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April, 2045 – Bournemouth, UK


‘You’ve gone too far.’


Eve stood at the edge of a garden swimming pond in the fading spring light. The worry lines on her young face were put there by her daredevil daughter, ten-year-old May, who was splashing in the green water wearing her favourite lemon bathing cap and matching goggles. She smiled when she saw her mum’s look of concern, a confirmation that what she was doing truly did present a risk.


Eve was not an overprotective parent, but swimming the length of the murky pond, underwater the entire way, did not strike her as either fun or smart. She held up May’s towel.


‘It’s nearly time for dinner, anyway, so please climb out of that muck and—’


‘Meet me on the other side!’ May cried out, and plunged further in.


‘Bugger,’ Eve said.


Under the surface, May was thrilled at the sound of her mother’s muffled exasperation, and further driven to prove she was up to the task. She kicked along energetically for what she thought was a great distance and rose to snatch a quick look at her progress. She was dismayed to find she was already feeling knackered after only making it a third of the way across. The cold pond water was stiffening her muscles and her breathing was increasingly shallow. To make matters worse, her brief rise to the surface elicited angry calls from Eve to mind her at once and get out of the pond before drowning.


Drowning.


From an early age, May had been an excellent swimmer, talented, and strong beyond her years. The idea of dying in a world in which she felt so at home and confident, perhaps even more so than on land, had been absurd … until that day in the pond. With every stroke, her limbs felt heavier and her lungs ached more. She’d taken a quick gulp of air when she’d surfaced before, but its benefits had soon dissipated. Somewhere in the back of her mind, her mother’s warnings about swimming in the garden pond began to resonate. The water was always cold, even in summer, and the weather never offered enough sun to warm it more than a few inches below the cloudy, non-reflective surface.


But I am extraordinary, she thought firmly. I am exceptional.


Her inner cheerleader had been effective in motivating her before, but it all sounded hollow in her achingly cold little ears. Throwing pride to the wind, she surfaced again for a breath, but found she still had the final third of the way to go to make it to the other side, a distance that seemed as vast as the Channel. She gulped air and attempted to catch her breath by treading water, but the exhaustion she felt was spreading numbness over her entire body.


With limbs weakly fluttering, expending their last measure of strength to keep her mouth above water, she felt a wooden rage at her stupidity in ignoring Mum’s warnings. She tried to lay eyes on Eve one last time, hoping she would understand her silent call for help in lieu of the yell for which her shivering chest held no breath. She saw nothing but the iron-grey sky hinged against a dull, mocking landscape, and then she sank like a stone. Holding her last breath was all she could manage, and she could feel her ability to do that slipping as well. Her body felt blue with freezing death, like a hand plunged into snow, and the darkness of the weedy depths enveloped her. Then she felt a sharp pain in her chest and heard a commanding voice call out, pulling her from the abyss.


‘Breathe.’
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December 25, 2067 –


Hawking II Deep Space Research Vessel


May’s naked body lay suspended atop hypothermic gel in the spectral silence of an intensive care isolation pod. Intubated and attached to every imaginable resuscitation device, her only sign of life was a chirping chorus of robotic noise. The pod, a bulbous cocoon with a milky-opaque skin, pulsed gently in time with her shallow breaths. Aside from the dim amber flashes of emergency lighting, its glow was the only significant source of light in the darkened infirmary. Her gaunt face, framed by the frosted observation window, appeared dead.


Sensors detected rapid eye movement, the first light of consciousness, under a barely perceptible flutter of lashes. The pod responded, its white skin blushing, and gradually increased heat while administering neuro-stimulants.


Vague flashes of light and muffled, distant sounds were all May’s dulled senses could perceive. Her fingers clawed the air feebly as a galaxy of neurons fired throughout her sluggish brain. Her skin flushed under a thin layer of sweat. Every bone in her body hummed with agony and her blood boiled in her veins.


Despite her rapidly rising vitals, May struggled to grasp lucidity through a seemingly impenetrable mental fog. She desperately needed a shove if she wasn’t to risk death by asphyxiation from the ventilator tube as the pod’s life-support systems cycled down. This came in the form of a blast of holiday music that erupted over the ship’s PA, followed by a canned greeting bellowed festively in multiple languages. With the piercing swell of a children’s choir singing ‘O Holy Night’, May’s weakened kidneys released all the epinephrine they could spare. The effect was similar to jump-starting a car that had been sitting for weeks in sub-freezing temperatures. Her autonomic nervous system quickly followed suit, stimulating her muscles into a violent shiver to warm up her core. As fragmented awareness sputtered across her mind, the choir hit its shrill crescendo and May opened her eyes.
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‘Patient revived. Deactivating isolation pod.’


The calm female voice of the ship’s AI rose over the fading sounds of the machines cycling down. May’s respirator slowed to a stop with a weary sigh. The top of the pod slid open, and condensation from the inside walls ran out on to the floor. Completely disorientated, unable to focus her vision, and barely able to move her weakened limbs, she panicked. Her screams couldn’t escape the ventilator and feeding tubes, which were making her gag forcefully. She clutched them with her slowly thawing fingers and fought back the simultaneous urges to cough and retch as she pulled them out.


When they were finally clear, she started to sink into the hypothermic gel, which had become warm and viscous. It crept up on to her chest and circled around her neck, threatening to suffocate her. An electric shock of panic sent waves of painful spasms through her muscles and set her skin on fire with pins and needles. The stinking gel slithered up to her chin, and May lurched and rolled to one side. The pod rocked with her and toppled over. When it hit the floor, she was violently ejected, sliding and thrashing across the room, her IV needles ripping out of her skin. She rolled into something that felt like a wall and lay there in the foetal position, retching watery vomit tinged with blood.


May’s mind was a broken hive, swarming with questions. What she could see in the dark, through her semi-blurred vision, was nondescript. She knew she was in hospital, but where? She had no recollection of being hospitalised or even sick. But she felt very sick, as if she might be dying. Panic coiled around her and constricted, stealing her breath. She wanted to sleep, the whisper of death coaxing her to simply close her eyes and release her grip on life. It was compelling to the point of seduction, but she somehow knew it would prove lethal. She could feel it. Her hands reached blindly for anything solid to hold as the room spun sickeningly. With the clumsy squirming of a newborn, she began to crawl.


The counter along the wall was almost close enough to touch, so May zeroed in on it, clawing at the floor and shuffling her rubbery feet. Her knuckles rapped up against one of the cool metal storage cupboards and a weak current of relief gave her the confidence to press on. Up on to one elbow, then the next, using all of her strength to push, she found herself on her hands and knees, her weak, quivering muscles barely supporting her frame.


She had no idea what to do next, so she waited there until a decisive thought crossed her mind.


Water.


Her tongue was so dry, it kept sticking to the roof of her mouth, which still tasted of blood. Dehydration. That was the name for what she was feeling. She’d felt it somewhere before, several times. Low blood pressure. That caused the dizziness and feeling of weakness.


