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[image: ]




The Darwin space station

Brent Turner's breath sticks in his throat. His heart beats furiously in his chest. He feels tingles on the back of his hands, spreading to the rest of his body. His eyes are glued to the stage. He feels rooted to the spot and he has the sensation as if he is out of his own body. In the 25 years of his existence, he had never felt this way. He had always been proud of the fact that he can handle any situation life throws at him. It has come in handy in his career as a secret agent in service of the Planetary Alliance. His conditioning kicks in at last and he grows calmer. Deep breaths help subdue the physical reactions, invoked at the sight of the person he spotted on stage. A crooked smile lights up his handsome face.

Anandee Landry is the last person he expected to see on Darwin space station.

A rich, somewhat spoiled brat, with two older brothers and parents who indulge her every whim - and coincidentally also the love of his life, even if she is unaware of that fact.

They have only seen one another in person, on three occasions. He lost his heart to her four years ago, when he first saw her picture on a holographic screen, while doing research on her family, as part of a mission. He, of all people, who is so proud of the fact that he cares for nothing and nobody. Shortly after seeing her picture, they met briefly under precarious circumstances, and he cheekily stole a kiss from her.

At their second meeting, in yet another a perilous situation, he could only touch her hand in passing. One year later, they met again, in less-than-ideal circumstances. That time he kissed her soundly and she kissed him back before he was forced to leave.

Brent indulges in the sight of her. She is truly breathtaking. Her long midnight-black hair is bound up in a high ponytail and the stage makeup accentuates her sapphire blue eyes. She is part of the corps of dancers, placed more towards the back, but half of the audience, like Brent, only have eyes for her. Her scintillating charisma can't be hidden. Her dance movements are mesmerisingly graceful, and it elevates her above the majority of the other girls on stage. It probably won't be long before she is promoted to be a principal dancer.

At 23 years of age, Anandee is fit and slender. The shiny purple leotard she is wearing as a costume, does not leave much to the imagination. He stares at her perfectly formed legs and flat abdomen. He would bet money that she has rock-hard abs hidden under that leotard. It has been more than two years since he had seen her, and he drinks in every moment of her. Her face had lost some of its child-like roundness and he can see in her eyes that she had matured - probably due to hardship. That is a given, since her two brothers, sister-in-law, friend and himself had gone missing for 2 years. The first dance item of opening night comes to a close too soon and he gets a last glimpse of her derrière as the performers leave the stage. Brent unintentionally sat up straighter when he saw her, and he relaxes back into his seat. He shakes his identity bracelet to activate it and views the program of the entertainment company on his personal holographic screen. He reads through the names, but hers isn't there. He gets a bright idea and uses his bracelet to place and order. He'll settle the account later.

It is the year 2055. Earth is empty and desolate, uninhabitable. Radiation from the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant, damaged in the earthquake and Tsunami of March 11 in 2011, contaminated all of the Earth's oceans with radioactive Caesium. In 2020, scientists realised that the oxygen in the atmosphere was diminishing. The inhabitants of Earth had to look for new homes. By 2030, almost 80% of all sea life was wiped out, killed by the contaminated water from Fukushima, which leaked into the oceans continuously. Without plankton, which used to manufacture about 70% of the Earth's oxygen, land animals and most plants went extinct. A very rare, newly discovered mineral, named Mesosideritium, made new propulsion systems a reality for spaceships. The Planetary Alliance was established, and they started searching for suitable planets immediately.

Space scouts used wormholes, enabling them to travel between star systems. The first of eleven habitable planets were found in 2022 and 500 million people who survived the cataclysmic events on Earth, found new homes on one of the new planets by 2035. Anandee Landry's parents landed on Moa in 2031 and Dan Landry immediately planted coffee shrubs. Their coffee plantation is well established and is one of the most successful on Moa and known throughout the Alliance.

Darwin space station.

Anandee Landry, currently going by the name of Mandy, sits down in a chair, with a sigh, in the dressing room. She takes off the silver high heeled dancing shoes and rubs her poor mistreated feet. At least she doesn't get blisters anymore, but she is still relieved to take the twin instruments of pain off. For a tomboy, who as a child, followed her two brothers around and did everything they did, it is an ordeal to put anything other than sneakers on her feet.

