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“How many are there?” I asked.
 

“Pick a number,” came the half-interested grunt after a short pause. “There’s more than that.”
 

We were standing alone on the hill south of town, just Bergen and I. The old spacer was fiddling with some contraption of his, but I – as usual – was staring wide-eyed up at the stars. Fulon had its share of cities, even back then, but nowhere near where I grew up. Not much around but a few watering holes and a fueling depot. It was a dreary, barren place for a restless young boy like me, during the day at least.
 

But at night, the stars came out and blazed like a thousand shimmering torches, and suddenly the universe was mine. I never did see anything like it; not a single one in all the worlds I’ve put under my boots. There on the edge of the Cheymat cluster, all those blues and reds and silvers… even a few greens. Green stars – you believe it? Something in the atmosphere, I think I recall Bergen saying once, or maybe it was the nebula that filtered them out that way. Myself, I’ve never been one to bother much with reasons. The sky does what it does, and I just take it in however it comes. And I’m telling you, back on that hill on Fulon, I saw green stars. 
 

“C’mon, Berg!” I whined. I admit it – I was a whiny kid. Never did figure out just what was it made the old man put up with me as long as he did. “You’ve been up there, you said so yourself. You gotta at least know how many there are!”
 

“Boy, you know I don’t talk about them old days no more.” He was lying of course; everyone in town knew old Bergen couldn’t shut up about his spacer days. It didn’t matter how hard he tried to make like he wished they never happened, there was no disguising that at least a part of him missed whatever life he’d left up there.
 

“Ask me somethin’ about Fulon,” he went on, “you’ll get yourself a straight answer. But I won’t go filling your little head with nonsense about stuff’ll only do you harm. Up there, outside our own sky, ain’t nothing but trouble. You keep on all dreamy-eyed like that, you’re liable to bring yourself a heap of worry. Universe got a mind of its own, and a sick sense of humor too. Put yourself up there in his paws, he don’t let you go until he’s had his fun with you.” In the multihued glow from overhead I saw him glaring down at me with those beady black eyes of his, just waiting to pounce on whatever was next out of my mouth.
 

Bergen knew me well, you had to give him that much. And bless his crusty old heart, he still found it in him to love me somehow. He never told me, of course; I doubt he would’ve said a thing like that to his own children, if he’d had any. But as it was, he only had me, a basket baby ditched behind his shop by some passing travelers – my parents, I guess, if you want to call them that. It’s a funny word, when you’ve never really known what it’s supposed to mean.
 

See, Berg didn’t exactly raise me either, not by himself at least. It was Chettie, the midwife, who took me in at first after Berg found me there in the alley. Said he didn’t know what to do with me, or at least that’s the story, and I can’t say I blame him. Didn’t know a thing about kids, and he knew it. But that was why I latched onto him, I think, because I didn’t know what a kid was supposed to be like either. So we just sort of treated each other like people. 
 

Anyway, it was Chettie took me first, like I said. She got me walking and talking and peeing in the right place (most of the time), but at that point she had to give me the old move-along. Didn’t have enough food for me and all her own midgets, and even though I knew she cared for me, I never really expected to be like one of hers. So when the time came I took myself away without much fuss. I was a tiny little critter, but I still remember it. Funny what an unconventional childhood will do for your memory.
 

So there I was, no home for the second time already in a life shorter than a bush rat’s. Bergen had his eye on me, even back then, but I guess he just wasn’t ready for me yet. Neither was anybody else, at least full-time, but they all opened up their doors for me whenever I showed up. Spent the next couple years like that, kicking around from one couch to another, eating at a different table each night. Then one time when I was about six, I dropped in for dinner with Bergen and never left. The food was awful – I remember that clear enough – but it wasn’t really food I was looking for. 
 

And it wasn’t just adventure either, at least not at first. But I guess I always figured I could get a share of that hanging around with someone who had seen the universe up close. That look he got in his eye whenever he told those stories of his, I figured it was just a matter of time before he gave up on Fulon and went back up for another round. And I wanted to be right there with him, tagging along for the ride. But he never did.
 