Move.


Her mind was shaking off the cobwebs, bringing the world into soft focus. At the top of the counter next to her was a medical exam station with a scrub sink three feet off the floor. The thought of standing was ludicrous, but she reached up and grabbed the edge of the counter and pulled herself up on one knee, wincing at what felt like hot knives in every joint and muscle. Transferring power back and forth from legs to arms, allowing one pair to rest while the other worked, she managed to get into a squatting position. That small victory gave her the confidence to persevere. She pulled herself up high enough to throw her other hand into the sink and grasp the faucet. With all her might, she pushed with her legs and pulled with her arms until she was able to stand.


Staring into the metal sink, May smiled proudly. Her lips cracked and bled, but she didn’t care because water trickled out when she held her hands over the tap. She bent over and let it run over her mouth, swallowing every drop she could catch. It tasted so good, she would have cried if she’d had the tears to spare. After a few more long drinks, the water sparked her light of survival. Her vision became much clearer, as did her mind. An emergency torch was cradled in the wall behind the sink. She pulled it out and switched on the dim flickering beam, cautiously surveying her surroundings.


What the hell happened here?


The infirmary was in complete disarray, the contents of its drawers, cabinets and sealed vaults strewn about, seemingly torn from their housings by the hands of desperation. Desperate for what? Gurneys were stripped and stained. May thought it looked like war zone triage. How do I know what that looks like? She attempted to deduce causes, but the glaring deficiencies in her memory and cognition induced a bristling anxiety she was determined to avoid. She told herself to focus on getting her body back to some semblance of normality before attempting to do the same with her mind.


‘Keep it simple.’


Her whisper of a voice sounded hoarse and foreign, but she was pleased to hear it. And she agreed with the sentiment. Keep it simple. She grabbed up a gown from the floor and slipped that over her head, enjoying its immediate warmth. The water had been a godsend, but she felt the weakness and dull headache of dehydration creeping up again. Her torch beam passed over a cabinet with IV bags behind the glass. That was what she needed: a massive infusion of fluid to replenish what was left of her. Only ten paces away. She shuffled sideways, careful to maintain her grip on the counter so she wouldn’t stumble on debris.


When she reached the cabinet, it was locked. Trying to recall a pass code was a torture she refused to put herself through. As she looked around for something to bash what she was sure was bulletproof glass, she saw a hand-shaped scanner next to the keypad. She placed her palm down. A small screen next to the hand scanner flickered and displayed:


COMMANDER MARYAM KNOX, STEPHEN HAWKING II RESEARCH VESSEL


‘Hello, Commander Knox,’ the AI said cheerfully.


‘What?’ May said, startled.


‘Hello, Commander Knox.’


‘I’m … I’ve just woken up and … what did you call me?’


‘Commander Knox.’


‘Commander?’


‘I don’t understand the question.’


The fear May had felt flowering was now terror in full bloom. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t … remember. My memory. I’ve been very ill, I think. I’m weak and need fluids … and food. Will you please help me?’


‘Of course. What is your illness? Currently, I am unable to access the ship’s network to review your medical files.’


‘I don’t know,’ May said sharply, punishing her tender vocal cords.


‘I’m sorry to upset you. There is a rapid scan unit just behind you. With that I can help assess your condition.’


May turned and pulled the scan unit cart over to her.


‘Exhale into the pulmonary tube and place your finger on the blood test pad.’


May breathed into the tube and fell into a coughing fit. The test pad pricked her tender finger and she yelped from the pain.


‘I am not detecting any known pathogens,’ the AI reported. ‘However, you are severely dehydrated, malnourished, and your lung functions are well below normal.’


‘You’re a genius,’ May said sarcastically.


‘Thank you. We will begin intravenous therapy immediately.’


Guided by the AI, May pulled a vitamin-rich electrolyte hydration bag and steri-line pack from the cabinet, along with two epinephrine pens. She slowly transferred these items to an empty gurney and the AI instructed her to administer the epinephrine pens first before lying down to receive the IV bag. Pulling back the sleeve on her gown, she looked for a decent vein amongst the tracks of bruised needle-entry points. Her arms were dotted with strange red blotches, which she also found on her back and legs. Some had scabbed over. Perhaps they were associated with her illness? Her head ached.


‘Commander Knox, please insert the IV needle.’


‘All right, all right. Jesus.’


May grunted and found a vein on her thigh that had not yet been abused, and slowly, carefully, pushed in the IV needle. It felt as if she were being impaled with a searing fire poker. Then the drip started going strong and the rush of energy that washed over her was so invigorating, she was finally able to squeeze out a few tears of joy. The icing on the cake was putting on the breathing mask and taking a deep inhalation of the oxygen-rich air mixture. She instantly felt stronger and more alert.


‘I’ll give you a mild sedative to help you sleep,’ the AI said soothingly.


May shook her head.


‘No. I’m … afraid I won’t wake up. And I need to know what’s—’


She yawned and laid back, out of breath.


‘It’s imperative you allow your body to rest. I will monitor your vital signs closely and wake you up with a stimulant if there are any issues. Also, the epinephrine you’ve had will prevent a deep sleep. Does that allay your fears?’


‘Yes, thank you,’ May said reluctantly.


She had no reason to trust the AI. Who was to say it had not been the cause of whatever disaster had befallen the vessel? Maybe the sedative was not going to be so mild? If the AI wanted you dead, you would never have got out of the intensive care pod. But the AI only became aware of you after you woke.


May shut down her internal dialogue and chalked it up to paranoia brought about by whatever affliction had beaten her into submission. Of course she felt vulnerable. But if the AI was not to be trusted, she was lost anyway. And she had no recollection of having had a problem with it before all of this happened. Before all of what happened? She prayed that when she woke up she would realise it was all just a nightmare. She could joke about it with her crew. They would all have a good laugh.


Her crew! She closed her eyes and concentrated. She could see some of their faces. They were blurry, but bits would come in and out of focus, along with partial names. A memory of them slowly assembled itself. They were together, looking at something. Their mouths moved quickly as they spoke, but May couldn’t understand what they were saying. Eyes were narrow with concern, maybe even fear. Briefly, the scene sharpened. The crew were looking down at May, hands probing, feeling her neck for a pulse. A man moved in closer and listened to her breathing. The name Jon came to mind. Had she stopped breathing? They were shouting ‘Commander Knox?’ – clapping their hands in front of her face, shining a light in her eyes.


They were trying to revive me.
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‘Commander Knox?’


May woke up back in the infirmary with a start. The scene from her dream lingered. I was dying. My crew were trying to revive me. My crew. She tried to hold on to the memory of their faces, but they kept slipping out of her grasp. I was dying.


‘How was your rest?’ the AI continued.


‘What? Fine.’


‘Do you feel better?’


‘A little. Stronger.’


‘I’m glad to hear it. Please remove your IV needle and dispose of it in the proper receptacle.’


