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  In Which My Dear Husband and I Return to Earth



   


  My name is Jane Kletchka, and I’m here to set the record straight. 


  By now, you’ve already heard my dear husband’s account of the Gorinal incident: how we were stranded in the armpit of the galaxy when the Gorinal jumpgate went down, got caught up in an outcast Immortal’s million-year vendetta, and how together we thwarted that scheme and stopped the galaxy from falling into a civilization-ending war. If only we’d known what we’d unleashed by doing so.


  But I’m getting ahead of myself. As I’ve already said, my name is Jane Kletchka. I graduated summa cum laude from Earthfleet Academy with a double major in xenolinguistics and history. My parents urged me to pursue a graduate degree planetside, but I took the path less traveled and became a freelance xenologist. After gazing up at Earth from Luna for so long, it just didn’t make sense to keep my wings clipped for another four years. I figured I’d spend a few years traveling the galaxy, do my part for intergalactic peace, then come back, find a nice Latter-day Saint boy, and settle down to raise a family.


  Instead, I found my dear husband on the far side of the galaxy. Just a year before, if you’d told me that I’d marry a gunslinging mercenary, I would have laughed in your face. But so it was. Needless to say, settling down wasn’t in the cards anytime soon.


  Still, as an old-fashioned Earth girl, I insisted on introducing him to my parents. So once our work at Gorinal Prime was complete, we set the Star Runner on a course for Sol.


   


   


  “Sixteen days,” said Sam, shaking his head in disbelief. “Can you believe it? Sixteen f—”


  “Ah, ah,” I said, stopping him before he could swear. I love Sam, but he has a tongue as wild as the colony of New Texas where he was born.


  “Sorry, honey,” he said, putting an arm around my waist. I tousled his dirty blond hair and glanced out the cockpit window at the starry warp-bubble that surrounded our ship.


  “How long did it take when you first left Earthspace?” I asked.


  “Ten freaking months,” he said, catching himself. “Took a third-class berth on a Hyadian star crawler headed straight for Aldebaran, and by the end I was so bored, I half-considered shooting myself for the diversion.”


  “I’m glad you didn’t,” I said, stroking his back with my fingertips.


  Down by my legs, a calico cat meowed. The Star Runner is a cozy little ship, designed for a crew of two and room for only one passenger. That was why Imutab had taken her cat form. A shapeshifter empath from the Silver Diadem, she’d signed on with us shortly after the Gorinal incident. As newlyweds, we didn’t mind her, so long as she was discreet.


  “Uh, Jane,” said Tarak from the copilot’s chair. “Sam’s thinking about—”


  “Thanks, but I’ve got a pretty good idea.”


  Unfortunately, “discreet” does not accurately describe Sam’s copilot and first mate. Tarak is a Myadian, a race from the Scutum-Crux Arm of the galaxy. They look a bit like hairless satyrs. Being telepaths, Tarak’s people don’t get a lot of trust from other species, so they mostly keep to their own kind. Tarak had a falling out with his clan, making him doubly the misfit. He’s a good person, though. It took a while for Sam to come around on that point, but even he had to admit that it can be useful to have a telepath as your first mate, no matter how awkward or annoying he might be.


  I leaned over and gave Sam a rather lengthy kiss. Imutab purred contentedly, while Tarak thankfully refrained from any more unwanted commentary. A cozy ship like the Star Runner makes everyone feel close.


  “Let’s come out of warp before we’re inside Luna’s orbit,” I said. “I want to let my parents know we’re coming.”


  “Sure thing, honey. We’re in no rush.”


  “Also, I’m sure that Earthfleet will want to debrief us.”


  “Debrief?” he said, frowning, “Honey, we’re private citizens.”


  “Private citizens with a warship and a letter of marque and reprisal that goes straight to the top of Earthfleet itself. Or have you already forgotten all the upgrades we got from the EFS Auriga?”


  “Don’t tell me you never dreamed about marrying a pirate.”


