
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Though the Night May Be Dark

        

        
        
          Phoenix Grimm

        

        
          Published by Phoenix Grimm, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THOUGH THE NIGHT MAY BE DARK

    

    
      First edition. February 13, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Phoenix Grimm.

    

    
    
      Written by Phoenix Grimm.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Dad, 

Who was the first to believe in me and who has supported me through everything. 

You are the best parent anyone could ask for. 

I'm glad I can share this with you. 
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Veda Singh

U.S. Congresswoman
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VEDA NEVER UNDERSTOOD why people bothered to pray to gods they knew weren’t going to answer them. Yet, here she is miming prayers from her childhood behind interlocked hands so her staff won’t see. The man chosen to deliver the final decision steps up to the podium bearing the seal of the International Space Collaboration. In the last month, she’s spoken to five men just like him—standard suit and haircut, forgettable features. The only differences lie in the pins on their lapels, and an accent that places him on the other side of the world, where the sun is still wide awake. 

He wets his lips and taps the podium’s face to awaken the speech transcript. She has an inkling of sympathy for him, having stared at her fair share of holographic words that tremble no matter how fixed the podium is. That’s hard enough in front of a crowd of donors or constituents, but standing before a sea of camera drones and reporters with the knowledge that the world is watching adds a measure of pressure that’s almost incalculable. And the world is watching. The positions of dozens rest upon the words he’s about to speak. 

“I will keep this brief. The Council for Colonization has voted on matter CC-242, relating to the qualifying factors for the Ark mission. It is the council’s decision that only individuals that meet the agreed upon reproduction standards are eligible.” 

Veda’s forehead drops against her hands as murmurs and gasps ripple through the assembled staffers. Six months’ worth of petitioning, assembling support, and attending deliberations only for bigotry to win in the end. She’s read all of the ISC’s memos and policy drafts. She’s attended every meeting and reviewed the minutes. This ruling isn’t about ensuring the viability of the Ark mission, it’s about eliminating queer individuals from it. All it took was succumbing to the demands of oppressively religious countries and those that still cling to the belief that queerness is unnatural.

Humanity’s first attempt to spread beyond the confines of Earth should be done with representatives of all humanity has to offer. Yet, the council determined that queer families are less, that only a single definition of reproduction matters. 

The queer community is her community and they have come too far to go back. Her daughter should never doubt there is a place for her among the stars. 

“Senator Singh, we should prepare a statement,” Rachel says. 

She’s self-aware enough as a person to know she wouldn’t be nearly as effective at her job without Rachel as her Chief of Staff. The woman is never a minute behind schedule and always knows what to say, how to act, how to respond. As Rachel looks at her though, Veda detects for the first time in the twelve years they’ve worked together just a note, the slightest tinge of fear. She can’t pinpoint it, something about the look in her eye perhaps. 

But Veda understands it. Each person has their beliefs, certain foundations that compose their world. One of Rachel’s is — was — that equality will always prevail. Tonight proved otherwise. 

The ghost of Veda’s past as a professor rises, the desire to analyze, to theorize, to champion. She bites back the consoling words mostly because at the moment she doesn’t believe them herself. Because it is a delicate balance they dance on. It always starts with a singular act, the slightest incursion, enough to test the waters, the mentality of the herd, and if they are unfazed, malleable then the next is a strike. Followed by another. And another. 

Until equality is not merely in question, but rather a memory. 

“Yes, we should.” Veda clears her throat, startling the rest of her staffers from their stunned stupor. She stands up. “We knew this was a possibility. This is only a setback. We will continue to assert that queer people have as much a right to the universe as everyone else.” This might possibly qualify as the worst speech she’s ever uttered in her career as a politician. Nonetheless, it earns a polite smattering of applause. 

“I will arrange for the press conference first thing in the morning,” Rachel says. 

“Thank you, Rachel.” Veda steps around her desk. “Don’t say too late. The same for the others.” 

She smiles. “Yes, Senator. Have a good night.” 

Though nearly ten o’clock at night, the halls of Congress buzz. Footsteps and conversations echo through the old building, the noise gathering in the domes and high ceilings and returning as a mangled mass of syllables. She squeezes between two fingers the hem of the flag erected outside her office, one finger stroking the edge. 

At her first town hall, a potential constituent asked her what the flag meant to her. The question left her speechless. She’d come prepared with responses to health-care struggles, financial market control, taxes, space colonization, international relations, but not for something abstract. By that point in the campaign, everything had become about numbers and statistics, not ideas. For thirty-seconds on national television, the philosophy-professor-turned-candidate was unable to answer a philosophical question. The news the following day certainly enjoyed the irony of that. 

Veda did have an answer though: possibility. 

The debate moderator tried to get her to expand, but there was nothing more to say. Possibility means something different to everyone, but it does mean something. To her, it is the chance to create a better future. 

Veda drops the flag and continues down the darkened hall. She taps the communicator wrapped around her wrist like a bracelet. Being in privacy mood, the hologram projects onto her forearm rather than above. It reflects the smiling faces of her wife and daughter. She should text Aurora. What is she supposed to say though? It doesn’t matter? Don’t worry? Veda swipes away her wife’s message bubble and opens another app to type a quick message. Her finger hovers over the arrow. Once she sends this there will be no going back. 

Veda’s hand reaches for the golden pendant resting at the base of her neck, her finger traces the oval border. Is the consequence of refraining greater than the consequence of doing? Her personal motto. For her inauguration, Aurora had it engraved onto a locket. 

She hits send. 

We are proceeding as planned. Recruit the colonel. 

***
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THE STEADY WHIRL OF the electric motor permeates the sedan’s interior as it steers itself into the driveway and settles beside Aurora’s SUV. Even in the limited streetlight, the SUV's borderline fluorescent green paint gleams. Veda opens the door in time to hear the security drones move away from the vehicle to the property’s edge. That constant hum is a sound she’s never gotten used to. The drones replaced human security a couple decades ago. In some ways they are more reliable and don’t listen when they aren’t meant to. Supposedly anyway. Veda isn’t sure how much she trusts them not to maintain a record of what they hear and see. 

The door lock clicks before Veda’s hand even touches the curved handle while the overhead light blasts her. She winces and ducks inside where more mild lighting greets her. Her pumps hitting the wood are the only sound inside the house. 

A couple more steps inside and the living room’s interior becomes visible and with it, the sight of Aurora sitting in the center of the cream couch, her hands sandwiched between her knees and her stare fixed on the blank wall where the holoscreen projects. 

Aurora glances in her direction. “I saw the news.” Her voice crackles as if straining against invisible confines. 

Veda nods. For the second time in a single evening, she is speechless. Talking in front of crowds, negotiating with world leaders, fighting corporations, that is easy, but how is she supposed to tell her wife she’s going to upend her and their daughter’s life?

“You’re going through with it.” 

Is she resigned? Hopeful that Veda may give it up?