Life with Bergen was still its own kind of adventure, now I look back on it; never quite what I was hoping for, but we had our share of crazy fun. Like I said, we were never an old man and a little boy, at least not when it was just the two of us. We were just two awkward people trying to look out for each other without stepping too hard on each other’s toes. 
 

Sometimes I can’t help but wonder if he stayed on that rock just for me. 
 

Whatever the reason, he took it on him to teach me what he could manage, which was a fair bit more than he ever realized I think. Not just machines, either, though there was always plenty of that. But about life, and even some stuff about people; how he managed that I still don’t know. At the time, though, there was really only one thing I cared about.
 

So there we stood, like we had countless nights before, me digging for just a little more than he’d given me before, and him trying not to let anything more slip out and cussing the both of us whenever he did.
 

“It’s just one little question, Berg,” I said. “I just want to know how many there are.”
 

“It’s never just one with you, and you know it.” He spat loudly onto the faded grass, wiped his mouth with a greasy plaid sleeve. “I give you a number, you’re going to be wanting their names, and something else after that. It never stops, except when I put a stop to it.” He clamped his mouth shut and jutted his prickly chin out as if to show he was doing just that. I wasn’t going to let him, of course.
 

“I still don’t get what the big deal is; I mean, unless you don’t know, and you don’t want to admit it.” That last bit was voiced as a challenge, one that usually was enough to pry at least some small tidbit out of him.
 

“Of course I don’t know,” he huffed. “Nobody knows that.”
 

I stared up at him, speechless. Bergen had never admitted to not knowing something before. Not about anything. I’d caught him bluffing before, and he could waffle about something all day without really coming down on one side or the other. But he’d never just come out and said it like that.
 

“What do you mean, nobody?” I said after a dumbfounded pause. “Don’t tell me no one’s ever tried to count ‘em! I bet you done tried it yourself!”
 

“Dadgummit, Skeeto, it just don’t work like that,” he said shaking his head. That’s right: my name is Skeeto. It was Bergen gave it to me. Said he had a parrot named Skeeto, back when he was a kid. He meant it as a complement, I guess.
 

“Don’t work like what?”
 

“Like what you’re sayin’.” His birdlike eyes lost some of their focus , as if drifting back through time. “You don’t count the stars; the stars count you.”
 

I rolled my eyes. “What the junk is that supposed to mean?”
 

“I’m guessing you’ll find out on your own some day,” he said softly. I tried to ignore the sadness in his voice.
 


 

Later that night, as I lie awake on my cot, I made the decision. I was leaving.
 

I tried to convince myself it was all Bergen’s fault, that I couldn’t handle another day with him, that he just didn’t understand me. But try as hard as I might, I couldn’t make myself hate him. I couldn’t even manage anything that could really be called anger. Disappointment, sure, but when you’ve had the kind of childhood I had you learn to get over that pretty quick.
 

No, it wasn’t Bergen’s doing, I admitted reluctantly. Not all of it, anyway. He just cared for me a little too much, wanted too badly to look after me. Something had happened to him up there somewhere, something that had hurt him deeply enough to make him give up the life he loved and drive him to the ground on some remote dustbowl, to scrape out a living making repairs on other men’s starcraft so they could fly again. It just about killed him every time he had to watch another one take off without him, but he hid it so well it took me years to catch on. He never did tell me what it was that had done that to him. It was the one question I never asked.
 

But whatever it was, it had left him fearful of the stars, given him a need to protect me from whatever phantoms haunted the memories he’d brought down with him. I couldn’t hate him for that; if I’d thought it through a little further, back then, I would’ve realized I should have felt sorry for him. But that didn’t mean he was right, either. 
 