  “Actually,” Tarak interjected, “Jane never—”


  “That’s enough, Tarak,” I said, leaning over to deliver another kiss.


  “You know,” said Sam, “we’re in no rush. If we start our deceleration now, it’ll give us a good hour before we arrive.”


  He made eyes back for the cabin. It was obvious what was on his mind. I wasn’t really in the mood, but he gets this cute puppy-dog face that makes it hard to say no.


  “I don’t think your wife wants to have sex right now, Captain,” Tarak interjected.


  Sam’s face instantly turned red. I laughed to deflate the tension and put my hand on his arm.


  “Sure, why not?”


  His anger deflated almost instantly. That’s one of the things I like about him: he’s a man of passion who will jealously defend his honor, but I’ve never known him to hold a grudge against anyone.


  “Start our deceleration, Tarak. And a word of advice, from one man to another: Never assume you know what’s on an Earth woman’s mind.”


  Tarak frowned by scrunching up his alien nose and giving a brief snort. As Sam and I retired to our quarters for a quickie, Imutab leaped onto the cockpit dashboard and contentedly began to purr.


   


   


  Returning to Sol was the easy part. Getting to Earth was much harder.


  First, we had to get permission from Earthfleet to approach the planet itself. The Star Runner was originally a Setarni ship, which meant that the authorities didn’t recognize us as human at first. Even after we showed them the letter of marque and reprisal, they still insisted on an escort—for our “convenience.” 


  At least the debriefing was relatively painless. Since we fell in a category somewhere between mercenaries and pirates, they moved us along as quickly as possible. The same can’t be said of the authorities at Earth.


  I won’t bore you with all the catch-22s of the bureaucratic nightmare we had to endure before I could set foot on my beloved homeworld. Since Sam had lost his passport and Earthfleet didn’t officially recognize us, we spent almost thirty-six hours waiting on a temporary ID from the colonial consulate. When the customs agents found out about Sam’s numerous firearms, they tried to make him register them all, which sent him ranting. I can’t remember how I managed to smooth that one out.


  Eventually, we worked out an arrangement that left the Star Runner in high orbit, technically still in Earthfleet’s jurisdiction, and agreed to teleport into the main spaceport and take a shuttle to the surface.


  “I don’t see why we need a shuttle when we’ve got line of sight to the surface,” Sam muttered as we made the final preparations for our departure.


  “Because the only place we can register is at the spaceport,” I told him. “If the authorities pull us over when we’re planetside, and we haven’t—”


  “I know, I know.”


  I gave him a quick kiss, which seemed to help. Tarak keyed the teleporter, and the next we knew, we were surrounded in a conduit of shimmering blue light.


  Teleporting is never a pleasant experience, but I take to it better than Sam does. As the light dissipated to reveal the spaceport concourse’s teleport pad, he made a face like he’d swallowed his own vomit. Thankfully, that was the worst of it.


  The first thing that stood out to me about the spaceport was the sheer number of humans that filled the place. There were very few aliens in the crowd, and most of those were Hyadians. After spending so much time on the far side of the galaxy, it felt weird to be surrounded by people who looked just like me. The second thing I noticed was just how crowded the spaceport was. People were packed shoulder-to-shoulder from the teleport receiving pads to the security checkpoint. 


  A haggard security officer with a permanent frown and bags under her eyes ushered us off the platform. “This way down, this way down,” she said with practiced monotony. “The checkpoint is directly ahead, on the right.”


  I’ve never seen Sam so tense outside of a combat situation. I took his hand. 


  We passed through the security scanners without incident. There was some confusion on the other side when the officer failed to locate Sam’s ID implants, but the documents from the consulate checked out and we proceeded to customs and registration.


  Here, we were not so lucky. The customs officer refused to recognize Sam’s documents and called up his supervisor, who detained us for questioning. I rubbed my Sam’s back and as we waited in the windowless interrogation room.


