
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A Light in the Dark

A novella by Andrew Campbell
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Introduction

Some experiments work.  Some do not.

This is not a story with a definitive ending, for many.

It is the record of a failing trial and subsequent correction.

The reader may think differently.

Epigraph

The universe is under no obligation to make sense to you.

Neil deGrasse Tyson



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

    
    

    
      A LIGHT IN THE DARK

    

    
      First edition. January 24, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Andrew Campbell.

    

    
    
      Written by Andrew Campbell.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 – Kicking Off
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A small brown lizard lifted one foot off the scorching sand and tipped its head to one side as the underground rumble grew in intensity, no longer entirely distant.

The ground tipped under its feet and it scooted east towards scrubby bushes and ragged tumbleweed. Ducked down, turned and watched the ground it had just covered swell up.

The ground nearest to it continued to rise and swell, and a long scar appeared across the sand and gravel, getting wider and wider until the edges of two massive metal flaps could be seen.

The sound built up and the flaps opened further, revealing a deep hole that was lit from below.

The lizard stayed very still, watching. Survival had taught it nothing else.

After a while, a siren sounded and, way off to one side, a whisper of smoke issued from a huge vent set into the desert and angled upwards. Its concrete rim was blackened and cracked, and the sand around it glittered with shiny plates of silica.

The smoke increased and the lizard watched as it spiralled up into the hot air, to be whisked away by the dry wind. 

A low roar slowly grew until eardrums within a mile of the vent would have burst, and the little lizard hunkered down behind a rock.
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A huge gout of flame filled the smoke from the vent and the roar increased.

The lizard wriggled and scooped with its legs, burrowing down into the sand away from the intense heat.

The rocket’s nose appeared above the level of the sand and, within minutes, it had climbed on a column of smoke and flame and disappeared into the clear blue.

After a while, electric motors ground into action and the flaps closed over the massive launch pit, and the smoke cleared.

Some hours later, the space station shuddered slightly as the docking locks closed and the airlock vents opened to allow pressure equalisation.

On the ground, the little lizard was finally coming out of its stupor, and the smell of superheated air in its nostrils was overpowering.

It scuttled back towards the scar in the sand and gobbled-up the myriads of fried insect morsels.

As the sun rose higher a mangy old coyote stretched lazily and looked across towards where the lizard was scooping up the feast of fried bugs with its sticky tongue.

It was already too hot to chase anything, let alone a scrawny little lizard, and the coyote stretched again, rolled over, and went back to sleep.

––––––––
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Months later above the desert, unseen and unheard, the separation went to plan and the orbit was spot on.

Solar panels were extended and the various coded programs started as the satellite spun slowly on its way to a rendezvous with the station in its geostationary orbit over the northern part of Alaska.
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Chapter 2 - Shutdown
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The AI system had been busy elsewhere, and when the clock ticked over to the allotted time it ran a short program that started a series of experiments in the mechanised laboratory on the shaded side of the station.

It was routine, having been run many times before with different strains of bacteria, and had always provided confirmation of results obtained in earthly laboratories by white-coated operatives, with the studied boredom that routine always led to.

The monkey flinched as the needle entered its skin, but then relaxed as the sedative took hold.

A second needle swung into place and the small syringe moved into position.

The vehicle was in complete darkness, with just a few flashing panel lights and LEDs to break the crushing darkness of space.

Being unmanned, there was no need to waste energy on lighting, although with the blazing sun spewing megawatts of light in its direction every second, it seemed an odd way to be saving energy.

Many other experiments had been conducted, all under the watchful gaze of AI sensors, and the sub-programs doled out food and drink to the animals and ensured the growing conditions were maintained for the plants.

Several smaller divided alcoves were heated or cooled, driven by need, and numerous sensors read the growth, or otherwise of the contents.

A few had been curtailed, and the remnants of the experiments were frozen into weird but barely visible shapes.
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Chapter 3 - Waking Alone
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He awoke slowly, taking stock.

That was all he could manage at first.

The pain behind his eyes had dulled to pressure, no longer sharp, and in the half-light he could make out the shadowy shape of the cockpit hatch above him. 

The sun was behind it, a pale disc rather than a blaze, and even the ports were beginning to show as lighter patches in the cabin wall.