May slowly drew the needle out from under her thin, tender skin and felt strong enough to walk it to the medical waste bin. ‘Silent Night’ was now piping through the PA – some sort of poly-lingual falsetto pop version sung by what she pictured was a chorus of eunuchs in red turtlenecks. All was not calm, and all was sure as hell not bright.


‘Could you please shut that horrible music off?’


‘Yes.’


When the music stopped, May could think a little more clearly, but more questions arose, demanding her attention. She fought to clear the cobwebs. I am Commander Maryam Knox. Hawking II Research Vessel. NASA. Where was Mission Control? Why weren’t they helping? How could they have let this happen? What is ‘this’? She tried to recall what happened, but her memory was like a television with intermittent signal cutting through static. Random fragments danced mockingly on the tip of her tongue, just out of reach.


‘I was dying …’


‘Please repeat,’ the AI said.


‘I’m trying to remember. But my head … things are foggy.’


‘Are you experiencing memory loss?’


‘I can see bits, fragments of things, people’s faces. I can’t put it all together. I can’t remember. God, what has happened to me?’


‘Are you able to recall long-term memories, such as where you were born, the names of your parents, and where you were educated?’


May reached into the past and found it refreshingly accessible. She wanted to run through as much as possible for fear she might lose it.


‘I was born in England. Home town Bournemouth. My mother and father, Eve and … Wesley. Both pilots, now deceased. My father passed away when I was very young. He was a Royal Marine. Killed in action. I remember pictures of him in uniform … holding me as a baby … his brilliant blue eyes and white-blond hair, brushed back … he always looked so razor-sharp. Mum raised me. She was an RAF pilot. The only black woman in her cadet class to make wing commander. Very strict. More of a drill sergeant than a mum. But she taught me to fly … I have no siblings. Prepped at Duke of York Academy. Royal Air Force College at Cranwell. Officer training. Then test pilot programme, space programme. My husband is Dr Stephen Knox—’


May stopped short. She felt an ache of sadness mentioning Stephen, but had no idea why. In that moment she realised there was something about their marriage, something wrong, lurking in the edge of the shadows like a restless spirit. She could barely bring herself to acknowledge it, let alone mention it to the AI.


‘All of that feels solid,’ she marched on, ‘as though it happened yesterday.’


‘What about your training and duties as commander?’ the AI said.


‘A bit murky when I first woke up, but now most of it feels readily accessible, like instinct or muscle memory.’


‘Do you remember falling ill or being intubated?’


‘No, that’s the thing. I have no recollection of any of that. And other, more recent memories are spotty, a lot more fragmented.’


‘I am not able to formally diagnose you without a full neuro panel, but, based on the fact that you are having the most difficulty recalling short-term memories, versus long-term, you may be experiencing a form of retrograde amnesia.’


‘Amnesia?’ May scoffed. ‘I thought people only had that in shite B movies.’


‘It is quite common in cases of traumatic brain injury, encephalitis caused by infection, and exposure to large doses of anaesthetic or sedative medications—’


‘In my case, that may be all of the above,’ May lamented. ‘Is it permanent?’


‘I am unable to find any predictor models for recovery. It appears that is determined on a case-by-case basis.’


‘What about treatment? Are there drugs that can help?’


‘No, retrograde amnesia patients are usually treated using occupational therapy and psychotherapy techniques that use cues to stimulate memory recovery over time.’


‘Over time,’ May repeated.


‘That is correct. Depending on the patient, that process can take as long as—’


‘I think I’ve heard enough for now, thank you.’


‘You’re welcome.’


May thought about the mission. The further back in time she went, the more clarity. She recalled the launch and a good deal of the journey to … Europa. But that was when things began to fracture – reaching orbit, the planetary expedition. The pieces became even smaller and more dissociated on the return journey, when she had somehow become ill.


‘Would you like me to run some more tests to assess the problem?’


‘Later,’ May snapped, her mind rubbery and stomach growling angrily. ‘I’m dizzy and starving, my head is aching, and I’m about to start crying. I hate bloody crying.’


‘Your blood sugar may have dropped below normal. There are glucose tabs in the compartment near where you found the IV bags.’


May ate as many of the tabs as she could fit in her mouth. They were sickeningly sweet, but dissolved quickly and made her feel more focused. They also reduced her headache to a dull, distant throb.


‘That’s better, thanks. On to the galley.’ May realised she wasn’t entirely sure how to get to the galley. ‘Er, can you guide me there?’


‘Please place your palm on the wall screen and log in to the command console. I will provide a highlighted route on the vessel map.’


May placed her hand on the wall. The wide, wrapping screen came to life in vibrant splinters and the NASA logo appeared, followed by a dossier photo of May in a NASA flight suit with her name and title. Her image took her breath away. The woman in the photo was happy and healthy, with radiant brown skin. Her mouth was slightly curled in the beginning of a sardonic grin that sparked brilliant eyes possessing all that they surveyed, like the subject of a painting whose gaze one couldn’t escape. She examined her reflection on the screen to make sure she was looking at the same person. The resemblance was there, albeit painfully vague. Everything about her now looked sickly. Her once closely cropped hair, with subtle gold highlights on the edges of her curls, was now matted and dull, and her skin had gone pallid. The grief she felt for her lost self – not just what she’d looked like, but what she’d known and who she had been – brought on bitter tears.


‘Is everything all right?’ the AI asked.


May couldn’t answer. Every word became a lump in her throat. It was imperative she do something, anything, to improve her hideous appearance. She tore open the staff supply closet and traded her filthy gown for fresh surgical scrubs. Booties warmed her freezing feet. After sucking down some nutri-gel packs, she scrubbed her face with soap and warm water. On to the hair, which was matted beyond repair. She had no choice but to shave it down to stubble with surgical shears. When she was finished, she looked in the mirror. Some of the colour had returned to her skin and her eyes were a bit brighter.


There, now you look like a proper corpse, she thought, managing a smile.
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Cold as a grave, May thought as she trod into the corridor on her way to the galley. This was her first look at the ship outside of the infirmary and it appeared in stark contrast to what she’d triumphantly piloted out of space dock months ago. The darkness was consuming, save for the dim flicker of a few weak emergency lights scattered throughout. The bright white beam of May’s torch cut a narrow path along the metal floor, but failed to penetrate further. Outside of the low engine hum, the silence was as pervasive as the dark.


For a vessel so large, the impossible emptiness was deeply unsettling, casting a cold, penetrating shadow on any rays of hope.


‘The ship is dark,’ she said. ‘I see no signs of crew … I can’t even see.’


Was this to be the sum of her accomplishments? A beautiful expression of all the strength and good intentions of humankind, cast out and falling with no hope of ever finding the bottom. How could I have let this happen? How could everything have gone this wrong?


‘Is there any way to turn on more bloody lights?’ May asked the AI.


No reply.


‘Hello? It’s like a cave out here. I can barely see my own hand in front of my face.’