Maybe there was nothing left for him up there –I wasn’t so sure of that, myself – but the same didn’t have to be true for me. I was young and fearless; for me, everything was up there. That was where I’d come from, at the beginning of it all, and that (I kept telling myself) was where I really belonged. 
 

He didn’t see it that way, and I was finally coming to accept that he never would. But looking back, now, I’m not so sure it was like that at all. When I think of those last words he said to me, up there on the stardusted hilltop, I just can’t shake the impression that he knew all along that one day I was going to jump ship on him. He just wanted to stall me until I was ready for whatever I might face out there in the black. 
 

Of course, if he had tried to tell me that back then, I would have snapped back that it was for me to decide when I was ready. I would have told him that I was ready right then, that there was nothing worth staying for on that dusty old rock.
 

I was wrong on both counts. But only experience could have convinced me of that. Which, as it turns out, it did.
 


 

That first take-off just about killed me.
 

It was early the next morning; I had snuck out just after dawn, knowing that Bergen had no work for today and would be sleeping in until noon at least. Just the previous afternoon we’d finished patching up the grav drives on a little planet-hopper on its way to Mon Senna just a few light years coreward; its three-man crew would be heading out first thing this morning, so they’d said. And I had their ship’s access codes.
 

I sat frozen in silence, a tightly curled ball crammed into the darkness of a storage locker. There was barely room to breathe, but in my mind that was all for the better; less breathing meant less noise, less chance of giving myself away. 
 

It was only a half hour, but it felt like forever. At last I felt a faint shudder run through the deck beneath my knees, heard the muffled clump of boots making their way up the boarding ramp accompanied by the easy banter of old shipmates. And then the real waiting began. 
 

I was shivering with anticipation by now, hardly daring to believe that this was really happening. I was going to see the stars! I near wet my pants when I felt and heard the massive launch engines come online, the deep vibrations emanating from all around me and penetrating to my core. I’d listened to engines just like these hundreds of times, but never with the knowledge that they were powering up for me. I crammed a grimy fist in my mouth to stifle the squeals of boyish excitement that threatened to burst out any moment. Another minute, I told myself, and I would be off this rock forever.
 

“All right.” the disembodied voice stabbed into my silent revelings. “You can come out now.”
 

I froze, my excitement vanishing in an instant as the fire in my chest slid down to form a pit of ice in my gut. For half a second I dared to hope that it wasn’t me the voice was talking to. But I knew I was wrong.
 

The hatch came away with an abrupt screech, flooding me with light and noise. My eyes fought through the flood of imagery to focus in on the figure standing before me: a shortish woman in a rumpled grey pilot’s jumpsuit, battered helmet held in the crook of her arm, glaring down at me with her lips curled back in obvious distaste.
 

“C’mon, kid,” she said again when I failed to respond. “You don’t belong here. We got a schedule to keep, and you ain’t coming with us, so hows about you just make this simple and get yourself gone, yeah?”
 

I was still searching for the words to protest when I was interrupted by a new arrival, this one a lanky blonde, emerging from the cargo bay. “All set back here, just waiting for –” He stopped short as he took notice of me for the first time. “Well, what you got yourself here, Sel?”
 

“Nothing,” the woman replied harshly. “Just a nuisance that’s on his way out. Right, kid?”
 

“Come on now,” the man said, “You don’t mean you’re gonna chuck the kid without at least getting his name first?”
 

“That’s exactly what I’m doing,” Sel said as she seized me by the collar and hauled me out of the locker.
 

“Don’t seem right to me. Hey, kid!” He offered a goofy grin and a wave. “You got a name?”

 

“I – uh –” my eyes found themselves sliding down toward the man’s boots. “They call me Skeeto,” I finished in a lame half-murmur.
 

“Skeeto, huh?” He snorted out a short burst of laughter before bringing it under control. “Ain’t you that kid what was helping the old man put the fix on our drives yesterday?”
 

I nodded.
 

“Well, I tell you what, you done some good work there. She ain’t purred like this in years. You know machines much, do ya?”
 

