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Many considered growing old a privilege, but at forty-three Nelson Jornak declared his death long overdue. He wove through the crowd of the nightclub in a haze, staggering from one fazing silhouette into another. House music rattled his chest with each beat. Columns of multi-colored light pulsed along the club’s walls to the music. Can lights spun psychedelic kaleidoscopes on the dancefloor from their perches in the rigging. 

He brought the bottle to his lips and swished another mouthful of whiskey over his teeth. His own foul vomit caked his red tank top and black tactical trousers. Nelson stumbled into an android female grinding on her dance partner. His hand slipped from her shoulder to her chest by mistake. 

The woman smacked him away. “Watch it, jerk.”

He pulled his hand away, certain a slap was imminent. None came. His world listed hard to the right. Nelson swirled the dregs in his bottle before his eyes. No amount helps. Voices. Dozens of them tormented his mind night and day. Some begged for help. Others demanded answers for his actions. It wasn’t my fault! Ran my calculations five times and no pulsar existed. Nelson stopped near the bar and closed his eyes. The spinning got worse. Tried to save you all. 

Nelson fumbled into the end of the bartop, his body numbed to the wooden rail in his side. The song’s bass line dropped into pulses of hissing static. His heart raced. Breaths came in micro-bursts of shallow insignificance. The bar melted into the cockpit of the starship, Pegasus. Sparks jetted from his control panels in rhythmic fountains. Crew members screamed over the vessel’s 1MC. 

Captain Besora barked from her chair over Nelson’s shoulder. “Evasive maneuvers. We’ve come out of spacefold in the wash of a pulsar.” 

Nelson grabbed a joystick and tugged hard to port. The Pegasus obeyed with ample reluctance. Powerful explosions shook the bowels of the starship as it banked away from the pulsar toward a gas giant. The pulsar grew closer on his viewfinder screen. Enormous cones of brilliant radiation shot from both its poles into deep space. 

A slender hand grazed his shoulder. 

“Follow me.” It was Besora. 

The dance floor came back into focus. Nelson blinked and found the brunette in the crowd again. “Skipper?” 

She glanced over a shoulder and ascended the stairs beside the DJ’s nest. The music switched to something fast and gritty. The lights in the club went out. Strobes flickered from the ceiling and the walls. Nelson grabbed his bottle and chased the woman up the steps. 

“Captain?” He lost his footing and dropped his shoulder into a column of green light climbing the wall to the new beat. 

The woman curled a finger at him from the second floor and sauntered around a cluster of synthetics and organics engaged in lively discussion. A wall of stuffiness hit Nelson at the top of the stairs. This floor reeked of sex, lubricants, and two-credit perfume. Androids and humans bartered for flesh, for drugs, and anything else that made them forget their place in the solar system and its hierarchy.

The music and lights powered down and turned the entire club into dark cave. Light from the setting sun shone through the windows at the end of the hallway and glinted off cyborg and android components.

A female voice sliced the still. “Did the city’s solar cells run out?”

A male spoke with more baritone in his timbre. “President probably screwed up again.”

Pale blue light glowed on the hallway walls.  The bust of an immense human filled the wall in a row of evenly repeated images. He trained his golden irises straight ahead. Braided white hair fell over his muscular shoulder in a long mane. 

Nelson hiccupped. “The Superiors. Great.”

The Superiors ruled the roost from their home around the sun, and if their inferior subjects forgot their station, they had no qualms about reminding them.  

The baritone male spoke once more. “What does Traave want now, man?”

Traave’s voice held a level, conversational tone. “Good evening, Earth. We seem to have run into another problem here on Euphoria with illegal activities conducted by the President of your,” his tone slipped into one of condescension, “Earth Federation.” He laced his hands before his mouth. “As the leader of your world has violated our treaties here on the sphere, you leave me no choice but to reduce the solar output until such a time that your president pays the appropriate fines for his violations.” Traave blinked slowly. “I do pray he comes to his senses soon—-for your sake. That is all.” 

The lights on the wall returned, but at a reduced intensity. Nelson parted a cozy couple and lurched down the hall and its throbbing tunnel of light. Another man stared at Nelson from the floor and groaned in satisfaction. The man pulled the syringe from the metallic jack in his temple and cackled as his eyes rolled backward. Nelson glared down at him. Another wasteoid jacked up on cheap Crystal Blue. Nelson rubbed his own data port above his right eye. Maybe sending liquid delirium straight into his brain and central processing cortex wasn’t such a bad idea. 