“Do you want me to?” What else is she supposed to say? She wants Venus to grow up knowing the universe awaits her, that there is no boundary, no planet, no star she can’t touch. Her purpose as a parent is to make a better world for her child, and their children. That’s worth going behind her government’s back. It’s worth helping bring a parallel mission to fruition. Isn’t it?

“Don’t.” Though Aurora’s stare is fierce, her eyes shimmer. “Don’t leave this to me. Because I’m not as strong as you. I will say no. I’m selfish.” The final word crumples into a sob. “And I don’t want to lose my wife.” 

Veda closes the gap between them in a few steps and takes Aurora in her arms. She buries her face in Veda’s neck. Warmth from Aurora's tears blooms along the collar of Veda's dress. 

There’s still time to back out. She could send another message, disperse the whole conspiracy, denounce herself at the very least. Instead, she tightens her hold on Aurora. “I love you more than anything.” Veda’s own eyes sting, but she refuses to let her wife see any trace of weakness or uncertainty. 

“I know. And I know what you are doing is right. But I also know it means I will lose you and Venus will lose you.” 

“I’ve already made the preparations. There will be money for you to live on. You can homeschool Venus like you’ve always wanted. The house is paid for. If it becomes too much you can always sell it and move.” With each word her tongue grows heavier, until it seems as though they meld together. For a moment, Veda envisions the home barren. The photos lining the stairway gone, the treasures Veda brought back from her international trips packed away in a random box, Venus’s walls stripped of the assortment of posters and stuffed animal-lined shelves. Her insides twist as if being raked over by gravel. This is everything she—they’ve worked for and in a few months it will all be gone. 

“Damnit, you know I don’t give a shit about any of this.” Aurora wraps her hands around Veda’s arms and gives her a hard shake. 

Of course, she knows that. Just as she knows that when she’s gone. Aurora will be distraught and she won’t know what to do or where to begin and the entire world is going to be banging at their door with questions and accusations. 

“You don’t have to take the blame. Ava could erase any trace you were involved. You could walk away. We could.” 

It wouldn’t last. It would only be a matter of time before someone dug deep enough or uncovered a piece of evidence they missed. Taking the blame will give the government the perfect sacrificial lamb and allow at least the every-men of the project to escape scrutiny. 

We could have taken Ava up on her offer. We could have joined the mission. Veda shakes her head. “No. This is how it has to be.” 

She knows better than to bring that topic up with Aurora again. They've had that discussion more times than Veda can count. Aurora is willing to endure being separated from her wife by prison bars and having the world bang at their door, but she won't rip Venus away from her extended family.

“Like everyone on the Bifrost abandoning their families is how it has to be?” 

The venom in her wife’s words hits Veda like a punch to the gut. “This is what’s right. Humanity needs a new path forward. We cannot continue to perpetuate the same cycles over and over. It is not—" 

“Don’t lecture. I am not one of your students. And your theories aren’t just words on a page. They have real consequences for people. For us.” Aurora turns away, probably so Veda doesn’t see her cry. 

Veda gulps. "We could—" 

"Don't." Aurora's voice is firm, even as it crackles. "This is Venus's home. She has family here. I have family here. She wants to explore pyramids. I'm not going to take her someplace she'll never have the chance to do that. And I'm not having this discussion with you again." 

What is Veda supposed to say to that? This is what they discussed and agreed upon. Aurora professed to believe in her ideas and Veda refuses to believe she is forsaking them. If she refuses to consider an alternative, than there's only way this unfolds. This is just nerves. Something that is to be expected, given how drastically all their lives will change.

Aurora is strong though. She’ll shoulder everything with grace and raise their daughter with her same strength. Veda wraps her arms around her wife and presses a kiss to the side of her head. 

“You’ll be okay.” She brushes the hair back from Aurora’s face. “I know you’re not going to want to hear this, but when I’m—when I’m arrested for treason, you should file for divorce.” 

“No!” The world ricochets through the house. 

On instinct, Veda looks to the stairs, half expecting Venus to trudge down them. 

“No.” Aurora lowers her volume. “I will lie. Anything else. But I will not pretend I don’t love you.” 

And she has the audacity to think she isn’t strong.

“I love you.” The statement flows without hesitation, the simplest, most honest thing she’s spoken all evening. 

She has eight months to cram a lifetime’s worth of love. Eight months left to watch Venus grow. Eight months of freedom. 

Two-hundred and forty-four days. 

***
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“I’M LEAVING FOR THE day, Rachel,” Veda states, glancing at time reflected on the wall by the holoclock. 

“Senator?” Rachel looks up from the tablet balanced on her thigh. “There is a National Security Committee Meeting tomorrow morning. We haven’t reviewed all the briefs yet.” 

There’s a question in her voice. Veda can practically see the gears turning in her head as she attempts to figure out why her boss would be acting so out of character. Twelve years together, Rachel more than anyone else in this office has earned the right to pry into her life, yet she never does. 

When the truth comes out, will she be aghast at Veda’s actions? Hurt at her betrayal? Upset she wasn’t invited into the fold? She hopes Rachel will dodge the aftermath, which is stupid. No one will believe that her Chief of Staff knew nothing. Veda’s been careful not to let even a shadow of suspicion fall in her direction, under the foolish wish that somehow Rachel will land on her feet. 

“I have something I have to deal with. Family matter.” The lie leaves an acidic taste in her mouth. It’s for Rachel’s own protection, though. 

She nods, the frown lines around her mouth fading. “Of course, Senator. Is there anything I can do?” 

Instead of scrambling for some fictional family problem, she chooses to pretend Rachel’s question is in reference to tomorrow’s committee meeting. “Review the briefs. Note anything of significance. Summarize the rest for me. I’ll be in early tomorrow morning. We’ll review what you’ve put together then.” No matter how efficient it would be to have A.I. summarize it for her, she refuses to allow a machine to think on her behalf. 

Another nod as she stands up, her gaze fixated to the screen. The sound of her fingernails tapping against the glass follows Veda out of the office. One day maybe Rachel will understand why she had to lie, why she ruined everything for her and every other person within the office. Veda rakes a hand through her hair. God, the lives she’s about to change, to ruin. She shudders to count, to imagine the ripple effect her actions will have. 

There are consequences to not acting, that is what she needs to remember. This is for the greater good even if they don’t know it now. Even if they never do. 

***
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THE TWO-HOUR RIDE BEYOND the bounds of Washington D.C. does nothing to soothe the turmoil in her mind. If anything, the time within the self-driving car only allows her doubts and concerns to fester. Something she can’t afford. She heaves a relieved sigh as the car navigates into a parking spot at the forefront of the lot, alongside a nondescript white SUV. 

Veda steps out of the car and lets out another sigh, wishing not for the first time that she knew of a way to trick the security drones forming an aerial boundary overhead. They’re supposed to be unhackable, and she wasn’t going to risk exposing the entire project by making one inquiry too many. 