Sel, still holding me by the collar, stomped her foot and gave me a good shake. “Enough of that, Jib!” she said. “We don’t got time for this, and I’m trying to get rid of him. Don’t you go making friends now, I just got finished telling him he don’t belong here!” She brought her face down level with mine. “And you don’t, no matter what he says. Now let’s get you out of here.” She took a step toward the airlock, intent on dragging me behind her. I scrambled to get my feet under me.
 

“What in the blazes is going on here?” A gruff, booming voice rolled up the ramp into the cabin, followed by a stocky waddling redhead with outrageous sideburns. “Sel, you know we don’t take kids!”
 

“Stowaway, cap’n,” Sel replied. “Just dug him out of the locker, and I was about to give him the boot until Jib here got in the way.”
 

“Just trying to be friendly is all,” Jib said. “You know how she is with strangers. Besides, the kid helped fix the ship up real good. This ain’t no way to treat him, is it Opie?”
 

The short one – Opie, as the other called him – scowled at me, then at Jib, and then back at me. “I’ve only got one way of treating them as trespass on my ship,” he growled. “I’ll be doing the boy a favor leaving him to Sel’s manhandling.” 
 

“Watch it now,” Sel warned. But Opie ignored her.
 

“I still think we at least oughta find out why the kid’s itching so bad to ride along,” Jib said. He stuck his head into the locker from which I’d been extracted. “Can’t have been comfortable in there, even for a runt like him.”
 

“So?” Sel said.
 

“So I’m saying he’s gotta have a fair good reason for it. Don’t you, Skeeto?”
 

I nodded again, unsure whether or not it would be pushing my luck to make a statement on my own behalf. I didn’t have long to worry about it though; Sel jumped in again and made the decision for me.
 

“He’s a kid. Kids are dumb. Stuff they do, it just don’t make sense.”
 

“Aw, Sel, that’s no way to talk!” He turned to me. “I’m sure she didn’t mean no offense.”
 

“Let’s not be jumping to conclusions,” Opie said with a dry chuckle. Sel just scowled at me.
 

“So, we let the kid speak, then?” Jib was doing that grin again, the one that made him look like his mouth wasn’t big enough to hold all his teeth.
 

“No good.” Sel shook her head. “We need to be out of this dust bowl five minutes ago, and you know it’s me that’s going to have to bust my hump to get us back on schedule. I say we just chuck him and be done with it.”
 

Jib and Sel – and myself – turned expectantly to Opie. He regarded each of us in turn, both his chins resting on a meaty fist.
 

“Make it quick,” he said softly. Sel threw up her arms with a sigh of disgust, while Jib spread his grin still wider and elbowed me in the ribs.
 

I hesitated as long as I dared, knowing I was only going to get one shot. Everything hinged on this. And suddenly I realized, with a sinking feeling, there was no way my excuse would be good enough. The dream was dying in front of my eyes, and I could do nothing to salvage it.
 

Then the realization struck me: my reason for leaving might not have been enough for them – but they didn’t know that! All I needed was a good enough lie. But Bergen had taught me against lying to folks, and… and… Bergen. There it was. I had my lie.
 

“I – I just need to get out of here.” I started out shaky, but picked up speed and confidence as I went. “I’m an orphan, see, my parents… they just ditched me here when I was a fresh-born baby. So I live with the old guy, B –” I choked. I couldn’t say his name. But I silenced the doubts and pushed ahead. “He makes me work, and feeds me rotten food, and when he’s drunk he beats me with a stick! I got nowhere to run, and I just have to get away from him.” I widened my eyes and gazed pleadingly up at Opie. “Please, sir, don’t make me go back to that!”
 

Opie frowned thoughtfully, settling his shaggy jowls a little more firmly onto his fist. At last he spoke. “If we take you away from here… what would you do with yourself?”
 