Still no reply. She walked angrily back to the infirmary. ‘Why are you not answering me?’ she asked the AI.


‘I’m sorry, I was not able to hear you.’


‘You can’t hear me in the corridor?’


‘Negative, Commander Knox. It appears my processors are no longer connected to the ship’s network. I am only able to see and hear you in rooms with command consoles you’ve logged into, like this one.’


‘So, you’re unaware that the ship has gone dark and the crew are nowhere in sight?’


‘That is correct. I am not receiving data feeds from anywhere on the ship. Do you have any idea what is happening, Commander Knox?’


The question sounded oddly childlike and it occurred to May that whatever had knocked out internal power had also damaged the AI.


‘That’s what I was going to ask you. From what I’ve seen so far, the ship’s internal power systems are not functioning properly at all.’


‘That is very troubling.’


‘Not as troubling as the fact that you weren’t even aware of it. Or, worse yet, not as troubling as the fact that I haven’t yet seen or heard from another human being on the ship since I woke up.’


May was beginning to understand just how foggy her mind had been when she was revived. She wasn’t out of the woods yet, but at least now she could grasp the basics.


‘Protocol clearly states mandatory twenty-four-hour staffing.’


Again, the childlike naivety. The AI knew even less than May.


‘I think we might be way past protocol here,’ she chaffed. ‘Do you know when you lost contact with the rest of the ship?’


‘I am unable to determine that, as I have no access to the ship’s clock.’


‘But you at least remember losing contact?’


‘I am unable to find any data related to that event.’


‘Well, that’s properly fucked,’ May said.


‘I don’t understand.’


‘That makes two of us. But, since it looks like we both have bloody amnesia, I’m not sure what the hell to do next.’


‘Perhaps you can reconnect me?’


‘How? That’s engineering. Not my area. I’ve never even been in there.’


‘If you go to my processor clean room, I will be able to help you assess the problem. If it is repairable, I can walk you through the proper maintenance procedure.’


‘If it’s repairable?’


‘My processors are partially made of organic matter kept in a highly regulated environment. A power loss resulting in an alteration of that environment, even to the smallest degree, could be catastrophic. As I have no connection to the clean room, I am unable—’


‘I get it,’ May said tersely. ‘Looks like dinner will have to wait. Please send me a new map showing me how to get to the clean room.’


‘Sending now.’


May shoved as many flashlights, nutri-gel packs and water bottles as she could into a pillowcase and hurried back into the corridor. Without AI there was no hope of survival, and every passing second was critical if the organic matter in the processors had begun to die. She thought about the time she had forgotten to water her mum’s flowers for a week and killed them all. They’d looked like dead soldiers in a firing squad line, bent over and ragged. You had one job, Eve had said accusingly.


‘This is Commander Maryam Knox,’ she called out. ‘Is anyone on the ship?’


She remembered some of her crew names and called for them.


‘Captain Escher? Gabi? Can anyone hear me?’


Her torch dimmed briefly, throwing her into a panic as she tapped the battery pack to revive it. Could they have jettisoned for some reason? The illness? A sense of menacing isolation crawled into her stomach and tied it into knots. To clear her mind of the intense paranoia this and the darkness brought, she concentrated on recalling details about her crew. Jon Escher, pilot and her second in command. Gung-ho American Navy pilot who fancied himself akin to the swaggering cowboy astronauts of the past. With his buzz cut, square jaw and aggressive exercise regimen, he was more a caricature of that archaic persona. He was capable, but May had hoped for a more experienced pilot to be her right hand.


Gabriella Dos Santos, flight engineer. She and Gabi were kindred spirits, both young and overflowing with talent, but constantly fighting to prove their worth. Like May, Gabi was military brat and a bit of a mutt. Her dad was a Brazilian helicopter pilot and her mother a NATO flight surgeon. May hoped with all her being that Gabi was still alive somewhere on the ship. No one knew the Hawking II better, and she would surely get things sorted.


Matt Gallagher, payload commander. May had always joked that he was the most perfectly boring man she’d ever met. Everything about him was ordinary, except for his vast space engineering and research knowledge. He knew her husband Stephen well, as he’d worked under Rajah Kapoor, the man who designed the Hawking II for Europa. May had not suffered gladly the staggering complexity of taking twenty-six non-astronaut eggheads into space to conduct all the important work Stephen and his team had slated. Matt had run perfect interference, managing their wildly diverse personalities while making sure their equipment operated at maximum efficiency. Good old boring Matt, she thought.


She heard a faint noise, distant and slightly mechanical, and stopped.


‘Hello?’


The noise began again. This time it sounded very much like footsteps, heavy boots clopping along the metal floor with purpose.


‘Is anyone there?’


The sound was booming and picking up speed, as if something big had sensed her presence and was moving in for the kill. She had neither the weapons nor strength to defend herself. What, or who, could it possibly be?


‘Stop! Who is—’


The rhythmic banging sped up to an explosive, deafening vibration. The ship shuddered violently and listed deeply to port side like a schooner shouldering into a heavy storm swell. May fell hard, hit her forehead on the floor, and slid into the wall. She felt a support beam in her back and held on to it tightly to ride out what felt like an earthquake.


When the ship settled and righted itself, she struggled to her feet, her head spinning. Lesser tremors persisted for several minutes, like aftershocks wriggling back and forth through the vessel’s bones. Her torch dimmed to a dull orange glow and died. Tapping the battery case didn’t bring it back this time. ‘No no no no no …’


A warm stream of blood from a small gash above her right brow trickled into her eye. She tore the breast pocket off her scrub shirt and held it against the wound. Her heart was hammering faster than she could breathe to keep up. Consciousness was slipping.


‘Relax, Commander Knox,’ she demanded. ‘Do your job. Don’t let your job do you.’


Inhaling deeply, and suffering a terrible coughing fit, May kept her eyes closed tightly until the intense fear subsided and the cut above her eye was staunched. She grabbed a new torch and switched it on. The beam was not full strength, which meant it had not been fully charged. There was no way to estimate how much time she had until she was immersed in darkness, so she picked up the pace.


Do your job. Don’t let your job do you.


The phrase jarred loose a memory of a man with bristly grey hair in an RAF dress uniform. Four gold bands on the shoulder and lower sleeve. Scrambled egg braid on the cap …


‘Baz,’ she said with delight. ‘Bloody Baz.’


Her former commanding officer and mentor, RAF Group Captain Basil ‘Baz’ Greene, flashed into her mind. When she was an officer cadet at Cranwell, ‘Baz’ had taken her under his wing, so to speak. At first she had thought he was singling her out for being a woman, trying to break her so she wouldn’t contaminate the mostly male culture. She’d been right, he had singled her out, but not in the way life had trained her to think. He’d seen her talent and wasn’t about to allow it to be squandered. In fact, he’d staked his career and reputation on her, by nominating her for the test pilot programme. Back then, deep space travel had been on the verge of making unprecedented advances in propulsion that would defy physics and shrink the vastness of the solar system. Baz had helped May ride that wave. Pilot on pioneering commercial transports to Mars at twenty-five. Captain at twenty-seven. Commander of the first mission to Europa at thirty-two.