The brunette stopped at a door at the end of the hall. She stared at him for a fleeting instant with her bedroom eyes and swung the door inward. Nelson tripped over the wasteoid, sloshing his whiskey and sped up his pace toward the door. He stopped at the windows and shielded his eyes with his free hand. Lines sliced through the sun, cutting its surface into millions of even rectangular segments. Its brightness weakened in the artificial eclipse as each rectangle dimmed.

“Bastards.” Nelson knocked back a swig and strode toward the open bedroom door. “Build one world around the sun and they think they own the whole damn solar system.” 

Nelson closed the door. The woman stood at the bedroom window, her gaze trained on the dying sunlight. She turned toward him. Her brown hair, now blonde; her Star Fleet flight suit, a leather mini-skirt and a white fur vest. 

Nelson shook his head. “What’s going on?”

She smiled. “Did you have a change of heart?” 

“Who are you?”

The woman slinked to the bedside and patted the bare mattress. “You paid for me earlier. Did you change your mind?” She motioned to the well-used mattress. “Come here. Lie down and relax.” She unzipped her faux vest, revealing milky flesh beneath. “I’ll take care of the rest, sweetie.”

Nelson stumbled to her side and flopped onto the foul bed. He tilted his bottle perpendicular to his throat and guzzled the final gulp. He missed setting the bottle on the nightstand. It fell to the matted carpet with a dull thud. “Tried to save them, Captain.”

She sat next to him and ran her fingers through his gray and white hair. “Shh. I know.”

Nelson broke into tears. “I didn’t know, ma’am. I couldn’t have known.” He closed his eyes and drowned in the ocean of his nightmares. 
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Nelson awoke with a thumping headache in a sterile gray room. He worked his tongue through the fibrous stickiness in his mouth. The jackhammers of his hangover worked on the backs of his eyes. Humming lights overhead nagged at his last nerve. Nelson sat up on the bed and drank the entire glass of water setting on the nightstand. 

He ambled to the lone window in the room. The moon hung like a dirty egg yoke over a city of decay. Skyscrapers closer to downtown preserved their splendor, while others on the outskirts jutted into the dark like broken teeth. 

A gentleman in an ivory dress shirt and jeans entered the room. He stood a few inches taller than Nelson and kept his graying blond hair short and crisp. A chrome data port the size of a fingernail bulged from the man’s left temple. “Good evening. You can call me Mr. Swan.” He had a coarse and paternal tone.

Nelson backed into the wall and hunched over. “Where am I?” He now wore a bland jumpsuit. “And where are my clothes?”

The blonde woman from the nightclub emerged from behind Mr. Swan. She donned a customary Star Fleet jumpsuit and had her hair done up in a no-nonsense ponytail. “Getting spruced up. They reeked.”

Nelson started for the doorway. “Give me my stuff so I can get outa here.” 

Mr. Swan slid in front of Nelson and barred his escape. “Not so fast, Major. We have a proposition for you.”

Nelson rested his hand on Mr. Swan’s shoulder and teetered around him. “Not interested.”

Mr. Swan shuffled into Nelson’s path again. “What we’re offering you is not only a chance to silence the ghosts of your past,” he flicked the gold hoop piercing Nelson’s left earlobe, “but a shot at redemption and the freedom of the human race.”

Nelson sidestepped Mr. Swan on his other side and wound up in the face of the woman. “You’ve got the wrong guy, ace.”

“No. I’m Swan.” He chuckled. “She’s Ace.” He set his hand on her back. “Lt. Gracie Vellors, or Grace Ace among her fellow fighter pilots.”

Nelson studied her gray stare. She had a data port implanted above her left eye. It was emerald green and no larger than a wood tick. Hints of a floral perfume lingered on her neck. 

“I don’t fly anymore,” Nelson said. “You probably already knew that. Like I said, you’re barking up a dead tree.”

“Hard to pilot anything from a detox center.” Mr. Swan put his hands in his pockets. “The incident off the shoulder of Orion was an accident, Nelson. Collinder 69 had an uncharted pulsar.”

Nelson backpedaled onto the cot. That stuff’s buried under layers of classification by the military. How? 