The question caught me off guard, preoccupied as I was trying to fight back against invasive images of Bergen laughing, Bergen filling my bowl with warm stew, Bergen sleeping peacefully on his cot as I slipped out the door. I blinked and forced myself to consider Opie’s challenge; it had never occurred to me that once I got to the stars, I would have to actually do something.
 

Seeing my confusion, Sel was kind enough once again to spare me the trouble of speaking. “Look. Kid. You know we’re a business outfit, right? I mean, sorry about your situation and all that, it’s real terrible I’m sure. But we’ve got cargo to deliver, contracts to meet...” She cast a sideways glare at Jib. “A schedule to keep…” Back to me. “… and we can’t just drop all that to take you to wherever you please. This ain’t no adoption service.”
 

“Give the kid a break, Sel!” Jib protested. “So he wants to get out of here, and who can blame him? So what if he didn’t think it all through, the point is we oughta help him.”
 

“He’s got a point,” Opie said to Sel, causing her eyebrows to sink even lower. “But so does she,” he finished before Jib could put on his grin again. Finally his eyes came to rest on me. “Kid. What’s your name again?”
 

“Skeeto.”
 

“Alright then, Skeeto. How long you been working on engines like these?”
 

“About five years, I think,” I said, not sure where he was going with this.
 

“And if I were to set you loose in the ship’s guts all by yourself, would you know what you’re doing?”
 

“Mm-Hmm.” It was true; it was a simple design, one that Bergen and I had worked on dozens of times.
 

“Tell you what then: our mechanic bailed on us a few months back, and this rustbucket ain’t getting any younger. We’ve been getting by without him, but I’m just about fed up with having to put in at port every time there’s a hiccup. Now you give me your word that you can keep her running, and I’ll take you on until we can find you somewhere suitable to stay.”
 

I opened my mouth soundlessly, searching for the words to thank him. He held out a thick finger to indicate that he wasn’t finished.
 

“I’m not offering you a job, mind; I don’t hold with kids your age shipping out on this kind of outfit. Just letting you pay your passage is all. You got that?”
 

“Yes sir,” I replied as soberly as I could manage.
 

He held out his hand. “So do we have a deal?”
 

I took the hand and shook it firmly.
 

“Then welcome aboard the Wombat, Skeeto.” He thumped me firmly on the back. “Now let’s get you off this rock and away from that sleazy old dirtbag before he comes looking for you.” He turned and tromped forward to the cockpit.
 

I felt sick. It was just as well, I decided, that we would be gone before Bergen woke up. Because I could never look him in the eye again after what I’d done. It hurt just to hear his name in my head: an actual aching somewhere in the hollow of my chest, sharp enough to leave me short of breath and unable to stand up straight.
 

“Come on, Skeet,” said Jib as he came to stand beside me. “Let’s get you suited up.”
 

“Huh?”
 

“You know… suited up.” He cocked an eyebrow. “What, you never heard of a spacesuit before?”
 

“Well yeah, but…” I nudged a bulkhead with my foot. “Isn’t this thing made to keep the air in?”
 

Sel brushed past me with a sinister laugh. “In theory, it is. But you never really know until you’re up there. And by that point, if you’ve happened to clip some debris on the way up, or if the guy who patched the drive didn’t get the seal right – well, then you’ve got what we would call a problem. I dunno, kid, maybe you trust your own work that much… but I sure don’t.” She jammed the helmet onto her head and followed Opie into the cockpit, fiddling with the seal at her neck as she went.
 

“She’s right for once,” Jib said sympathetically. “You’re actually lucky she pulled you outta that locker; even if the seal holds, there’s a good chance the liftoff woulda snapped you in half, you being all bent up like that.” 
 

That certainly didn’t make things any easier on my stomach. Neither did the spare suit they shoved me into: not only was it six sizes too big, it reeked of stale sweat and what I’m fair certain was garlic. Sel’s suit would have fit me better, at least, but there was no way I was going to ask her to trade. It felt like I was wearing a tent. Only raunchier than that. Oh, and it was damp in there. Perfect.
 

