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Previously in Jewel of The Stars




Two weeks ago, humanity made first contact with an aggressive alien race, the Dracnor. Earth fell to their invasion within a day. The cruise ship Jewel of The Stars escaped into unexplored space and has been on the run ever since.

Captain Les Miller spotted a man, Willem De Jongh, who had previously shown up at his house with apparent foreknowledge of the invasion. Miller had the man arrested on sight, but eventually had to release him because of a lack of evidence. This incident, along with the efforts of Dalia Spring, a billionaire who owns the cruise line and feels she should be in charge, has caused substantial damage to Miller’s reputation among the passengers.

The ship’s first officer, Maya Rice, invited her estranged 18-year-old daughter on board before leaving Earth. Crystal Rice works in the youth program, caring for children. So far, Maya’s attempts to connect with her daughter have been unsuccessful.

Olivia Cashen is a passenger and childhood sweetheart of Captain Miller. She has been attempting to build more community among the passengers.

An underground criminal organisation, the Crimson Guard, has formed among the passengers. Their philosophy of looking after themselves at all costs has led to instances of looting and violence.

An alien named Yintol has been accepted into the crew and has suggested a destination—a place of refuge where other victims of the Dracnor have gathered for mutual protection.

And now, the continuation …



You can find more details on the characters and world at 

www.worldanvil.com/w/jewel-of-the-stars-universe-adamdavidcollings








  
  
One




Rashona Clarke waved the hand-held X-ray over Yintol’s large, flabby body. She could never have imagined, back in medical school, that she would someday be the first human doctor to treat an alien patient. 

“You have an interesting skeletal structure.”

“Interesting in what way?” Yintol raised an eyebrow, or rather, the skin above his eye where the eyebrow would be on a human.

“Your spine. It looks more like something I’d expect to see in a species that stands upright.”

“I stand upright. Sometimes.”

“Yes, but it’s not your default position, is it?”

“No.”

“Well, I’ve made a note of it, anyway.” Rashona put the X-ray down on the white bench. Why was white the prominent colour in sickbay? A little variety would certainly liven up the place a little. Maybe even put the patients at ease.

“You are recording a lot of detailed physiological information about me, Doctor.” He folded his hind legs down, Supporting his weight on the middle and front pairs. The pose reminded Rashona of a sitting dog, but his huge body and flabby white skin quickly invalidated that image.

“I am. After all, I’ll be responsible for your health from now on. Since I’ve never met another of your species, I want to know as much as possible. I can’t just consult a medical text and find the answers. I have to figure them out for myself and document them.”

“I appreciate your thoroughness.”

If only she could feel as confident about it as Yintol. Nothing in her past had prepared her for this. Caring for a member of another species was such a responsibility. She could just as easily kill him as she could help him.

“Let me take a look at those eyes of yours.” She picked up an ocular sensor and peered into the alien’s left eyeball.

“Tell me, Doctor,” Yintol said. “Haylee Scott. I believe she is here, in this sick bay. Correct?”

“Yes. That’s right.” She eyed him suspiciously. “What do you know of Haylee Scott?”

“I have heard much talk of her since I came on board. Many tell of her confrontation with a Dracnor. How her life was almost taken from her.”

“Well, she’s very lucky to be still alive. She isn’t out of the woods yet, though.”

“She is in the woods?” He cocked his head. “The only trees I have seen on this ship are in the promenade and the botanical garden.”

“No, I mean she’s still in a coma.”

“That means she is unconscious.”

“That’s an over-simplification, but yes. She’s unconscious.”

“May I see her?”

Why was Yintol so interested in Haylee? Sure, she had become something of a folk hero on the ship, but it felt like more than that. “I think your eyes will be compatible with our lenses.”

“They are visual aids?”

“Occasionally, for those who need it, but their primary use is to project computer interfaces. You’ll need a set if you’re to interact with the majority of human technology.”

Rashona turned and thumbed through one of her drawers. There was a spare set of eye lenses in here somewhere.

While Yintol’s interest was none of her business, Haylee was a patient, and Rashona was responsible for her wellbeing and privacy. “Why would you want to see Haylee Scott?”

“I have much curiosity regarding the woman who survived a battle with the Dracnor.”

“You may not realise, Yintol, but our people have laws about patient confidentiality. I can’t tell you anything about Haylee Scott that isn’t public knowledge.” Rashona opened the packet containing the lenses. “We’ll try these,” she said, trying to move Yintol on from the subject.

