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Beautiful Beholder
	The scorching heat of the summer of 2072 in Cape Canaveral, Florida, was beyond brutal. The palm trees swayed dreamily in the warm Florida winds. Thatcher Henry Ebarb was tall, slim, and muscular. He had black hair and brown eyes. Thatcher was of Native American descent. He had just graduated high school and earned the chance to go to outer space to prove himself worthy of his internship with NASA.
NASA would monitor his every move, but they wanted to test his abilities. Thatcher was a super genius and had his whole future ahead of him. NASA needed a man like Thatcher on their team. He was eager to go on his first mission. NASA wanted to send him to a nearby planet called Zyron. They needed him to collect rock samples from the Earth. It was a simple mission to prove his worth.
	Planet Earth had flying machines. They were called Extronics. They came in bright colors and shiny metallic shades. They resembled a mini version of NASA’s rockets. Extronics were shaped like bullets, but much faster. Extronics could take you anywhere on the planet, but NASA’s rockets were the only things to have a license to reach the stars. 
The modern man or woman had another method of transportation that was even faster. It was called therafly. Qualified individuals needed another special license to transport from building to building for work or school. They could purchase a hand-held device, operated by a hologram image. With the click of a button, a hologram would appear to help you vaporize yourself for business purposes. It would transform you into a million tiny pieces in between solid matter. The feds thought this was dangerous in the wrong hands, so only certain people could use it.
Men and women dressed in iron suits called Centromps that worked like the old-time Inspector Gadget suits. These suits were different. They gave special people superhuman abilities. The FBI and police used these suits to keep law and order. A unique individual must have a highly specialized license to use them. The technical gloves shot fire, electricity, water, and ice. They also had iron fangs that came out of the end, as well as bullets and grenades. The Feds loved these suits, and they were high-dollar suits. They would dissolve back into your regular pocket at the press of a button.
Thatcher was as scientific as they came. He always believed science could prove anything and everything. He didn’t believe in foolish ideals. He was agnostic. His parents weren’t religious. Thatcher never ruled religion out. He hadn’t learned about Christianity. He sometimes felt lost and knew nothing about his self-worth and value. Love was a foreign concept to Thatcher. His father had treated him poorly when he grew up, and his mother had stood back and tolerated it. He had never been in love with a woman. He had many desires, but he never acted on them. Many girls in his high school had crushes on him, and he did his best to ignore them. Thatcher had no friends in high school. He was a loner. The high school girls had a bigger crush on him because they thought he was deeply troubled.
	Thatcher interned with NASA because he desperately wanted to believe in himself. He wanted to see confidence in himself. He saw no beauty in himself. His flaw was that because he couldn’t see beauty in himself, he couldn’t see it in others. NASA was putting all their eggs in one basket with Thatcher because they were confident and believed in him and the beauty of his genius.
	On January 17th, Thatcher woke up and pressed the button on his floating nightstand. He called this invention his Luck-luster. A spark of fire would ignite a fuse. This fuse would send a tiny rocket to bump into a single domino. The domino would tap into rows of other dominoes. These dominoes would tap into a small hot air balloon. This hot air balloon held Thatcher’s breakfast. 
His breakfast would be delivered to the microwave. The microwave was automatically turned on when Thatcher’s breakfast was ready to be microwaved. It automatically started cooking according to Thatcher’s pre-set timer and temperature settings. Thatcher had many inventions to aid him like this throughout his household. He had patented some of them but hadn’t gained notoriety yet. He was still eighteen and didn’t have credibility yet.
Thatcher was more excited about that day than a kid getting a puppy on Christmas day. He longed to go to outer space. Thatcher knew this was a once-and-a-lifetime opportunity. He hoped within his heart of hearts that he didn’t screw it up. He wanted to work for NASA more than he wanted air to breathe. This opportunity was vital to him. He wanted the job since he first learned about being an astronaut as a kid.
‘I hope I’m good enough for this job. I must summon the courage to complete this mission. I must be sure to know all the terminology of the ship and equipment. I must always stay on my toes,’ said Thatcher.
Thatcher used an automatic shuffler machine to sort through his suits and ties until he landed on the perfect one.