She shoves her hands into her pockets as she walks toward the lone structure. The modern, sleek exterior suggests nothing more than a professional setting. The only indication of what lies within is etched on metallic letters on a slab of stone by the road, a scientific research facility with a name benign enough to be forgotten. Scientific research is a good cover; it accounts for the security precautions encompassing the perimeter, the remote location, and the secrecy. It would even account for a congresswoman’s interest.

Veda brushes her wrist against the exterior pad. The light flashes green and the automatic doors part to welcome her. 

“Welcome, how many I assist you?” The source of the question is the column rooted to the floor with a screen spread over much of the surface which displays a woman’s smiling face with her wide eyes and too-perfect features. 

Veda ignores the artificial secretary, who exists only to dissuade or redirect anyone suspicious or that wanders in by accident, and follows the long hall to the elevator waiting at the end. The dimmed lights gleam off the aluminum face of the closed doors as the screen overhead circulates through Roman numerals. 

It dings and Veda steps through. She types in the code and the doors draw shut. How many more times will she take this ride down? When will the last one be? It’s been five years since she was approached by the collective, the conceivers of this desperate reach for progress and equality. And now it’s within their grasp. So, why then does her heart twist at the thought? 

It was different when she could weave the meetings into her daily schedule, disguise them as conferences with donors or consultants who demanded progress. It didn’t feel as real. 

She scoffs, glad there’s no one else in the elevator to witness the outburst. Because success means losing her family, her livelihood, her freedom. It also means a legacy, something that can never be stolen. 

A ding rings out and chatter and bustle swells replacing the static air. The above ground facility is a shield for this, a sprawling underground bunker, large enough to house no less than seven completely furnished scientific departments, a spacecraft, and the materials and personnel necessary to maintain a command center. Her colleagues would keel over if they knew this existed in their backyard. She’d almost like to see the look on some of their faces, especially those that agreed with the ISC's decision. 

Several people blur past her, eyes fixated to their tablets, lab coats fluttering behind them as they navigate their way around colleagues and robotic carts hauling crates. None of them pay her even a flicker of attention. In some ways it’s the aspect of this project she’s enjoyed the most, the anonymity. There’s no one she has to cater to, no votes to win, or opinions to sway. They couldn’t give a shit less who she is. That might have more to do with the fact that only about twenty-five percent of them are American. 

“Senator Singh.” 

“Director Borgen. It’s good to see you Ava.” 

“You too, Veda.” She closes the gap between them and positions herself so their shoulders are almost touching, both of them looking out at the frenzy of motion. “I am sorry the vote did not turn out as we hoped.” 

She nods. “We knew there was a possibility. This project wouldn’t exist if there wasn’t.” 

The woman raises a perfectly-shaped bleach blonde eyebrow. 

“Well, mostly,” Veda says with an inkling of a smirk.

The official mission and its spacecraft, which was dubbed the Ark, though the result of the ISC, is an American led project. Something that unsettled some council members who feared the Americans might impose their own ends. This was the response to that. Though initially the project began in Director Borgen’s home country of Denmark before the possibility of exposure forced it outward, to here. Who would think to look in the backyard of America’s capital? 

“We have the colonel," Ava says. 

Veda turns her head. “Is he...?” She isn’t sure how to finish that sentence without sounding like a villain out of one of the vintage movies Aurora enjoys. 

“I think you better talk to him,” she says. “Prepare yourself. We weren’t the only ones to take the news badly.” Director Borgen walks away, her swift stride a strain to Veda. 

Badly is an understatement. The second the door slides open the stench of stale beer reaches out to greet her. She clears her throat and turns her head to take a deep gulp of air before crossing the threshold. Slouched in the leather chair is the intended commander of their mission. Director Borgen taps the switch and light spills into the room. 

The man groans and covers his eyes. “What the fuck? Turn that off. Where am I? Who the fuck are you guys?” He rolls into a sitting position and then leans back when the color drains from his face. 

“Director, did you—" Veda begins. 

“We didn’t kidnap him.” She dims the lights. “Exactly. He was on the verge of passing out. We merely gave him a ride.” Her lips turn downward. 

Evidently, this isn't who she envisioned Colonel Rowan Evans to be. Ava was impressed by Evans test results and his psychological profile, but Veda doubts she ever took the time to watch interviews or dive into his personal life beyond official reports. 

“Colonel, it would be easier to have this conversation when you are sober.” The director nudges the glass of water and the pill on the table beside it closer to the edge. 

His gaze darts from it to the Director and back. “Fuck it. What does it matter?” He gulps down the pill and half the glass of water without taking a breath. “You people really know how to ruin a good hangover.” It takes a few moments before the medicine kicks in and begins purging the lingering alcohol from his system. 

“My name is Director Ava Borgen and you may recognize Senator Veda Singh. We have a proposition for you.” 

“Sorry, you’re not my type.” He sinks back in the chair while aiming a glare at them.

“Amusing, Colonel.” Ava’s tone indicates the opposite. “Up until yesterday, you were meant to lead the Ark mission. You are effectively out of a job. We are here to offer you a new one. That is if you still wish to be among the first to colonize a new planet.” 

Whether Evans, the ISC, or anyone else actively realizes it, the success or failure of this colony will determine the course of humanity’s future and how they will establish themselves in the universe. They have the chance to build an ideal society, one free of the baggage of this world, or they can turn the wheel of history yet again and launch the stars into a cycle of bigotry and greed. 

He leans forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “What the hell are you talking about? This isn’t the ISC/NASA headquarters.” 

“No, it isn’t.” This time, Veda is the one speaking. “We’re a rogue operation, if you will. Under Director Borgen’s leadership, a separate mission has been developed. Initially, it was done so as an alternative to the official mission, but given the last year, the focus has shifted.” 

“You must be a politician. You talk like one.” 

Veda ignores the remark. It’s hardly the first time she’s heard it, though it might be one of the last. “Blunt it is then. We intend to launch the Bifrost, a separate ship, at the same time as the Ark, and make the same journey, with a second crew. You are here, because we are recruiting you to be the commander of the Bifrost. Something I thought you might leap at the chance for given that you were disqualified from the Ark mission last night because you’re gay. Am I wrong?” 

He holds her stare for a few seconds before nodding. “That’s more like it. Yeah, I was disqualified and I was in the middle of processing that news when your goons collected me.” 

“Is that what you call drinking to the point of unconsciousness?” Director Borgen remarks dryly. 

“When you’ve been working toward something for the entirety of your career, only to have a bunch of fuckers in suits in some room on the other side of the world deciding you’re disqualified because of who you sleep with. Yeah, I think getting drunk off my ass was a perfectly reasonable response.” 

“I don’t disagree, but wouldn’t accomplishing it be more satisfying,” Veda says. 

He stares at her, like he’s searching for something, evidence of a lie perhaps. “What the hell do I have to lose?” He murmurs. “I want to see the ship. I’m not agreeing to anything until then.” 

He wants to see the quantity of their promise, to see if all of this is false hope or if they’ve created something viable. There’s only one reason for the curiosity: Colonel Evans wants the second chance they’re dangling before him. At least that’s what Veda hopes. 

