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To Jack and Sarah, for everything





PROLOGUE



“HOUSTON, THIS IS Acting Commander Catherine Wells of Sagittarius. Do you read?” Catherine leaned over the comm panel, watching the swirling colors of nothingness outside the ship.


“Mom, they can’t hear you.” Aimee sat on the edge of the console, twisting the end of her long braid around her index finger. She was wearing the PROPERTY OF NASA shirt David had bought Catherine the Christmas before she left.


She was right, of course. But any moment now, the blurry colors of the wormhole outside her window should resolve into normal space, meaning that she’d arrived back in her own solar system. Back within radio contact. Finally.


The ship’s chronometer told her she had been traveling for at least six years now. It felt much longer. She wasn’t sure she trusted the reading, but at this point, her mind was even more untrustworthy than the chronometer.


When she looked at Aimee again, her daughter had gone from being an eight-year-old in an oversize shirt to a five-year-old holding a stuffed stegosaurus. She fidgeted in her chair. “I’m tired of waiting. Are you going to be home soon, Mommy?”


“I hope so, baby girl. I hope so.” She reached out to push a lock of Aimee’s dark hair behind her ear. Her hand went straight through her daughter, bumping against the heavy glass window separating her from the dark vortex of space outside.


Catherine knew, of course, that the Aimee in front of her was the result of too much time alone—more alone than any human had ever been before.


She’d had a crew once. The other five individual quarters on the ship were empty now, but each bore marks and remnants of its former occupant: a data disk labeled in Claire’s neat handwriting, Richie’s battered Mets hat, photos of Ava’s children on a shelf, Izzy’s copy of Catch-22, Tom’s antique compass. If she closed her eyes, it almost felt as though they were right there, just as Aimee was, present but beyond reach. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen them. Or why they weren’t with her now.


All she knew was that she had to get home. To Aimee. To David. To Earth.


The ship gave a small lurch beneath her and for the first time in years, she saw stars again, the blackness of space stretching out before her, drawing her toward home. Her breath caught.


“Try the radio again, Mommy!” Aimee said, bouncing in her seat.


Catherine smiled at the vision of her daughter. She was still too far away for communication, but she had to try. For Aimee. She leaned over the comm panel again.


“Houston, this is Acting Commander Catherine Wells of Sagittarius. Do you read?”


All that met her was silence.





Tucked away in a corner of a basement of a satellite NASA office in Houston, largely forgotten, was central command for the Sentinel program. Its sole mission was to monitor the Einstein-Rosen bridge that had opened up past Mars’s orbit in 1998, in case something came through it. Calling it “ERB Prime,” as if it might be the first of several, seemed ridiculous then and even more so now. In the fourteen years that Kenny Turner had been working the graveyard shift for Sentinel, nothing ever came through. In fact, in the entire lifetime of the Sentinel program, exactly one thing ever had: the Voyager 5 probe, expected and ahead of schedule. Until now.


At 0341 central standard time, the alarm went off, startling Turner away from his nightly perusal of various subreddits. With hands suddenly clammy, he scrambled to his computer to see if he could identify what had just appeared out past Mars.


He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.


The ship’s transponder identified the craft as Sagittarius, a ship that wasn’t supposed to exist anymore. A phantom ship. Kenny’s skin crawled. The crew of the Sagittarius I mission had been lost six years ago. After some initial earthshaking reports back from TRAPPIST-1f—evidence of the existence of primitive, mostly microscopic life on the planet—all transmissions had abruptly stopped, and the life-support readings for all six members of the crew failed.


Who the hell should he call? There were protocols in place if something unidentified came through the wormhole, and for when a planned mission made its return . . . but there was nothing on the books for what to do about a ghost ship.


The Sagittarius I mission was over, finished, and the mission’s original flight director had died two years ago. Sagittarius II was still in the works . . . maybe he should call that flight director. No, Kenny decided, this was too big for anyone but the top. He placed the call to Sentinel’s director, George Golding.


“Golding,” came the growling voice over the phone. “This better be good.”


“Sir, this is Kenny Turner. We have a situation at Sentinel.”


Kenny could hear his boss snap to full attention. “Tell me.”


“Sagittarius, sir. It came back.”


“Is this some sort of prank, Turner? Who put you up to this?”


“No joke, sir. I’m picking up the transponder signal loud and clear. No radio contact yet, but it’ll be a bit before we hear.”


“Jesus Christ on the cross.” Golding took a deep breath. “All right. We gotta wake up the folks at JSC. I’ll call the administrator. Oh hell, you should probably call someone with Sagittarius II. Llewellyn’s off on some godforsaken wilderness trek right now. Morganson’s covering for him. Call him.”