This dancing gig is more enjoyable than she anticipated and Anandee discovered she has a natural talent for it. Nobody would suspect that she had only three months of intense dance training, before now. The many years she took part in karate, helped immensely with control over her body and the movements. She had always been a quick study. Learning a dance routine is much the same as learning a new kata.  Dancing is a new and interesting challenge. Her first ever performance is done and dusted, and she is relieved that she did not make a complete fool out of herself on stage. Half of the dancers prepare for the next number, and she helps a colleague with the zip of her costume. The full corps only go on at the very end of the show and Anandee can relax for a bit, before donning her other costume.

There is a knock at the dressing room door and one of the veteran performers answers it. They are accustomed to getting gifts from admirers. Darwin space station may be at the edge of civilisation, but there is no lack of luxuries. Anything and everything that can be smuggled in, is for sale on Darwin. Ship owners, doing business with Darwin, who know what is good for them, keep their traps shut.

The errand boy's arms are filled to excess and he hands the items over to the dancer at the door. There are quite a few invitations, teddy bears, shiny bobbing helium filled balloons, many overly ornate boxes with choice titbits to eat and a single, extravagantly expensive, fresh, red, long-stemmed rose. The company has not been on Darwin long enough, for the patrons to learn their names, so descriptions accompany each gift. The descriptions are a huge source of mirth for the dancers and each is read out loud, so all can join in the fun.

"To the hottie with the black hair and legs for miles," her colleague reads from a card. Anandee blushes and takes her first teddy bear from the amused dancer. Anandee receives two teddy bears, a box of chocolates and the coveted rose.

"Wow, you have a rich fan." The other girl looks envious.

Anandee returns to her chair to read the card that came with the rose. "To the dancer with the blue eyes and midnight hair. Good to see you again."

Who could have sent it? Nobody knows she is here! Not even her family. Anandee bites her lower lip. This is a problem. Hopefully her cover isn't blown. What to do now? Her cover story is that she has no family and fled from an abusive ex-boyfriend, who kept her captive and only let her out to work. The fictitious boyfriend would never think to look for her on Darwin and according to her story, she joined the troupe, in the hopes of ditching him for good.

The space station Brent and Anandee are on, is a refuge and safe haven for criminal elements as well as the dregs of society from the Planetary Alliance. Misfits, fitting into no other place. The Darwin space station started with a single massive stolen cargo ship, parked at the edge of known space. Other fugitives joined them and through the years the mish-mash space station grew to a proper sized station. Darwin uses sophisticated technology to hide from the uninformed.

Regular visitors get their own codes to enter and other ships, such as cargo carriers and very welcome entertainment vessels, are blinded by electronic jammers and escorted in by tug ships, so they can't give Darwin's position away to the authorities.

One opportunistic entrepreneur started a casino on the station and soon others followed, as more and more people sought refuge on Darwin. The station is a mixture of old and new. Many things that are automated on the planets, are still done by hand on Darwin.

Brent's brain is working a mile a minute. He would have to find out what Anandee is doing here post-haste. She could be a real fly in the ointment. Unless proven otherwise, his cover is still intact. The criminal he is trying to catch, has not made his appearance on the station yet. It is only a matter of time, before captain Tomas Salvinski drops by Darwin with his Artificial Intelligence ship, the Maximus. Brent is a patient man. Time is one of the things he has in abundance. He shakes his head. He still can't believe Anandee is here. He is used to being on his own. The woman who raised him, had passed away years ago. She loved him like he was her own. He doesn't know where he came from, and she was the only mother he knew. He only started talking at the age of four. She used to hug him and called him her "Still waters, run deep," never suspecting the demons hiding in the depths of his being. Anandee doesn't know how blessed she is, having two wonderful parents.

Brent met her parents at their coffee plantation, on the planet Moa, when Anandee was studying on the planet Diamond. This dancing gig makes no sense to him. He hardly pays any attention to the rest of the show. The magician on stage, could have been invisible, for all he cared.

Brents spots Anandee immediately when all the dancers re-enter the stage for the finale. Her smile looks pasted on, and she looks uncomfortable. Aha, so she got the rose and it bothers her that she doesn't know who sent it. Anandee, however, does not put a foot wrong and his admiration for her, rises.