“I think we can make that happen. Director?” 

Ava presses her lips into a firm line. “Yes. You do understand that should you elect not to lead the mission, you cannot speak a word of what you have seen or—"

“You’ll make me disappear?” 

“No. You will compromise an effort that has taken years and no small sum of money to compile. We are not a fictional cabal, Colonel.”

Normally potential hires are studied, their pasts, career histories, research interests. Then they’re put through a series of interviews for a job that doesn’t exist, only after they have passed all of those hurdles is the potential of revealing the truth considered. Time is short though and they still need a commander. 

Ava flips over her wrist conjuring a holoscreen projection and sends a call for preparation. “Follow me.” 

She leads them down the hall past a row of laboratories, visible through sheets of glass which reveal scientists in white coats and engineers pouring over or fine-tuning equipment. On the other side of the hall is a sprawling cavern of a room with ceilings that's heights rival those of Congress, the glaring white concrete supported by thick steel beams. 

“How did you manage to build all of this without anyone noticing?” Evans asks, head swiveling from left to right. 

“Carefully. It certainly wasn’t easy. There were a couple close calls.” They had to doctor the building plans and conceal the underground elements before the inspectors came. Both of which involved multiple moving parts, a significant amount of fraud, and even more luck. 

The metal planking beneath their feet rattles with each step. Veda quickens her stride enough to be able to see the Colonel’s face, to see his reaction. He falters, almost tripping over nothing as the crest of the ship becomes visible over the edge of the balcony. 

“Did you not believe us, Colonel?” Veda asks. 

“How?” he gasps. He stumbles over to the railing and falls against it. 

Ava raises her chin, her shoulders straightening. “It has been a difficult feat, but as you can see, not an impossible one. Once you have given us your decision, we will introduce you to your core crew and familiarize you with the ship. Ideally, one would have years to become familiar with all the equipment onboard and its capabilities. And yes, I’m aware you have experience with the Ark, but our vessel utilizes different software and we have different priorities. Unfortunately, we don’t have the time. I hope you are not adverse to long nights.” 

The words seem to drift in one ear and out the other, his gaping eyes locked on the feat of scientific ingenuity. The vessel is far from beautiful: it’s clunky, consisting of who knows how many layers and sections stitched together to form what amounts to a micro planet. It’s length stretches from one end of the underground bunker to the other. One of the engineers told Veda several months ago that it was comparable to something like fifteen football fields in length, not that that means anything to her. 

Veda leans against the railing. Below people shift about, some clutching tablets, the others either turn their attention to the exterior or disappear inside. All of them are focused on their tasks, oblivious to everything around them. She envies their ability to be another cog in the machine, a name no one will hunt for, that’s the benefit of having all records of your involvement destroyed. They’ll be fine. Once the craft launches, they’ll be far away, in their home countries, or under the protection of another—safe. 

Only a select few will be held up as the “guilty” parties, someone has to be held responsible. Veda will accept the brunt of the blame. Ava, having been acting under the protection of her home country, will be allowed back, whether they choose to stand by her under international pressure remains to be seen. 

“I—damn. Honestly, I thought I might be hallucinating all of this,” Colonel Evans says, still staring at the spaceship. “How in the hell did you pull this off?” 

“Political maneuvering, skilled personnel, and a lot of money,” Ava answers. 

Who knew in an age dominated by technology where everything is inscribed in code that it would still be possible to hide? Especially something on this scale. There’s only so long that things can remain hidden. All nights are eventually chased away by the sun. Some things are worth being burned for and to Veda at least, this is one of them. 

“I’m in,” Evans says. 

“We can still—" 

“I don’t care. I’m in.” There’s a hungriness in his voice. 

“Very well,” Ava says. 

“You know the ship is only one half of it,” he tells them, looking away for the first time. 

“Yes, we’re aware of that. The Ring was constructed first. It’s already in orbit,” Veda replies. 

The Ring, as it was ingeniously named, is an artificial wormhole generator that can create a pathway to another fixed point in space. The problem is it has never been tested, not truly. Past expeditions have deployed satellites and probes to closer distances, but these missions will be the first to send human astronauts through the wormhole and there’s no return trip. No Ring on the other side. All of those going are dedicating themselves to live out the rest of their lives on a new planet. They’re surrendering home for chance at making history. For a fresh start. For the chance to explore.

“And it’s not been detected?” 

“You should know better than most. There are thousands of satellites and literal tons of space junk orbiting our planet. What’s one more piece?” Veda answers. It does help that the integrated engines allow it to be moved in order to avoid detection, but Ava knows more about that than she does. 

As if on cue, Ava’s wrist sings. “Speak,” she orders after answering the call. 

Veda catches flickers of the conversation, something about engineering and an error. It fades to the background as Evans stalks the length of the railing, surveying the ship. The awe has yet to fade entirely from his face. 

“Something has come up. Veda, could you keep the Colonel company for a bit, while I deal with this?” Ava asks. 

Veda nods. “Of course.” 

The murmured thanks gets lost to the echo of a drill from below and Ava hurries back down the hall they came from. 

“It seems, Colonel, you will be enjoying my company for a bit.”

At her words, he tears his gaze away from the ship. “Are you going on the mission?” He sounds curious and maybe a bit apprehensive. 

Veda feels herself tense and tries to disguise it by uncrossing her arms and moving toward the railing. “No.” 

Ava offered her, Aurora, and Venus places aboard. If the decision was solely Veda’s she would have accepted without a moment’s hesitation, if for no other reason than it would save her from a life in prison and ensure she got the opportunity to see her daughter grow up. As much as she believes in this mission, she’s still afraid of what’s going to happen. 

The decision isn’t hers and Aurora wouldn’t even entertain the thought. Going would mean abandoning their families, ripping Venus away from her friends, her aspirations, her home, everything she’s ever known and thrusting her into a life that isn’t assured. There’s no guarantee they will even emerge on the other side whole, let alone be able to establish a sustained settlement. 

The more Veda thinks about it, maybe she would have turned down Ava’s offer anyway. Honestly, the concept of leaving behind everything is incomprehensible and terrifying. 

“I’m afraid I’m not quite as brave as you,” Veda says. 

“Brave,” he scoffs, then pauses before shaking his head. He turns around to rest his lower back against the railing. “You do realize that if we succeed, not being reelected is going to become the least of your worries.” 

She snorts. It only consumes her every waking thought and a number of her nightmares. “Yes, Colonel. I am quite aware I’m committing treason.” 

“Guess I am now too.” He shrugs and turns around. “Not really how I imagined my life playing out.” He scrubs a hand over his head, mussing the cropped strands. 

“Does life ever unfold as one plans?” 

“How philosophical.” 

At this, she tosses her head back and laughter spills from her mouth, louder than she intended. It’s two simple words, not even funny ones, and yet she’s laughing like a madwoman. Maybe the pressure of the last couple days is finally getting to her. “You don’t know much about me, do you?” 

His brows draw together. “I recognize your name. That’s about it.” 