Kenny stopped short of groaning. “Sir, don’t you think that call would be better coming from you?” Kenny had heard about JSC’s wunderkind. He’d never met him, but everyone knew his reputation. If there was a problem to find, Cal Morganson was the guy who was going to find it. And he walked into every situation expecting to find a problem. It was too damn early in the morning to deal with that.


Golding laughed. “You woke me up; you get to wake him up, too. Call Morganson and I’ll handle the big guns.” He hung up without another word.


Kenny took a long swallow of coffee gone cold and grimaced before looking up Cal Morganson’s contact information.





Cal Morganson drove like the devil from his apartment in Midtown, Houston, to Sentinel’s tiny office. He’d been awake when Kenny had called, staring at the ceiling, his mind swirling with logistics and timetables and question after question, all unanswerable. The closer they got to the launch of Sagittarius II, the greater the specter of Sagittarius I’s unknown fate loomed over the crew and staff.


Sagittarius returning! It was impossible, more than they could have hoped for.


Now, finally, they could get some answers about what had happened out there.


The Gulf Freeway was nearly empty this time of night, and he made it much faster than he’d expected. He jogged through the darkened office building that served as Sentinel’s home base, bursting into the control center.


“What’s their ETA for Earth?” he asked Kenny immediately. “Does JSC have a plan for getting them back on the ground yet?”


“Current trajectory puts them back in Earth’s orbit in about three months. Director Golding is probably on the phone with the folks at Johnson as we speak.”


Before Cal could throw out any more questions, the radio crackled to life.


“—of Sagittarius. Come in, Houston. This is Catherine Wells calling from Sagittarius.”


Cal fought the urge to whoop. “Sagittarius, this is Houston; we read you loud and clear. Boy are we glad to hear from you!”


“Oh, thank God.” The relief in Wells’s voice was palpable, even across the millions of miles. “Any chance I can get a landing trajectory from you guys?” She laughed, the sound faint and staticky. “I’d like to come home now.”


Something was wrong, something in the shaky tone of Wells’s laugh, in the way she said “I” instead of “we.”


“Colonel Wells, this is Cal Morganson. I don’t think we’ve ever met, but I work with Aaron Llewellyn. Who’s with you up there? Status on the rest of the crew?”


“It’s just me. They’re . . . they’re not here.”


Before keying the mic again, Morganson glanced at Kenny. “Are you recording this?”


“Yes, sir.”


Cal turned back to the mic, leaning into it as if he could get closer to her that way, could reach through space and pull the answers out of her. “What happened, Catherine? How long have you been alone?”


There was a long pause before she answered, long enough that Cal wondered if they’d lost contact. “Almost six years. I think.”


I think? What the hell were they dealing with here? “We lost your life-support signals about six years ago.” He drew a breath and said, “Colonel Wells . . . you and your crew have been presumed dead for those six years. Are you telling me the other five are dead?”


“I don’t know. I . . . I think so. It’s just me. No one else is on board.”


“What do you mean you don’t know?” This might be Cal’s only chance to get unfiltered, raw answers. The more time Wells spent talking to other people, the more her story might shift and change. Right now, her relief to be talking to anyone would be the only thought on her mind.


“I don’t remember.” Her voice turned plaintive. “When can I talk to Aimee and David? I want to talk to my daughter.”


Kenny shut off the mic. “Sir, she’s been isolated for six years. We don’t know what her mental state is. She sounds unstable.”


“I know the effects of long-term isolation, Mr. Turner.” He didn’t bother to keep the chill out of his voice as he turned to Kenny. “By now, Wells has probably experienced hallucinations and breaks with reality.”


“Then why ask her anything?”


“Whatever she tells me right now might not be real, but it won’t be untrue. Don’t you think it’s odd that she doesn’t remember anything?”


“Are you saying you think she’s lying?”


Cal loved the astronauts he worked with like family, but he wasn’t blind to their faults—they were family he understood all too well. “I’m saying, Mr. Turner, I want to get as much information as I can, as quickly as I can.” He turned the mic back on. “We’ll have someone contact your family, Colonel Wells. I’m sure they’ll be overjoyed to hear the news. In the meantime, can you tell me what you do remember?” To Kenny, he said, “Let me know when command contacts her family.”


“Yes, sir.”


Cal watched the radar displaying the ship’s continued path home. What happened to you out there? And how do we keep it from happening again? Catherine—unstable or not—had those answers, he knew she did. He just had to dig until he found them.