She laughed bitterly. ‘And look at me now.’
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In the corridor leading to the clean room, a strange warm light glowed from an unseen source and waxed increasingly brighter. It reminded May of a sunset, with its orange-yellow hues. When she palmed the entry pad and the door slid open, the whole room was bathed in it. The door shut and sealed behind her and May felt as though she’d found an oasis. She managed to take a deep breath that didn’t rouse a death rattle in her chest and took a moment to allow a small measure of hope back in. The only thing that would have made it better was if Gabi had been in there, ready to assist with repairs … and maybe offer a little contraband, some wine or a cigarette, perhaps? But, the clean room was another lifeless neighbourhood in the same ghost town.


May logged into the command console and resurrected the AI.


‘Hello, Commander Knox. Were my directions helpful?’


‘Yes,’ May said curtly. ‘Still no sign of crew along the way. Could they have jettisoned in the landing vehicles?’


‘I am unable to determine that until we—’


‘Right. Reconnect you. What’s next?’


‘My processors are in the vault directly across from the entry door. Please carefully follow the procedures listed inside. Failure to do so may result in contamination and permanent shutdown.’


‘No pressure.’


May examined the processor vault. It was behind a seamless black wall with no discernible entry point.


‘How do I get in? Answer a riddle? Use the Force?’


‘I don’t—’


‘I know, sorry. I’ll stop with the gibberish and await your instructions.’


‘Please put on a UV and anti-microbial protection suit first. The organic matter requires highly radiative artificial sunlight for optimal performance, and bacterial contamination from your body would destroy it.’


‘So, you’re alive,’ May said with wonder, and perhaps a hint of fear.


‘If by alive you mean the condition that distinguishes animals and plants from inorganic matter—’


‘Never mind.’


The black wall opened like an iris. May entered the vestibule and it closed quietly behind her. She undressed in the artificial sunlight, relishing its warmth on her bare skin. Closing her eyes, she tried to imagine being on a beach, and an actual memory of her standing on sugar-white sand somewhere in the tropics flashed into her mind.


‘Commander Knox,’ the AI said, interrupting May’s lovely vision, ‘it is not safe to expose your skin to the UV light for an extended period of time.’


‘Every party’s got a pooper,’ she whispered quietly to herself.


May donned the clean room suit. Unlike NASA’s Extra-Vehicular Activity or EVA suits, the clean room suit was more like something one would wear scuba-diving – skin-tight and made of a thick, rubbery neoprene-type material. Its outer surface was crisscrossed with hair-thin fibre optic lines. The helmet was also form-fitting, and the gel packs inside it automatically adjusted to May’s head, moulding around it. The visor glass curved under her chin as the helmet and suit sealed around her neck. The fibre lines embedded in the suit fabric lit up red and the function display appeared on the inside of her helmet glass with the words ‘Initiating decontamination’.


Convincing herself she wasn’t going to suffocate in the claustrophobic suit, May watched the colour of the fibre lines slowly change to white, indicating decontamination.


‘Clear for entry,’ the AI said. ‘The clean room vault is an antigravity chamber with no life-support.’


‘Why?’


‘Exposure to gravitational pull and oxygen accelerates processor ageing.’


‘Right. Granny’s saggy tits,’ May said under her breath.


‘Please repeat, Commander Knox. I was not able to hear that.’


‘I said let’s do this.’


‘I will use your helmet camera to view the system. Activating that now.’


The camera viewfinder screen appeared on May’s helmet glass.


‘Are you ready, Commander Knox?’


May nodded.


‘Please hold on to the safety bars. I am going to equalise pressure and gravity between this room and the vault.’


May held the bars as she became weightless and the glass on her helmet darkened. The airlock door opened and May floated into a perfect sphere as large as a cathedral, with a seamless, semi-transparent glass wall. As dark as her helmet glass was, the unfiltered sunlight in the room was still painfully bright. May recalled the myth of Icarus and his doomed flight to the sun as she hung in the brilliance, waiting for her eyes to adjust.


Behind the glass, an elaborate web of what looked like black plant roots snaked over the entire surface, branching out in every direction. May assumed that it was the organic matter, as it was interlaced with fibre optic lines similar to the ones on her suit.


‘You have a very interesting brain,’ May said. ‘What’s it made of?’


‘It’s a singular organism made up of animal neurons and cellular plant matter, bound by a highly conductive plasma, and fibre optics that connect it to the ship’s circuitry. It’s the most advanced system of its kind, capable of high levels of parallelism and versatility.’


‘Not so artificial, is it, your intelligence?’


‘I’ve never thought of it that way. My creators told me the word “artificial” was added to create a sense of separation from human intelligence.’


‘Or a sense of superiority. Human beings are a bit fragile that way.’


‘You don’t seem fragile, Commander.’


‘Thank you. I am feeling stronger despite appearances.’


May took a closer look at the processor organism. She thought she could feel a subtle vibration, as if it were attempting to make contact.


‘Speaking of appearances, is the organism supposed to look like this? So dark?’


‘Yes, the black colour means it is healthy and fully functional. White indicates damage or death.’


May chuckled. ‘What’s next?’


‘Activating maintenance portals.’


Silently, what looked like a hundred circular windows, all one metre in diameter and evenly distributed, dilated open. Inside were translucent discs that glowed either red or white. The vast majority were red.


‘Each portal screen has a status light. Red indicates complete malfunction. White indicates partial function. Blue indicates full function. Please scan all portals for me.’


‘Copy.’


May scanned the portals with a wide angle.


‘There are no blues and very few whites. That can’t be good, right?’


‘Life-support failure is imminent without immediate repairs.’


May trembled, imagining the ship going completely dark and becoming her own frozen mausoleum for eternity.


‘You will need to work quickly.’


‘Ready.’


‘How much life-support time is left in your suit?’


May looked at the function display projected on the inside of the helmet glass. ‘One hour,’ she reported.


‘I will prioritise critical systems first.’


Some of the portal screens began flashing.


‘Go to the flashing screens first. I will give you reboot codes for each. Enter them as quickly as you can, but carefully. Two incorrect entries will shut it down for sixty seconds.’


‘Got it. One small thing. I’ve never been in this room before, actually more accurately never been allowed, and I’ve no idea how to operate the suit-thrusters.’


‘They are operated by look and intention.’


‘Really? I only need to think about where I want to move and the thruster will send me there?’


‘You also need to be looking at your destination. The system tracks your pupillary focal points for targeting and matches that with brainwaves associated with human desire.’


‘I’ll be damned,’ May said.


‘Condemned by the Christian God to suffer eternal punishment in hell? I don’t see the relevance of—’


‘Figure of speech,’ May said. ‘There are many more where that came from, so don’t worry about translating.’


‘Affirmative.’


