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For Samantha, Roman, & Carter.

I couldn’t do this without your support. Love you guys. Always will. 
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A deafening screech from an emergency transponder jolted Skipper from his deep, nearly comatose slumber. Within an instant, he shot up promptly from his bed and turned to the nearby streaks of red on his side table, flashing brighter than the sun. Blinded and confused, he froze as the warning alarm screamed through his pounding eardrums. 

ALERT

OXYGEN LOW

ALERT

Skipper shut down the alarm with a forceful slam. Damn robot can’t do anything on its own, he thought as he shook himself awake, rubbing the crust from his eyes and quickly snatching his walkie. A loud crackling reverberated throughout the tight and barren bunk as he turned it on and hastily pressed the PTT button.

“SAP,” he said, pausing slightly, hoping for a quick response, “Running low on O2 in the crew quarters. Everything still running up there?”

No response. Skipper grunted as he stumbled across his cabin and hastily pulled his jumpsuit from its hook. 

His visibility was low, save for the emergency strobe lights illuminating the exit of the cabin. Luckily, after two long years of sleeping in this cubicle, Skipper knew exactly where everything was, for the most part. He opened a nearby chest and retrieved all the required pieces of his gear, putting on the pants of the suit first and finishing with the gloves, making sure to secure the seals tightly, as he’d done countless times before. 

“Just another day at the office,” he said to himself with a heavy sigh, taking a big swig of his trusty whiskey flask before hurling it toward his bed. It tasted much sweeter than he remembered, like one of those cheap vanilla vodkas you could buy at the liquor store, but he chalked this up to needing a drink. With the night he had planned, something sweet was just what the doctor ordered.     

Skipper zipped up his overcoat and forced open the latch of the airlock door connecting to the central hub. The cold, stale air from the airlock sent chills down his spine. For as long as he had been on this station, he wasn’t sure if he would ever get used to that feeling. It always reminded him how unforgiving it was just outside the tight corridors of the station, in the vast, lifeless reaches of space. As he waited for the chamber to cycle, Skipper laughed at the sight of a nearby motivational poster, reminding the crew how vital their mission aboard this station was.

Humanity’s Last Hope. Hundreds of billions of dollars to build and operate, but with a name so on the nose, the small number of remaining humans would’ve been terrified had they known the amount of labor required to keep it running daily. Resources were so scarce that only two crew members could be out of cryosleep at a time, not counting SAP, the crew’s AI botanist. This tiny crew was tasked with an impossible mission: to cultivate a plant that could survive in any habitat. However, Skipper knew the true meaning was a plant that could survive living with humans, the apex predator of all organic life. The two-man crew of Humanity’s Last Hope split up the 24/7 operation by working in 12-hour shifts, alternating between sleep, relaxation, and maintenance tasks, as well as assisting the robotanist. What remained of the UN Coalition had hoped to create a miracle plant that would make Earth habitable once again, but after numerous failed attempts, this was their last chance. Unfortunately for them, with the station’s current state, they were running low on manpower, resources, and most importantly, time. 

No pressure, right? Skipper thought, belting a condescending chuckle to himself. 

As the chamber finally depressurized, the automated gravity shut down, lifting Skipper’s boots off the metal flooring. He realized, for a moment, he had never thought to look at the time before rushing to action. He glanced at his watch. 

1400. Dr Yang’s shift. Odd, she hasn’t checked in with me yet. 

Skipper turned the handle to open the latch, and the loud ringing of the O2 alarm flooded the silent chamber. Feeling for a nearby panel, he flipped the light switches off and on to no avail. Skipper knew that if he cut the system for the emergency alarm, he would also remove the red warning flashes, which were the only thing illuminating the pitch-black station he had to navigate through. He had no choice but to press on through the eardrum-blasting screeches and only a few seconds of red light to lead the way. Running out of air here, guys, Skipper thought as he reached for his walkie once again, this time to channel Dr. Yang. 

“Doc,” he started. “The hub lights are out, and we’re running low on O2 in the south sector. You with SAP?”
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