in her eyes, before he kissed her.

The kitchen bustled with activity. Marguerite placed Carlos in the guest room while Ridi stirred a broth of herbs. She stayed inside with Mika to nurse Carlos. Although bone-tired, Timothy finished the chores. Marguerite barked orders at him as if he’d never left.

Working in the cool, clear air and the picturesque setting revived Timothy. Essie shadowed him everywhere. When he stopped to take in the wonders of Brother 5, Essie extended her hind legs and put her paws on Timothy’s chest and howled. He laughed until he saw the hurt in her dark eyes. He put his arms around her and held her close. “You big baby. I missed you too.” Before he knew it, he was called in for supper.

After the children were fed, Greta put the babies to bed and tucked the toddlers firmly into their pens. Carlos fell into a deep sleep in the other room, the first time in months he rested without fear. Minus the usual bedlam, the three of them bowed their heads to share a meal. Marguerite gave a solemn prayer of thanks for their safe return. She didn’t mention Jed.

Timothy discussed all of their adventures from when they left Brother 5. Marguerite wanted to hear his perspective on the architecture, the creatures, their dress. He glossed over the activities in Ellipse Entertainment but told enough to leave no doubt of the immoral stain it left on all who visited or participated. He omitted his decision to leave Jed on Brother 4 and his conversation with Napoleon.

“I can’t believe Dr. Battos is purchasing Humans,” said Marguerite. She was worried. If a doctor pretended to care for humanity and willingly sold Humans to the highest bidder, the possibilities for cruelty from other creatures became endless. “I guess I expected a notorious thief, or maybe, an unscrupulous businessman, never Dr. Battos.”

“You know him?” Timothy asked, surprised.

“All Humans know him. He examined us when we crossed to make sure we were all healthy and not carrying bacteria harmful to other species.”


Surely, he or someone or something screened the taken Humans before they crossed?
 Timothy thought. He stopped himself from asking. This was none of his concern.

They cut their fireside chat short so Marguerite could check on Carlos. Greta entwined her fingers inside Timothy’s and lead him up the stairs into the bedroom. Essie’s stifled whimpers outside her door begged to be let in, until she finally gave up and slept in the hallway.

Timothy wasn’t sure of what to expect. Should they talk? But their bodies craved attention and insisted on gratification. They melted into each other time after time. Several hours later Timothy finally fell asleep next to Greta’s body, a perfect fit.

Timothy stirred. Not feeling Greta beside him, he sat up in bed and waited for his eyes to adjust.

“Good Morning,” she whispered, leaning on the wall next to the window, hints of the morning sky dotted the horizon.

“Is something wrong?”

She stared out the window. “Why did you come back?”

Timothy bunched the sheet around his nude body and joined Greta, slipping his arms around her waist.

“I want to share my life with you for as long as you will have me.”

“There’s something I need to tell you. I should’ve told you before you left.”

“Jed already told me. And I don’t care. It doesn’t make any difference to me. The person on Earth isn’t the person you are today. I love you.”

The sky brushed away the darkness, shafts of orange light making their way between the clouds.

“Now what? Build us a house on Marguerite’s property? Or if things don’t work out here move to Brother 3 and rent a pod? Live happily ever after? Only if our owners will allow us to live by ourselves?”

Timothy wasn’t paying attention. He kissed her neck and she pushed him away.

“The person on Earth is
 me,” she said, raising her voice. “The filthy junkie, selling myself for a quarter of a gram of meth, is who I see in the mirror every morning.” She sat on the edge of the bed.

“The regression takes away the craving for the drugs, not the want. If someone, anyone offered me drugs today, I can’t say I could resist. I’m stuck here in the middle of nowhere. No chance of temptation.”

“Honey, we can…” Timothy stroked her hair.

Greta interrupted.

“Do you know how many men I fucked or blown? How I managed to live on the street? I forsake everything I once loved and held dear.”

“Why are you doing this? I told you I don’t care. I want to marry you, if you will have me,” said Timothy.

“Marry me? I had a husband, a loving husband who adored me. We met in college. Even then I dabbled with pills to keep my weight down. You may have noticed, I’m not a small girl. I fooled everyone into thinking I was faithful, loyal, chaste. Drugs and sex allowed me to experience countless men, some nice wholesome college boys, others not so nice.”

“My husband wanted to believe he married the partner he deserved. For years, I pretended to be the perfect wife. Towards the end, I flaunted the drugs, the men. I slept with strangers in our own home, my babies in the next room.”

“You have children?” He wiped away her tear. “If you want to talk, I will listen.”

“Don’t you see? I threw away everything, the love of my husband, children, my parents. Over and over again I tricked them into thinking I could change. The drugs were my life, my obsession, my only passion.”

“Greta,” Timothy said softly. “The memories must be too painful to bear. You were given another chance. It may not be the life you imagined but look all of the good you are doing. You have given all of these incredible children something they never would’ve experienced if not for you, Love and encouragement. You are a blessing to Brother 5 and Marguerite. And to me.”

Timothy put his finger under her chin and turned her face to his.

“I love you and want to spend my life with you.” Timothy kissed her gently on the lips, convinced of their commitment to each other.

A harmony of noises came from the next room. Greta and Timothy jumped up to ready the children for their day.

After breakfast Timothy and Essie tended the crops in the fields. Timothy daydreamed of his new life with Greta. His attention drifted to Jed. He couldn’t keep the pangs of guilt from surfacing


Did he make it to the station? Did he find the Human responsible for the gone-missing?
 He brushed the thoughts away. I don’t care what happens on Earth, or Jed, remember?


Essie darted around him, crouching down, springing up to lick him.

“Okay, Essie. I promise you can sleep on our room tonight. I can’t ignore my other best girl.” Essie chased him to the barn.

Lunch was unusually rowdy. Still weak, Carlos claimed he to be well enough to eat at the table. The toddlers fought for a place on his lap. He played with them, scooping two at a time allowing their fingers to explore his body.

Ridi’s tentacles balanced the plates and bowls, keeping up with the clamoring from the hungry gathering.

Timothy pulled up a chair between Lillia and Greta and placed his arm around Greta's shoulder. He wanted Greta to know from this day forward, they belonged together. The thought thrilled him. They were sharing their lives together.

Timothy couldn’t wait to publically declare their love for each other. But before he could make an announcement, a sudden hush abruptly ended the happy noise. Father Charles entered the room followed by a petite middle-aged Mexican woman. Straight, black hair braided down her back and piercing brown eyes framed her small, attractive face. She stopped and opened her mouth in shock.

“Carlos?” the woman gasped.

Pandemonium racked the kitchen. The children ran to Father Charles and almost knocked him down.

Carlos didn’t speak. He was staring into the eyes of a ghost.

“Anna, my deceased wife?” he whispered. “How…?”

The woman hugged Carlos, tears streaming down her face.

Carlos placed his hands on Anna’s hair, stroking the strands, until his fingers found her lips and he kissed her. The kiss, the one joyful thread intertwining his dreams of remorse. The kiss kept him alive all of the tortuous years since her death.

Marguerite shooed the children into their seats and added two more chairs.

“Father Charles appeared this morning, and proclaimed I come immediately. He said Marguerite needed me. I never imagined it would be because you were here,” Anna choked. "I made Jed promise to never, ever tell you I was on Brother 5."

“Jed couldn’t bear to see me suffer,” Anna said, after she composed herself. “First, he consoled me, then tricked me when you were traveling. He knew you would never agree to bring me here. Jed collaborated with Marguerite and Father Charles. He told me about Brother 5 and the unwanted children. I consented in a moment of weakness. I’m sorry Carlos. The pain, I just wanted it to stop.”

“Anna remained angry for years. She thinks Jed took advantage of her condition and hasn’t spoken to Jed since she arrived. I can honestly say, we don’t know what we would do without her.” Marguerite smiled at Anna in appreciation. “She cares for the babies who are severely handicapped or diseased. She’s a miracle worker.”

“Where is this place?” Carlos asked, foreseeing the answer.

“Jed built it before he brought Anna. It’s a half a day hike through the plains.”

“It’s on the edge of the forest, near a stream. Carlos, it reminds me of a painting, it’s breath-taking. The house, though, is another matter. Jed’s no carpenter,” Anna said shaking her head.