‘Royal blue always looks good for first impressions,’ said Thatcher.
	Thatcher pressed the button on his flying briefcase, called the Briefly. It followed Thatcher to his royal blue Extronic flying machine. In two minutes, flat, Thatcher reached NASA from his suburban neighborhood near Cape Canaveral.
‘Perfect timing,’ said Thatcher.
	Unlike his inner self, he wanted everything to be perfect. As soon as he walked into NASA, he approached the secretary’s desk.
“May I help you, sir?’ said Mrs. Cutright.
“My name is Thatcher Ebarb. I’m looking for Mr. Newman. I must report to him today,” said Thatcher.
“Can I see some identification, Mr. Ebarb?’ said Ms. Cutright.
“Yes, you can,” said Thatcher.
He pulled out his WARP card. Ms. Cutright inspected it thoroughly and walked him to an office door in the back section of the offices. Thatcher slowly pushed the door open. Mr. Newman had his back turned to Thatcher and was on the phone. It seemed like critical NASA business. Thatcher didn’t want to impose. He tried to exit the room when Mr. Newman turned around and slammed down his holographic cell phone. These cell phones were called Holiopaths. They were called Holios for short.  NASA had the latest versions, making them accessible to employees and astronauts.
“My boy, you’ve finally arrived! What took you so long? We must get you through the rigorous tests to suit you for space. This process is going to take three days. Change out of that monkey suit and into our latest astronaut suits. The 2072 model is our finest yet,” said Mr. Newman.
“Yes, sir. I can’t tell you what a fantastic opportunity this is, sir. I’m grateful to have this opportunity,” said Thatcher.
“We’re wasting time, my boy. Time is of the essence. There’s no time like the present. Only time will tell if you’ll make a good fit for this company,” said Mr. Newman.
“Yes, sir. I always plan to be on time, sir,” said Thatcher.
“You’ll fit right in, my boy. Let’s begin,” said Mr. Newman. I’ll take you to loading deck number one first. There, you’ll suit up for the underwater test,” said Mr. Newman.
	Mr. Newman walked Thatcher to the loading dock for his first series of tests. He suited up and submerged 20 feet underwater. To test his underwater skills, he had to dive through hoops and run around obstacles. Thatcher was nimbler than he thought. The pressure was intense for Thatcher. As soon as he finished, he pressed the button on his suit and was propelled upward from the water like a jet.
	Mr. Newman waited with a floating digital notebook and pen. The pen had automatically written the results for Thatcher. It was programmed with Mr. Newman’s thought commands. 
“My boy, you passed with flying colors! You received an A plus. You should be proud of yourself. Tomorrow, you’ll come back for test number two and three. In the meantime, get some good rest,” said Mr. Newman.
	On January 18th, Thatcher came back to Mr. Newman’s office.
“I’m ready, sir. What do you have planned for today?” asked Thatcher.
“It’s a real doozy, my boy. I’m sure you’ll finish it in no time flat! It’s a three-hundred-and-fifty-question test on astronautics and physics. They say you’re a super genius, so you’ll have nothing to worry about. Follow me,” said Mr. Newman.
	The pair reached a white door down a long hallway parallel to Mr. Newman’s office. Mr. Newman shoved it open with an alarming force. Thatcher saw about twenty astronauts going through rigid underwater and physical stamina tests. Some were being made to run through strict obstacle courses where they had to push heavy objects down to pass.
“The only test of the mind you’ll have to worry about to go on this mission is this one. You thought high school was hard? Wait until you try and get through some of these mathematical formulas. You have two hours, son. Good luck,” said Mr. Newman.
	Mr. Newman motioned him to the designated desk and dropped a number two pencil. He grinned wickedly and sauntered off. Thatcher gazed at what seemed to be a mathematical Bible. He flipped his fingers casually through the pages from hell. He had already wasted time. The timer had already begun.
	Thatcher started on the first page, and it wasn’t as bad as he had imagined. He finished one hundred pages in no time. He whizzed through the papers like a cheetah, racing to pounce on its prey. The smell of victory hung in the air for Thatcher. He was taking no prisoners; he felt he slayed the test. He was done forty-seven minutes ahead of schedule. He rose slowly from the desk and walked toward Mr. Newman with a devilish grin. Mr. Newman looked like he had just swallowed his tongue.