“Before I became a politician, I was a philosophy professor.” Lured away from the classroom by the prospect of changing more than a room full of lives at a time. She wanted to create a legacy. Guess, she’s succeeded on that front. 

Surprise flickers across his face. “How does one go from being a philosophy professor to a politician?” 

The question isn’t unique. For the few years that was the opener of any interview she took. Why give up tenure and a stress-free job for one that comes with a constant spotlight, threats, and the weight of others’ lives? “For the same reason as anyone else does. I wanted to make a difference. Idealism becomes muddled, though, quicker than you think. If you want to pass the bill to make that change you have to win the next campaign, or make a concession. Soon enough you spend more time worrying about the next election than you do keeping the promises you made. But still you believe. You lie to yourself and tell yourself it’s worth it.” 

The great humor of the whole ordeal is that she was aware of the vicious cycle, of the pitfalls, and with all the naïveté of a child charged in anyway, enthralled in the belief that she could be the changing force, that her knowledge made her immune to it all. Hubris at its very pinnacle. She could teach a class on it. 

“I didn’t really answer your question. I became involved with different functions through the university and I was passionate, articulate, and I had a following. Eventually, it was suggested I make a run for office, and I did, only half thinking I might win. But then I did and I thought I could change everything.” 

The last few nights, she’s spent a lot of time thinking about the last decade or so. The moments that led her to declare her run for candidacy. The campaign. Her victory. Her first day. All of it. Even the moments before, like meeting Aurora, or getting her doctorate. The moments she thought would be the defining ones, like teaching her first class, hardly occur to her. It’s strange what the human mind chooses to remember. 

What if she had never diverged into politics? What if she had simply remained a professor? Where would she be now? Would it have changed anything? Have her efforts mattered? 

Will this even matter? 

These are the reasons why shadows have settled beneath her eyes and she can’t stop tossing and turning. Honestly, she’s surprised Aurora hasn’t kicked her out of bed or at least said something. She’s probably afraid to ask the question and hear the answer. 

“And how does one go from politician to part of a conspiracy?” 

It takes all her restraint not to flinch. Something about the word conspiracy feels malicious and the intent of this mission is the exact opposite. “A project such as this has a lot of moving parts. They needed someone who could pull strings and divert attention. As to why I was approached specifically, Ava was fascinated by a theory I presented in a paper about five years ago.” 

A paper which resulted in a media frenzy, and a close campaign, as well as a suggestion by her campaign manager to separate herself from the academic community completely.

“And that is?” Caution underlines his tone, and it doesn’t escape her attention the way he steps away. He doesn’t trust them. Understandable, considering Ava had him kidnapped. 

“That humanity will never truly be able to evolve—socially—for we are chained to our pasts and the cycles they trap us within. War begets war. Discrimination embeds itself in our societies for centuries. Money commands us. It is all a part of a vicious cycle. An inescapable one.” It’s a view that got her called a nihilist on the evening news, though nothing could be farther from the truth. “It was something I began thinking about when the mission was first presented over a decade ago. But it wasn’t until several years after that I was able to synthesize my thoughts.” Before that it existed as scribbled paragraphs and fragments of thought scattered across multiple notebooks, something Aurora says makes her seem old. 

“So, you think humans are doomed? Alright, wouldn’t have taken you for apocalyptic.” He glances back at the ship as if questioning whether he jumped too quickly into the mission. Or maybe Veda is reading too much into everything. 

“I’m not and I’m not a nihilist. I think—believe humanity needs a new path forward.” 

“Wait.” He pushes away from the railing and moves in front of her. “Are you saying this whole mission is a philosophical experiment?”

“Not the whole mission.” The core of the mission remains the establishment of a colony and scientific study. Her influence can be claimed in the guidelines Ava drafted for their governance, or rather the lack of guidelines. 

“What are we supposed to do, given we don’t explode?” He nods toward the ship. “I’m not an expert on human society, but it seems like government is one of those basic things.” 

Veda tilts her head to the side. “Is it? Why do you think that? Is it something you truly believe or just something you’ve always been told?” She holds up a hand. “Don’t answer now. Consider this: if you could create an ideal society, what would it look like?” 

It’s an admitted flaw in this mission. What one considers ideal another may consider monstrous, but Veda holds that at the core of humanity is a need for community and that humans if given the chance to build a society from scratch will center it around community, in a way Earth’s scattered peoples will never be able to. 

Evans stares at her for another beat, long enough for tension to build between them. At last, he sighs and steps around her to rest his arms on the railing. 

“Society. Government,” he mutters, letting out a bitter laugh. “You ever look around when at Congress and wonder how many colleagues, that if they had the chance, wouldn’t consider you human?” Evans asks.

The edge in his voice sends a shiver down her spine. It’s not that he’s wrong or out of line, but it's cruel all the same. “I have.” More recently than ever before. Veda has always tried to believe in the best in people. Otherwise, what hope is there? She’s not blind to people’s nature though. “Did you ever consider that yours would step over you on their way to infamy?” 

He chuckles. “Yeah. Really shows you who your friends are and all that crap.” He glances over his shoulder and jerks his chin in the ship’s direction. “Do you really believe this will work?”

“Don’t you? I believe I heard you express a desire to lead the mission.” 

“Yeah, I also have nothing else to lose,” he says. 

“And your husband? Does he also have nothing to lose?” 

The traces of humor vanish from his face like a switch was flicked. Veda doesn’t know anymore than the casual viewer about their relationship, but she assumes he’s supportive. How did Evans manage to convince his husband to abandon his job and their family and friends? At least they don’t have kids like a lot of the other crew members. 

As much as Veda wanted Aurora to agree to the mission she wouldn’t have had the courage to upend Venus’s life. Maybe it would keep them all together and give Veda the chance to see their daughter grow up, but she’d risk Venus hating her for the rest of her life. She’d rather have her love from a distance than live with her resentment. 

It's hard to picture packing your life into a few boxes and leaving everything you've ever known. Yet, both missions have waiting lists. Could that many people be desperate for a fresh start? Could that many people feel abandoned in this world?

“We’re in agreement,” Evans says.

That must have been quite a conversation. How does one even begin it? She just blurted out the possibility when she approached Aurora. Then again, how does someone like her with a family she loves make a decision that will rip them away from her? 

As humans they make the best decisions they can and hope they’re right. More often than not, they’re wrong and live with the consequences. All the philosophies and beliefs in the world can’t change the fact humans are fallible. 

That they fall into the same traps of hubris and hate generation after generation, always hoping this will be the last turn of the wheel.
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Ava Borgen

Director of the Bifrost Initiative
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“What are you doing here?” Ava asks, stepping over the threshold of her office. “We agreed to limit your contact, especially today.” The Bifrost is set to launch in six hours and—she glances at her wrist where the dwindling clock is reflected—forty-four minutes. Veda should be at her home with Aurora and Venus enjoying her last moments as a free woman. 

Veda continues pacing her arms folded over her chest. “It couldn’t wait. And you’re the only person I can talk to.” 