“She is just in one of these rooms, yes?” Yintol swept one of his forelimbs across the rear of the sickbay.

“Yes.”

“Then I could ‘put my head in’, as it is said. See her. Did I use that phrase correctly?”

“You did. Her husband is with her at the moment.” This was getting uncomfortable. She had to remember that Yintol may not think the way humans did. He may not understand human etiquette.

“And he would not want me to put my head in with his?”

“I don’t think it’s appropriate, Yintol. You’re not family, or even an acquaintance. Why are you so interested?”

His eyes went wide. “They say that one who faces a Dracnor in hand-to-hand combat is never quite the same again.”

“Lean in forward, please. This is going to feel a little unusual.” So maybe this was just a bit of harmless hero worship. Rashona lubricated one of the lenses and placed it in Yintol’s eye. “You’ll need to learn to do this yourself.”

“I may require assistance. I do not have the tactile dexterity of humans.”

“No.” Rashona glanced at his hands. “You don’t. We may have to assign you somebody. An assistant, who can help you with those types of things.” She placed the second lens. “All right, how does that feel?”

“As you said, unusual.”

“You’ll get used to them and soon won’t even know you’re wearing them. Let’s just give them a quick test.” She pressed a control from her own virtual display. “You should see a test signal.”

Yintol gasped. “An object just appeared before me. It is a blue and yellow cube.”

“That’s it. Does it look clear?”

“No. Somewhat blurry.”

“Let me adjust.” She dragged a slider through the air.

“Ah. That looks much better.”

“Wonderful.” Rashona cleared the test image. “You’ll need to be granted access to our system. I’ll let Jaylen do that. You’ll find him in the security office. Jaylen Banks.”

“I will speak to him.”

The door to Haylee’s ward slid open. Ronald emerged.

She stepped away from Yintol. “How’s she doing, Ronald?” He had a few more grey streaks in his brown hair than she’d noticed in the past, and dark circles ringed his eyes.

“She looks peaceful. I swear I almost saw a smile on her face when I held her hand. It’s probably just my imagination. You know, wishful thinking.”

“I’m sure she’s smiling on the inside, Ronald, even if not outwardly.” There wasn’t much she could do to bring Haylee out of the coma. That was up to her now, but at least she could encourage her husband.

“I don’t know. Feels like I’m wasting my time sitting with her constantly. Do you think she’ll ever wake?”

Family members always asked the hard questions. “I still can’t give you an answer to that, but I can tell you that what you do matters. Somewhere deep in there, your wife is still fighting for her life. She hasn’t given up, and neither should you. There’s a part of her that knows you’re there.”

“Well, I hope she knows how desperately I miss her.” He wiped his eyes. There was a shakiness in his voice. He drew in a deep calming breath and let it out. “I just want her back, Doc.”

“I know you do.”

Yintol turned to face Ronald. “You are the husband of Haylee Scott?”

“Yes.” Ronald looked down his nose at the alien.

“I express my condolences to you, and I hope she recovers.”

“Thanks.” Ronald screwed his nose up as he said it, then looked back at Rashona. “Well, I’ve gotta be off. Picking up my kids from the youth program.”

“Give them my best.”

Ronald nodded and left.

Rashona turned back to study Yintol. What was going on inside that alien head of his? Maya seemed to trust him but the captain, Les, was still cautious. Rashona wasn’t sure what to think, but in the end, all she had to do was follow orders.


      [image: ]Crystal shoved another stuffed bear into the cupboard. She took a step backward. Pain shot up through her foot. She glanced down. A plastic brick. Served her right for wearing such thin soles. The children’s play area was always such a mess by the end of the day.

“Come on, kids. Help me pack up,” she called. There were only three left, and that included Austen’s big sister from the teen program.

“What can I do to help?” Elsie Scott asked. Sweet kid. usually popped in here to see her little brother around this time. 

“You could gather up the drawing pads and bring them to me.”

Elsie smiled and went to work. Crystal glanced at the time display. The kids should all have been picked up by now. Why couldn’t parents just get here on time? 

She took a moment to stretch her neck. What she’d give for a meal and bed. If she’d known how much work it was looking after people’s kids, she’d have requested another assignment. Kitchen duty, maybe. She was never having kids of her own.

“Sorry I’m late.” Crystal turned as Ronald Scott jogged in. “I was in sickbay.”