  At length, the door swung open. “Greetings,” said a short man with brown skin and slanted eyes. His navy-blue uniform was wrinkled but clean.


  Sam said nothing, so I smiled and offered my hand. 


  “Hi.”


  He pointedly ignored my gesture and took a seat across from us.


  “Your documents show that you are Sam and Jane Kletchka, from New Texas.”


  “Sam is from New Texas,” I corrected. “I’m from Earth.”


  “Yes,” the officer muttered, checking his tablet. “Your ID checks out—Jane Elizabeth Carter. However, we have no record of marriage to a Sam Kletchka.”


  “Our marriage was performed at Gorinal Prime by Captain Isiatuk of the Silver Diadem,” Sam told him calmly.


  The officer frowned. “Gorinal Prime? That doesn’t sound familiar.”


  “It’s in the Scutum-Crux Arm,” I explained. When that failed to register a response, I added: “Of the galaxy.”


  “Ah,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “I take it that isn’t in Earthspace?”


  My dear husband frowned so deeply that his mouth disappeared into his beard. Things didn’t get any better from there.


  I’ll spare you a blow-by-blow. Once again, the colonial consulate had to smooth things over, and we very nearly spent a night on those hard plastic seats in the interrogation room.


  Eventually, though, we boarded a planetside ferry shuttle. Exhausted from the ordeal, we did so without a word, joining the mass of other zombie-like travelers who crowded into the aging shuttlecraft like so many human sardines.


   


   


  “Jane!”


  My mom was the first to greet us. She ran out the front door almost the moment our self-driving cab pulled up to the driveway. Dad wasn’t far behind, though he came at a more leisurely pace.


  “It’s good to see you, Mom,” I said as we embraced. Sam got our bags and sent the cab on its way.


  “So this is the lucky man,” Dad said before even giving me a hug.


  “Yes, sir,” said Sam. He gave my dad a firm handshake.


  My mom is a little shorter than me, with short, golden-blonde hair. It’s hard to catch her in a moment when she isn’t smiling. My dad is much more reserved but can be just as affectionate, in his own peculiar way. He’s tall, with graying hair, deep blue eyes, with a square face and a large chin. He goes for a mile-long run before sunrise every morning.


  “You’ll have to tell us all about yourself,” said Mom. “Please, come in!”


  My parents live in north Orem, near Timpanogos High. It’s a nice house with a fenced-in yard and a little garden out in the back. Childhood memories came rushing back to me as we went inside.


  “Hi, Jane,” said my baby brother, Rex, as we took off our shoes in the front entry. 


  “Rex!” I said, giving him a hug. “How’s high school?”


  “It can’t end soon enough.”


  “Uh-huh. Have you started your college applications yet?”


  He rolled his eyes at me, after taking care that Dad wasn’t watching. Then he saw Sam, and his face lit up.


  “Are you the pirate who married my sister?”


  “Privateer,” Sam corrected him. “And yes, I am.”


  “Did you bring any of your guns?”


  “Rex!” Mom scolded.


  My parents are an oddity in Utah: They’re both New Democrats in a solidly gold state. My mom teaches political science at Brigham Young University, and my dad teaches economics at Earthfleet Academy. Both of them are tenured. If Sam was going to leave any positive impression on them at all, I knew we’d have to stay as far from politics as possible.


  We walked into my parents’ spacious kitchen and gathered around the island in the center. Sam and I sat down on the tall wooden stools, while Mom got us some pop and Dad and Rex stood on the other side.


  “What would you like, Sam?” Mom asked.


  “I’ll have whatever Jane wants, ma’am.”


  She turned to me. “Jane?”


  My eyes lit up. “Do you have any root beer?”


  “Barq’s or A&W?”


  “A&W, please.” I turned to Sam. “You would not believe how hard it is to find a place off world that sells this stuff. Do they have it on New Texas?”


  “Root beer? Can’t say I’ve heard of it before.”