“You can talk to Aurora.” Her wife. “She knows.” Ava walks around Veda to her plain wooden desk and its worn office chair, the only pieces of furniture in the concrete office. 

Veda shakes her head. “No. I can’t. This isn’t something she can—I just...” The word fades into nothing and she pauses her pacing to stare at the blank wall, shoulders sagging. 

Ava can’t tell exactly what Veda’s behavior indicates. Is she having second thoughts? Is she afraid they’ve been found out? No, she wouldn’t be so foolish as to come here if she believed she was being followed. And why would she have doubts? This mission will see the fruition of an ideal she’s come to center her ideology around. 

“I don’t want to be named.” Veda all but spits the words out. “I know we agreed to take the fall, but...my family. Maybe I’ve been wrong.” Her voice fades to a whisper. 

This might be the only worse case scenario Ava didn’t plan for. She built much, if not all, of the post-launch plans on the assumption that Veda wouldn’t waver. The doctored evidence is prepped and set to release exactly two hours after the Bifrost penetrates the atmosphere, enough time for Ava to be over international waters. 

Their actions, this mission technically doesn’t violate any American—or indeed any nation’s—written law, but once it becomes evident that an unauthorized mission was constructed on American soil, right under their noses, accusations will be leveled. The Americans will need someone to pin the blame on. It’s better to offer up two high-ranking martyrs, than to have them hunt down every technician and scientist that ever so much as breathed the same air as them. 

This wouldn’t be a concern if Ava had stood firm in her objection to moving the project to the United States. However, a wealthy donor had gifted them the land, and enough funds to construct the bunker and the illusionary building overhead. Or if Veda had been able to convince Aurora to take the spots Ava had set aside for them. 

“We do not have the time to alter the evidence.” Nor does she have the personnel to spare. The last of those that are non-essential should be downloading the final traces of their research and collecting whatever remaining belongings they have. Her wrist itches as if the dwindling numbers are scrapping her skin. 

“Can you at least pretend you’re human for a few minutes?” Veda’s voice echoes off the concrete walls. 

Ava flinches, not from the volume, but the words. It’s been a while since someone’s equated her logical outlook to inhumanity, several years in fact. The last incident she can remember happened a few months before she became entangled in Project Bifrost and consisted of another scientist in the university lab she was working out of asking her where her button was. She stupidly responded that the notion was absurd, humans do not have power buttons. 

Why is being logical so horrible? Why waste time consoling someone when it would be more productive and helpful to find a solution to the problem at hand? What would be the point in lying to Veda? It is a fact they don’t have the time to alter the evidence. 

Normally, Veda appreciates her honesty. At least, she claims that Ava’s bluntness is a welcome reprieve to the conniving of Congress. 

“What can I do?” Each word feels like choking out a stone. This isn’t her job. She wasn’t hired as director to comfort people. 

Veda rakes a hand through her hair with such force Ava expects strands to be wrapped around her fingers. “I don’t know. I don’t know,” she repeats quieter. “This is for the greater good. That should be enough. It is never enough. That is not the course of history. New ideas are resisted until they become old ideas.” 

Ava can’t tell if Veda expects a response or if she is just ranting. She hopes it is the latter as she doesn’t know how to respond. Should she apologize? It was Ava who pulled Veda into the project. She is losing her family because of Ava and she’s not the only one. The Bifrost’s crew are also sacrificing their family and friends. Unlike the Ark, they will not latch onto the satellite web and keep in contact with Earth. 

“The decisions have been made.” By Veda, by Ava, by everyone on the Bifrost and it’s too late to change their minds. 

“How can you be so callous?” Is that disbelief or curiosity in Veda’s voice?

“I’m not—I am being practical.” Her practicality is why she was selected to be the director, one of the reasons. The other was her background in researching evolution of lifeforms on other planets. This is the only position she’s held where her ability to discard emotion has been appreciated. 

Veda was her most emotional decision. It didn’t take long into the move to America to realize secrecy would be impossible if they didn’t find someone with the power to pull strings and manipulate systems. Stumbling on Veda’s thesis was a stroke of luck. One that also alleviated her burden in determining how the colony would govern itself. Beyond convenience, Ava believes Veda’s theory that the best way for the colony to proceed is with a limited authority structure and a goal to found community-oriented systems. 

“It’s easy to be practical when you’re not risking anything.” 

“You think I’m not taking a risk? I am trusting that my government will uphold their word. That they will welcome me back, even as the world prods at their door, demanding accountability. And should they decide I am an acceptable sacrifice, they will not hesitate to label me a traitor.” Ava forces herself to meet Veda's gaze. “Just as your government will label you. My risk is different, but it’s a risk all the same.” 

“You—" 

“But it’s also irrelevant. We have made a commitment. Our choices are to either uphold it or break it.” The same is true of the Bifrost’s crew. If the isolation proves too great they can latch onto the ISC’s network. Though Ava hopes they will stay true to their commitment. 

“I wish I could be as cold as you.” 

Veda says that as if it’s a choice for Ava. This is who she is. She doesn’t have Veda’s flare for expression, something most people have told Ava is a character flaw. But if this panic is what it is to be weighted by emotion, she’s grateful for her ability to divorce herself from it. 

“It’s not—I do not matter, neither do you, not in comparison to everything that’s gone into this project.” The launch is to be the culmination of eight years of planning and building. Enough money has been spent to uplift countries out of poverty, to say nothing of the lives they’ve upended. “If you truly have changed your mind and can’t go through with this anymore. Go public. Or flee. There’s enough time for you to arrange a flight to a country without an extradition treaty or call the press. By the time they gather, check the validity of your claims, and the authorities rally, the launch will have already happened. Sure, they’ll catch me, Stephen, some of the others as well, but the ship will be gone.” 

The pulse in her neck lurches. Can Veda see it? The evidence of her fear, if that is what this twist in her gut can be named. If Veda moved quick enough with her connections the authorities would be here before the ship leaves the launch pad. In reality, exposing them wouldn’t save her from the consequences. The evidence of her involvement still exists. Fleeing would be the better option, but that would mandate uprooting her family. They would be together though. 

Veda presses her lips into a fine line. “That’s it, then.” 

Before Ava can respond, Veda storms out of her office. In her absence, Ava can hear the electricity humming in the walls. The itch in her arm intensifies. She resists the urge to look down, to see how much time this conversation wasted. 

Would it have caused any harm to indulge Veda? She could have pretended to modify the evidence. It’s a lie with a shelf life of only a few hours, but a few hours of peace would be better than nothing. Veda is the closest thing to a friend Ava has though, the only person she’s shared personal conversations with in the last few years. Veda is lucky, she has a life outside of Project Bifrost, a family. Ava has nothing, no significant other or children or friends. She goes home to a sterile apartment, to eat, sleep, and continue working. 

The Bifrost can’t fail because if it does, what does she have?