Carlos gripped the sides of the chair, bringing himself upright. He picked up her hand and lowered himself to one knee.

“Amor de mi vida, if you will have an old man, I promise to stay with you the rest of my days. I will never leave you again. I will protect you, cherish you. Well, the protection part may have to wait until I get well.” He glanced down to his broken body.

“You’ll never travel again? I’d never ask you to stop.”

“It’s not the loneliness, which was unbearable, it’s the sorrow and the guilt that will forever haunt me.” Carlos said. “Besides I’m old and sick, no help from regression, although still handsome.” He chuckled.

Anna touched his scarred cheeks. Marguerite couldn’t help but laugh while she tried not to cry. He struggled to stand on his feet.

“My love, you are so beautiful, but why choose this age instead of much younger?”

Anna stood beside him, her eyes filling with tears. “In my heart I knew you would come back to me.”

Timothy, engrossed in the human drama, didn’t notice Greta slip out from under his arm. When she hadn’t returned after a few minutes, he made sure the children were occupied with their meal before he excused himself. He passed the empty living room and walked up the stairs until he hesitated in front of Greta’s room. He heard someone speaking.

Who is she talking to?

There were no locks on Brother 5. He pushed the door to see Greta’s nude body draped across the bed.

The bright sun streamed through the same window they had stood in front of hours before, highlighting the gold in her red hair. Father Charles kneeled over her, his robe partially undone.

They both felt Timothy’s presence at the same time.

“Is there something I can help you with, son?” Father Charles asked, his imposing frame straddled Greta’s perfectly formed legs.

“Oh, Charlie, he’s not here to see you! What do you want, Timmy? Can’t you see I’m busy?” Greta grabbed Father Charles’s robe pulling the huge male on top of her.

“I’ve got an idea! Timmy, why don’t you take off your clothes and join us. Be quick, because Marguerite can only watch the children by herself for so long. Unless Charlie demands my services all afternoon.” She tugged at Father Charles' robe until it open.

They both laughed.

Timothy stumbled before running down the stairs and out the kitchen door towards the fields. He couldn’t move fast enough to distance himself from the farmhouse.


The Return

“It’s hard to kill a creature once it lets you see its consciousness.”
 Carl Sagan, Contact

The station manager did not hide his stress. The news of the current Spear hijacking unnerved him. Who was this thief with the intelligence to commandeer a Spear? The orders mandated an apprehension of a male and exterminate on sight, the only termination in the history of the station.

His team’s training concentrated on petty transgressions common to the various cultures. He worried their techniques may not prove adequate against this class of criminal since they rarely discharged their weapons. Stealing, bar fights and yes, a few of the beings could exhibit creativity by smuggling new weaponry onto the station, but he always discovered their hiding places. He treasured their donations to his collection of unique artillery from all over the universe.


The insane creature pissed someone off
 , the station manager thought.

His heart pumped wildly, and he tried to calm his growing anxiety. This would be his first kill.

“We have a situation,” the terse voice of his best mechanic filled the office. “Beyond my pay grade to solve.”

“The renegade Spear?” The station manager asked.

“Yes. My computations, regrettably, are verified,” said the mechanic. “These are the facts: it crossed and is not slowing down. Unless I’ve overlooked a variable to the equation, unlikely, by my calculations it will slam through our buffer within minutes. We have not upgraded the shield to defend us against the impact of a Spear. Truthfully, I do not know if such technology exists.”

The manager sprang from his chair. “Are you one hundred percent positive?”

“No, I’m not one hundred percent. Calculations assume a margin of error. By my best guess, we will soon be space dust.”

“Options?” The station manager said, somehow managing to keep calm.

The mechanic scoured the expansive galaxy. “Pray.”

The station manager still followed his directives. He ran to the docking window to join his men.

The Spear materialized into the viewer, rapidly approaching the station. He momentarily appreciated its design, the hand of a galaxy god projecting it to its destination. A champion of travel and technology, now on a mission of mass destruction.

Due to the tremendous amount of travel, from small shuttles to huge cargo carriers, the occasional accident was expected and promptly resolved. The only casualties took place off station, their lives disintegrated by the erratic space weather.

None of their science and physics could stop the annihilation. He thought of his family in their pod starting their day. No amount of alarms could save the station, the unsuspecting passengers or his children or the thousands of others who called this place home. None of the transports would have time to board and vacate the port. They were all doomed.

His chest constricted, unable to breathe, the Spear sped closer, becoming larger and larger, until it filled the bay window. A tremor vibrated through the station. He closed his eyes and prayed to gods he didn’t believe in.

No sound, no explosion. No big bang. Nothing. His eyes opened to the gleaming structure looming over the platform, positioned perfectly in its designated docking berth.

The station manager exhaled and coughed. His calm demeanor disappeared. He barked at his men to race to the Spear.

The station manager armed himself with an extinguishing weapon. It would exterminate on impact. He could not allow his men to have a death on their conscious. Per the employment code, they secured the Station by practicing common sense, reason and restraint. Some of his prisoners brought new definitions to the word “evil.” Still, taking a life was strictly forbidden, unless authorized for extreme circumstances.

The Spear’s hatch opened. A male spanned his arms crosswise, communicating he carried no arms. The station manager hesitated.

Is he Human? Of course not, they are stupid. A simple-minded Human is incapable of calculating the astrophysical computations to cross.

The facial scars proved he was another species. He pointed the weapon.

A melodious tone came from behind. Viola’s expanded arms touched him, and he dropped the weapon to his side.

“Thank you, station manager! How kind of you to retain my patient on the Spear until I arrived.”

“Our orders are to terminate on sight.” His hands trembled.

“Oh, my, there has
 been a terrible misunderstanding. This is Dr. Battos’ patient. He gave him permission to cross in his personal Spear,” Viola said in her lyrical tones.

The station manager defied his panic and uncertainty. “Miss, our orders state he high-jacked a Spear and is lethally dangerous.”

Viola laughed. The sound of tiny bells filled the room. “He is Human! Seriously, has our universe digressed to the point Humans can now cross in a Spear excluding assistance? If this is the case, we should probe his poor excuse of a brain.”

She touched his arm and held it in her grip until the anxiety left his body.

“Dr. Battos shipped him on the Spear alone because he contracted a terrible virus. It is imperative I move him into an isolation containment immediately. All of you make your way to the clinic where my assistant is waiting. The virus spreads in the thinnest of atmospheres.”

She leaned over and whispered in his ear. “It incapacitates your reproductive organs. Dr. Battos’ directive clearly states not to allow this male on the station! Fortunately, we can prevent it. Please, for your sake, proceed to the clinic and the injection of the viral exterminator. One inoculation will preserve your organs. Please hurry before they detach.”

The officers almost knocked each other over as they turned and dashed to the clinic.

When they were out of sight, Viola swung around and faced Jed.

“Have you lost your grasp on reality?” Her turquoise eyes flashed a deep blue, the gold flecks, magnified. “What were you thinking, hijacking Dr. Battos’ Spear or any Spear for that matter? Do you have a death wish? We must hide you immediately. I know an empty pod where you can rest.”

“Shut up, Viola,” said Jed, his eyes cracked red from lack of sleep. His crescent scars, caved inward, separated from the weathered lines of age. “Spare me your lies. Don’t pretend you didn’t know Dr. Battos’ wealth building enterprise involved Humans.” Viola reached for him. “Don’t touch me!”

“I am sorry, you do not have a choice.” Her tentacles embraced him. Too tired to fight, he followed her meekly to the pod, his anger eased.

Viola spread her amber body across the couch and waited for Jed to finish showering. The pod was larger than Jed’s minus the patio. Jed withdrew from the bath, wrapped in a robe.

“We will confer later,” said Viola melodically. “You need sleep.”

“Viola, we’ve known each other a long time. I will uncover your secrets one way or another. We pledged honesty to each other. Your deceit has destroyed my trust. The effect of your calming phalanges doesn’t erase the memories, or what I will do to you if you don’t tell me what you’ve learned.”

“As you wish. I am mindful that you are incapable of physically harming me. Fact and threats are unchanged if we wait to have this discussion tomorrow.” She hesitated, mentally categorizing the events, threading her fingers through her white, spiked hair.