His eyesight was returning. Slowly.

He had learned not to rush it.

For days, how many he could not say, he had confined himself to the cabin and the cockpit, leaning back against the cushions, listening to the gentle slap of water against the hull. 

He had not ventured on deck. The boat felt steady enough, but his legs were weak and his balance unreliable.

That morning, as he sat breathing in the warm air, a sudden commotion forward startled him.

A heavy landing.

More a crash than a touch-down.

He sat up, heart racing, and listened.

There was the unmistakable sound of webbed feet slapping against fibreglass, moving from the bow towards him. Whatever it was, it was alive and unafraid.

He reached across the cockpit, fumbled for a packet of biscuits, crushed a few in his hand, and tossed the crumbs up onto the closed hatch.

Moments later the footsteps returned, closer now, followed by the soft tap-tap of a beak.

He leaned back and listened as the bird pecked at the crumbs.

He couldn't yet see what kind of bird it was. Detail of size, colour and shape were still beyond him. 

Their relationship, if it could be called that, was entirely one-sided.

Two days later, it was still there.

He began sharing his meagre rations, and the bird grew bold enough to hop down into the cockpit itself. 

His searches through the lockers turned up emergency tins and dried stores, beans, rice, lentils, but without risking the stove, much of it was not exactly tasty. He opened a few tins blindly and wasted more than he liked, unable to read the labels.

The bird didn't seem to mind.

The gas bottle was full when he left. So were the spares. But until his sight improved, he ate what he could manage raw.

As the days passed, his vision strengthened and with it his confidence.

He risked lighting the stove. Meals improved. So did his strength.

He ate every meal in the cockpit, now with his first mate beside him: an adult herring gull with a damaged wing that stuck out at a curious angle. The bird pecked at it angrily from time to time.

It was becoming tame. It sat beside him as they ate, sometimes leaning against him, pushing its head into his hand until he stroked the feathers at its neck.

He had very carefully held the twisted wing feathers and moved them back into position by feel and the bird had squawked loudly and pecked at his hand.

They talked, well, he talked. The bird listened, cocking its head. 

He named it Gull.

A series of short, sharp squawks soon made it clear when it was dinner time.

He found fishing lines in the cockpit locker, and their diet improved dramatically, although he wasn't fond of small raw fish, but Gull had no such reservations.

They drifted together.

The weather was gentle. Light winds. Warm days. 

A brief rain most evenings that topped up his water supply. 

A small swell that rocked them both to sleep.

He couldn't yet make out the horizon clearly, but he felt the sun on his face each morning over the starboard quarter and knew the boat lay roughly north of west.

He was confused by it all. Years of sailing told him this kind of consistency was wrong.

But for now, he had survived.

Gull lifted its head one morning and looked toward the rising sun.

A low bank of cloud marked the horizon.

The gull flexed its damaged wing. He had been carefully working it back into shape, massaging it several times a day. The bird tolerated the handling, even seemed to enjoy it.

That morning, facing into the light breeze, the gull flapped hard and lifted clear of the deck.

It circled once, then flew straight into the sunrise.

He watched until it vanished from what was left of his sight.

That was when he decided to sail again.

With full sail set, the big ketch made steady progress, with the rising sun to his starboard side.
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Chapter 4 - Enroute
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As he lifted his head from the cushion he noted a different feel to the boat's movement.

It was not the easy rocking he had grown used to, but something sharper, an alteration in rhythm that pulled him awake before he could place it. For a moment he lay still, listening, counting the seconds between sounds.

The wind had shifted only slightly, but enough to matter. The gentle pressure on the sails had become uneven, the hull responding with a faint, corrective yaw. Altarra was still making way, but she no longer felt balanced.

He climbed into the cockpit and shaded his eyes.

The horizon was harder to read this morning. The light was flatter, the sky a washed-out blue with a low band of haze ahead. He could not tell if it marked distance, weather, or nothing at all. He checked the compass out of habit, then ignored it.

Instead, he watched the water.

The surface told him more than any instrument. The swell was longer now, its direction altered by a few degrees. He trimmed the sheets, easing the jib, and felt the boat settle again. Not much faster but steadier and that was becoming his measure of success.
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