Aimee Wells jogged down the stairs and headed for the kitchen. Her dad was at the stove and Maggie sat at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee, reading something on her tablet.


“Morning, Aims,” her dad said. “How do you want your eggs?”


She wrinkled her nose. “On someone else’s plate. I’ll just grab some cereal. Morning, Maggie,” she said as she went to grab a bowl.


Aimee was glad when Maggie and her dad finally stopped pretending that Maggie wasn’t basically living with them. She’d been about to tell them to stop when they finally sat her down and told her what she already knew, that they loved each other and were talking about getting married someday. Maggie was great, and she made Dad happy. They’d been practically a family for years now anyway. Maggie wound up helping Aimee with her homework more than her dad did, especially when Aimee got into advanced math. Her dad had a natural, instinctive understanding of calculus—which meant he had no idea how to help Aimee understand it. Thankfully, Maggie had struggled with it a little more, so she knew how to help.


“Morning,” Maggie said, looking up with a distracted smile. “Sorry, getting ready for an early meeting.”


“Who is it this time?” Aimee poured some granola into her bowl then mixed in some cornflakes. It was one of the many things she’d picked up from her mom. Memory was weird. Aimee could remember her mom’s habit of mixing cereals with crystal clarity, but she couldn’t remember the last words her mom said to her, or how her laugh had sounded. It had taken her a long time to stop feeling guilty about that. She smiled at Maggie. “Eccentric billionaire who wants to be buried in space, or rogue start-up that says they can colonize Mars?”


“Neither, thankfully.” Maggie and Aimee’s dad both worked for NASA just as her mom had, David as an engineer, Maggie as a consultant.


“That’s—” Before David could finish his statement, the house phone rang. “—not a cell phone,” he finished, and got up to answer it. “Hello? Yes, speaking.” He paused. “Director Lindholm, I—”


Aimee and Maggie exchanged glances. Paul Lindholm was the director of NASA. Why would he be calling their house before eight in the morning?


“What’s going on?” David asked. He met Aimee’s eyes as the voice continued on the other end. “I—” The color drained out of her dad’s face. “Are you sure? How is that—?” He leaned heavily against the counter behind him. “Yes. That’s . . . that’s wonderful.” It didn’t sound wonderful, whatever it was. “No, I’m just surprised. After all this time . . . yes. Thank you. Thank you so much. We’ll come down there this morning.”


He hung up the phone and looked at Maggie and Aimee, reaching out for both of them.


“Dad? What’s wrong?”


“That was . . . Aims . . . I don’t know how to say this . . .” His gaze moved to take in Maggie as well. “Sagittarius came through the wormhole last night. Catherine . . . your mom’s alive, Aimee. Your mom’s alive.”


Maggie’s face went pale. David hesitated for a second, then broke into a smile and pulled them both in for a hug.


Aimee didn’t understand what he was saying at first. Losing her mom had been the worst time of her life, but it was over. It had been years. How could she— The full meaning of her dad’s words hit Aimee, and she grabbed him tight. “Mom’s coming home?”


“She’s coming home.”
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ALMOST HOME.


That was the thought that kept going through Catherine’s mind as she showered and dressed for her last day in isolation. The room was small, ten by ten, with a twin bed, a desk, and a pocket-size bathroom. Once she’d made contact with Houston, the ship had felt more confining than ever, and the three months it had taken her to reach Earth interminable. She hadn’t thought anything could be more frustrating, but these past three weeks in isolation had almost been worse. She was so close to her real life, to the outside world, yet she was still trapped. Knowing it was just feet beyond her reach made the wait all the more maddening.


But one more briefing, and then she’d be able to see Aimee and David for real, without layers of heavy glass between them. She could finally hold them both.


Now she knew: nine years. Nine years had passed since the launch, and Aimee was nearly eighteen, almost all grown up and looking so much like Catherine’s mother, Nora, that Catherine had choked up on seeing her. Nora was still alive, now in hospice care near Catherine’s sister in Chicago. A decade after Nora’s Alzheimer’s diagnosis, that was still better than Catherine had hoped to find.


Not all the surprises were pleasant ones.


She tried to push aside thoughts of Maggie, someone Catherine had known and loved as a friend. Maggie, who’d been in their wedding, who’d been one of the first to show up at the hospital after Aimee was born. Who’d sat at Catherine’s dining table for countless dinners.


Maggie, who had always been prettier than Catherine, more poised.


Maggie, who was now stepping aside but who somehow still felt so present.