“Of course.” She looked away. If there was one person who had it tough, whose tardiness she could forgive, it was Ronald Scott. “Elsie, Austen! Your dad is here.”

Elsie handed her the pads.

“Thanks. You’re a great helper. Maybe I need to recruit you when you’re a bit older.”

“No way,” Elsie screwed up her nose. “Child care is not for me. I’m gonna be an engineer like my mom.” Her smile suddenly faded at the mention of her mother.

“Look, thanks again for watching them. It’s hard sometimes.” Ronald closed the door and approached her.

“Hey,” she said, “it’s my job, and they’ve been great. Elsie is the sweetest, most helpful kid, and Austen, he always makes me laugh.”

Both children ran in as Ronald knelt down. They closed in and hugged him. He always squeezed them a little harder when he’d been in sickbay. Ronald stood and led them away. “Say goodbye to Miss Rice, kids.”

“Please, Crystal.”

“Bye, Crystal,” Elsie said. Austen waved. The three turned and left.

Crystal smiled at them. Poor family. 

She put the drawing pads in a basket and surveyed the room. One last kid. Ugh. It was Kesuma. The ratbag. At least the room was tidy now. As soon as Kesuma’s parents arrived, she could go home. Finally.

Crystal rolled her shoulders. Felt good.

“Hi.” 

A boy’s voice. Not a kid, a boy her age. She froze, mid-shoulder roll, then let her shoulders drop. She turned.

The boy was tall and looked to be late teens or early twenties. Nice black hair. Big smile plastered on his face. His eyes suggested an Asian heritage. Maybe Indonesian?

“I’m Musa. Kesuma’s big brother. I …” Musa’s look went blank. “Ugh, I’m here to pick him up.”

“Kesuma,” Crystal called.

“I don’t wanna go,” Kesuma said as he pulled one of the drawing pads back out of the basket.

Musa held her gaze for an uncomfortable few seconds and then broke eye contact suddenly. 

Crystal crossed her arms over her chest. She hated it when people stared. “Yes, I know. They’re captivating.” She strode over to the corner where Kesuma sat. “Get up. Your brother is here.”

“Ah, what’s captivating?” Musa asked.

Crystal gave him her best “Seriously?” face. “My eyes. They’re captivating. I’ve heard it all before.”

“Well. Yeah. They are actually.” He grinned. “So bright and green. I’ve never seen eyes like that before. They’re almost fluorescent.”

“Uh-huh. Like I said, I’ve heard it all before.”

“You don’t seem happy about it,” Musa said.

“Green eyes are rare. I never asked for them.” She let out a long breath, her frustration starting to fade. “I dunno, it’s just everyone always stares at me when they notice them. It’s really annoying.”

“I guess they only stare because … well, they’re kinda nice to look at.”

Crystal scoffed. Was he trying to flirt with her?

“Anyway, I get it. I understand.” His eyes betrayed a hint of sympathy.

“Do you? Really?”

“Yeah. For you, it’s the eyes. For me, it’s the leg.”

“Leg?” She looked down. Oh. The left one was artificial.

“I’ll meet someone, and they’ll be all like ‘hey, you have an artificial leg.’ Sometimes I’ll play dumb, look down and go, ‘What? Really? No wonder I couldn’t feel anything.’”

Crystal laughed despite herself, a real, genuine laugh that came from the gut up through her chest. Felt good. It had been a while. She looked Musa up and down. Okay, he was kinda cute.

“Anyway, I’ve gotta go.” He turned to his little brother. “Come on, Ken.” He dragged the boy up onto his feet. “Maybe I’ll see you again sometime?”

“This is where I work.” Crystal shrugged.

Musa dragged Kesuma out the door. Crystal smiled and shook her head.








  
  
Two




Les strode into the coffee shop. He was met with harsh stares from several passengers. They resented him. So many did these days. Didn’t matter that he’d delivered them safely from the minefield. Well, actually, Sarah did that—with Yintol’s help. 

Still, the anti-Miller propaganda machine had been working hard. There’d even been a few protest signs showing up on the promenade. Replace Miller. Down with Miller. We need a new captain. Hurtful stuff. The worst of it was, he’d given them a genuine reason to distrust him. His handling of the recent situation with Willem De Jongh had been a mess. Maybe this was a bad place to meet.

Olivia sat alone at a table in the far corner. He strode over and took a seat opposite her. “I don’t think I have many fans in this room.”

“What do they know? They’re listening to a few angry voices. They don’t know the real Les Miller.”