  Mom got out a couple of cans and set them on the polished granite countertop. Growing up, root beer was my favorite kind of pop. I can’t tell you how great it felt to be able to share one with my dear husband.


  “Interesting,” said Sam, swishing it in his mouth like a connoisseur. “The flavor is like something out of the Pleiades, but with a frothy head that’s more characteristic of the Talari worlds. The carbonation gives it a nice kick.”


  “You’ve been to all those places?” asked Rex.


  “Of course,” said Sam with a wink. “The Pleiades Cluster is just a hop, skip, and a jump from us. Can’t be more than, what? Four or five jumpgates?”


  “Five,” I confirmed with a nod.


  “Is it true that it has ruins like ancient Egypt?” Rex asked, his eyes wide.


  Our older brother, Dan, is a professor at American University in Cairo. When I was studying at Earthfleet Academy, we once took a vacation cruise down the Nile and saw Luxor and Aswan. It left quite an impression on Rex, who spent the next few years obsessed with the ancient Near East.


  “Even bigger,” said Sam with his typical New Texas swagger. “The Pleiadians were building temples and pyramids when we humans were still swinging from trees. Their whole civilization was wiped out by one of Merope’s starquakes.”


  “They weren’t totally wiped out,” I corrected. “There are some very interesting morphological connections between the surviving Pleiadian writings and—”


  “Yeah, yeah,” said Rex, rolling his eyes. “Enough with the xenolinguistics already.”


  Being the older sister that I am, I pinched him on the arm, making him scrunch up his face in pain.


  “So, Sam,” said Dad, folding his arms. “What subject did you study at the Academy?”


  My gut clenched. The interrogation had begun.


  “I dropped out my freshman year, sir,” Sam answered. “Got a job on a Hyadian star crawler and didn’t look back. I’ve been freelancing across the galaxy ever since.”


  Dad’s eyes narrowed. “You dropped out of the academy to become a mercenary?”


  “Yes, sir. I’m a proud graduate of the school of hard knocks. It’s one of the few places where you can pay your tuition while getting paid.”


  The joke fell on its face. 


  “Sam is very good at his work,” I said, trying to cover for him. “He’s saved my life several times, in fact.”


  “Is that so?” Mom asked over her shoulder. She was busy preparing supper: food storage spaghetti with garlic bread and a homemade marinara sauce.


  “It certainly is, ma’am. I’ve saved your daughter more times than I can count.”


  “Hey,” I interjected, “I seem to remember rescuing you a fair number of times, too. Have you forgotten how Tarak and I picked you up in the desert? Or how I went after Mike to save you?”


  “How could I forget?” he said, smiling as he took my hand. “Charity never faileth, and neither does my Jane.”


  My baby brother frowned. “Charity?”


  “It’s one of Sam’s guns.”


  “An alien-modified AR-15 that shoots antimatter bullets,” he explained. “Shame we had to use up all the ammunition. I doubt the Starfolk will give us any more.”


  “Sam names all of his guns after virtues listed in the Bible,” I went on, hoping it would win some points with my parents. “There’s Love, Kindness, Charity, um…”


  “Righteousness, my .50 Beowulf; Faithfulness, my .300 AAC Blackout; Mercy, my Ruger .22 Charger Rimfire; Preservation, my Mossberg 590A1; Trust, my 15” chainpure kukri; Hope, my Mangrelian concussion bowcaster, and Love and Kindness, the 1911 9mm and .45 ACP you just mentioned.”


  For all that my dear husband is good at reading alien body language, he’s surprisingly poor at reading other humans. My mother’s mouth was agape, my father was growing tense, while Rex’s eyes lit up like it was Christmas.


  “That’s so cool,” he said.


  “Rex,” said Mom, “don’t you have some homework to do?”


  My baby brother groaned but took the hint and went upstairs. I braced myself as the interrogation resumed.


  “So,” said my father, in a tone that made my blood run cold. “I take it you’re familiar with the Bible?”