“After you left for Brother 5, Dr. Battos requisitioned my services on Lagrange Points. A matter of life or death, he said. He told me to bring the station’s entire limited quantity of the Zephyr antidote. Dr. Battos is aware I abhor the vile facility, which holds barely any provisions and is cold with no comforts. You know how I hate cold.”

“Dr. Battos greeted me at one of the old cargo unloading docks. Before he would allow my entrance, he bullied me, threatened my family, and decreed on my word I would never speak of my visit to Lagrange.”

“When the doors opened, nothing could have prepared me for the devastation. Rows upon rows of suffering, Human bodies layered on top of another, untold dead; the ones who still breathed, in agony. Dr. Battos randomly administered the Zephyr antidote. After depletion, he retreated to his Spear, renouncing the Humans. I think he thought by separating himself from the massacre, it would absolve him of any responsibility.” Viola paused.

“I stayed. I touched every single one of them. There were thousands. I helped alleviate the fear, not the sickness. The divergent languages, unknown in my communicator, and no understanding of what was occurring to them, or why they were taken. I possessed no information to distribute.” Inflections of sadness replaced the melodies in her speech.

“I labored through the next day. None of them were given preparatory measures before the Zephyr transference. I felt other sicknesses, diseases in the Humans.”

Viola stared straight ahead, as if she were alone in the room.

“There were children. Younger adolescents, babies.” Aqua tears filled her eyes. “The surviving Humans agonized in pain and velocity sickness. There is no medical treatment to eliminate terror. Regardless of my efforts, innumerable died.”

She spoke in barely a whisper. “Another Human appeared the next day. With his authoritative manner, I presumed he assembled the transfers. His hands were wrapped in bandages, ice-burned from prior Zephyr travel. Amid the horror, he appeared delighted, jovial. Dr. Battos and the Human stayed in his Spear until the Human zephyred to Earth.”

Viola’s arms hugged a pillow from the couch. “Dr. Battos forced me to keep my visit unregistered. He bullied me with threats if I did not forsake my witness to the appalling atrocity. He indicated he would take care of it through his channels. He left soon after his conversation with the Human, unaware I remained on Lagrange Points. I discovered why undocumented Humans were emerging throughout the universe, none coming through the station. He and the other Human are engaged in a financial relationship.”

She started to shake. “They overloaded the Zephyr as an experiment to evaluate how many Humans could transport simultaneously. Dr. Battos and the Human incorporated a plan for monetary gain, against all of our principals. They intentionally denounced the Ancients' mandates. These Humans were not retrieved from Earth to provide an opportunity for an improved life. 

Viola’s tone cracked. “No universal conspiracy, no eradicating Earth of Humans from an invading life form. I learned the plan originated from a Human as a business transaction and transformed into an abundance of riches for the Human, his Earth partner, and his interstellar associates.”

Jed continued listening, suspending judgment until she finished.

“Your own enlightenment became necessary for the implementation of the proper actions. I did not contain the appropriate validation to contribute. The discovery of the truth had to be obtained on your own. The deduction would not have changed.”

“Betrayal is an accumulation of justifications disguised as facts,” said Jed. He ignored Viola as he dressed. His exhaustion overpowered him, and he found it difficult to process her deception. She was the last being in the universe he would ever suspect of duplicity.

“Why would you want to help Humans anyway? We’re an inferior race maintaining no redeeming qualities, so why bother? How many thousands of Humans have died or crossed because of your hesitation to inform me of Dr. Battos’ side job as a slave trader?”

“I did not betray you. Yes, I suspected. Yet, possessed no knowledge until he summoned me to Lagrange. You had already traveled to Brother 5.”

She paused until he understood. “In our conversations, you said investigate before engaging in action. While you were away, I investigated. You desire the name of the Human, am I correct?”

“How? You have no access to our planet.”

“You provided me an entry to your pod, remember? I reconstructed the face of the Human whom I saw on Lagrange Points and utilized your Earth apparatus to transfer the data to retrieve a name.”

Viola placed the pillow aside, calming herself, smoothing her coverings, choosing her words.

“If you believe Doctor Battos and I are collaborating, there is no reason for me to dispense my knowledge. As you said, why would I help you, a lowly Human? What amount of coin could I receive for a stubborn Human male?

“How in the universe did you identify a name?”

“Not name, names. There are two Humans. I stumbled upon a mechanism in your Earth device, www.google.com. If you have never employed it, I highly recommend it. It provided a detailed education on your culture. First, you require sleep, afterwards we shall converse. No one will find you here.”

“I can’t allow another transfer. I need to Zephyr immediately.” Jed rummaged through drawers until he found a pair of boots.

Viola brought up her appendage and touched Jed’s arm. He did not move away.

“Before I departed Lagrange Points, I disabled all of the Zephyr docks except for one. The technicians are unable to conclude the reason for the malfunction. Insufficient maintenance is the rumor. My source informed me another Earth week will pass before the docks become operational. Did I mention that Dr. Battos is in a foul mood? His unending requisitions for Humans are unfulfilled.” Viola’s sweet tenor returned.

“You must rest. Your health is imperative for a successful transport. If you are not clear-headed for the task, the conclusion may not be positive.”

She motioned for Jed to sit beside her.

“You will not be bothered here. The station manager and his staff will have completed their inoculations. They are instilled with a nasty side effect of intense drowsiness until you are safely off the station.”

Viola wrapped her appendages around him. This time he did not resist.


Goodbyes

“The only questions that really matter are the ones you ask yourself.”
 Ursla K. Le Guin

Timothy’s anger consumed him. Essie followed him out of the farmhouse, needing to console his emotional wound. He screamed at her and stomped the ground until he intimidated her into leaving him alone. Wailing, she unwillingly trotted off. He raced through the fields, his chest and lungs felt like they would burst. He didn’t stop. Where should I go?
 His heart ravaged by hurt, he watched the sun dip below the mountains as he made his way back to the barn.

He could hear the children chattering from the house. The light faded into dusk and a chill penetrated his light jacket. The barn door opened to Marguerite carrying a plate of food and a duffle bag.

“Timothy, I know you are in here. Ridi saw you enter.”

“Go away, leave me alone.”

She placed the plate on top of a hay bale.

“Father Charles told me what happened. If it’s any comfort, he feels terrible. He didn’t realize you and Greta …” she hesitated, “were together.”

“Get the fuck out of here. I don’t need any of your homespun wisdom. Why didn’t you tell me she fucked every creature with a dick?”

“I didn’t know it was important to you. It’s not my way to gossip or discuss another person’s life. Is that your way? To think someone will change because you sleep with them? She enjoys copulating. She’s young, healthy. I’m glad she found an activity to occupy her when she’s not entertaining the children.”

“You really think what she did is perfectly acceptable?” Timothy shouted at Marguerite, his eyes rimmed in red. But he would not cry in front of her.

Marguerite was unruffled. “I see with your entitled Earth values and all, why it would bother you. Other worlds think joining together a pleasant way to pass the time. Greta’s very pleasant, isn’t she? She’s now able to do one of the things she does best without reprisal.”

She continued, “Timothy, if you can’t get past this, then you need to leave. My children deserve harmony. And with you here our lives are disrupted.”

Timothy didn’t answer for several moments.

“I don’t know what to do. Where would I go?”

“A transport arrived this afternoon, delivering babies to Anna. If you hurry, it can take you to our station. You can wait there until a Spear is scheduled to cross. Father Charles will make the arrangements.

Marguerite stood up. “Timothy, this universe is no place for a Human. You would be isolated if you stayed here. If you leave and don’t try to get to Earth as soon as possible, you will be apprehended. Jed’s not here to protect you.”

She threw the duffle at him.

“I took the liberty of packing a few items. Everything you should need is in it, including a covering. Always keep your head concealed. I’ll tell the kids you had to leave suddenly.”

Timothy couldn’t think of what to say. He thought of Carlos. “Is Carlos well enough to walk to the barn so I can say goodbye? And Lillia? I don’t want to go back to the farmhouse.”

“He and Anna left right after lunch, to pick up the babies. I will forward your farewells to Lillia and the rest. The transport will not wait for you.” Marguerite turned towards the barn door. “Please leave. I can’t have your attitude affecting my children.”

Her tone softened. “I will pray for you and your safe arrival to Earth.” She walked out of the door.

Timothy changed clothes but ignored the food. He ran down the path towards the transport.

Where’s Essie?