“Surely, you must be joking. No one’s ever finished it that fast. I’ll grade this right now with the Tester-O-Matic machine. We will find out the results in one minute,” said Mr. Newman.
	He gave the mathematical Bible to the machine, and it sorted through the papers at lightning speed. Both Mr. Newman and Thatcher were anxious. Two minutes had finally passed by. The machine spat out the Bible, and the voice put out a hologram with the word done displayed. It stated the grade was one hundred percent.
	Mr. Newman’s jaw dropped ten feet to the floor. He had to ease back in his chair and clutched his heart with his hand.
“My boy, you are a super genius. I couldn’t pass this test with that score. You would have a third test, but you don’t need it. You’re ready!” said Mr. Newman.
“Thank you, sir; I won’t let you or NASA down,” said Thatcher.
“Come back tomorrow when I’m recovered. We’ll have your equipment sterilized, and then you'll be ready. We won’t have the press standing by for this one, “said Mr. Newman.
On January 19th, Mr. Newman gripped Thatcher’s hand with the firmness of a gorilla.
“You should be proud, boy. You’re officially a NASA astronaut now,” said Mr. Newman.
Thatcher was so overwhelmed he couldn’t speak. Tears of joy streamed down his face as he clapped a hand over his mouth. Mr. Newman beamed with pride. He ignored protocol and hugged Thatcher.
“My boy, some only dream of this. We’ve handled the press, so when you’re ready, we’ll get you equipped with the newest spaceship, 90217 Tigress,” said Mr. Newman.
	Thatcher took a few minutes to calm down. He strutted down the long walkway to the Tigress. There she was in all her glory. She was far more beautiful than what Thatcher had seen of her in pictures. She glowed like a new penny. Thatcher was proud to be piloting her. At the end of the walkway, two astronauts were waiting to show him inside the spaceship. A lieutenant, James Stringer, and Cristina Stringer greeted him with radiant smiles. Cristina was the first to stick out her tiny hand.
“I’m honored to meet you, Thatcher. We’ve heard so much about you. We know you’ll do us all proud on this mission. Remember, this is a mission to test your endurance and skills. Don’t try to be a hero if you’re stuck in an emergency. If you need help, always communicate with Mission Control. James will show you what you’re going to eat, and he will also show you all the control switches. After that, he’ll show you anything else you need to keep up with and what you should be aware of in outer space. There are so many dangers out there. You must be on your toes at every moment,” said Cristina.
	Cristina stepped back, and Thatcher shook James' hand heartily. James had a firm grip. James was a tall man, standing at six feet six inches.
“You’ve got to run a tight ship up here, Thatcher, if you want to survive. I mean it. You can’t take anything for granted and must pay close attention to everything—one little slip-up, and you could be done for. Come over here, and I’ll show you what you will eat in space,” said James.
	James opened a tall cabinet with individual cubby holes in it. Each cubby had freeze-dried food, and nitrogen gasses were emitted from it. James, wearing special gloves, opened the first cubby to show Thatcher. In it were freeze-dried fruits with beef jerky. There was frozen broccoli, too. He showed Thatcher a few more before closing the cabinet.
	He proceeded to show Thatcher the different controls and parts of the ship. He also showed him emergency protocol and how to contact mission control. James showed him how to release the three fuel tanks into the ocean on the way to outer space. He also showed him what to do to contact the Russian space station.
“We also have the Chinese space station on Jupiter, you know. I wouldn’t recommend them. You’ll be too far away if you need to land there. The new Russian space station on Mars is your best bet if you need supplies. I think you’re all set here. I’ll give you two and a half more hours to get everything set up, and then you’ll be off,” said James.
	Cristina and James left the ship, and Thatcher sat in the pilot’s seat. He was impressed with all the bells and whistles. Thatcher felt like a kid seeing Christmas presents around the shining Christmas tree for the first time.
‘I won’t let myself, NASA, or my country down,’ said Thatcher.