Jib and me got strapped in, right behind Opie and Sel in the cockpit, just as the ship was lifting off the ground. I felt my stomach drop away beneath me as the Wombat rose, shaking slightly, and tilted back until its nose was pointed skyward. I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched the edge of my seat with both hands.
 

There was a deep belching roar, and the back of my chair lurched into me, propelling me mercilessly skyward with the rest of the ship. Joints popped up and down my body as the surge in gravity mashed me back into the seat. I tried desperately to scream; nothing came out. The seat back beneath me was shaking brutally, rattling my teeth together until I began to fear they would shatter. After an exhausting struggle I managed to pry my head a few inches from the headrest… but the moment I relaxed it was flung back against the stiff foam, my oversized helmet doing nothing to soften the blow. Water seeped from the corners of my eyes, only to be pulled back along my temples and drip into my ears. And I think I might have wet my pants just a little. 
 

 Somewhere in all the panic and pressure and the deafening noise, it hit me: I was really and truly leaving. This was the closest thing to a ‘goodbye’ I was ever going to get. And I was already half gone. 
 

I squirmed about wildly, trying to get my head in a position to see out one of the side viewports. But it was no good. The G-force was too strong. And even if it hadn’t been, there was still my giant stinking helmet to get in the way.
 

I had just about given up hope of ever getting a final look at my old home. But just as the tears were starting to form, the Wombat began to roll, pointing its back at the ground far below us. As the familiar dusty brown came into view through the overhead curve of the main viewport, I strained my eyes for some sign of the tiny town I had left behind. But all I saw was a faceless expanse of bland earth, and up ahead the blue curve of the horizon – not a single sign of life to be seen from this altitude. 
 

I know it was my imagination. But I could have sworn, even from that far up, that I saw Bergen standing on his porch staring up at me. The expression of hurt and remorse, the tears running down his leathery cheeks, were near-mirror images of my own.
 

I don’t know how much longer I sat there, crying softly to myself. I wasn’t even past the atmosphere yet, and already I wanted to go home. But there was no going back.
 

No going back.
 

I meant to do it, some day. Go back and face Bergen again, beg his forgiveness for leaving him cold like I did. I really did intend to do it. But not right away. I needed to see what I had set out to see, needed desperately to have some great adventure of my own to share with him. I needed to find the joy that I had been hoping for all along, so that I wouldn’t have to admit I had been all wrong from the start. And I needed to grow up first. Because one thing made itself clear to me, from that day: even if I made it back home, even if Bergen forgave me and welcomed me back with open arms… even then, Fulon could never again be home. Not for me.
 

I never did tell the crew of the Wombat the truth about Bergen. And I was with them a good while, longer than any of us expected. After a few months Opie gave in and offered me that job after all. And even Sel warmed up to me, eventually. But I don’t think I ever once heard her call me by my name. I was always just ‘The Kid.’
 

After a few years aboard the Wombat, we parted ways. I left on good terms, and Opie even tried to talk me into staying. But I had a universe to see. The truth of it, as it turned out, is that space is a whole lot of dark cold nothing… except for every once in a while, when it completely takes your breath away. I lived for those moments, and I knew there were more of them out there in corners of the universe the Wombat was never going to get to. So I left.
 

By that time I had a solid body of experience under my belt, and I got a strong recommendation from Opie that helped land me my next job. But I never again stayed with one crew for as long as I had with the Wombat. I was still no good with people – worse than ever, now, if I really had to be honest with myself – and after a while they always started wanting to get a little too close. Whenever that happened, I knew it was time to move on.
 

Bergen had taught me well, and by the time I hit sixteen, I was already building a reputation for myself. The jobs came easier, and that freed me up to hop from ship to ship more or less as I pleased. It was the machines that earned me food and a bunk, but all along I was really only there for the stars. Every crew I signed with, I gave the same one condition: that they put me in a room with a window.
 