“Essie, Essie,” he yelled and yelled again. He did not stop calling for her until he reached the transport. No answer. She didn’t appear.

“Are you boarding, or should I leave you on Brother 5?” The pilot asked, who reminded Timothy of a smaller Ridi.

Timothy couldn’t hide his surprise. “I thought only unmanned transports were allowed on Brother 5.”

“You thought wrong. Who do you think ensures the little brats transport here safely? Sit down and strap yourself.”

“Essie, I can’t leave without saying goodbye to Essie.”

“I am not waiting for you to say goodbye to your girlfriend,” he said, thrusting the engines.

“Essie is not my––okay, I’m coming.” Timothy boarded the shuttle. “Stupid mongrel,” he said. He scanned the ground for Essie. She wasn’t there.

“See if I care,” he shouted into the air.

In one day, he lost the only two females, other than his mother, whom he ever loved. Timothy covered his face and began to sob.


Justifications


“
 Think the future of humanity will be like the past, we’ll do what we’ve always done and there will still be human beings. Granted, there will always be people doing something different and there are a lot of possibilities,”
 Octavia Butler.


Walter watched the Sahara Desert disappear into a small yellow spec from the window of his G550 jet. Over the preceding months he had flown to Africa weekly, carrying food and necessities to areas disregarded due to the remoteness, and fear of reprisal from the tribes. Dictators in several African countries idolized him, duped into believing he urbanized a clean water network only for their individual country. After Walter shared the bogus technology, the grateful leaders granted his employees the freedom to roam unencumbered. Ignorant of the Zephyr and its power, unaware it transported thousands of unsuspecting villagers to an unimaginable place.

The Gulfstream cruised across the Atlantic, his thoughts preoccupied on the diamond mines and oil wells. Next, he would barter for Africa’s natural resources in exchange for removing undesirable inhabitants. The current governments would turn over the land deeds to his corporations as a small token of thanks for removing their political opponents,


A humanitarian way to cleanse a country without mass executions
 .

Walter thought and smiled as he sipped his scotch. Tonight, he would accept a philanthropic award in New York, in front of a 250 people, each donating $75,000 to attend. He adored helping others if it included large sums of money.

He settled back into his overstuffed recliner. His benevolent ventures extended into the universe by supplying unwanted Humans to creatures who demanded them. Once Bernard activated the additional Zephyr sites, they would transport up to 100,000 humans a week.

Over seven billion people called Earth home, for now. Nearly 350,000 babies are born daily. I am truly a humanitarian, helping the world population become more manageable.

The Asian site in the Gobi Desert would be the crown jewel. The only problem, although a small one, was locating a satisfactory quantity of cargo aircrafts to deliver people to the sites. Leave it to Bernard to have the balls to contact the U. S. Government. The Air Force generously sold retired Hercules cargo planes in bulk, still useful even if they lacked the modern upgrades mandatory in today’s world. Uncle Sam accepted the currency and didn’t inquire about the use. No one questioned the comings and goings of planes in remote areas. Cash eliminated all curiosity.

Walter loved calculating the math in his head. It made him giddy with happiness. Once it became public, if it did become public, he would be so rich and powerful, no person or government would have the currency to confront him.

They had set into motion the groundwork to launch financial institutions in every county in the world. Using Bernard’s unblemished name and Walter’s money and contacts, they would quickly establish their own global monetarist entities.

Their true intentions, artfully submerged in complex derivative agreements, insured no one would be the wiser. It would not be long before they could commence the take over of American banks. The acquisition of savings and loans, credit unions, payday loans operations would lay the foundation of future mergers. Money circulated to the right hands influenced all business decisions.

It would not take him decades or generations to achieve financial rock star status. The Zephyr transformed travel in the 21st Century as did the railroad in the 19th century. He would replace J. P. Morgan as a visionary genius.


Walter Mills and J. P. Morgan in the same sentence. Both became wealthy in transportation
 .

J.P. Morgan purchased the railroads out of some ignorant corporate grunt’s hands. Thanks to Bernard they acquired the Zephyr the old-fashioned way. They stole it.

Walter’s dissatisfaction with the Zephyr incident did not last. Bernard convinced him errors are necessary and acceptable for the growth of successful endeavors. In the future, once the media became involved, accidents of magnitude required carefully constructed lies, spun to hide the truth. Casualties were expected in any battle. Besides, as long as no American or major western country reported citizens missing, why bother investigating?


Oh, yes this is a war, a war of wealth
 . My plan is to combat my way up the global economic chain, slowly, methodically. Until the day every living soul on Earth understands I am the pinnacle of business perfection.


The setback agitated Bernard because of the loss of revenue. People of all races, children, babies dying in the thousands, didn’t faze him.


They sacrificed themselves to ensure imminent success
 , Bernard told Walter.

Walter came to justify the atrocious massacre. More people die every day on Earth for lesser causes
 .

The malfunction on Lagrange was unfortunate yet crucial for the production of sufficient product for the overwhelming obligations. Bernard’s paranoid nature thought someone, or something sabotaged the Zephyr. As it turned out, the downtime afforded the motivation to prepare and expand the other sites. No questions were asked because the selected areas were desolate and bleak, almost inhabitable.

“Bernard’s working too hard,” Walter said out loud. Maybe the Zephyr affected his brain as well as his hands. He let him handle all the negotiations with the aliens. Beings from other planets never crossed Walter’s mind as possible business partners.

I negotiated with Swiss and Chinese bankers before I went to jail. Aliens couldn’t be much different.

The next morning he flew to Los Angeles to scout locations for the new main headquarters. Walter lobbied hard for New York, the hub of financial society, but Bernard contended they needed to be close to the desert.

They only had to play humble for a few more months. This time he would buy the Louis XIV ivory desk he deserved.


Sacrifices

“Never let your sense of morals prevent you from doing what is right.”
 Isaac Asimov

The surly pilot asked Timothy to strap in again, but he ignored him. The pilot finally gave up announcing basic shuttle instructions. Timothy paced the cabin as he attempted to make sense of Greta and Father Charles. His mind ping-ponged back and forth, the discussions, the nights.


Am I that naïve? I didn’t know her at all
 . He fell deeper and deeper into misery. I must not have satisfied her. Did Greta fuck Jed?


No, decided Timothy. There was no indication of an intimate relationship. The thought of Jed added to his despair.


I abandoned Jed, left him on his own, to find the ones who are taking the gone-missing. I am no better than the kidnappers on Earth
 . Only thinking of myself.


When they landed, the pilot didn’t bother to warn him of the turbulence, which threw him across the cabin.


This guy transports babies?
 Timothy crawled up the wall trying to steady his shaking body.

The pilot almost kicked Timothy down the hatch.

“Hey, weirdo. There is a Spear departure today. If you are crossing, quit acting like an elderly auntie and proceed to the Spear port. Take a left once you are in the terminal. Do not stop until it ends. Not for anything or anybody.” He slammed the shuttle gate behind him.

Timothy didn’t hesitate as he raced into the terminal.

The signs above frustrated him and his mood turned darker. Viola encouraged him to learn a few words. How could he be so arrogant and not listen to her? He removed his hood.

Maybe it would help me understand some of the writing. Did any of the disappearing scribbles resemble a sign for a Spear?

All around him creatures scrambled, running to their gates. He tried to sort the different dialects, to overhear any mention of the Spear.


Is this where I should turn left
 ? Don’t panic.


Out of the corner of his eye he spotted a group of males pointing to him. “Is that a Human?” one of them asked. “What is he doing in this station, alone?”

This wasn’t the time to take in the sights. Timothy replaced his hood and ran. His life depended on it.

He reached the end of the terminal.

Now what am I going to do? How many other lefts are there?

He timidly touched the wall and it opened to an attendant standing on a podium.

“Finally,” she exclaimed. “Please board immediately.”

“You mean you’re leaving now? But I’m not prepared. I don’t have any elimination pills.” His bewilderment showed in his voice.

The attendant pointed to his bag. “You cannot take any items unattached to your body with you. Empty it or you cannot board. You have less than a moment.”

Timothy had given little thought to the duffle. Rummaging through it, he found a blanket, which he thought was odd, and two pill bottles, one to prevent elimination, which he quickly swallowed, and the other for sleep. He wrapped the blanket around him.

The Spear door closed from behind. He received an unfriendly reception from the other passengers as he hurried to his seat.