  “Yes, sir. I’ve read it cover to cover. And when I married your daughter, I promised her I’d take the missionary lessons as soon as we got back to Earth.”


  The tension in the room deflated so fast, it practically made my ears pop. I could have kissed him right there. For all the trouble he manages to get himself into, you can always trust Sam to do the right thing—after he’s done everything else.


  “Is that so?” said Mom.


  “Yes, ma’am. At the earliest convenience.”


  “Well, Thanksgiving is coming up in a couple weeks, and Sarah and Dan are both going to be in town soon. I don’t know what Jane has shared with you already, but Thanksgiving weekend would be a good time to hold a baptism.”


  “That sounds like an excellent idea.”


  My father raised his eyebrows. The expression on his face said it all: 


  Smart move. 


  Sam took a swig of root beer. “I’m more than halfway through the book already. Besides, if John Moses Browning was a member of your church, that’s good enough for me.”


  “John Moses who?” Mom asked.


  “John Moses Browning, ma’am, the patron saint of modern firearms.”


  His quip fell awkwardly flat.


  “So Dan’s coming into town?” I asked, changing the subject.


  “That’s right,” said Mom. “He’s bringing Leila and all the kids, too. We’re all excited to see them.”


  “This will be their first Thanksgiving in the States,” said Dad. “Things have gotten a lot better here since you left.”


  “That’s good to hear.”


  “Congress just voted to increase the universal basic income,” he continued. “The elections are coming up, and Zuckerberg is polling well. It’s been more than twenty years since his first term, but the New Democrats finally have their act together, and the right-wingers are emigrating to the colonies in droves.”


  I glanced at Sam, terrified that something unflattering would come out of his mouth next. The frown on his face at the mention of politics made my stomach fall through the floor. 


  Thankfully, Mom was already on top of it.


  “Dinner’s almost ready,” she interrupted. “Jim, can you go get Rex while Sam and Jane set the table?”


  She gave me meaningful look, and I mouthed her a silent thank you as Dad and Sam parted ways. It wasn’t a permanent solution, but if we could dodge enough bullets to keep Thankgsiving from falling apart, then maybe, just maybe, everyone would come accept my dear husband as part of the family.




  In Which Our Thanksgiving Plans Go Awry



   


  The next couple of days passed without incident. With Mom’s help, I got Sam out of the house as much as possible, thus avoiding any more discussion about politics. 


  When Sunday came, we all went to church together, and Sam and I introduced ourselves to the missionaries: Elder Hickman from Boise, Idaho, and Elder Jensen from Ares City, Mars. Sam was more than a little surprised at how young they were. He took to them quickly, though, since his own independent streak had driven him to leave home at a similarly young age. We took the first discussion from them that night, and it was a powerful experience. Sam had already read the Book of Mormon, and earnestly accepted the missionaries’ challenge to pray and get a testimony of it on his own. 


  On Monday, we took the Frontrunner up to Salt Lake City to visit Temple Square. After traveling the galaxy for so long, I’d forgotten just how much I loved the Rocky Mountains. It was also exciting because I’d served my own mission at Temple Square. This made Sam very curious to see it.


  As we approached Salt Lake City, the train began to fill with drug addicts and homeless people. I was glad not to be traveling alone. The Greater Recession hadn’t hit Utah as hard as the rest of the country, but crime rates were still high, especially in urban centers. 


  Thankfully, Temple Square was still an island of peace and calm. We went through the south visitor’s center and toured the Tabernacle and the Conference Center. The sister missionaries were very nice, especially one of the Hyadian converts who bore a powerful testimony after asking us about our travels across the galaxy.


  Of course, the centerpiece was the temple itself.


  “So your ancestors helped build this place?” Sam asked, looking up at the inscription below the center east tower. We’d spent the last several minutes admiring it.


  “That’s right,” I said. “It took them forty years, you know.”