***
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“WE HAVE THREE HOURS until launch. Where are we?” Ava asks, footsteps echoing through the nearly abandoned bunker. The unplanned meeting with Veda squandered time she can’t afford to waste. Stephen Atwell, her assistant director, jogs to catch up with her, his breaths coming out in puffs. 

Years of work are actualized today for good or ill. For the sake of everyone on the vessel, she hopes it will be the former. There is no way to control all the variables, especially when humans are involved. If her faith in science cannot be absolute and she’s never been one for prayer, what does that leave her with? Hope? Aspiration? 

“All non-essential personnel have begun evacuating. The last of the passengers are onboarding now and final goodbyes are being transcribed or recorded for release after launch. Ground control is currently performing the last pre-launch inspections and scans. We’re awaiting results, but they should be clear.” He enlarges the hologram and holds the tablet out to give Ava a better view. One of the dots surrounding the ship’s schematic turns green and she pushes the tablet back toward him. 

“Should be is not good enough. There are 2,126 individuals on that ship. We are responsible for their lives. Everything must be perfect.” 

Veda would be proud of her words. Ava almost wishes she were here and this could be used as proof that she isn’t callous. Something as frivolous as someone’s personal opinion of her shouldn’t matter. Compared to the scale of this project, to the universe itself it’s less than nothing and yet, it gnaws at her. As does the fact, Ava won’t get the chance to mend her friendship, if that’s what she had, with Veda.

“Of course, Director.”

The automatic doors open without her having to slow her pace and she blazes through. The darkened room is lit only by the blue light emanating from screens, most of it from the one consuming the far wall. At the moment, it showcases a shot of the ship, deceptively still and silent. 

“Is the Ring in place?” she asks. 

“Yes, Director.” Stephen taps the shoulder of the nearest technician and their fingers drum across the keyboard before an image pops up on their display, a crystalline shot of the Ring hovering in the blackness of space, the engines emitting staccato pulses of fire as it readjusts itself. 

“Good.” Due to the unstable nature of the wormhole, the Ring will have to be activated at liftoff. The few minutes it will take for the space shuttle to break the atmosphere is all the wormhole will need to fully form. The coordinates will already be pre-programmed. If all goes well they should soar right through and emerge on the other side above planet V-2568 or as the populace has taken to calling it: Janus. 

While Ava, Veda, Stephen, and everyone else in this room will be left with the aftermath and the questions. The ability to send the ship through with a Ring of its own would solve so much, but the sheer size and weight, as well as the fact they can only be used once makes it impractical. Instead, once the crew safely emerges they’ll deploy a satellite, preloaded with a message and Earth as its destination. The decades it will take to reach here is more than she has left in her lifespan. 

And that is what haunts her. 

“Commander Evans is on the line, Director,” the technician at her right says. 

“Feed him through.” 

His image pops up on the large screen, overlaying one of the blocks of the ship’s hull. “Commander, is everything alright?” 

“We’re making the final preparations. My crew is present and accounted for. We are stowing luggage and getting the civilians settled.” He glances at something off-screen, gives a brief nod, and then refocuses.

“You have less than two and a half hours. I would suggest you hasten your preparations,” Ava says. 

“Believe me, we’re moving as fast as we can. We’ll make it.” 

“Move faster.” Her conversation with Veda looms like a shadow, even more so given how it ended. She left without giving any indication whether she would call Ava’s bluff and expose the mission or keep their secret. 

“Why? Afraid you’ll be late for your flight or just eager to start your vacation?” His smirk, apparently viewed as charming by the general public, is something she will not miss. She also won’t miss his jokes. Eight months is enough time to grow to respect someone, even if one doesn't personally like them. 

“Koslov, I want you to take another tour of the ship. Make sure everything is ready. Where are we on diagnostics?” He disappears from the frame, his voice fading into the background. 

While Ava doesn’t care for his imprecise approach to matters, she must concede he was the right choice for the mission. In the short amount of time, he’s managed to memorize the ship’s every function, the mission parameters, and form a relationship with each of his primary crew members as well as review the roster of supporting personnel. 

Evans sits back down. “I think I might actually be nervous. Who would have thought?” His voice drops to a murmur as he brushes a hand through his hair. 

Anxiety is a logical reaction, given the circumstances. Ava doubts Evans would find that a helpful sentiment. Does that make her callous? The reemergence of that word in her mind is enough to make her want to scream. She isn’t callous. She’s practical and there’s nothing wrong with that. 

“Guess it’s too late for regrets.” He chuckles. No one else in ground control so much as cracks a smile. “Right. Look, before I forget, and given I won’t get another chance to say it.” He clears his throat. “Thank you. For taking a chance on me, even when you didn’t want to. And don’t lie, you didn’t like me.” 

“And you think I do now?” 

He chuckles and shrugs. “Well, in two and a half hours it won’t matter, will it?” 

“No, it won’t, Commander. And the clock is ticking.” She signals the technician who cuts the feed. 

The numbers on the timer overhead dwindle, second by second. Two hours and twenty-six minutes now. She checks her watch, some part of her hoping for a final message from Veda. All she finds is the details for her departure flight topping her notifications. She swipes it away. 

“Director, the engine scans have come back clear, as have scans of the hull. We’re waiting for the crew to complete their final network scans,” Stephen tells her. 

She nods. “Good. And the evacuation?’ 

“Proceeding according to schedule,” he replies without missing a beat. 

“The Ark mission, what’s its status?” There’s a dark part of her that hopes the mission fails before it can leave the ground, that the ISC is forced to postpone or cancel it. It’s a reflection of her darker side or rather that black instinct that seems to dwell in every ambitious person. Ava has never let herself stoop to the level of others, but the temptation is always there, to achieve by any means necessary. 

The success or failure of their mission does not limit the impact of their own. For this ship, the Bifrost is more than a colonization mission: it is proof that variance is the future of humanity. 

“On course, Director.” A technician raises the news feed. The live coverage shows the ship above ground on the landing pad, waiting. Its build is not much different than the Bifrost. Clunky and inelegant, but a masterful feat of engineering, able to carry just over fifteen-hundred souls, civilians and astronauts alike, as well as all the supplies, equipment, and building materials necessary to forge a new civilization. 

“Keep me apprised.” 

She leaves Stephen at his station and wanders the room, pausing every so often to survey the screens of the three dozen or so technicians populating the room. Each of them monitors a crucial aspect of the mission, be it the Ring, the impending wormhole, sections of the ship, the Ark mission, communications, liftoff, everything. All of it, eight years of work, rests in the hands of the people in this room. In her hands. 

She manages a shaky breath. 

Is this what nervousness feels like? 

Ava’s always prided herself on having a level head, on never letting things rattle her, but she’s also never been faced with a prospect as grand as this one. This anxiety is a trick of her mind, a burst of chemicals. It isn’t real. This, here in this room, is what’s real. And this is something she has complete control over. At least to the extent anyone can. 

Which is all that matters. 

***
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THE TWO HOURS PASS both too slowly and too swiftly. Another trick of the mind, but somehow an even more effective one. With each fading minute Ava's stomach twists further, until bile scratches at the back of her throat. 