	A few hours passed, and Thatcher felt ready for the mission. Mission control came in through the speaker.
“We’ll get this show on the road, Thatcher, when you’re ready. Let’s test the rocket thrusters. Hit the button called Thermos,”
	Thatcher found the switch easily. It was a big red one right in the center. A sound like a thousand fireworks firing below him roared like a hundred angry lions. Thatcher was impressed. He waited a few minutes for the pressure to build in the thrusters. Mission control came back on the speaker system.
“We’ve got t minus sixty seconds for you to take off, Thatcher; after that, this Tigress is on the loose,” said mission control.
“I understand,” said Thatcher.
	Forty-five seconds had passed, which led him to become nervous—seven more seconds had passed. He was on his own now, in outer space. He was just eighteen years old.
“T minus eight, seven, six, five, four three, two, one!” said mission control.
	Thatcher pushed the button that said ignite power. He was amazed at the sound of the thrusters. He had never heard anything like it before. He had heard it on television, but everything failed to compare to hearing it in person. He was thrust backward in his seat and hung on a metal bar nearby.
	He watched the picture in front of him on the holographic screen. As soon as he was over the Pacific Ocean, he dropped the fuel tanks by pressing the button labeled F1.
“You’ll reach space faster in the Tigress, Thatcher. You’ll be close to Mars in about an hour. You can turn on microgravity now,” said mission control.
	Thatcher found the switch that said micro g. Everything in the room that wasn’t bolted down, including Thatcher, began to float upward.
‘This is amazing. How many people get to experience something like this? I have two hours until I reach Zyron. I’m going to have some fun before I land,’ said Thatcher.
 He began to air swim around the ship like he’d seen them do on television. When he was done, he floated to his food cubby and picked out the freeze-dried beef jerky. It was salty with its preservatives. It didn’t taste anything like the beef jerky on Earth. Thatcher was as starved as someone who hadn’t eaten in three days. He devoured every bit of it. 
After he was finished, he checked the controls to see if everything was going smoothly. The spaceship ran as smoothly as a well-oiled machine. Thatcher was so impressed with the ship that he didn’t notice a tiny orange button on the side of the controls blinking. After ten minutes, it started to emit a loud, annoying beep. It had been almost two hours since Thatcher took off. Thatcher detected that Zyron was nearby. He tried to contact mission control.
“Commander Thatcher to mission control, mission control, can you hear me?’ asked Thatcher.
	There was no response. Thatcher tried again.
“Mission Control, mission control! I’m going to have to make an emergency landing on Zyron. It might be a while until my return. I must figure out how to fix one of the thrusters. I hope you’re right when you said this planet wouldn’t be occupied. If I don’t come back, tell my dad I forgive him and tell my parents I love them both,” said Thatcher.
	Thatcher hit the emergency landing button labeled ELX. The thrusters were losing power. The spaceship landed with a colossal crash on Zyron’s rocky surface. Thatcher’s microgravity had failed. He had floated to the front of the ship and fell with a heavy thud to the floor of the spaceship. Thatcher put on his helmet and space suit. He was prepared to roam the planet’s surface. He pulled out his specialized laser gun that he found hanging on the ship's wall. He connected his cord to the boat. Thatcher cautiously opened the hatch to outer space. His feet nervously tapped on the edge of the hatch.
	As soon as the hatch was open, Thatcher used his gravity button and jumped down to Zyron’s surface. He stared around the surface and saw nothing. He walked for an hour until he was far from his ship. He noticed something orange in the distance, like a Russian spaceship. He ran toward it. His gravity belt busted. He deployed the gravity activation in his boots. When he approached the ship, he saw it had also made a crash landing. It had been sitting there for a while. He didn’t think it had been there a year.
	He knocked on the ship's window, and there was no answer. It was abandoned. Thatcher heard a cry in the distance. A beautiful astronaut walked toward him. When she got close, she stood ten feet apart from him. She was gorgeous. She had golden blonde, shoulder-length hair. Like Marilyn Monroe, she had a freckle on the right side of her face. She was five foot two. Another cry was heard in the distance. Another woman ran up beside the first. She was five foot seven with short brown hair. She was a plain woman with no distinguishing features.