It was no one’s fault in the same way that a hurricane was no one’s fault: even without anyone to blame, the damage was immense. So now there was nothing to do but try to rebuild what was broken, put the pieces back together.


There was a knock at her door. Aaron Llewellyn was a tall, tanned cowboy of a man. As flight director of Sagittarius II, he was her new boss by default. He was a good man, but she desperately missed Michael Ozawa, Sagittarius I’s flight director. He’d been a friend, and he hadn’t deserved to die thinking he was a failure.


Catherine took a deep breath to clear her thoughts. Her flight commander Ava Gidzenko’s voice in her head was a steadying presence. Keep your shit together, Cath. Tell them what you know, one last time, and then you can go home.


“You ready?” Llewellyn asked. “I know you’ve got to be sick of telling your story, but thank you for humoring us. Cal and I just want to dig into a few more details that might relate to Sagittarius II.”


Cal Morganson. There was another unexpected—unpleasant—surprise. From the gruff voice, the barely there Texas accent, she would have expected someone who looked more like Aaron Llewellyn, NASA’s version of the Marlboro Man, not the tall, wiry young guy who’d introduced himself on her first day back. She’d since learned he was a NASA prodigy of sorts, a fixer. In several briefings, she’d caught him watching her with cold, blue, wolfish eyes behind tortoiseshell glasses (oh God, were those trendy again?), studying her as if she were a problem that needed fixing. If it weren’t for those eyes, for that expression, she would’ve said he was cute.


“I’m not sick of it,” Catherine said truthfully. “I keep hoping that if I talk about it enough, I might start to actually remember more of it.” She was the only person alive who had set foot on a planet outside Earth’s solar system, and she couldn’t remember any of it. What sort of massive cosmic joke was that? Even the parts of the mission she did remember felt like something that had happened to someone else. Dr. Darzi, her psychiatrist, kept saying this was normal.


Normal. She was already sick of the word. It didn’t feel normal. Nothing about this felt normal. She was forty-three years old, and a huge chunk of her life was just . . . gone. From shortly after Sagittarius and her crew entered the wormhole until six months after Catherine left TRAPPIST-1f alone, there was nothing but a blank spot on the recording in her mind. She was forty-three, but she’d never been thirty-seven.


Of course Claire Tomason and Richie Almeida would never see thirty-seven either, but for a different reason. After nearly six years alone in space, Catherine thought she was through the worst of the grief for her crew. Coming home had reawakened everything. It was like losing them all over again.


She hadn’t expected that so much about coming home would hurt this much. The pain of understanding the scope of her memory loss. The pain of learning about Maggie. The pain of returning without her crew. And the pain of just being. Even stepping out of her quarters into the hallway hurt.


The lights of the hallway stabbed into her eyes, and she reached for the sunglasses she now carried everywhere. The lights on Sagittarius had been designed to acclimatize the crew to the perpetual twilight of TRAPPIST-1f. No doubt there’d been a similar acclimatization program planned for their trip home, but Catherine had never found it. Since her return, she’d been wearing progressively lighter sunglasses. The lights in her quarters had started out dim, slowly brightening, although they were still low. The lights in the hallway were not.


Llewellyn noticed her squinting. “I’ve had them turn the lights down in the conference room. It shouldn’t be so bad there.”


“Thanks.” The lighting wasn’t the only physical difficulty. The gravity on TRAPPIST-1f was weaker than that on Earth, and Catherine hadn’t kept up with her exercise program on the way home. She’d been badly deconditioned when she’d landed. Walking across a room had left her winded and tired. Even now, despite extensive physical therapy, her body still didn’t feel like her own. She’d felt the same way after giving birth to Aimee—that her body was forever altered in ways she would keep discovering for years.


“Here we are.” Llewellyn looked down at her and gave her a reassuring smile as they reached the door of the conference room. “You ready to get this over with?”


“Hell yes,” Catherine breathed. After this, she could go home, go back to work, and resume her interrupted life.


The conference room was taken up by a long table, a little ridiculous with its single occupant down at one end with water glasses and a pitcher. Cal didn’t look up from his tablet as they came in. Only when she and Aaron took their seats near him did he glance at her. “Good morning, Colonel Wells.”


“Good morning.” Catherine poured herself a glass of water. She took off her sunglasses, then folded her hands on the table, clasping them tightly to suppress the urge to fidget.


Cal fiddled with his tablet and started the recording. “This is Cal Morganson, here with Aaron Llewellyn and Lieutenant Colonel Catherine Wells.” He stated the date and time, then pushed the tablet forward, between the three of them.