“Five minutes. Raise the platform. Ensure the Ring is in position. We will only get one chance at this,” she announces. The microphone wired to the collar of her lab coat carries her voice through the speakers lining the room. At once, murmurs and typing flood mission control. Ava rubs her hands together as the giant screen splinters to form a dozen smaller views of everything from the platform, to the Ring, to the commander’s seat. 

She focuses on the image just right of center, which shows the metal plate in the yard above the facility parting. A groan seeps through the walls of mission control as the mechanics engage and the ship is raised above ground. Sunlight strikes the metal for the first time and, to Ava’s eyes, it gleams as if it were made of polished chrome. It’s beautiful. 

“Landing platform has been reinforced, Director. Security precautions are in place. Medical is on standby.” 

“Are you ready, Commander?” Ava asks. 

He lets out a breathy chuckle. “As I’ll ever be.” 

“You carry with you the hopes of humanity.” A speech is always expected in situations like this. It’s not a strong suit of hers, but she managed to prepare something, with Veda’s help. “The Bifrost, so named after the Rainbow Bridge from Norse mythology, is the link between two worlds and with the launch of this ship, two peoples. We believe in you, members of the Bifrost, and commend you for your courage and ingenuity. We send with you our hopes and aspirations and we wish you all the luck.” Ava locks eyes with Evans—Rowan. “Godspeed, Commander. Godspeed.” 

There’s a smattering of applause from the technicians, the loudest of which comes from Stephen stationed at her side. 

“Thanks Director. I’m not one for speeches. Quentin wanted to write me something, but I said no, starting to regret that.” He shakes his head. “Anyway, I guess we’re going to do our best and thanks to everyone that was a part of this. And, Ava, I—I know you said it’s unlikely, but I hope our message reaches you. Take care everyone and, well, farewell Earth.” 

She closes her eyes. Somehow, she didn’t expect him to address her personally, despite the fact they’ve worked closely for the last several months. She thought he would be happy to be rid of her and her demands. I hope your message reaches me, too. 

“Prepare to launch," she commands. “Ring status.” 

“In position and ready for activation,” Stephen answers. 

One minute. 

“Final coordinates have been uploaded.” 

Forty seconds. 

“Last of personnel secured. All systems go.” 

Twenty seconds. 

“Ship has been released from holding.” 

Fifteen seconds. 

“Commence lift-off procedure,” Ava orders. 

“10, 9, 8, 7...” 

"Main engines have been engaged,” Stephen announces. 

“5, 4, 3, 2, 1—” 

“Boosters ignition has engaged and we have lift—“

“—off,” Ava finishes. 

On the screen fire spews from the engines. The ground above them quakes at the sheer force generated by the craft pushing up from the earth. It shoots into the air and vanishes from the screen within seconds, leaving in its wake trails of smoke and flame. 

“Wormhole formed,” a technician declares. Their voice somehow eclipses the rage of applause. 

“Status of the Bifrost,” Ava demands. 

“Bifrost has pierced the atmosphere.” A second passes, then two. “Bifrost is within range of the wormhole.” 

“Evans to Mission Control, we’re about to go through.” 

Ava looks to Stephen for confirmation. He shows her the footage from the satellite. The sheer amount of vibrance emanating from the wormhole is enough to drown out even the outline of the Ring and almost any visual of the ship itself. 

“Ship has entered the Ring.” 

For a minute, silence fills the room. Even their breathing seems to be quiet. No one clicks a key or taps a screen. They stare at the dot flashing on the map. At the burst of radiance. And wait. 

The screen beeps and the red dot vanishes from the map. The brightness dies and the Ring splinters into a thousand different pieces. One spirals right into the face of the satellite, ending the feed. Ava sags into the nearest empty chair. There. It’s done. They did it. It’s over. She should feel something, but in this moment it's as if someone hit pause on her nervous system. 

“That’s it,” Stephen mutters. 

“Yes. We’ve done what we can. It’s in their hands now.” That’s not entirely true, but it’s more comforting than the truth. 

“What do we do now?” he asks. There’s a hollowness in his voice. It’s strange to work toward something for so long, see it come to fruition, and yet not. They accomplished their mission, launched the ship, fired it through the Ring, but without knowing how it ends. 

She types in the shutdown command and one by one the screens darken. “Leave.” 

***
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AVA RUBS HER FOREHEAD. Between the stress of the day and the pressure generated by flying, her head is pounding and the pain medication she took an hour ago has yet to kick in. She awakens her watch with a touch and freezes. Without hesitation, she taps on the most recent notification and a news story timed to thirty-four minutes ago opens. 

Congresswoman involved in illicit space mission arrested for treason.

Veda kept their secret, even though she disagreed. Is it wrong that Ava wishes she could apologize? It wouldn’t be worth more or anything now, but it would make her feel better. 

“Too late now,” Ava mutters. The person in the seat next to her stirs. 

She dismisses the article. There’s nothing in it she doesn’t know and there’s probably an element or two they’ve gotten wrong. Either way, Veda deserves a medal and to be hailed as one of the greatest thinkers of their generation. Instead she’ll be thrown into a jail cell and demeaned in the history books. 

At least for now. 

Eventually, history will vindicate them. 
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Finley Ash

Navigation Officer
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Old sci-fi shows never really conveyed how much interstellar travel is like driving on the interstate in a car with twenty-year old suspension. The ship lurches and Finley’s head slams against the headrest for what must be the third time in less than a minute. Despite the thick cushion, the impact rattles their brain. Here they thought the potholes they had to endure making the trek back and forth to the college on said accursed interstate, in that piece of junk that should have been crushed twenty years prior, was the worst ride they’d ever experience. 

The building force presses against their chest and cements their arms to the armrests. Finley steals a gulp of air only for the pressure to push it out like air from a balloon. It’s a good thing they aren’t going back to Earth. They’d have a few choice words for the moron that decided their harness should clasp over their chest. Anymore G-force and they expect it’ll shove itself right through. It’d be the only possible gruesome death they didn’t have to sit through a lecture on before signing their life away. 

“Are...we...on...course?” Commander Evans forces the words out. 

It takes nearly all Finley’s strength to crane their head enough to see the trio of screens rooted to the floor. They’d like to know who thought it would be a good idea to make the navigation displays non-adjustable. About the only thing they can make out without leaning forward is the green target and the streams of numbers on either side. Green is good. 

“Yes.” Finley spits the word out, the effort required leaving them breathless. Faint even. 

Outside, the world is a blur of radiance, of white-hot light that seems to move in streams and vibrate. They tilt their head further back to be able to look through the glass forming the top of the command deck. The G-force wraps around their throat like a hand. Despite the special tinting on the windows, the longer Finley stares at it, the more black dots swim across their vision. They should blink, look away. The advisory courses they were all forced to sit through warned that staring at it would be comparable to staring at a solar eclipse, tinting can only do so much. The scientists didn’t know what the hell they were talking about. The sun has nothing on this. 
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