  “With nothing but hand tools, wooden levers, and rope pulleys? I can see why.”


  “Brigham Young wanted it to stand for a millennium. It’s the most sacred place in the galaxy for us.”


  “Which is why they only let members of the church inside.”


  I squeezed his hand. “It’s worth it. I do hope that someday, we can be sealed.”


  “‘Sealed’?”


  “Yes, sealed as a couple for time and eternity. Right now, we’re married for time, but in the temple, we’ll be married for eternity.”


  A lot of men would be scared off by that sort of a commitment, but my Sam is exceptional. He looked me in the eye and smiled. “We’ll be back in a year, then.”


  “It doesn’t have to be here,” I said quickly. “There’s always the temple on Mars, and they just announced three new temples in the Gliese colonies—”


  He gave me a kiss, which settled the matter.


  We walked around the reflecting pool, talking quietly. “So you served your mission an hour away from home, huh?” he asked. “Is that what made you want to travel the stars?”


  “Probably,” I answered. “I almost never left Utah as a kid. I did meet a lot of people on my mission, though, including lots of aliens and offworlders. That also sparked the desire.”


  “But you spent your two years on only these two or three city blocks?”


  “Eighteen months,” I corrected. “And you’d be surprised how much of the galaxy comes here to see us.”


  He grunted. “A lot of people on Earth would rather keep them away. Can’t say I blame them.”


  “Why?”


  “You know why. There’s a reason we turned the Immortals down when they offered to build us a jumpgate here at Sol.”


  He had a point. After first contact in the early 2020s, the nations of Earth had come together long enough to present a united front to the Immortals. That was the beginning of Earthfleet. Our parents’ generation spent the next few decades putting as many colonies on the starmap as possible, establishing a buffer between Sol and the rest of the galaxy. People like my Dad found this paranoia stupid and unnecessary, but from what Sam and I had seen, Earthfleet’s caution was healthy and justified.


  “Good fences make good neighbors,” I responded. “We can maintain our borders and still integrate with the rest of galactic society.”


  “Your father doesn’t seem to see it that way.”


  “He’s a child of the Greater Recession. You can’t blame him until you know what he’s been through.”


  We walked for a while in silence. Without intending to, we stopped in front of the statue of the handcart pioneers. It’s a monument to the many immigrant families who made the pioneer trek in handcart companies. Like Sol, Utah Territory was once isolated, yet converts from all across the world had emigrated there, making it a vibrant melting pot of cultures. 


  “This is what I don’t understand,” said Sam, gesturing to the statue as he interrupted my musings. “From what I can tell, you Latter-day Saints are an industrious, self-reliant, and independent-minded people. But your parents’ political views contradict all that. They have this naïve notion that contact with the rest of the galaxy is always good, no matter what form it takes, and that we’d all be better off if we laid down our arms and gave up the means to defend ourselves.”


  I knew better than to interrupt his rant. Instead, I waited patiently for him to finish before offering my view.


  “You should give them a second chance,” I said. “They haven’t seen the galaxy like we have. Remember, I had a lot of those views myself.”


  “Yes, but you were willing to change your views when presented with new evidence. I don’t think they are.”


  I refrained from arguing the point any further. More than anything else, I was worried that my family’s politics would become a stumbling block that kept him from getting baptized. 


  “Please do your best bear with them,” I said. “Remember, you didn’t marry them; you married me.”


  He snorted. “Thank God for that.”


   


   


  When we got back to Orem, Sam and Rex went out to see a movie while I took some time to work in the garden with my mother. It was late in the season, but the tomatoes were still going strong and the apple tree had more fruit than we could harvest. My mother appreciated the help, though that wasn’t the only reason I wanted to spend time with her.


  “What do you think of Sam?” I asked as we weeded the garden beds.


  She paused just long enough to make me uncomfortable. 


  “He’s nice,” she said at length. “A bit rough around the edges, but he seems to treat you well.”
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