“Before that,” Mr. Swan continued, “you were a decorated starfighter. Flew Epsilon-G’s in the Faldaron Wave. You’re the last person down bere with any combat experience against the Superiors.” His gaze never left Nelson. “Lost the lower part of your left leg and had a bionic replacement. Awarded a Purple Heart and a Distinguished Service Cross.” He strode closer. “After rehab, you were reassigned to a star cruiser under the command of Captain Besora. I assure you. I have the right guy.”

Nelson rubbed his temples with the butts of his palms. The headache refused to release. “What if I still say no?”

Mr. Swan leaned against the wall and crossed his muscular arms. “All of humanity will remain enslaved to the Superiors.”

Nelson glanced at him and huffed. “So? We have been for generations. Seems pointless to fight it.”

Mr. Swan turned to the window. Dull moonlight painted a mask on the curves of his face. “They will continue to hold the sun as a bargaining chip. The loss of light will disrupt our growing cycles. It could bring about an artificial ice age and kill us all.”

“They marooned most of us down here for a reason.” Nelson rocked back into the wall. “Maybe it serves us right. All we do is consume and destroy everything we touch.” 

Gracie glared at him. “We’re not all man-eating monsters.”

Mr. Swan looked on Nelson. “If not for us, then do it for your kid sister.”

Nelson scoffed. “She’s dead. Where’d you get your intel?”

“So we assumed,” Mr. Swan said. “Our network found her. She’s alive in a mining colony.”

Nelson narrowed his glare over Gracie, then Mr. Swan. “Bullshit.”

Mr. Swan walked to the far wall. He tapped it twice, bringing up a still frame of a young lady in her mid-thirties. Nelson studied her blue eyes. He hadn’t seen her in twenty-eight years. They look like mom’s eyes. Has her red hair, too. 

Mr. Swan pointed to her image. “She recorded a distress message and broadcasted it over an unregistered data link.” He tapped the wall and the clip proceeded to play.

“If anyone sees this, my name’s Elaine Jornak.” She leaned closer to the camera. “They herded me and my parents into one of their human extermination camps when I was twelve.” 

Nelson sat befuddled. She’s got the backstory straight. 

The transmission went on. “I managed to escape the Superior camp.” Elaine lowered her head, her deep red bangs fell over her face. “My parents weren’t as lucky.” She swept her hair aside and glared into the camera with watery eyes. “A group of us found our way to this refuge.” She checked over both shoulders. “Follow this signal and you’ll find us. I’m transmitting this on an unregistered distress signal beneath the Superior’s known communications band.” She lowered to a whisper. “They shouldn’t find it. Please, hurry.”

Mr. Swan tapped the screen twice, sending the recording receding into the data void behind the walls. Cool air pumped into the room from hidden ventilation ducts. Gracie cocked out a hip and slid her hands into her pockets. 

Nelson refused to believe what he had seen. “Could have been faked.”

Mr. Swan paced behind Gracie. “No. We traced its signal to a remote location on Ganymede.” He looked Nelson square in his eyes. “I assure you it’s genuine.”

Nelson stood. “Fine. What do you want from me?”

A robot the size of a trashcan wheeled into the room and placed Nelson’s laundered clothes on the bed next to him. The aroma of the faux fresh country air scent hung around his shirt and trousers. 

“If not for all of humanity, then do it for the one piece left you deem worthy of saving.” Mr. Swan stopped in the doorway. “Get dressed and meet us in the conference room at the end of this hallway. We have a lot to cover and little time to do it.”
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Nelson was a stranger in this strange land, but being in his own clothes granted him some semblance of comfort. He rested his arms on the polished black table. More drab walls imprisoned him in this room. He lifted his hands and addressed the ceiling. “Can I get a cup of coffee in this place?”

Something whirred and thudded into the room’s door on the outside. Once the door slid open, a pint-sized robot motored to him on angular caterpillar treads. 

A red bar flashed around its sleek head as it spoke. “Good day, sir.” It lowered a tray with a complete coffee service onto the tabletop and retracted the thick clips it used for hands. “Enjoy your beverage.” The robot’s torso spun to face the door and it wheeled out from whence it came. 

Two sips into his cup of black coffee, Mr. Swan and Gracie strode into the room. The caffeine dissolved some of his hangover, but his body struggled to climb out of the lethargic crater brought on by his bender. 