“This is the jerk we have been waiting for?” He overheard one of the passengers say.

They have me confused with someone else.

He kept his face covered until the Spear connected in flight. The sensations of the universe streaked by and he could not care less. He slumped in his chair and used the blanket to cover his head.

Exhaustion washed over his body. But his thoughts wouldn’t allow sleep. When he crossed the first time the excitement of the unfamiliar kept him awake. He made acquaintances on the last journey. But these travelers wanted nothing to do with him, no friendly chitchat and no Jed to annoy.

Timothy wallowed in his depression. He drove himself deeper into sadness by re-living every Greta moment. He recreated the scene when he walked in on her and Father Charles. In his daydream he acted cool, as if he didn’t care. He left them and went downstairs to visit Carlos and Anna and toasted a drink to their new-found happiness.

Jesus, I’m stupid. Jed will laugh his ass off when he finds out Greta ditched me for a priest. I could have helped him save Humanity. Instead I chose to shack up with a crack-whore.

He overheard one of the passengers murmur they were crossing MidLine. Halfway home. And waiting for him? Absolutely nothing.


Maybe I should try to locate Jed and apologize
 . After all, he knew where he lived.

The sleeping pills nudged him in his pocket. If he took one, it would force sleep for a few hours, and he could temporarily forget the gloom building inside him.

Then Timothy heard the sounds. Light, continuing taps followed by popping.


Oh, great. Another visit from our neighborhood Spear-jackers. They’ll probably want my blanket and pills since they’re all I have to show for this wonderful adventure
 .

The Spear stopped. The females cried and held their children close. Whispers of dread vibrated through the cabin, afraid they would never make it to their destinations.

“Or, worse,” someone yelled. “They will kill us.”

The door opened. A lone tall, dark, familiar figure walked through. Napoleon. His guns drawn, unstrapped from his chest. He carried something and it did not appear to be a weapon. He scanned the cabin until his eyes fell on Timothy.

“What a shock, our local time-bandit. Did our Spear win the Napoleon lottery?” Timothy spit the words filled with the self-loathing inside him.

“You will not lose time,” he announced. He dropped a small bundle in Timothy’s lap.

“You forgot something. Extend greetings to my little brother. I welcome our next meeting, the probabilities dictate it will not be on a Spear.” Napoleon rushed out of the hatch before Timothy could reply.


If I make it to Earth, I will never, ever leave my home planet again.


Seconds later the Spear reconnected in flight. The stars once again lost their shape and morphed into colorful stripes.

The passengers did not hesitate to show their anger. “We are not allowed to have luggage. What makes him so special?” murmured through the rows.

Timothy unwrapped the package. It moved. A sick joke? He wouldn’t put it past Napoleon to kill him with a poisonous creature.

Timothy tore it open, his curiosity overriding any fear. A recognizable whimper came from inside. Essie jumped out and wrapped her paws around his neck.

Marguerite stood on the porch and watched the transport leave Brother 5. Weariness sagged her body and her shoulders hunched as she made her way to the living room. Father Charles handed her a glass of wine. He sat next to Greta on the sofa and sipped a cup of tea.

“He’s gone forever,” said Greta. “Leaving Earth, knowing I would never see my babies again was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. This comes pretty darn close. I love him so much. It hurts. Oh, my god it hurts.”

“I’m proud of you.” Marguerite said and patted her on the leg.

“He didn’t care about my past. Anything I told him only reinforced his love.” She wiped her eyes. “Probably the only unselfish act I’ve ever done. And I’m questioning if I did the right thing,” Greta whispered. “Timothy disconnected the loneliness, the craving for Earth, the cities, the people, movies, gossip.”

Someone to share my life, this life.

She loved Brother 5, the children, Mother Marguerite. Some days it wasn’t enough, and she ached for a change. The regression eliminated her need for drugs but not her want for something more.

“How did you know?” Greta asked.

“Timothy is a good man,” said Marguerite. “He believes in redemption. But if you
 refused to leave your former life and bad behavior on Earth, his inner spirit, one I don’t think he realizes he possesses, guides him, and will not allow him to be brought down to a lesser code of conduct. We are blessed he entered our lives.”

“Daughter, you had no choice,” Father Charles said. “He does not belong here, at least not today. It is not in his plan.” He reached over and covered Greta’s hands with his.

“Besides he will discover at some point, I am not equipped for carnal knowledge with a Human female.”

Greta put her tea down. She couldn’t look at either of them, nor did she say a word as she slowly walked up the stairs, tears silently sliding down her cheeks.


Timothy exited the Spear with apprehension. What’s next?


He re-covered his face and kept Essie swaddled in the blanket as they made their way into the congested terminal.

What should we do? Where should we go?

Before he could panic, a hand from the crowd touched his arm, his anxiety melted away. Viola mimicked his stride.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered. “You need to depart for Earth. Did you rest on the Spear?”

“Some. We tried to sleep after we left MidLine.”

“We? MidLine?

“Our Spear was stopped to drop off a package.” He pulled the blanket to reveal Essie’s fur-lined eyes.

“What is it?” she asked, a touch of excitement in her melody.

“I have no idea. Don’t you know?”

“No, I have never seen one of those. What are you going to do with it?”

“She’s not an it
 . Her name is Essie. I’m taking her to Earth.”

“On a Zephyr? Will it live?”

“Well, Jed has one. I’ll assume it got to Earth by transporting. She didn’t come with instructions.”

“You’re going to have to hold her.” He handed her to Viola’s reluctant appendages. He headed over to the elimination troughs. “I can’t wait.”

Essie snuggled in Viola’s arms and was sound asleep when he returned. “She is so sweet. I want one.”

“So, what does Jed want me to do now?”

Viola took them directly to the Zephyr landing but not before they found an unoccupied common area for Essie to run for a few minutes.

She administered the anti-sickness injection to Timothy.

“Let me give it to Essie,” Timothy said.

“No, she likes me.” Essie growled and showed her fangs.

“Oh, my,” said Viola recoiling.

Timothy strapped Essie to his body before he wrapped himself in an insulated coat Viola brought from Jed’s pod. Essie gazed up at him. Her eyes said: I trust you
 .

There was no gentle descent. He imagined the sensation felt like diving into a massive hurricane. Timothy guessed the energy propelled from the station matched the Zephyr velocity on Earth. The wind whipped around and kept him steady. This time he didn’t touch the outer barrier of the extreme wind tunnel.

Timothy hit the desert floor and fell back to shield Essie. The sunlight blinded him, and the heat immediately warmed them. He ripped off the coat and placed Essie on the ground. She wobbled and fell.

“She’ll be okay. It may take her a day or so, but she’ll be fine,” said Jed. He stood among the rocks, the lines in his somber face highlighted by the sunlight.

“I’m…” Timothy choked on the apology. His disappointment in himself for abandoning Jed, mixed with sorrow for the loss of Greta, he couldn’t find the words. Jed did not hesitate to grab Timothy and embrace him.


Mind Blindness

“Our eyes are always blind when they view the future.”
 Kelly Link, SteamPunk!

Jed checked them both for any signs of sickness. He insisted they sit on his porch and drink a cup of real coffee while Diablo and Essie explored his property together. Timothy savored every sip. Jed didn’t ask what happened between him and Greta, nor did Timothy offer any details.

Jed updated him on the gone-missing. Walter Mills’ clinic provided a façade for the taking the homeless, confirming his suspicions. The new knowledge of Walter’s partner, Bernard, led Jed to suspect he was the brain of the organization. Somehow Walter and Bernard had discovered the Zephyr in other countries and activated the dormant Zephyr sites.

The social media announced Walter’s private jet arriving in Los Angeles that very morning. In the evening he was attending a charity fundraiser for the homeless at the Auberge L’Ermitage in Beverly Hills.

Timothy and Jed loaded few things in the Jeep before they left the dust of the Arizona desert for California. Essie followed Diablo and curled up in the back seat next to him. The six-hour drive gave Jed the opportunity to share the details of the Zephyr genocide. Timothy listened and asked no questions. He wasn’t surprised when Viola’s name was mentioned as his source. Jed assured him there was nothing they could have done to stop the mass kidnappings.

Timothy thought of Napoleon’s conversation. He never bothered to ask Jed about his life, past or present. Another time, perhaps. Today they were focused on halting any further transference of abducted Humans.