But even then, something was missing. I looked everywhere for it; I treated my eyes to the most breathtaking vistas the universe had to offer, from the legendary to the all-but-unknown. I kept a little dog-eared notebook with an entry for every one of them. But it was never enough.
 

It all finally clicked one quiet night when I was nineteen. I was standing alone at my viewport on the cargo liner Vesper, the little boy inside me gazing out in wide-eyed wonderment at one of the rarest, most spectacular sights in all the known galaxies: a septuple star. There they were, all in a tightly revolving cluster: two reds, a white, three yellows and a giant blue. I don’t think I could have kept my eyes dry if I had tried.
 

It was at that moment, as I tallied them up in my mind, that a faint echo of a memory came rolling down from my early past. It grew louder, stronger, washing over me with all the richly layered gruffness of the voice I knew best in all the universe, even after all these years.
 

“You don’t count the stars. The stars count you.”
 

The words sunk into me like a javelin. That was it; that was what I’d been missing. All this time I’d been dashing from one system to the next, adding each new marvel to my collection, another shiny but useless bauble to stuff in the trophy case of my memories. But even as I filled myself with the beauty of the cosmos, I was empty. I had no connections, no ties to anyone, anywhere. For the first time I realized that when I was dead and gone, whether it happened today or not for another sixty years, there would be nothing but some weld marks on few old machines to prove that I’d ever lived at all.
 

There it was, at the core of it all. I hadn’t really lived. I hadn’t let myself be counted. There was only one person, anywhere, that I had let myself matter to. And I had betrayed him more deeply than even he could have known.
 

In that moment, I knew. I needed to go home.
 

The first major spaceport I came to, I went searching for the fastest ship headed for Fulon. I can admit it, the old dustbowl doesn’t rate high on most folks’ bucket list, so I knew I might have my work cut out for me. I certainly didn’t expect to be hearing that name in every conversation I stumbled into.
 

You know what I’m talking about, of course; it’s hardly a big secret what happened. I guess you were expecting this to come up from the moment I first mentioned Fulon. Well, here it is.
 

As far as I’ve heard, they still don’t know quite what it was caused it all. Maybe some experiment gone all wrong, but I never heard of much science going on in a place like that. Terrorists, I’ve heard some say; as for me, I can’t imagine any respectable terrorist looking at dusty old Fulon and deciding it had something worth blowing up. Weapons testing, maybe, but that still leaves the question of who. 
 

Whatever it was, though, the result was anything but disputed. Half a planet wiped out, all in a day. An entire hemisphere burned to the ground. No survivors.
 

Not one.
 

There was no going home, not after that. No point anymore. Maybe if there was at least a grave to leave some flowers on, or…
 

Yeah, I know. It’s not my fault he’s dead. But it’s my fault he had to die alone. My fault he spent the last years of his life wondering why the only kid he ever really cared for left him cold. Without so much as a ‘thank you.’
 

Maybe he didn’t wonder at all. But I try not to think about that so much. It hurts less to think he wasn’t sure, at least. I tell myself he believed I’d be coming back some day. Wouldn’t you do the same?
 

It’s funny, in a sad kind of way. That last lesson he gave me, up on that hill the night before I left him forever, his final gift of crusty superstitious wisdom – it never did me any good until after he was dead and gone. No chance for him to see the good it did me, in spite of everything. Funny that when it finally did sink in, it made life worth living again. Made me into a person, after I’d spent eight long years living as a machine. I guess that kind of change don’t ever come easy. You might say he died at just the right time, if you want to look at things that way. 
 

Like I said – funny. But sad. Really though, I suppose life with Bergen was always kind of like that. That was who he was, even before I ever came along. And I don’t reckon I did much to change that, considering.
 

He changed me, though. Took me long enough to let him get to me. But I guess I couldn’t avoid him forever. He was always stubborn like that… even when he was dead.
 

I wish I could see him though, if just so I could tell him. I don’t count the stars – not anymore, at least. 
 

I let the stars count me.
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