Aaron started. “You’ve said in prior briefings that you have no memory at all of the time between roughly Mission Day 865 and Mission Day 1349, a gap of four-hundred eighty-four days. There’s still absolutely nothing you recall from that period?”


“No,” Catherine answered, wishing she could say otherwise. It was as if she’d talked to Ava right after they entered the wormhole, and then a moment later she was alone on the ship, with all the evidence telling her she’d left the TRAPPIST-1 system six months earlier. “All of it is still a complete blank. Dr. Darzi says that some memory loss is to be expected. I understand the last astronaut who went through ERB Prime also had some memory issues.”


“Iris Addy didn’t forget sixteen months,” Morganson commented, looking through his notes.


Everyone around NASA knew about Commander Iris Addy. She’d been the first to go through the wormhole, nearly ten years before the launch of Sagittarius. Just a quick trip through and back. Except Catherine heard the rumors that she’d come back wrong. Hearing voices. Claiming to have no memory of parts of the trip. All Catherine knew for certain was that Addy had gotten violent with another astronaut and washed out. No one had seen or heard from her since. No one talked about her officially anymore. It was as if she’d never existed.


Llewellyn stepped in before Catherine could respond. “Commander Addy’s trip was much shorter. And we know now there may have been a few . . . additional factors related to her problems after returning home. I think we can agree that Colonel Wells’s experience is unique. There’s no way to compare it to anyone else’s.” He turned to Catherine and gave her a reassuring smile. It was a smile that said I’m on your side. You can trust me. Which automatically made Catherine suspicious.


“Tell us the last thing you remember before the gap, and the first thing after,” Llewellyn said.


You can do this. Would this be the time she remembered something new? “The mission was going as planned. We were on schedule traveling through ERB Prime, and the planned experiments were going well. The last clear memory I have is of a conversation with Commander Ava Gidzenko about adjusting our ETA, since we seemed to be ahead of schedule. That was sometime around Mission Day 865, because Commander Gidzenko commented on it in the ship’s log.” The logs were the only reason she knew for certain that they’d even reached the TRAPPIST-1 system, but the entries stopped shortly before they landed.


Cal spoke. “Commander Gidzenko’s private logs mention some tension among the crew around that time, but she didn’t go into specifics.”


That was new information. Had Ava been referring to— She hadn’t written that down, had she? She’d promised. Cath, I’m not even calling this a verbal reprimand. Call it being a worried friend. Deal with it before it blows up, and I’ll keep pretending I don’t know anything.


A sudden paranoia grabbed Catherine by the throat and shook her. Each of the crew had written private log entries. She had reviewed the public entries, but she couldn’t access the private ones. Her own personal log entries had been wiped sometime during her blank period, leaving nothing before Mission Day 865. She had no idea when or why they’d been deleted. It wasn’t as if she’d written anything incriminating . . .


But what had the others written? What had they seen? How much did NASA know? Breathe. If they knew everything, you’d know by now.


“Colonel Wells?”


“Sorry, sir.” She clenched her jaw. It galled her to call him “sir.” “That’s news to me. Commander Gidzenko didn’t talk to me about any problems among the rest of the crew.” That was the absolute truth.


“And the first thing after the gap?”


Catherine shook her head. “It was like waking up from a dream. There are snatches of memory, doing some of the planned experiments, making a meal . . . Day 1349 was the first day it really came to me that I was alone, and that I shouldn’t be. I thought the ship’s mission clock had to be wrong at first, but there was so much evidence on board that we’d landed—the Habitat module wreckage, the depletion of the supplies, the missing rover . . . That’s when I first realized things were terribly wrong.”


She could still feel that panic clawing in her mind even six years later, and remembered how she’d run blindly from one crew quarters to another, praying she’d find her missing colleagues there.


At times it felt as if she might drown beneath a massive tsunami of delayed grief. Every time she sat down to retell her story in yet another debrief, there were ghosts behind her, pushing at her, needing her to tell their stories as well. But how could she tell their stories when she couldn’t even remember her own?


The questions came from both men now, fast and hard.


“And so nothing out of the ordinary was going on before Sagittarius left the wormhole, nothing that was kept out of the logs?”


“No sir.” Another technical truth.


“You have no memory of Mission Day 1137, or of any of the circumstances around it? Nothing about what happened to the rest of the Sagittarius I crew?”


“No, sir. I wish I did.” God, I wish I did. How can I ever face Ava’s kids and tell them I don’t know what happened to their mom?