Mr. Swan leaned on the table at its head. “What we’re about to discuss is classified under the highest levels of sensitivity.”

Nelson swished another gulp around and swallowed it. “Mum’s the word. Check.”

Mr. Swan brought up a virtual keyboard on the table’s surface and tapped in his credentials. A bank of computer screens materialized on the wall beside Nelson. “Four months ago, one of our operatives under deep cover mined Superior data pertaining to their Dyson Sphere’s manufacture. We found a weakness.” A three-dimensional hologram model of Euphoria and its cubical moons appeared in the space over the table. “The Superiors began funneling money and raw materials into the repair of Euphoria. We don’t know why. We do know that they’re using a rare element called rythornium in its reconstruction.”

Nelson took a swig from his lukewarm coffee. “Reconstruction?”

“Something has them overly concerned up there.” Mr. Swan’s tone remained matter-of-fact. “Intercepted data suggests the Superiors are working on a major overhaul that could, in their own words, jeopardize the entire solar system if it fails.”

Nelson rose and bent in for a better look at the Superior’s home world. “We find where they’re getting the ore and cut them off.” 

“Quite so,” Mr. Swan said. “Unfortunately, the Superiors have multiple outposts and mining operations throughout the solar system.” With a few commands, the hologram model zoomed out. Euphoria and its Dyson Spheres surrounded the sun. The other planets and their satellites orbited this in a slow dance. “Their rythornium shipments are transferred somewhere in the process to mask the identity of its source. That’s where you and Lt. Vellors come in.” 

Nelson followed the hologram’s zoom in on Euphoria. The immense fabricated world surrounding the sun had an inner sphere that spun opposite its larger outer one. Six rings, three horizontal and three more on an angle, rotated around the spheres counterclockwise. Forests and entire cities caught sunbeams under the clear shielding of their rings. Farther out from the rings, five shimmering cubes orbited Euphoria, one of which was home to the President of the Earth Federation and the planet’s dignitaries. 

“Both of us?” Nelson was less than impressed with this notion. “No. I work alone.”

Mr. Swan nodded to Gracie. “She’s an experienced fighter pilot and knowledgeable on the Superior’s customs. She knows Euphoria. She’s non-negotiable.” The glow of Euphoria’s model reflected in his eyes. “We need the two of you to go to Euphoria and uncover the secret location of their rythornium operations.”

Nelson walked around the table, examining the model. “Where would we begin?”

“Our contact has been in communication with someone there using the alias, Starchild,” Mr. Swan said. “We have a few known locations Starchild likes to use.”

Nelson leaned closer to the speck representing Venus as it transited before the gargantuan spheres. “Even so, Euphoria’s enormous. It could take years to find this person.”

“Not likely.” Gracie manipulated the model, zooming in on a segment of its surface. A series of immense belts of varying geography marched from Euphoria’s equator to its northern pole. “His locations are remote.” Four blue dots blinked on its surface spread out over both hemispheres. “He never stays in the same one for long.”

Mr. Swan aimed his finger at the beetle-sized port on Nelson’s forehead. “We’ll upload all our data for you along with a special secured comms software. Closed circuits just between the three of us.” He logged out of the tabletop system and headed out the door. “Come with me.” 

Nelson trailed them along a corridor and into a room that resembled a laboratory. A row of reclining chairs lined the floor in front of their consoles. Two technicians readied a pair of the chairs for them. 

Mr. Swan sank into the first seat in the row. “Pull up our programming and prepare us for upload.”

The male technician did as instructed. “Yes, sir.” 

Mr. Swan rolled his eyes to the empty chairs. “Have a seat. Our folks will patch you in.” 

Nelson strode around Gracie as she occupied the second seat and plunked down in the third. Its cushions enveloped him in a pillowed hug. The female technician called up the data on her system and pulled a thin cable from the side of the console to Nelson’s head. 

“Same as any other upload.” She had a southern drawl. “We’ll be in and out in a jiff.”

She pressed her finger on Nelson’s forehead above his data port. The port door responded and swirled ajar, revealing a miniature jack embedded in his skull. She plugged the cable in and lifted the excess cable out of his face. The hook-ups never bothered Nelson. It was the loading that made him cringe. 

“Here we go,” his technician said. 
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