He hadn't spoken to headquarters in a while. He can't use normal lines of communication, because the security on Darwin is too tight. They take their anonymity seriously. There are special channels to communicate with the outside world. He held radio-silence for the most part, because he didn't want to run the risk of his messages to headquarters being intercepted and his cover blown.

The show draws to a close and the curtains come down. Brent waits until most of the patrons had left the theatre, before exiting, hands nonchalantly in his pockets. He heads for the communications centre at a leisurely pace. He had moved up in the ranks quickly and is one of the youngest full agents in the secret service of the Planetary Alliance.  He needs to contact his superior, Special Agent Dechanel.

Brent blends in well with the population of Darwin, with his long, straight dark-blonde hair. He is just scruffy enough to escape the notice of most people. This makes him a perfect candidate for undercover work. He is like a chameleon, able to adapt to any situation. He pushes the door to the comms centre open and purchases a coupon to send a message. His eyebrows raise when he discovers that a few messages had arrived for him. He downloads them onto his identity bracelet, without opening them. They are to be read in private. One never knows what type of spyware Darwin has. He sends a message to Special Agent Dechanel and would come back in a few days, to see if he replied.

Anandee gets dressed in her street clothes after the finale and asks one of the veteran dancers how to get to the communications centre. She would have to let her superior know that someone on Darwin knows who she is. She hopes this won't ruin her mission. Darwin is not laid out in a logical pattern, and she gets lost a few times, before finding the comms centre. She pushes open the glass door and almost collides with someone on their way out. She freezes for an instant and her brain and heart skids to a complete halt. It's Brent! Their eyes find one another's. Out of caution, she shakes her head slightly and Brent doesn't hesitate on his way out. She does not turn her head to look at his retreat. He walks at his normal gait, hands in pockets as per usual, to where he is staying. An onlooker would not have noticed anything amiss. Anandee's momentum carries her into the centre, and she halts at the front desk, where a man is on duty.

"Good day. I wish to send a message."

The man stares at the attractive female in front of him and shakes himself to re-animate himself.

Anandee is used to having this effect on people. She didn't waste any time removing her stage make-up and the poor man is flustered by her beauty. He hands her a coupon and she extends her wrist by route, to pay for it with her identity bracelet.

"You must be new here. We no longer do credit transactions, only cash, Darwins. We made our own currency six months ago. You can change credits at the exchangers. They have a Faraday cage, blocking all signals. You exchange your credits in the cage, to be stored on an external drive. They then go to different space stations, to transfer the credits to them. Some places still do preliminary transactions on trust, where you can pay later, but we do not."

Anandee hands the coupon back. "Oh, no. I didn't know about all of this. I'll have to come back." This is unexpected. It has to be one of the new time-line changes. Very interesting. It feels weird, encountering one of the changes first-hand. She walks back to the entertainment ship, deep in thought. She mostly remembers the way to the ship and has to back-track only once. The ship is parked a few minutes' walk from the theatre, so the performers are close by.

She opted to stay on the ship, as part of her cover. A fugitive wouldn't have enough credits to afford private housing. More than half of the performers stay on board, to save credits. Anandee shares a cabin with three other junior members of the company. She and another girl are on their first tour and the other two have been in the business for a year. She heads straight for the canteen, to see if anyone else knows about the Darwin currency.

Brent re-checks that there are no hidden cameras or microphones in his room. He has an eidetic memory and would detect if anything had been disturbed or moved. He opens the first message from Dechanel. It is dated four weeks back.

"We are sending a junior agent with an entertainment company, to Darwin. The senior agent who was supposed to keep an eye on her, broke her foot, so the junior is on her own."

A second message came in a week ago.

"The junior agent's mission is different from yours, but she could use your help. You should recognise her. Anandee Landry, using the stage name: Mandy."

Brent whistles through his teeth.

The penitentiary planet, Nowhere.

Naydien Huisamen sits in the harsh sun on Nowhere, sifting, sifting, sifting through the endless sands, spanning the area from horizon to horizon. She would sell her soul for a piece of tobacco. She had been a smoker since she was sixteen and the yearning for nicotine would probably never cease. She is aware of the armed guards surrounding the convicts, watching them like hawks.