“What about the Habitat debris on board Sagittarius? Do you remember anything about that?”


“No, sir. All I know is what I’ve been told since coming home. On Mission Day 1137, all contact between Earth and TRAPPIST-1f ended abruptly, and all life-support signals from the crew ceased, including mine.” She survived; what if the others had as well? Had she just abandoned them? No, she wouldn’t have. She couldn’t have. “I’ve thought about it, and all I can figure is that if the Habitat was destroyed, I would have tried to bring the debris back with me, for analysis, to figure out what happened.”


“Colonel Wells.” Morganson spoke up again, and he lifted his head to look at her. She was struck again by how attractive he might have been, with his messy brown hair and boyish features, if there’d been any hint of warmth to him. “What do you think happened on Mission Day 1137? Surely in six years, you’ve formulated a theory.”


“I—” Catherine looked at Aaron, but he seemed interested in her answer as well. “I’ve asked myself that question every single day.” It was more than that. The question tormented her. Over the six years that she was alone with nothing to do but think, she’d come up with a thousand possible scenarios, some more improbable than others, most of them—at least to some degree—her fault. Coming home, she’d hoped that maybe, finally, someone at NASA might be able to help her find the answers. She took a breath and gave them her least improbable possibilities. “There might have been a problem with the Habitat, or an accident of some sort. I know now that we did find signs of microorganisms in the water there, so there could have been an illness that hit us, but given how suddenly everything stopped, and that the Habitat debris shows signs of fire, my best guess is that something catastrophic happened to our life-support systems in the Habitat.”


“And the others?” Morganson asked.


Catherine couldn’t meet his eyes. Instead she focused on her hands. “The logical assumption is that whatever happened on Mission Day 1137, I was the sole survivor.” She hated that answer. That for some unexplainable reason, she survived and the others didn’t. “I can’t think of any other reason why I would have come back alone.”


“Oh, I can think of a few,” Morganson said.


“Cal,” Llewellyn said sharply. “You’re out of line.”


“I’m sorry, Aaron, but no one else around here seems willing to say it,” Morganson said. “It’s incredibly convenient that Colonel Wells ‘doesn’t remember’ anything, and that all information from the Habitat, including public logs and telemetry, stops abruptly three days prior to the Event, not to mention that all of the crew’s personal logs after Day 865 are gone. All we have are Colonel Wells’s personal logs after Day 1349.”


The Event. NASA had always been fond of euphemisms for tragedy. The fear and anger and frustration that had been simmering in her for years bubbled over. “Well, it’s pretty damned inconvenient for me. Especially since you seem to be implying that I’m lying.”


“No one thinks you’re lying,” Aaron said, looking pointedly at Cal. “No one. We’re in awe of you. You went through an unimaginable experience out there and the fact that you came back is a miracle, yes, but it’s also a testament to your strength and resilience. No one has ever survived alone in space for as long as you did. You’re a goddamned hero.”


The word rankled her. She’d spent years training for a mission she couldn’t even remember. And she couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow whatever happened up there was her fault. How else was she the only one to return?


“I think that’s all we have for now.” Aaron stood up. “Come on. Your family must be waiting for you. Let’s get you to them.”


“Thank you.” Catherine stood as well, reaching for her sunglasses.


Aaron accompanied her from the room and down the seemingly endless corridors that lead from the depths of the building to the waiting area. Escaping the room felt like escaping prison, and now for the first time in nine years, she was going to find out what it was like to be free again. Her heart thudded painfully in her chest, and her mind raced with the thought of seeing Aimee and David for real, without any barriers between them.


As they rounded the corner, Catherine could see them standing on the other side of the glass doors. David was pacing the waiting area, his arms folded across his narrow chest. Aimee was chewing on her thumbnail.


She was the one who spotted Catherine first, looking up with a bright smile and waving enthusiastically. Aaron touched Catherine’s shoulder and smiled. “Go on. Get out of here.”


Catherine started out walking down the long corridor but wound up running. Her eyes stung and her throat ached long before she got to the door. Finally. Finally. Her heart beat that one word over and over as she stepped through. David and Aimee rushed to embrace her, and she wrapped her arms around both of them fiercely, burying her face in Aimee’s hair and letting the tears fall.





2



“WHAT THE HELL was that about?” Aaron Llewellyn waited until he and Cal were well away from the conference room, on the way back to Aaron’s office.


“Come on, Aaron. It doesn’t add up. It’s too neat. How are all the personal logs gone? Even if Wells’s amnesia were fishy—which it is—she couldn’t have wiped those records.” Something wasn’t right here. It didn’t piece together. His instincts were yelling it loud and clear, and his instincts rarely steered him wrong.