Les smiled. “Well, neither do you. Not anymore.”

“No. I don’t. But I’d like to.” She leaned forward, a gleam in her eye. “I’m very curious about who you’ve become.”

“Well, apart from the job, I don’t think I’ve changed that much. There’s the grey hair, of course.”

“Oh, I don’t know. There’s a maturity behind those eyes of yours. A wisdom that wasn’t there in the boy I knew.”

“Thank you. That’s very kind.”

A waitress appeared. “Just a latte, thanks,” Les said.

“I’ll have a tea. Milk, no sugar.” Olivia smiled at the departing waitress.

“So,” Les cleared his throat, “here we are after so many years. I don’t know what we even talk about.”

“How about we fill each other in? Tell me about your wife.”

His chest ached slightly at the question. “Joannah? She was wonderful. We served together on a freighter. We were together for eighteen years. Then she was taken from me during a shipboard accident.” His voice cracked a little. “Even after ten years it still gets me.” He tapped his fist against his chest.

“I’m sorry.” Olivia cast her eyes downward. “With my Liam, it was cancer.”

“That must have been before the cure.”

“It was ready for human use just a year later.” Her eyes glistened. She looked down at her hands.

Les’s heart clenched. “I’m so sorry.”

Olivia sniffed. “It was a long time ago.”

“It seems everything happened a long time ago when you reach our age.” Les leaned in. “You know, the last time we spoke, we both said some very harsh things. I always regretted that we left things like that.”

“Me too.” She adopted a pained expression.

“I cried for weeks. Wouldn’t leave my dorm, except for lectures.”

“I’m so sorry.” Olivia’s eyes narrowed. She leaned in closer. “I didn’t know it affected you that badly. But I had to tell you how I felt.”

“I know. You didn’t want to be married to a spacer. Staying on Earth, waiting for me to come home. That’s why things worked so well with me and Joannah. We were both spacers.”

The waitress returned. She placed a steaming mug in front of Les and a small teapot and empty cup and saucer in front of Olivia.

Les took a deep breath. “Do you think, had we been a little wiser and a little less hot-headed, that we could have worked things out? Do you think we could actually have had a life together?”

“It’s possible.” Olivia picked up the teapot and poured a cupful. “But does that really matter now? It’s all ancient history, and we both ended up with happy marriages.”

“We did.” Les nodded slowly. The love he’d shared with Joannah had grown into something much stronger than the youthful passion he’d shared with Olivia. “The worst thing about the way we left things was that we cheated ourselves out of what could have been a wonderful friendship.”

“Do you think we could have done that? Been friends, having loved each other so deeply?”

“I don’t know.” Les leaned back in his chair. “I really don’t. But I do know one thing.”

Olivia’s eyes widened.

“Now that you’re back in my life, I’d like a second chance to try.”

Olivia clasped her hands. Her mouth opened. Did she think he was proposing something more? “I’d very much like to have you as a friend, Olivia.”

Her face relaxed. “I’d like that too.”

“Then it’s settled.” Les picked up his coffee mug and clinked it against Olivia’s teacup. “To friendship.”


      [image: ]Les yawned as he waved goodbye. He really should be heading to his quarters for some downtime before bed, but he found himself hesitating. 

He’d spent hours with Olivia. Maybe he was just wired up after all the emotions of catching up, or maybe it was the coffee. Why had he drunk it so late in the day? Would he never learn? Whatever it was, he just wasn’t ready to call it a night.

Security chief Jaylen Banks was exiting his office onto the promenade. He scratched his short, afro-textured hair.

“All quiet tonight, Jaylen?”

“Seems so. But anything would feel quiet after the recent rioting. I’m finding everything is relative these days.”

“You’ve done well keeping things together since our world turned inside out. You’ve had to go well above and beyond the call of your normal duties.”

“I wish I’d been able to keep it all together a little better, but as you say, it’s been unusual circumstances.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself. You’ve dealt with alien attacks, organised crime, challenges no other cruise ship in the history of tourism has faced. I’ve been very impressed.”

Jaylen smiled and looked away briefly before making eye contact again. “You know, Captain, it occurs to me that we still have three people in the brig. Brigitte Dubois, Tyrell Armstrong and Aiden Harris.”

“The members of the Crimson Guard.” Being threated by aliens was one thing, but to have some of their own turn violent, it was unthinkable.

“The expendable ones, at least. What are our long-term plans?”