On Brother 4 Timothy allowed the adrenalin rush of fear, excitement and the need to be with Greta shade his emotions and override the repugnant truth. Now, he felt profound sadness and disappointment in his fellow man. Only Jed’s confidence prevented thoughts of possible failure.

“Good Afternoon. Do you have a reservation?” asked the valet.

“Um­­—”

Timothy interrupted Jed. “We haven’t decided. We have heard good things about your restaurant and lounge. You’re animal friendly, correct?”

A porter approached their Jeep to assist the two men. He assumed they were a couple, since they each carried their own pet into the resort.

“With a little luck we’ll run into Walter or Bernard. Let’s start at the bar and see if the wait-staff can tell us anything.” Jed threw their duffle bags in Jeep’s cubbyhole, keeping their cameras cases with them.

“Auberge is renowned for its discretion, therefore a favorite of celebrities. It also boasts of an upscale roof top veranda, on a clear day you can see the ocean.” Timothy’s thoughts flashed back to Around the World Travel Agency
 . It seemed to be a million years ago.

The bar was serene, quiet. A few older men sat at the bar, nursing drinks, couples lounged in tall fluted chairs sipping on wine. They spotted chairs with a direct view of the lobby and ordered a couple of beers. The hostess fussed over Diablo and Essie who snuggled comfortably in their laps. An hour went by as they watched L.A.’s elite dressed in trendy clothes enter and leave the hotel.

“Maybe he went to dinner.” Jed said as he popped a dainty appetizer in his mouth.

“You really need to get out more. Eight P.M. is the early bird special for the privileged.” Timothy walked over to the reception desk, clutching Essie.

Jed watched him speak to a crisply uniformed young man behind the counter. Timothy leaned over and flashed his lopsided smile. He held Essie under his arm. She blinked her long-lashed eyes and acted her most adorable. They both charmed the young man as he tapped the keys on his computer. Timothy enthusiastically waved to Jed. The young man handed Timothy a keycard while petting Essie and gave a friendly wave to Jed. Jed hesitantly raised his hand in reply.

After a few moments, Timothy returned.

“There’s a reception on the roof. We can go up, if we stay around the pool area. We have authorization to take pictures of the skyline at sunset.” Timothy guided Jed towards the elevator utilizing the key card. Jed looked puzzled.

“When I’m not traipsing around the universe, I’m a travel agent, remember? With the current economic times, they welcome anyone who can advertise their hotel.” Timothy grinned. “Oh, the reception is in honor of Walter Mills.”

The doors opened to the smoggy Los Angeles skyline. The sun glided below the clouds of smut and the rooftops. The lights of the city brighten.

“Let’s take a minute.” Jed ducked behind a secluded recess adjoining the infinity edged pool. He unzipped their camera and lens cases. Hotel security never searched the cameras. Jed turned the parts into guns.

They separated and pretended to be invited guests loitering in front of the rooftop bar and viewed Walter bask in the attention of the intimate congregation. Jed scanned the group until he located Bernard. He spotted him beside the makeshift stage, shaking hands with a group of men. Dinner was served and Walter embarked on an eloquent speech spouting the plight of the homeless and his accomplishments to make the world a better place. In mid-sentence his eyes met Jed’s. Jed raised his glass. Walter recognized the man in the cowboy hat and abruptly ended his dialogue. The guests laughed when he nervously stated they came for the food, not him.

Walter rushed to Bernard and whispered in his ear. Bernard hastily strode towards the edge of the building, leaving a shaken Walter to mingle with his admiring fans.

“You tag Walter,” said Jed, cradling Diablo under his arm.

“Exactly what am I supposed to do?” Timothy asked.

“Suck up to him. Show him your travel agent credentials. Pretend a travel magazine hired you to interview him and they’re considering a big donation. Bring Walter to the pool, away from his groupies. From what I can see he likes to talk. But don’t do anything until I get back.”

Jed followed Bernard to a cabana. The evening breeze blew into the canvas wall, illuminating an eerie reflection, enlarging the shadows inside. Jed pulled the canvas door open. Bernard and two other men pointed guns with silencers directly at his head. Diablo growled until Jed patted his head.

“Please, sit down. Do you always travel with your dog? Does he fit in your purse? Somehow, I didn’t picture you as small animal person. A Rottweiler, maybe but not a…what ever kind of mutt that is.” Bernard motioned to a chair with a bandaged hand, scarred red fingers poked through. Both men kept their weapons focused on Jed.

“You certainly aren’t dead. That would lead me to believe your friend, Carlos, if I remember his name correctly, isn’t dead either.”

“What are you guys, some kinda human hybrid? Sam asked.

“Shut up, Sam,” snapped Bernard. He turned to Jed. “Walter told me you were asking questions at the shelter. Gone-missing, I think the people on the street use. I advised him to let it go. But no, he hired Angelo and his little gang. They were last seen chasing you and your other friend.”

Bernard raised his cold-burned hand to his face and scratched his chin. “You’re regular guys with better luck, which unfortunately for you, just ran out.”

Diablo’s low growl amused the men.

“What is your dog going to do? Lick us to death?” A man laughed, pointing a gun at Jed’s head.

“I get that a lot,” said Jed.

Diablo did not bare his teeth, but his eyes gleamed dark.

“I’ll take great pleasure in taking care of you the way I took care of your partner, Carlos. Only this time, you can rest assured, I will finish the job.” Jed placed his hand on Diablo’s neck.

“From what I understand, you’re the man behind the curtain. The one who orchestrated the gone-missing? The massacre on Lagrange?” Jed asked. The man’s gun did not waiver from Jed’s head.

“I stepped in when the original conductor, Carlos, retired. It’s a privilege to be a part of a life-changing discovery. Greatness comes with a price. The deaths on Lagrange improved our efficiency, and the evolution of our progress. I would say it was an immeasurably successful experiment.”

Jed sprang out of his chair. Sam pushed him back down.

“An experiment? This isn’t a high school chemistry class. How many children did you kill? How many men and women?”

“You obviously don’t understand business. Numbers is our game, so collateral damage is acceptable when you can visualize the bigger picture. Do you have any idea how much a child is worth across the universe? Human children are like puppies. Everyone wants one for their own. Don’t misunderstand, adults bring a handsome amount, but children are the ultimate moneymakers. Too bad more babies didn’t live.”

Jed glimpsed over at Sam, who looked uncomfortable. The other man seemed eager to pull the trigger.

“The quaint Zephyr site here in the California desert is considered ground zero. I take it that you have your own somewhere in Arizona. The one we couldn’t find.”

Bernard chuckled.

“Don’t worry. I have no need for your site, at least for now. We’ve done quite well taking random homeless from all over the U.S. and transporting from the California Zephyr location.”

“In order to accommodate the overwhelming universal need for Humans, we quickly realized an immediate expansion was fundamental. To fulfill our obligations, we tested the Zephyr sites throughout the globe. Isn’t it grand our planet will never miss the millions of children, men and woman harvested throughout the world? I compare it to a crop of apples, pluck one or two or a thousand, and more always grow.”

Bernard enjoyed the opportunity to bestow himself the praise he deserved. “It’s the perfect corporate objective. Unlimited demand plus unlimited supply equals unlimited profit.”

He sucked the air between his teeth.

“And the payment! At first, the buyers delivered us flawless counterfeits of Earth money, any denomination. Thanks to social media, major players all over the world are taking notice of our humanitarian efforts. They are begging us to become partners and invest in their counties. Our reparation for our good deeds will allow Walter and I to control the global monetary policies. Oh, to be a fly on the wall when the banks’ CEOs realize they have lost control of the world’s markets.”

A wide sneer covered Bernard's bulbous face. “When we deliver our next shipment, the agreed compensation is the technology to turn simple, abundant, worthless dirt into any currency or metal, including gold. The Mills Standard will replace the gold standard.


He hasn’t considered the manufacturing intricacies of obtaining an alien technology
 . Jed’s thoughts raced. Bernard is willing to murder tens of thousands of people for a complex system no one on our planet has the expertise to operate. Mind-blindness.
 Jed nodded his head in disgust but didn’t interrupt him.

“We have your friend Carlos and to some degree, you, to thank for our success. Between us we changed Humankind forever, by eliminating the non-contributing people overpopulating our planet.”