Hate bubbles and toils in her guts, most of it, directed at the three Landry siblings. Her first plan of revenge failed miserably and led to her arrest and incarceration on the planet, Nowhere. She plans to be the first person in history to make an escape from this hellish planet. It won't be a walk in the park, but she has help, in the shape of a former space pirate, Zacharia Holt, currently a prison guard. He is a double agent, who skims a percentage of the Mesosideritium from each of the convicts in his sector. He used to work for captain Tomas Salvinski, but was never caught. He has no criminal record, so he was able to gain entry to the Academy on the planet Diamond, to become a prison warden. Captain Salvinski came to get Mesosideritium twice, since Zacharia had been employed on Nowhere.

Naydien removes her white sun hat, to wipe sweat from her brow. The heat radiates up from the dun-coloured sand. Mixed in with the sand grains are specks of black Mesosideritium. They are slightly larger than the grains of sand and can be easily sifted out with a hand held sieve. The pieces of Mesosideritium are then placed in a pouch, to be weighed out at the end of the day. If there is too little, the prisoner's water ration is reduced.

The white overalls worn by the convicts are cleaned in the same way clothes are cleaned in space, with a waterless process. All the water for the planet has to be imported, since no rain falls on Nowhere. It would be more effective and productive to sift the sands with machines, but the whole point of a penal planet is to make the prisoners work. The death penalty is abolished in the Planetary Alliance, so the desert planet of Nowhere, was an ideal solution to rid society of criminals. The captives wear a thin, sliver torque around their necks, with which they can be controlled. The wardens use specialised contact lenses, enabling them to utilise facial recognition on each prisoner, when there is line of sight. If a prisoner makes trouble, he or she can be immobilised with only one blink of the eyes. Without line of sight, a whole sector can be controlled with holographic screens and voice commands. Rebels quickly learn that it is no picnic to lie immobile, baking in the scorching sun. The torques disrupt the impulses from the brain, to the voluntary muscles and places them into spasm, so the offender is unable to move. Involuntary muscles are unaffected, so breathing and the heart function as usual. The longer a convict is immobilised, the more pain they experience when normal impulses are restored. Nadine is not stupid and being immobilised once, was enough for her. This, however, does not stop her from plotting her escape.

Darwin space station.

Brent runs through all the reasons to try to explain Anandee's presence, should they cross paths with captain Salvinski. According to his knowledge, Naydien is safely incarcerated on Nowhere, so he wastes no energy on worrying about her. He could say Anandee was kidnapped, or she ran away from home, or even that she was thrown out by her parents. He assumes that the only way she could legitimately come to Darwin, as an agent, was as a part of the entertainment group.

He smiles at the thought of Agent Dechanel's ingenuity. Trust him to spot someone with potential. Nobody would suspect Anandee of being a secret agent. Dechanel is brilliant.

Brent would have to arrange a meeting with Anandee as soon as humanly possible, so they can strategise. Naydien holds a grudge against the Landrys and Anandee could be in mortal danger if Naydien had somehow managed to get a contract on the Landrys. He quickly rejects the idea, because nobody had ever escaped from Nowhere since its inception.

Captain Salvinski would recognise Anandee instantly. Brent can't work out the reason why Anandee was sent to Darwin. Dechanel knows that Salvinski knows what Anandee looks like and that Brent is waiting for Salvinski to come to Darwin. It just doesn't make sense. Her mission must be critical, for them to take such a big risk.

Anandee can't relax. How will she make contact with Brent? She was unaware of his presence on Darwin. So many things to work out. And how on Moa, is she to stop herself from jumping him, at the first chance she gets? He makes her knees go weak with his soulful brown eyes, with their hidden depths. She dresses in black Lycra shorts and a leopard print, Y-backed exercise top. She finds one of the empty rehearsal spaces on the ship, to get some karate practise in. She is barefoot and her hair is piled on top of her head, in a messy bun. Anandee had attained her second Dan in the Shotokan style.

You have to wait a year between first and second Dan, two years between second and third Dan, et cetera. The repetitive nature of the karate moves, had always had a calming effect on her. Her attention is focused on performing the katas. The world and its problems are put on the back-burner and she concentrates on regulating her breath and performing each movement to perfection. Breathe in with the blocks and out with the punches. An hour later, she is sweaty and slightly tired, but much calmer.

Brent hatches a plan to meet Anandee. He knows her stage name now and he sends her an invite, addressed to the entertainment ship. It is the done thing. Artists are free to reject or accept invitations at their own discretion.