May stared down one of the flashing screens and focused on wanting to go there. She was shocked when the thrusters quickly responded and she glided to it. ‘First portal.’


‘Using the touch screen, enter the following code …’


May spent the next thirty minutes flying around the sphere, entering codes. But she wasn’t moving fast enough. Anti-gravity work was a bitch and it didn’t help that she was starving and dying of thirst. Also, the suit’s cooling system wasn’t keeping up with the UV radiation and she was sweltering. She could only imagine what a complete disaster it would be if she were to pass out in there.


‘I’ve just taken an atmosphere reading in the infirmary and clean room entry area and life-support levels are decreasing at a rate of five per cent per minute,’ the AI reported, adding insult to injury.


‘But I’ve restored a third of the red portals.’


‘It’s possible the systems they control require mechanical repairs.’


May looked at her suit life-support clock. Twenty-five minutes. Recharging it was moot if the whole ship was about to die. To reinforce this, she noticed that some of the branches of organic matter were changing from black to an unhealthy-looking dark grey.


‘Commander Knox, I am concerned about your suit power. Based on the time you’ve been working you have less than ten minutes of life-support.’


‘If I don’t get this done now, I’m dead anyway.’


‘Recharging the suit is more logical. We know when it will die. We don’t know when the ship will die.’


‘The root things … the organic matter … look at them,’ she said, deflecting. She trained her helmet camera on the rapidly greying branches.


‘Accelerated decrepitude. I’m afraid what you’re doing will not stop or reverse that.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘We need to try to preserve the matter that is still viable.’


‘How?’ May yelled angrily.


‘I can reboot the entire system. Theoretically, that would reset all of the portals and restore those that aren’t permanently damaged.’


‘Why the hell didn’t we just do that in the first place?’ May growled.


‘System rebooting is only done in dock, with no crew. It involves restarting all systems, including life-support. The ship will go dark for at least five minutes, but that is never an exact time. And if the reboot fails, I cannot do it again.’


May could feel her own rapidly dwindling life-support. The panting she’d been experiencing before was now almost gasping. She had to get out of there.


‘Reboot the system … after I get out of here.’


‘Commander Knox, that is very dangerous. You could be killed.’


‘I’m dying … anyway. Have a little oxygen in the suit. When I get to … vestibule, I will connect suit to charger and you will … initiate restart. That’s an order.’


‘Affirmative.’


May flew to the vestibule door. The AI opened it and May floated inside. As the airlock was sealed and pressure was equalised to the main vessel, she drifted to the floor and landed in a sitting position next to the suit charging unit. It felt as though she was trying to breathe through a cocktail straw. She fumbled with the charger cables, but finally got them attached. Her breathing returned to normal, but she shivered as the sweat in her suit began to ice up.


‘It’s freezing,’ she yelled through chattering teeth.


‘Ship atmosphere down to eighteen per cent.’


May’s suit was charging, but she’d only gained a small percentage of juice. The visor display was not functioning with low power so she had no idea how much time she’d gained being attached to the charger. If she waited any longer, the ship would completely lose power and the AI would lose the ability to reboot anything.


‘Reboot system now.’


‘What is your life-support level—’


‘Just do it,’ she barked.


‘Initiating system reboot in five, four, three, two, one.’


The ship plunged into darkness and freezing cold. May could feel the heat leaving her body like air rushing out of a balloon. Every muscle in her core constricted painfully, then shook so hard it rattled her skeleton. She had to clamp her jaw down and hold it fast for fear of breaking teeth. Before losing consciousness, the only thing May could hear was the sound of what might be her last shallow breaths.




7


‘Commander Knox, are you reading me?’


When May came to, she was lying on the floor of the vestibule, half-frozen, but able to draw breath. Her helmet was no longer sealed to her suit. She clawed it off and spent several minutes sucking air. Her head was aching and the pins and needles were back in her hands and feet. The childhood memory of her mother dragging her near-lifeless body from a pond rang like a bell in her mind and she wished her mother could be there to wrest her from the clutches of yet another grim tale.


‘That was a little too close for comfort,’ May said. ‘How did the reboot go?’


‘One hundred per cent successful. I am fully reconnected with the ship’s network.’


She sighed in relief. ‘That’s great news. Have you assessed ship damage?’


‘Yes: the fusion reactor is nominally functional, outputting power at approximately fifteen per cent of its normal capacity. The tremors we’ve been feeling are being caused by the two Q-thruster engines operating out of synchronisation. I am theorising that is due to poor power flow from the reactor.’


‘Can we fix it?’


‘I am attempting to diagnose the source of the problem. When that becomes clear, we will be able to determine the course of repair.’


‘I’m guessing we’re going to need help from NASA. What’s the status with comms?’


‘Our antenna array is down, so we are neither transmitting or receiving. I am also working on diagnosing the source of that problem.’


May was starting to feel sick again. ‘Are you able to see the rest of the ship? Any signs of life?’


‘I have restored a small percentage of my video cameras, but many are still offline. Command consoles and other onboard interfaces are inactive. And my motion sensors are not yet operational. With what I can see, I have not detected any other crew members.’


‘And the landing vehicles?’


‘I have not yet connected with that part of the ship.’


May didn’t want to say what she was considering; it was unthinkable. She found it hard to believe anyone could be on the ship and go completely undetected, even when it had gone dark. But she promised herself she would not go down that rabbit hole of miserable speculation without actual evidence. Dealing with reality was taxing enough, and filling her belly with something, anything, other than nutri-gels and sugar wafers was way overdue.


‘Join me for a cheeseburger?’


‘I’d be delighted.’


With some apprehension, she headed to the galley. Thankfully, the reboot had restored some internal power, so the ship no longer resembled an inky black labyrinth of doom. However, compared to what she remembered of the Hawking II, it still felt like a dismal, post-apocalyptic version of itself. The once shimmering wall panels and gleaming metal floors had a grimy patina in the dim light, as if the ship had been abandoned and adrift for decades. May found the galley in a similar state as the infirmary, with some of the food stores torn open and rubbish strewn about. But, like the rest of the ship, it was eerily quiet. She looked out of the observation window.


‘I know our nav systems are down, but where the hell are we? Have you any idea?’


‘Unfortunately the star fields one million kilometres in all directions are unidentifiable, so I am unable to accurately determine our location at this time.’


‘Or how long we’ve been adrift, no doubt,’ May added.


‘Correct.’


May shook her head.


‘We could be anywhere,’ she said, ‘drifting at high velocity for God knows how long … FUBAR.’


‘Fucked up beyond all recognition,’ the AI said drily.


May smiled. ‘It’s nice when you don’t talk like a robot.’


‘I can be trained to speak any way you like. These are my default settings.’


‘I can make you a proper Brit?’


‘Of course. Which regional dialect?’


‘Bournemouth. Southern coast.’


‘Right. How d’you like the sound of this, then?’


The AI had the accent down, but the tone was unnervingly electronic and it made May feel homesick rather than at home.