Bernard relished bragging on his triumphs. “The structure of our business plan and attaining our monetary goals is all my doing. My new other-worldly associates will do exactly as I say.”

He stood over Jed. “I don’t suppose there’s a way to get my weapons back? No? Walter’s unaware the guns he gave Angelo were not, let’s say, Earth’s design. More will arrive shortly. My new partners are providing the schematics, so we can manufacture them ourselves.”

Jed studied each man. He slipped his antique pistol out of his boot.

“Oh, my. Now what are you going to do with that old thing?” Guns were locked at Jed's head.

Diablo growled again, and this time Jed did not stop him.

The pistol didn’t have a trigger. Jed pointed it up and it quietly exploded Bernard’s body parts. They bounced off the canvas roof and clattered as they hit the ground. The music and the noise of the crowd masked any sounds coming from the cabana. The other man’s gun went off, piercing only the air.

Diablo flew across the tent before the man could aim again. His bones rattled among the rubble of Bernard’s remains.

“I don’t want to kill…” Sam dropped his unused gun and bolted onto the roof.

Jed found Timothy, Essie, and Walter by the deserted pool. Timothy had approached Walter and flattered him until he consented to an impromptu photo shoot capturing the Los Angeles skyline in the background. It wasn’t until Jed and Diablo appeared and Jed flashed his gun did Walter stumble into a deckchair, his back to the reception, signaling an end to the fundraiser. The guests exited past the men, their intense conversation discouraged any interruption.

“Let’s go. We’re taking a road trip,” said Jed.

“I’m going to start screaming and when I do, no one…”

Diablo and Essie showed their fangs.

“I beg you, do something, anything stupid. Give us a reason to kill you,” said Timothy.

They made their way down to lobby and the valet stand.

“Don’t speak to anyone. Smile,” Jed snarled into Walter’s ear.

“You better do as he says. One of the Martians told me he goes crazy after breathing the Earth air for a couple of days,” said Timothy, as he climbed into the driver’s side. Jed pushed Walter into the back seat, sandwiched between a growling Essie and Diablo.

“I hope this hurts like hell,” said Jed as he pulled out a syringe filled with a brown liquid from the side pocket of his camera bag.

Before Walter could protest Jed stabbed his arm. In a few seconds he was snoring, his head leaning against the window.

“I need a cup of coffee,” said Jed.

They drove to Blythe and pulled into a small 24 hour diner. Timothy carried Walter into the restaurant.

“Rough night,” said Jed nodding towards a waitress.

“Hey, Walter, wake up.” Jed slapped Walter hard across the face.

It took Walter a moment to comprehend his surroundings. He tried to stand up, Jed forced him back down into the booth.

“What do you guys think you are doing? Bernard will have the entire L.A. Police Department, FBI, CIA hunting for you both.”

“I don’t think so,” said Timothy.

“Where are the gone-missing?” asked Jed.

Walter didn’t answer.

“Before you and Bernard, the gone-missing zephyred only with the traveler’s permission. They were told exactly where they were going and what to expect.”

“What has that got to do with me?” Walter yawned as he spoke and loosened his tie. “Can I have a cup of coffee?”

Jed ignored him.

“You and Bernard sold your brothers and sisters for spending cash. The Humans who lived will be dispersed throughout the universe to be resold as slaves or worse. Why, so you can live in a bigger house, buy the Mona Lisa?”

Walter laughed. “They are throwaways! We didn’t take anyone who would be missed. In case you haven’t noticed there’s been no mention of the people taken. Actually, our new venture is the ultimate in philanthropy.”

“Excuse me? Do I even want you to explain what you just said?” Timothy said, restraining himself from punching Walter.

“Think about it. In our country alone we will rid the streets of the homeless, mentally ill, violent or deviant criminals, illegal immigrants—all the ones who drain our society. Millions throughout our world live without adequate food or water. By removing the economic leeches, all cultures can dedicate their resources to those who will benefit,” said Walter sitting up tall in the booth. “Our leaders will thank me. I will be the first global economic and philanthropic icon.”

Jed reached over the table and seized Walter by his tie. The waitress hid in the kitchen, choosing to overlook the exchange. “What you have done is deprive our planet of what could have been the great minds of today and progress for future generations.”

Jed’s grip almost strangled Walter. Timothy wisely decided not to interfere.

“You have no idea who you have taken, the children, the families, do you?” Walter’s head turned beat red, his body flayed, and knocked over the table condiments. Jed let go of Walter before he choked him to death.

Walter rubbed his neck. “Oh, please, don’t act so pious. When was the last time either of you took a person living on the street to your home for a meal or a bed or a hot bath? Or volunteered at a shelter or an orphanage? Let me guess you’re one of those who visit warm climates to build huts for the natives for a couple of days and return home to put it on your resume. We are only concerned with ourselves, oblivious to the declining culture in our own communities. Hey, where’s my coffee?”

“You are well-traveled, aren’t you?” Jed asked, intentionally slurping his coffee.

“Oh, yes.” Walter couldn’t help himself. “I have traveled to virtually every country in the world. Of course, flying your own private jet helps, especially with the jetlag. Changing time zones screws with your inner psyche.”

“There are so many new places you will soon have the opportunity to holiday.” Jed flashed a rare smile at Timothy. “Do you know what happens to a Human when they are not prepped for a Zephyr?”

“Well, Bernard had a few problems. His hands were frost-burned and the vertigo wrecked havoc on his equilibrium until some sort of doctor helped him,” said Walter shaking his head until it dawned on him why Jed and Timothy were smiling.

“You are about to find out what really happens to your inner psyche,” said Timothy.

Walter Mills stood alone in the hot sun. Circles of lights bounced off rock formations in a valley he did not recognize.

“There is a male waiting for you on Lagrange Points. He will accompany you to your new… community.” Jed stepped away from the illuminated boulders and stood next to Timothy, keeping his gun pointed at Walter.

The Zephyr lifted Walter Mills. He spun into the frantic, indigo spiral leaving Earth forever.


Home

“Do, or do not, there is no try.”
 Yoda

Jed offered Timothy his jeep for a few days. If he needed to go to town, his van was parked outside. “I’m going to sleep for a week,” said Jed. Timothy admitted, although to himself, that Jed looked haggard, his crescent scars more pronounced. On the drive home from California he barely spoke. Neither of them mentioned Greta.


He’s still fighting the effects from the poison. After all he has been through, he needs to rest.
 Timothy contributed his quietness to extreme fatigue.

“I think Diablo and Essie should stay together until you bring the Jeep back. It will help Essie acclimate to the new surroundings. He can show her the ropes.” Jed winked at Timothy and tried to hug Diablo. But Diablo was too interested in his new playmate.

Timothy said he would drop off Diablo in a week or so. Timothy watched Jed limp towards the shed from his rear-view mirror. When had he slept in his own bed? He craved sleep.

His house was stuffy and dark. Timothy let Essie and Diablo out to explore the backyard as he flipped on the lights and opened windows. He rummaged through the freezer until he found three meatball dinners and popped them in the microwave.


Now what do I do?
 Timothy found himself alone—in how long? Weeks? Months? He turned on the television, checking the date. Six months had passed. Another visit to Jed’s shed and maybe he could make sense of the time calculations.

Diablo and Essie distracted him from the silence of the rooms, but not the temptation of a drink. He walked over to the liquor cabinet and removed a bottle of cheap bourbon and poured himself a tall glass. The harsh liquid scratched his throat. This time the warmth did not soothe him. His body told him to find his bed and ignore the clock.

“Good morning, gang,” said Timothy as he walked through the front door of Around the World Travel Agency. 
  He carried Essie and Diablo in his arms, his backpack over his shoulder.

He stopped and reversed a few steps to check to see if he entered the right office.

The latest state-of-the-art computer centers attached to the walls, clients perched at the terminals searched for activities and asked for suggestions. Videos touting hiking tours in Patagonia and cooking schools in Mexico City, smiled down from the ceiling.

Marla and James sat upright, shocked to see their boss strolling in.

“Cat got your tongue?” Timothy surveyed the room, admiring the makeover. “The old saying while the cat’s away the mice will spend some of the cat’s money. Wow, what’ve you done with 1985?”

“Where in the hell have you been? If you think you can waltz in here….”