“I hadn’t given it much thought, to be honest. As soon as that crisis ended, we were stranded in a minefield, and I was a little distracted by Willem De Jongh.”

“We can’t just keep them incarcerated without a trial.”

Honestly, he’d avoided thinking about this. It was all too hard. “Usually, we’d hand them over to the authorities when we got back to Earth, but that’s no longer an option. But to set up a court system of our own? We’d need a judge, jurors, lawyers. We’d need someone who knows how it all works.”

“It’s a big undertaking, but we need to start thinking about it.”

“You’re right. I’ll give it some thought. It’s not something we should rush into. If we do it, we want to do it right.” He shook his head. “We really are setting up a whole new society out here, aren’t we? It’s so daunting.”

Jaylen tipped his head in agreement. “Good night, Captain.”

Les watched as his security chief entered the elevator.

He still wasn’t ready for bed. Maybe he’d pop into the bridge. He took the stairs. Slowly. After ascending five decks, he arrived. 

As the door slid open, and Les entered the bridge. His first officer, Maya Rice, faced him from the command chair. “Captain, I wasn’t expecting to see you up here until morning.” She had a slim figure but a commanding presence. She was born to sit in that chair.

The bridge was wide, but not deep. Crewmembers sat at stations along the front, below a massive window that looked out into space.

Les shrugged. “Not ready for bed. Anything happening?”

“Yes, actually. I was going to message you. Take a look at this.” 

Maya swiped her finger through the air, and Les’s eye lenses projected an image. It was a planet. Green continents were spread over its surface. Deep blue oceans were crowned with wispy clouds. “What world is this?”

“A brand-new world, Captain. We just picked it up on sensors. It’s not far from here. Initial investigation suggests it is very Earth-like. Possibly the most Earth-like planet ever discovered.”

“It’s beautiful. Perhaps we should name it.”

“Actually, Captain, I was thinking we could do more than that. I think we should make a brief detour and take a proper look.”

Les waved the image away and frowned. “How much of a detour?”

“The planet is approximately eight hours away.”

“Eight hours off our current course, I assume?”

“I’m afraid so.”

Les began to circle the bridge. Not a pace, just a wander. Changing their course and stopping at a planet was a risk, and for what? To satisfy their curiosity? “We’ve committed to Yintol’s destination. He says there are others like us, victims of the Dracnor’s invasions. Living together. Supporting each other.”

“I’m not saying we abandon the quest, Captain, I’m just suggesting a brief stopover.”

He narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “I’m eager to reach our destination, Maya. The longer we drag our heels, the longer we’re vulnerable.”

“We could find supplies. Food. We could even let people set their feet on solid ground. Stretch their legs.”

Les turned. “You’re suggesting letting passengers off the ship?”

“They’ve been cooped up in here for weeks. That was never how it was meant to work. There were regular stops scheduled during a normal cruise, places like the sparkling waterfalls of Verdalis, the cliffs of Nessia, the historical landing site on Proxima B.”

“This isn’t a cruise, Maya. Not since the fall of Earth. This is now a ship of refugees.”

“I know that, but the people have been through a lot. I think they’d appreciate a chance to see the sun. Breathe real air.”

“I don’t know. The logistics of it all, the risk. What if a Dracnor ship appears and half the passengers are down on the planet? We won’t have time to bring them back up.”

“There are no ships on long-range sensors.”

“It’s still a risk.”

“Yes. It’s a risk. Life is risk, Captain, and sometimes they’re worth taking. I think this one is. It may be the last time we can set foot on a planet for a very long time.”

“They can stretch their legs once we reach Yintol’s destination.”

“We don’t know that’s a planet. It could be a space station or just a fleet of ships. As I understand, he hasn’t told us much.”

“That’s because he doesn’t know much.”

“Then let the people have this.” Her face was pleading.

Les scratched his chin. She had a point about passenger morale. But there could be untold dangers. Animals, Diseases. “It’s worth searching for supplies, I grant you that. I’m still sceptical about letting the passengers down.”

“We’ll have to keep it to small groups at a time, quick visits.”

“And if they’re not back to the transport in time, they risk being left behind.”

Maya grimaced. “I understand.”

Going against his natural caution was difficult, but he was learning it was sometimes the right call. “Work with Glen to organise the tendering, just like we used to.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

“Helm,” Les addressed the able spaceman at the front of the bridge. “New heading. Take us to … Maya’s planet.”
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