Maybe he shouldn’t have pushed it so hard in the debrief, though.


“If she couldn’t have wiped the records, then why did you go after her so hard? You think . . . what? That the crew survived and Catherine abandoned them?” Aaron shook his head.


“No, but . . .” Cal paused. He’d considered that, but there was no evidence. And as good as Aaron was about listening to some of Cal’s more out-there ideas, floating sinister theories about Wells was a bad idea right now. Everyone on the team was protective of her. Cal got that. Whatever the truth was, she’d been through hell, and no doubt was still going through it. “There’s just something she’s not telling us. I can feel it.”


Aaron stopped walking and turned to face Cal. His expression was flat and the way he crossed his arms over his chest didn’t bode well for Cal. “Listen, kid. I’m letting you step up on this mission. You don’t have to start shit to try to make yourself look good. Don’t make me, or anyone else, regret this.”


“I’m not starting shit—”


Aaron gave him a look.


“This time. I’m not. I swear.”


Cal never meant to start shit. He saw things that other people overlooked. Worse than that, he was terrible about just going with the flow. He couldn’t let things slide, especially not for the sake of a feel-good story for the history books. NASA ran on myths and legends as much as it ran on funding and science. And Cal just couldn’t buy into it.


“Well, just . . . lay off for a bit, would you?” Aaron started walking again and Cal hurried to keep up. Aaron might as well have asked him to fly, as far as Cal was concerned, but he’d try. “She’s a hero around here. After what happened with Sagittarius I, NASA needs all the heroes it can get. And right now, Sagittarius II depends on what she’s able to tell us.”


But she’s not telling us everything. Cal sighed. “Yeah, all right. I’ll lay off.” It was just intuition right now, something about the way Wells told her story. Nothing concrete. The problem was, the more people defended Wells, the more people talked about her like she was a hero, the more Cal wanted to puncture that bubble, find out what she might be hiding. The higher the stakes got, the more important it was that he find the truth.


His promise to lay off didn’t even make it to lunchtime. He was just checking on something, that was all. For his own peace of mind. He pulled up the transcripts of Wells’s initial debrief right after she landed.


WELLS: The mission was going as planned. We were on schedule traveling through ERB Prime, and the planned experiments were going well. The last clear memory I have is of a conversation with Commander Ava Gidzenko about adjusting our ETA, since we seemed to be ahead of schedule. That was sometime around Mission Day 865, because Commander Gidzenko commented on it in the ship’s log.


That sounded familiar—too familiar. Her second debrief was with the psychiatrist present and was filmed. Cal watched the video briefly, then fast-forwarded to the same question.


Catherine, who had been interacting normally, paused and looked straight ahead. Cal hit Play.


“—ahead of schedule. That was sometime around Mission Day 865, because Commander Gidzenko commented on it in the ship’s log.”


Then his recording from earlier today: the exact same story, word for word. Memory didn’t work that way. When people talked about a traumatic event, it was rarely the same story twice—they misremembered, they forgot, they revealed things out of order, and they found new memories between one telling and the next. That was one reason NASA did so many of these damned reviews: to coax out as many details as possible, a few at a time. He and Aaron had hoped that in a slightly more relaxed setting with just the three of them, focused specifically on what happened to the others, that maybe a few more details would emerge.


But Wells was telling the exact same story every single time. As though she’d memorized it. As though it had been prerecorded, so to speak. On its own, it wasn’t enough to take back to Aaron, not while everyone wanted to keep Wells on her pedestal, but it was enough to raise Cal’s hackles. He just had to—


“I knew it. I knew you forgot me, man.” Dr. Nate Royer leaned against Cal’s office doorframe. “You stood me up. I sat there in the cafeteria all by myself.”


“Nate! Oh shit, I’m sorry.” Cal closed his laptop guiltily. He got out from behind his desk and greeted Nate with a clap on the shoulder. “I had that Wells debrief this morning and it threw off my whole day.”


“It wasn’t a total loss. I looked so pitiful, one of those cute new engineers must’ve felt sorry for me. Came over to say hello.”


Cal grinned, motioning Nate into his office and shutting the door behind him. “I bet you milked it for all it was worth, too, didn’t you. You dog.”


Nate shrugged eloquently, his teeth flashing bright in a quick grin. “We talked about the fickleness of straight boys. Especially the cute ones like you.”


Cal rolled his eyes at the long-standing joke. “Did you at least get his phone number?”