Gerry Du Buis is used to working with difficult people. His current boss, Mr. Papa Leone, absolutely falls in that category. Mr. Papa rules Darwin with an iron fist. He has to, because the rabble on Darwin, making up most of its population, would take any opportunity for mischief that presents itself.

Gerry was accidentally left behind on Darwin, but like a cat, he landed on his feet and is now an indispensable part of Mr. Papa's staff. Gerry's office is directly in front of Leone's and he is proud of his standing in the organisation. His years of service in the employ of Naydien Huisamen, prepared him well for his current role on Darwin. Nobody gets to Mr. Leone, unless they go through Gerry first. Many a Darwin note gets exchanged underneath the table, to get a spot to see the big boss sooner. Mr. Papa's day is portioned into 15-minute slots and he works an average of 16 hours per day. Gerry is in charge of the roster and he builds in two "emergency meeting" slots daily, so the extra Darwins roll into his pockets effortlessly.
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The planet Moa.

Daniel Landry, Anandee's eldest brother is in the greenhouse, to check on the progress of his newest coffee plants. He brought beans from different cultivars from Earth, after their adventures. The seed banks that originally came with the Ark ships to the planets, did not contain the rarer types. The Landrys' plantation is successful, but if he manages to cultivate viable plants from these new varieties, it might boost their income into the stratosphere. He now spends all his time on the plantation, instead of travelling with their AI ship, the Sofia, hunting criminals. He and his wife, Bess, had enough adventures to last them a lifetime and opted to stay in Daniel's villa on the Landry estate.  

The three Landry siblings bought the AI ship, Sofia, four years ago, on a loan, to use in their bounty-hunting business. Their big break came when they were on a bounty for Bess. Bess was used as a scapegoat by the criminal, Naydien Huisamen. The Landrys wrongfully apprehended Bess, to claim the bounty credits on her. Bess was innocent of any crimes. Later, they caught the real criminal, Naydien Huisamen. They settled their loan on the Sofia with the bounty. Daniel and Bess got married three years ago, after the whole mess was sorted out.

Nick is the middle Landry child. He and Cate were married less than a year ago, on Earth - of all places - when they, together with Brent, Daniel and Bess, were hunting the space pirate Tomas Salvinski. Underway, a supernova exploded, just as they were traversing a worm-hole in the Sofia. This caused them to be sent back to 2020. They were trapped in the past for 2 years and with hard work and determination, they managed to get back to their own time.

Nick and Cate had been manufacturing surfboards on Moa, for a few months now. Their business is growing fast as their reputation spreads amongst the surfers. Nick was proficient enough to take part in the competitions on Moa, before they were married. Cate had also caught the surfing bug.

The ship, Sofia, had been standing idle in her hangar for months and Nick decides on his day off, to check up on things on board. He had ordered new plexiglass domes for their six spacesuits. The last time he did a spacewalk, his dome cracked. Cate's experience and rapid reaction had saved his life. She swiftly applied emergency sealant and prevented the dome from bursting. Nick starts in the sick bay and does a thorough inventory. Some of the medical supplies need replacing and he asks Sofia to take notes of all they need. Nick notices a tall, narrow cabinet door in the sick bay, which had not been there before.

It must have appeared after they returned from the past. He presses on the door panel to open it. He is startled when the cabinet lights up, to reveal a female mannequin. The life-sized doll looks like a real person. Her eyes are closed. She is shorter than him - most people are - and she is dressed in one of their grey ship uniforms. She bears a strong resemblance to his mother, Zelda, when she was younger. He reaches out a hand to touch the mannequin's reddish-brown hair. He leans closer, to read a hand-written note, pinned to the front of her uniform.

He reads it aloud: "Bring yourself online?" He takes an involuntary step back, when the doll opens her eyes.

"Hello, Nick." She talks with Sofia's voice!

He gasps. "Sofia?"

"Yes, Nick"

"Is it you, Sofia? How is this possible?"

"Yes, it is I. No idea what just happened," she answers.

"Anandee must have built you a robot body, while we were away. I can't fathom how she got you into the cabinet, though. Do all ships now have avatars in the new timeline?"

"I talk regularly to Ignatius and he mentioned nothing about robot bodies or any avatars." Ignatius is also an AI ship and Sofia's friend. He belongs to Cate's father, Peter Verhoef.