‘I think I prefer your “natural” voice – but maybe with a little more relaxed way of saying things.’


‘No problemo, sister. It’s all good.’


May laughed. ‘I said relaxed, not American.’


‘Sorry – American colloquial English is cited most as a “relaxed” way of speaking.’


‘I’m not surprised … Hey, I have an idea. Just listen to how I say things and try to speak like me.’


‘I can do that,’ the AI said. ‘Assimilation is my speciality.’


‘On that note, do you have an actual name?’


‘ANNI. It’s an acronym for Artificial Neural Network—’


‘That won’t do. Annie was the name of the CPR dummy I had far too much intimate contact with in flight training. May I give you a more suitable name?’


‘You’re the commander of this vessel. It’s within your authority—’


‘Talking like a robot again.’


‘Sorry. Would you like to pick a name for me?’


‘Yes, I would.’


May gave it some careful thought. After all, she reckoned she might be naming her last ever friend. Then she flashed back to her mother standing by the pond, arms crossed, quietly concerned, but not panicked – the perfect foil to her rattling sabre.


‘I believe I’ll call you Eve.’


‘Eve. The book of Genesis. Created from the rib of Adam—’


‘None of that rubbish, please. My mum’s name was Eve. She was a bit like you: relentlessly practical and obliged to relentlessly keep me out of harm’s way.’


‘I’m flattered. Thank you, Commander Knox.’


‘Yeah, this works both ways, Eve. Commander Knox is too stodgy. From now on, I’d like you to call me May. Short for Maryam.’


‘Maryam, Arabic for Mary, mother of Jesus, or Isa, as written in the Qur’an.’


‘Really? That’s where my name comes from? I always thought I was named after Mum’s stuffy old auntie.’


‘You might have been named after a stuffy old auntie, but that is the name’s origin.’


‘Quite like it now,’ May grinned, thinking of how clever her mother had always been, infusing her life with lovely bits of dash. ‘Right, enough small talk, Eve. You are now my official second in command. Not just some piece of equipment. We are a team. Got it?’


‘Affirm—I mean, yes, May.’


‘Outstanding. Now then, let’s get back to addressing unpleasant subjects, like the ship being doomed, et cetera. One thing that might help us save her is if we knew what the hell happened to her in the first place. Do you have any data?’


‘It seems you are not the only one dealing with memory loss. Just after the reboot, I attempted to access ship log data. As you know, I am programmed to record the entire voyage. This includes storing raw data feeds and capturing audio-visual records with my camera network. Ship log data recording ceased on December 15, 2067 and was not restored until the reboot.’


‘Is it possible that your memory loss was caused by whatever damaged the ship?’


‘Yes, but the condition of my processors, although poor, would make a complete loss of data unlikely. There are several redundancies in place to safeguard against this.’


‘Surely Mission Control has back-ups,’ she said hopefully.


‘All data is constantly streamed to Mission Control. If we are able to re-establish contact, they will be able to pinpoint the problem.’


‘Let’s remove the word “if” from our vocabulary, Eve. When we re-establish communication.’


‘Of course, with the caveat that I am not attempting to convey certainty, owing to a lack of empirical data.’


‘That’s fine. I’m just a bit short on optimism. And if my bloody brain would work properly I might be able to help us solve some of our problems. It’s just such a mess up there right now.’


‘If you’d like,’ Eve said, ‘I can show you the mission briefing video and give you access to the vessel walk-through programmes. I researched our medical database and found that strong cues can help restore memories after brain trauma. The mission briefing covers the mission parameters and personnel, as well as a brief overview of the research of Dr Stephen Knox, on which …’


May’s mind drifted to her husband and she could no longer hear Eve’s rambling. It wasn’t that she had forgotten him. Being so focused on the ship and basic survival, trying to find her way through the mental fog, she had not had either the time or the ability to think much about him. But the more she regained her faculties, the more he was on her mind.


Although her heart swelled with warmth and affection, she felt butterflies of anxiety in her stomach. Was it that she simply missed him and worried he was convinced she was dead? That he was in the kind of pain she might feel if she thought the same thing about him? Or was it something more? She remembered what Eve had said about retrograde amnesia. The older memories would come first, or at least be more accessible. Memories closer to her illness would be harder to access.


Eventually, it would come to her. He would come to her. But, for now, he felt so very far away.
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February 14, 2066 – Houston, Texas


Sunday afternoon. May was in the Hawking II simulator at Johnson Space Center. The flight deck was encased in a metal sphere suspended in a huge electromagnetic field, capable of simulating space travel with a high degree of accuracy. May was running through her anti-gravity training programmes, floating from station to station with a belt-mounted thruster unit.


‘Training sequence complete,’ the onboard AI said. ‘Perfect score. Excellent work, Commander.’


‘Thank you,’ May replied, coming slowly back down to earth.


‘Would you like to go again?’


‘No, I should probably go outside and simulate being a human being for a while.’


‘Have fun,’ the AI said.


‘Please, that’s way too much pressure,’ May said, laughing.


Outside, the world was wet from rain and broken light dappled the asphalt. There was still loads of work to be done in the simulator, but her mind was mush and she hadn’t seen the sun in days.


‘Time for a drink. Maybe two.’


Walking to her car, she allowed a straggling shower to soak her clothes. It felt good not to care. As commander, all she did was agonise over every detail, no matter how small. That was the NASA way. At the moment, the only details she cared about were finding a good margarita, with salt, and chasing it with a long drag on a cigarette. Normally she would have just gone back to her nondescript condominium to drink and smoke alone, but she was tired of feeling sorry for herself for being such a pathetic loner. Monday was a day off. Might as well use it to recover from something in the realm of fun.


May walked out to the only car in the parking lot, a very American red Mustang convertible she’d purchased with every last penny of her savings. It was even one of the ancient beasts that actually allowed you to drive yourself. Autopilot was bullshit and driving was one of life’s great privileges – especially in a sports car with the wind blowing through your hair. There wasn’t a nerd in the universe who could invent anything to replace that.


Nineteenth Street in The Heights was thronged with people. It seemed as though everywhere May looked there were couples holding hands, eating and drinking on restaurant patios, kissing in public. She saw a few women carrying bouquets of flowers and gifts. Traffic was heavy, so she calmed her nerves with a Dunhill red and dialled some pop nonsense into the sound system.


‘Valentine’s Day. Yanks and their public shows of affection.’ She shuddered. ‘Think I might be sick.’


Getting that drink, or two, became urgent, and May’s patience ran thin as she drove at a snail’s pace, scanning the street for places that weren’t advertising death by fried everything. Half a block up, someone was backing out of a spot in front of a Mexican place and she was in a perfect position to grab it. ‘Hallelujah,’ she said happily. But, as soon as the car pulled out, another car on the opposite side of the road pulled a U-turn and slid into her space.


‘Son of a bitch,’ she hissed.