Timothy grinned at her and pointed to his chest. “Owner. Because you control the money doesn’t mean I can’t take a much-deserved vacation. I’m a travel agent, remember?”

Marla and James both embraced him. “We’re so glad you’re all right. Where did you find a razor? What’s this?” Marla pointed to Essie and Diablo. “I didn’t take you for a frou-frou kind of guy. Are those French dogs of some kind?”

Essie showed Marla her teeth. James laughed. “She must be allergic to old women.”

“Do you approve of the office?” James asked. “Where did you go? Europe? You didn’t write, you didn’t text.” Both he and Marla discussed many times the need for Timothy to spread his wings. They blamed his lack of consideration to his entitled youth.

Marla and James talked over themselves, eager to share all of the changes and news.

“By the way, before you left, you were on the way to see Walter Mills. Did you hear he disappeared?”

“Really? I heard he likes to travel. Maybe he took a trip. Um, this is impressive,” said Timothy exploring Around the World Travel Agency
 ’s cubicles and the sponsored tours advertised from the screens.

The phones were ringing. Timothy sat down at his desk to play at his new computer. Essie and Diablo rested quietly at his feet.

James suddenly snatched a bottle of Windex from the file cabinet and sprinted out the front door.

An old woman pressed her hands and nose against the glass. Timothy couldn’t believe it. Was it Lucy?

“She showed up the day after you left.” Marla said. “I guess Lucy sent a replacement. Between the two of us we keep her stocked with egg sandwiches and a few dollars of spending money.”

Timothy watched James perform his former ritual, down to chasing her to the next block. He left his desk and followed them to the corner.

She turned away when Timothy caught up to her. He grabbed her filthy hands and tried to look into her face. She broke his grip and kept walking.

“What was that about?” James asked.

“I thought, maybe, I knew…” Although Timothy tried to keep his feelings for Greta submerged, the ache of missing her never left.

James and Timothy walked back to the office. James continued talking, proud of the changes. As they approached Around the World
 , a tall, imposing figure wearing a dark, street length duster coat leaned against the wall. A wide brimmed hat could not hide his scared cheeks.

“Gangs,” said James. “They’re everywhere. Jesus, he’s gigantic, and those facial tattoos? Why would anyone do that to themselves? He’ll definitely scare away the customers.”

Timothy froze. Before him was the last creature in the universe he thought he would see again

“What—Napoleon—are you doing? I mean, why are you here?” Timothy stuttered.

Napoleon’s imposing frame and intimidating appearance frightened the people walking past, and they scurried to the other side of the street.

“You know this guy?” A surprised James asked. 

“I, we need your help,” said Napoleon.

Napoleon spoke deliberately, it was hard for him to speak. He had never asked for help, ever. His culture, society, forbade it. Yet, when one of the few people in the universe he trusted summoned him for a favor, he could not reject the request.

“What language is he speaking?” James said. “Don’t tell me you’re on some sort of world-wide quest to save the homeless?”

Napoleon’s communications implant garbled English words with his native tongue. The jumbles of sound grated on the Human ears, but Timothy’s communication devise smoothed the tone and interpreted the meaning.

“I meet him while…vacationing. Why don’t you go inside?” James shot him an anxious look.

“I’ll be okay. He’s not going to hurt me.” At least I hope he doesn’t
 , thought Timothy.

James hesitantly stepped into the office. He stopped Marla from calling the police.

“How in the world did you find me?” Timothy asked, stunned.

Napoleon stands before me, here, on Earth. Is this some sort of illusion?

He held out the business card Timothy gave him on the transport.

“The dominant female on the station, Viola. She commanded me to Zephyr and retrieve you. I showed her the card and she used a googlow device of some sort to provide me coordinates. She said to give you a message: Jed cannot do this alone. He needs your help
 .”

“Do what alone?”

“Search for the kidnapped Humans. He crossed and is locating Humans to return home.” Napoleon glanced around. “From my observation, any world would better than Earth.” He wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. “Viola insisted that you accompany me.”

Timothy laughed. “What, you have a special bat-phone he calls you on? I thought you never spoke to your brother.”

Napoleon scowled at him, not understanding. “Jed is uninformed of my arrival.”

“I just left Jed three days ago. We were planning on getting together on Saturday.”

“In your time, it is tomorrow. In ours, yesterday.” Napoleon paused. “Jed is not processing strategies effectively.”

“One too many Zephyr rides?” Timothy teased but Napoleon’s dark face told him he was in no mood for levity, not that he ever had much of a sense of humor from what he could tell.

“He crossed to find the Humans.” Napoleon squinted his eyes, pulling his hat down to shield them from the bright sun.

“Jed and I aren’t a team
 ,” Timothy said, sarcasm drenched the final word. But he felt the adrenalin beginning to pump through his veins. Maybe he wouldn’t have to return to his quiet house and his mundane existence. The etched words, Around the World Travel Agency
 , glared at him from the glass. He should laugh at the irony. He had never visited New York City yet crossed the universe.

“Timothy, Jed’s daughter is among the gone-missing. Come, or time, whether it is yours or mine, will end for Jed and the Humans.”


The Beginning

“What’s coming will come and we’ll just have to meet it when it does.”
 J. K. Rowling

If she died would it end this unbearable sickness? Death in an icy hell for a sin she did not remember committing. She curled into the fetal position praying for the nausea to stop. The dizziness wouldn't permit her to see if she was in a room, a warehouse, or a prison. The darkness and grays melded together and swirled around her. The floor slipped beneath her when she tried to move.  

Am I on a slab of ice?

Recollections of her father came forward, the childhood memories of him visiting, bringing presents and holding her close. She felt safe, loved. Now multiple fears jumbled together with an unbearable sickness, consumed all other emotions. Salvation had abandoned her.


I should try to raise myself up
 .

She forced herself into a sitting position. The bile crept up into the back of her mouth and she retched again. Blackness and cold covered her, yet she sensed what she could not see.

Where is my tribe, the old woman?

She felt a breath and looked down to see a child reaching for her. She instinctively picked up the little girl and placed her on her lap. Another small arm circled her neck, a toddler boy, crying, tears running down his checks.

“I want my mommy,” he whispered, blond curls falling across his face.

She held them both close, finding warmth. Her eyes focused to see an older child and an oddly silent baby. The infant crawled on its stomach and climbed up next to the girl, shivering with cold. Before she could reach for her, the older child picked up the baby, holding it close. They both huddled next to her.

She adjusted to the dark until shapes developed ghostly forms. Her stomach retched again, but this time because of the obscenity before her: body after body of children, adults, babies, littered in all directions like fallen dominos. Moans and whimpers filled the icy air. Many of the faces paralyzed in pain, death a welcome relief.

She saw a shadow move in the distance, something or someone zigzagging towards her.

Should I try to run? Where would I go?

Her legs remained tethered to the frozen floor. The figure stopped.

The female figure leaned over her and spoke softly in halting English.

“I will help you and the children.”

Peaceful chimes accompanied her words. An appendage reached out and touched the young woman’s shoulder. The anxiety disappeared, the nausea subsided.

“I am… sorry,” said the female.

Sadness cracked the harmonious melody. The palest of light reflected off turquoise crystals as they fell onto her amber skin.
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Humans are now the universe’s most desired merchandise.  Men, women, children, babies were illegally transported to the abandoned Lagrange Points station, then loaded onto cargo ships and shipped, in horrific conditions, to MidLine and auctioned to the highest bidders. Unknown to Jed, not just the homeless or the assumed impoverished have vanished off Earth. His daughter is among the abducted.

Viola, the Alpha Centuari Station’s healer contacts Timothy through Jed’s adopted brother, Napoleon.  She insists both Timothy and Napoleon find Jed and help him locate the “gone missing.”

Timothy, Jed and Napoleon race across the Universe to track the splintered groups of Humans and their new captors.  Fighting unknown technologies, black holes, superstition, insurmountable greed and unforgiving time, they must find a way to work together to save the Humans from an unknown fate.


Ardyce Years

Ardyce grew up in the Southwest where the local libraries supplied her with endless relationships, some she holds near and dear today. An accident as a teenager kept her immobile for three months and began an obsession with movies and television. She is known for a sense of wicked, sometimes inappropriate, sense of humor. Her kids do not think she is funny at all. They are almost positive she is not from this world.
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