	The first woman spoke.
“My name is Virginia. My fellow friend and astronaut Bianca and I have been stranded here for a few months. We’re both eighteen. We crash-landed here after something in our engine failed. We are from Russia,” said Virginia.
“You don’t need to come close to us. We’ve contracted a disease after digging in Zyron’s surface. We think it must have been the dust. This planet seems deadly, and we think that’s why there’s no life here,” said Bianca.
“If you come near us, you’ll catch it too. We haven’t been able to clean our space suits of the disease. Our cleanser machines still detect the disease there,” said Virginia.
“My days are numbered on this planet. We have no idea what the next stages of the disease are. If we don’t find a cure for this disease, Virginia will die too,” said Bianca.
“If we don’t find a way back, our supplies will run out, and we’ll all die anyway,” said Thatcher.
“This is quite the predicament,” said Virginia.
“Have you discovered where to look for the cure?” asked Thatcher.
“None of our computers have helped find an herb to cure this from the planet. Everything on Zyron is foreign to our computer systems, and its substances haven’t been discovered yet,” said Virginia.
“There is a jungle a few hours from here, and we’ve been testing as many plants as possible. It’s hopeless. We are lost,” said Bianca.
“There’s got to be more than one jungle. Let’s get to work; there’s got to be a cure somewhere,” said Thatcher.
	Thatcher and Virginia walked as far as they could. With each step, they grew more and more weary. After three hours of walking, Virginia collapsed beside him.
“Forgive me; this disease has taken its toll on me. I don’t have the energy of a young woman anymore. I’ll have to rest a little while,” said Virginia.
“Take all the time you need,” said Thatcher.
	He plopped in the orange dust beside Virginia. Clouds of dust gathered all around them like a cloudy mushroom. Thatcher tried to swat the dust from his helmet as the dust settled.
“If that dust gets inside your suit, you have a good chance of contracting the disease,” said Virginia.
“You could have warned me sooner, Virginia,” said Thatcher.
“I tried to. We’ll have to work faster to find the cure. What do you think? Do you think we’ll make it out alive?” asked Virginia. 
“Your Russian accent is beautiful,” said Thatcher.
“Thank you, Thatcher. My father was Russian, and my mother was American. He died when I was ten. My accent doesn’t always come out. It does come out when I’m nervous,” said Virginia.
“Look ahead, there’s a jungle up ahead unless that’s a mirage,” said Virginia.
“We might be seeing things at this point,” said Thatcher.
	They walked for another ten minutes. Virginia stumbled over a humongous tree root. She radioed to Bianca, but Bianca didn’t answer. She tried to radio her again. After five minutes she got a radio from her.
“I’m on the next stage of the disease, Virginia. It turns you into a monster, and then your body becomes limp. You’ll never be able to find my body. I don’t even know where I am. Please tell my little sister I love her, and I’m sorry I couldn’t return to her, “said Bianca.
 The radio went silent.
Virginia and Thatcher had no words. Virginia fell to her knees, and tears of sorrow streamed from her face like a heavy rain. Thatcher waited a few moments before he hugged her and touched her shoulder. She reached out to touch his hand. Thatcher’s heart yearned for Virginia. He was heartbroken for Virginia. There was nothing he could do. Her fate would be decided if he didn’t get her out.
	Virginia stood up, turned around, and hugged Thatcher as tight as she could. Thatcher felt the sorrow in her embrace, but he also felt something else. He couldn’t put his finger on it. He knew he wanted to continue to get to know Virginia. How much time did they have left together? They could be the last two people that they’ll ever see. If Virginia died, he would probably not make it out alive either. He knew from studying contagious diseases that he’d likely already contracted the disease. 
“Let’s take a rest for the day. It’s been a hard day for you, Virginia. I can’t imagine your pain. Please sit down beside me,” said Thatcher.
	They both found stumps to sit on. They talked about everything. They talked about Bianca and what a great person she was. Virginia spoke about her life and her family in Russia.
“My poor mother must think I’m dead,” said Virginia.
“I haven’t heard about you on the news,” said Thatcher.
“No news is good news, I guess,” said Virginia.