"I can hardly believe this." Nick says. "What should we do now?"

"Hang on, some files just became active. Give me a few moments while I scan them," Sofia says.

A few seconds go by.

"To answer your question about avatars on ships: I am the first prototype." Sofia lifts her hand and studies it, front and back.

"How does this work now?" Nick asks. "Can your avatar do everything you do, or what I mean, is, are you now fully the robot?"

"I do not know. My consciousness had suddenly extended into the robot a few moments ago, so I guess we'll find out together," she says.

"Oh, boy! It is such a pity that Anandee isn't here to explain. She had left so suddenly, soon after all of us got back. We sporadically heard from her in the first three months, but now she's quiet."

"I feel a bit eerie. Almost like that time I went off-line," Sofia's avatar says.

"Oh, no. Not that again!"

"Negative. I don’t think it is the same. The feeling is just very strange. Step back a bit more, I want to see if I can walk."

Nick gives her more space. She takes a careful step forward, without losing her balance. She smiles and Nick smiles back, reflexively.

Darwin space station.

Out of habitual caution, Brent cased out the location where he is to meet Anandee beforehand, to make sure there are no hidden cameras or other forms of surveillance. He is wearing a dove grey hoodie and his face is obscured, so any facial recognition would not pick up on him. The official line is, that Darwin does not spy on its denizens, but you never know. Brent's heart speeds up unexpectedly when he spots Anandee approaching. He marvels at the feeling. Since childhood, he was taught not to give in to his emotions, so it is a novel experience to him, that his body reacts to Anandee in this peculiar fashion.

He had always lived life on the surface and avoided digging into his past, instinctively knowing to let sleeping dogs lie. He has more in common with Salvinski's AI, Maximus, than he realises. He is unaware of the fact that he had been brainwashed and de-programmed, not to recall his childhood. He is also in the dark about the fact that, as a young child, he was used as a human courier for sensitive information, due to his exceptional eidetic memory. Secret information, too risky to be sent electronically, comprised most of his duties. He was given a hard copy of the information, which he had to memorise. The material was destroyed immediately after. He then had to travel and recite the information to the recipient, usually on a different planet.

Brent has an abnormally high IQ, above average tolerance for pain, an eidetic or photographic memory and an unusual amount of physical stamina. He has no idea on which planet he was born or when his exact birthday is. When he was born, or where he came from, is of no importance to him. There is no need to pay attention to such things.

The planet Nowhere.

Naydien Huisamen hands over her quota of Mesosideritium for the day. to Zachariah, in exchange for her water rations. Zachariah. Who calls their kid Zachariah of all things? she thinks irritably and dissatisfied. She was last in line and they only have a few moments to talk about her escape plan. She sees to it that she is last each day, so that they are able to work on her plan little by little. She suspects her previous minion, Gerry du Buis, is still on Darwin space station. With Gerry's help, she might be able to rejoin civilisation.

On arrival at Nowhere, her identity bracelet was removed and the Alliance laid claim to the millions of credits she had accumulated in all her years of criminal activity. It is only due to those hated Landrys, that she was caught, for the first time ever. Zach informed her that the smart-virus she had spent 20 years of her life on developing, is now rendered useless. She transferred the virus to captain Salvinski, after which the Alliance got their grubby little hands on it. The Alliance had worked around the clock to neutralise the threat of her virus. It was supposed to be her nest-egg, giving her a passive income, until she kicked the bucket. Everything she had planned for the future, is now ruined. She strokes her hands over her wrinkled cheeks. Her face had aged drastically, now that she no longer has access to Adrenochrome. She looks older than her 50+ years and her hair had turned more grassy grey than its usual light brown.

Somewhere in space.

Captain Salvinski's ship, Maximus is on his last legs. The AI Maximus himself, would have to be transferred into a new ship, soon. It is a long, delicate process and fraught with risk. It is only done in extreme circumstances and has a failure rate of around 80%.

Darwin space station.

Anandee looks around her, to ensure she is still going the right way. Her eyes glide over the few homeless people, seeking shelter in the narrower corridors. She turns a corner, when someone unexpectedly grabs her by the arm and pulls her into a dark alley. She instantly engages fight-mode, but stands down, when she recognises Brent. He kisses her. She relaxes and melts into his embrace. They can now hold one another and indulge their pent-up feelings at long last. She cares not a bit for the spectators in the alley, especially the one doing a slow drunken clap at their kiss.