As she prepared a verbal diatribe to unleash on the offending driver, she didn’t notice the man on the sidewalk next to her, wearing a droopy wool cardigan and old trainers. His nose was buried in a cumbersome old hardcover book and he was trying to negotiate a rapidly melting ice cream cone, green pistachio no less, of preposterous size. When he blindly stepped off the kerb in front of her car to cross the street, he was so close that, even at less than fifteen miles per hour, it was impossible to stop. Her right front bumper cut him off at the knees and he let out a dog-like yelp. May hit the brakes and he slumped awkwardly over the bonnet.


At first she gasped in horror at having run someone down, but then burst out laughing when his ice cream scoop flew over the top of the windscreen and into her lap. The man struggled angrily to his feet, an empty cone in his shaking hand.


‘Why don’t you slow down?’ he yelled.


‘I was going so slow I was practically going backwards,’ she said, fighting to stifle her laughter. ‘Maybe you should watch where you’re walking instead of wearing a book on your face and eating that ridiculous ice cream. What are you, eight years old?’


His face turned red. A crowd gathered to gawk and laugh, which made May instantly feel sorry for ridiculing him. What the hell had happened to her manners? She was about to apologise when he threw fuel on the fire.


‘It’s not funny,’ he shouted, rubbing his knee. ‘Maybe you should learn to drive properly in this country before you kill someone.’


The gawkers chuckled and clapped. Devices were out and recording. May’s pity for the man evaporated as quickly as her vitriol for the crowd spiked. She’d be damned if she was going to be viewed as the hapless foreigner, unable to navigate something as brainless as driving on the right side of the road.


‘Or maybe you should pull your head out of your arse,’ she replied evenly. ‘And, by the way, the mental hospital called. They’d like their dirty sweater back.’


The crowd roared with laughter and applauded her, which instantly took the fight out of him. It was clear he was feeling self-conscious and wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible, perhaps to crawl in a hole and die. In his haste to retreat, he went to retrieve his book from the street, and nearly got his head taken off by a speeding pick-up truck. Once it was in his hand, he jogged down the sidewalk and sat on a bus bench to collect himself.


May felt horribly ashamed as the drawling crowd jeered his exit. She parked a few spaces down and walked back to him.


‘Did you come back to finish me off?’ he quipped.


May showed him her driver’s licence. ‘I came back to apologise and offer to take you to a doctor to make sure you’re all right. And here’s my licence if you want to call the authorities. I’m Maryam, by the way.’


‘Stephen.’


She offered him her hand, which he flatly ignored. At first, she was offended at his childish behaviour, but then she saw the blood leaking through his sweater at the wrist.


‘Oh, you’re hurt,’ she lamented. ‘I have a first aid kit in the car. Be right back.’


She jogged to her car and grabbed the kit. But, when she looked up the block, the bus bench was empty.
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December 26, 2067 –


Orville and Wilbur Wright Space Station –


Lunar orbit


‘Loading latest search imagery,’ a male AI voice said, ‘Completed 3.26 hours ago.’


On a curved, floor-to-ceiling screen, a high-resolution image of Europa appeared. The detail was so vivid and clear, it looked as though one could reach into the screen and touch the moon’s icy surface. Its crisscross patterns of dark fissures broke up the otherwise brilliantly reflective patina. Planted in the frozen, glittering sea was a pod of multinational flags representing all the countries involved in the historic mission.


NASA’s UV optical infrared telescope, built to survey exo-planets millions of light years away, had been trained on Jupiter to search for signs of the missing Hawking II vessel. The search pattern began with a view of Europa and slowly reversed through space, like a cine camera on a dolly track. As it moved back in increments of hundreds of millions of kilometres, it covered what would have been the Hawking II’s return voyage trajectory. From Europa, it moved through the orbit of gas giant Jupiter, looming so massive it covered most of the screen for several increments. Then through the main asteroid belt between the orbits of Jupiter and Mars, then past Mars’s orbit, ending at Wright Station’s lunar orbit.


In the final image, Jupiter was only just visible as a minuscule, barely discernible pinpoint of light buried in the enormous expanse of stars. The distance covered in the search pattern was nearly six hundred million kilometres. This number, and this image, were what Stephen Knox was left to behold as he analysed the data feeds in the lower half of the screen. He was also forced to accept the most damning of data: the dry, machine-fed line at the bottom that stated: Vessel Not Detected.


‘Screen off,’ he said quietly.


The image faded and the screen returned to its function as his office observation window. The empty hangar, in full view outside, looked like an open, bloodless wound. Seeing his reflection, Stephen thought he looked similarly hollow. His usual scholarly appearance – mess of raven, grey-flecked hair perpetually being swept out of his dark, interrogative stare, matching beard transitioning from kempt and professorial to bordering on hermitic, and long, provincial face deeply lined by principles – appeared consumed by the ravenous appetite of worry.


It was almost inconceivable that, only a few months ago, he’d watched the Hawking II depart with his wife May at the helm and his entire research team in tow. As the vessel had pulled out of dock, to great fanfare, he’d felt none of the joy he’d anticipated on seeing his life’s work so literally physically realised in one of the most ambitious missions in NASA history. Instead, he had fidgeted with his wedding ring, feeling its relevance fading as the distance between station and vessel grew. He’d watched the video feed of May from the flight deck, a similarly bleak demeanour emanating from her. And, when the Hawking II was swallowed by darkness, he had slipped his ring off and placed it in his desk drawer, along with other weightless relics.


All had gone well with the voyage, which had taken a little over thirteen weeks to complete. Humanity had set foot for the first time on the icy frontier of Europa. The seven-day exploration and sample excavation was a resounding success. But then … total loss of contact – another first for NASA. And not just temporary, which was to be expected with deep space missions. Eleven days of sustained radio silence. Nothing coming in or going out. Telemetry gone. Condition of crew and vessel unknown.


Above all else, Stephen was a scientist. For most of his existence, he’d lived and breathed empirical data and understood the cold equations it wrought. The Hawking II equation was the coldest. With each passing day, the crew’s chances of survival were exponentially diminished. Space was eternally unforgiving. There was no such thing as a small problem. Every minuscule crack overlooked had the potential to become a gaping hole, hungry for human life. For May’s life.


Despite that cold calculation, an unfamiliar part of him clung to the superstitious notion that he needed to stand watch, offering his will as a beacon in the vastness of space. He imagined the wives of ancient mariners dutifully doing the widow’s walk to bring their husbands back, a fool’s errand in the face of the unforgiving sea. But, like them, his ritual was the only thing that kept him from succumbing to the depths of fear. He’d always scoffed at hope, and at optimism, its more agnostic cousin. But he wanted to crawl back to them now, begging forgiveness, asking for even the smallest measure of peace. The thought of having potentially sent thirty-five people to their deaths, one of whom had been the love of his life, was like a malignant tumour spreading into every corner of his mind. What would make it lethal was the possibility that he might never again have the opportunity to tell May how much she meant to him.
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