“Not necessarily,” said Thatcher.
	Virginia said she was exhausted, and she fell asleep. Thatcher lay awake and stared at the stars. After an hour, he got sleepy. He awoke suddenly ten minutes after resting his eyes. Virginia was clutching her stomach in pain. She wasn’t facing him. He flipped her over. Her skin was mangled like a burn victim’s. Her beautiful face was unrecognizable. She looked more like a creature than a human.
“Virginia!” said Thatcher.
 He had never seen anything like her. Her hideousness disgusted him, but he knew he must save her life. Deep inside, he knew she was indeed a beauty to behold. He must overlook what is on the outside, and he knew it.
He rested Virginia’s gently in the dirt. He had to devise a plan to save her and get her back to Earth. He didn’t have much time. Bianca only had a few hours or less before she died. How much time would Virginia have? He didn’t have time to figure it out. He had to move, and he had to move now.
Thatcher ran for the jungle. He remembered he had an examiner machine in his pocket. He put it in his pocket when he exited the ship, and with all the excitement, he forgot about it. He used it to do a landscape scan of viable medicinal plants in the jungle. He found five that might be of some use. He took some dust off his helmet and began testing the dust with the plants using the examiner. The examiner also worked as an equation tester. It was a supercomputer that could test all theories known to man. After trying all five plants, Thatcher got the results he needed. The properties of one plant stood out the most to him. It was a tall purple plant with feelers that felt like velvet. 
‘This little bad boy may be our cure, Virginia,’ said Thatcher.
	Thatcher walked over to the plant and plucked a long leaf. 
‘I’m on my way, sweet Virginia,’ said Thatcher.
	Thatcher ran for a lifetime. He finally saw Virginia’s space suit up ahead. She didn’t stir. He thought he was too late.
‘If she dies, I’ll never forgive myself.’ said Thatcher. 
	He ran ahead and collapsed beside her. He took a minute to catch his breath. He turned her suit over and noticed she had her eyes almost closed. He was too late. The suit she had on would absorb the plant into her skin if he rubbed it on the outside of it. He made a poultice of it and rubbed it all over her suit. He waited.
	Thatcher waited a couple of hours, and it appeared as if nothing happened. He slumped himself in the dirt. What had he done? Maybe if he had been quicker, this wouldn’t have happened. He was next. All hope was lost. There was no way out of Zyron. 
	Thatcher hung his head low. He wept like an abounded child in a supermarket. He stretched himself over the orange dirt. Dust flew everywhere, but Thatcher didn’t give a care in the world.  He closed his eyes in defeat.
	He heard a cough. He whipped open one eye as fast as a speeding bullet. He focused on a soft, faint, and feeble cough. This couldn’t be. Was she? Was she alive?
	He jumped to his feet and raced over to her. Virginia's eyes were open, and she was still coughing. The plant’s poultice had saved her life. Half of her face had been restored to normal. He could see the plant’s poultice had taken effect on her face. In every minute that passed, her skin was restored. This plant was not typical. It seemed to have some magical quality to it. He thought it seemed like a healing plant. They would never believe this back on Earth.
“Am I still dying?” asked Virginia.
“You’re very much alive. And the plant I found healed you,” said Thatcher.
“A healing plant?’ asked Virginia.
“You're one hundred percent correct, my dear; we’ll have to take a sample back home,” said Thatcher.
“Oooh, You have a little crush on me, Thatcher.
“Yes, I love Russian women and their saucy accents, you know? American women are so vain,” said Thatcher.
	They waited thirty more minutes to see if Virginia’s body would heal. The effects had been miraculous. There were no signs that the disease had even touched her face. Virginia hugged Thatcher and nearly knocked him over.
“Let’s go see if we can fix my ship,” said Thatcher.
	They arrived at Thatcher’s ship. They still didn’t think they would make it home. Virginia bolted toward her ship. An hour later, she returned with the part for the thruster called the Langonos. Virginia would keep her promise to Bianca’s sister.
	Virginia planted a massive kiss on Thatcher’s lips when they took off their helmets upon returning to the ship. They would arrive home in January. 23rd. Both would be in the history books and become heroes.