The only important thing is the here and now. She decided long ago that Brent is the one for her and she can hardly get enough of him. She had yearned to pull her fingers through his blonde hair and she does it, without a thought. Brent feels her fingers on the back of his skull and groans involuntarily at the pleasure. Anandee smiles and Brent kisses her in the neck. They hold on to one another tightly and their rapid breathing subsides a bit. Anandee sighs deeply and Brent squeezes her even tighter. They could stand here, like this for hours, for all she cares.

Brent caresses her back and her whole body turns to goose flesh. Dechanel would never have sent her to Darwin if he knew how she and Brent felt about one another.

"Brent..."

He puts his index finger over her lips.

"I know. To hell with Dechanel," Brent says. He is loath to let her go, but they have things to discuss and plans to devise.

"But..." she says.

"Marry me." Brent is shocked at the words that had just slipped out, like a lightning bolt, out of the blue.

"What?" Her heart is in her throat. She looks at Brent's face intently. He is not joking. The tender, yet serious expression in his eyes convince her, that the offer is legitimate.

He is intensely aware of her body against his. "You heard me. Anandee Landry, will you please marry me?"

She doesn't even have to think about it a moment longer. "Yes! The sooner, the better." Her eyes sparkle. They have been waiting for one another long enough and she won't waste another minute. The Landrys are known for doing things the wrong way around in the romance department and she is not going to buck the trend.

Brent picks her up and exuberantly turns in a circle. "When?"

"Now. At this very moment," she answers.

He kisses her again, before taking her hand firmly in his. They run like over-excited children down the corridors. He leads her to the only chapel on Darwin. They are hardly out of breath when they push open the heavy door. A janitor is sweeping the floor at the far end of the dimly lit interior. He looks up when the two young persons enter like a whirlwind.

Brent holds Anandee back and stands squarely before her. His countenance is serious. He takes both her hands in his and looks her in the eyes. "Are you sure? We don't have to do this right now."

"I have never been as sure of anything in my life." She raises herself a tiny bit on her toes and gives him a quick kiss on the cheek.

They walk hand in hand to the janitor, to enquire about the preacher.

Upon closer inspection, the janitor turns out to be said preacher. He is the only staff member of the chapel. On a hedonistic station like Darwin, filled with criminals, there is not much call for the spiritual, but the mission field is large. He invites Brent and Anandee to his office and sets to making a pot of tea.

Brent is permanently attached to Anandee's hand, their fingers intertwined.

"What brings you two here today?" the preacher asks. "Although I have a pretty good notion why."

Brent nods

"I don't do many weddings. Hmm, I think I had one last year, or the year before. How long have you been together?"

Brent and Anandee look towards one another.

"Physically, within touching distance? Maybe ten minutes, at the most," Brent answers.

The preacher's eyebrows lift and his hand holding the tea cup freezes midway from the saucer to his lips. He replaces the cup, without taking a sip. He leans forward, interested. "Tell me more."

"We met more than four years ago, but circumstances prevented us from being together," Anandee says.

"I see. Where does the ten minutes fit in?" the preacher asks.

Brent explains how he and Anandee had only seen one another on three occasions and how he instantly knew he wanted her. Anandee confirms that she felt the same way.

"I am, understandably, a bit hesitant to grant your request, but the fact that you want to get married first, says enough about your characters, that I tend to think that it is the prudent thing to do." He shakes his head. "Ten minutes. Remarkable."

"So how soon can you perform the ceremony?" Brent asks.

"How quickly can you rustle up two witnesses?"

Anandee and Brent are on the same wavelength, so they don't even have to exchange words. This marriage must be kept a secret, so a pair of anonymous beggars from the street, will do. There is no lack of homeless people on Darwin and minutes later, Brent arrives back with two souls in tow. He gave them each a handful of Darwins and they were more than willing to sacrifice a few minutes out of their "busy" day.

The planet Moa.

Sofia feels weird. The step she took, felt as if she is on the edge of a precipice. The avatar sends images to her original processing unit, built into the ship. The terminology is still a bit hazy. She (the ship) fully synchronises with the avatar and the feeling of vertigo subsides gradually. The new robot and the ship's original central processing unit operate as a single entity now.
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