“What kind of a man do you think I am, Morganson? Of course I got his phone number.”


“See, wouldn’t’ve happened if I hadn’t zoned out.” Cal sprawled in his chair again while Nate took his usual seat on the other side of the desk.


“So . . . Catherine Wells, huh? How’d that go?”


“If you’re asking if we nailed down everything that happened on TRAPPIST-1f, then the answer is no. We’re not much closer than we were before.” He pawed through the papers on his desk for his tablet and the notes he’d taken during the debriefing. Nate was slated as the crew doctor for Sagittarius II. Even if they hadn’t been close friends, Cal would be doing everything he could to make sure Nate and the others got the answers they needed before they risked their lives.


“Damn,” Nate said. “She doesn’t know anything? I mean, if you’re going to send me up there, it’d be nice to know my chances of coming back were getting better.”


“We’re still working on the assumption that something catastrophic happened to the Habitat . . .” Cal trailed off. He really wanted to be able to give Nate the party line. Nothing to see here. Move along.


“Uh-oh. I know that look. There’s a ‘but’ coming.”


“No, not really, just—” Cal pushed his tablet aside. “Never mind, man. I shouldn’t be talking to you about it.”


“You know I’m going to see the full debriefings eventually, right?” Nate beckoned, like Bring it on.


Cal glanced at the closed door. “It’s nothing concrete. Something’s not adding up yet. Just a feeling.”


“Oh lord, not one of your feelings.” Nate groaned and ran a hand over his face dramatically.


“Listen. How often have I been wrong?”


“It’s not how often, Cal; it’s that when you are wrong, it turns into a colossal clusterfuck.” Nate would know; he’d helped mop Cal off the floor enough times.


But once again, Cal wasn’t going down without a fight. “Oh, come on. It’s not that bad. Name one clusterfuck.”


Nate raised his eyebrows. “You really wanna play this? All right. Let’s go. You spent a month convinced that TRAPPIST-1f was actually a volcanic hell planet.”


“The science was there! With the other planets in the system so close, volcanic activity should have been—”


“It was speculation! You were guessing, Cal.”


“I was a kid. Come on, we were still in college. Besides, it got me the job offer with NASA, didn’t it?”


Nate was unimpressed. “You nearly got the whole program scrapped.”


“Considering what actually happened, would that have been so terrible?”


“They weren’t killed by volcanoes, were they?” Nate stabbed a finger at him. “No moving the goalposts. You were wrong.”


“We don’t know they weren’t killed by volcanoes . . .”


“Cal, we’ve got the crew’s surveys from orbit right before they landed. ‘Volcano’ is probably one of the few causes we have ruled out.”


“Yeah, yeah. Okay,” Cal admitted grudgingly. “Fine. I was wrong once.”


“Once.” Nate snorted. “What about that time you were working on Sentinel and you thought—”


This game wasn’t fun if Nate was going to show off his flawless recall of “every time Cal Morganson was an idiot.”


“All right, all right. Maybe more than once.” Cal leaned forward, pointing at him. “But how many times have I been right?”


Nate leaned back in his chair, grin on his face. “Not enough times for me to stop giving you shit every time you say you have a feeling.”


“I’m wounded, Nate. I’m deeply wounded.” Cal pressed a hand to his chest.


“You’ll survive. Your ego has made it through worse.” Nate gave him a shrewd look. “You know, we’re not all really keeping score on how often you’re wrong here. You’re the only one counting, man.”


“Can’t tell if you’re winning if nobody’s keeping score.” He focused on Nate again, growing serious. “I can’t shake the feeling that something’s off. It could be something big.” Cal didn’t care if Nate laughed at him; he probably deserved it a little, and Nate was allowed even if Cal wouldn’t put up with it from anyone else. “I just don’t want a repeat of whatever happened. Not with you guys. You’re my team.”


“I know. I get it. And we appreciate it, Cal, we really do.” Nate grew more serious as well. “Six years is a long time. It would be easy to treat Sagittarius I like ancient history. We all had a chance to get over it and move on. Now that Wells is back, it’s stirring up a lot of old stuff for us. Everybody’s feeling it.”


“How’s the crew doing?”


Nate shrugged. “Better, actually. Nobody talked about it, but it was kinda rough, being the crew to follow a mission where everyone died.”


“I worried about that, how you guys would handle it.” Cal had been tracking the crew’s psych evals. Every one of them was understandably anxious. Anxiety was normal, but it led to errors, errors Cal didn’t want to risk.


“But now that it turns out there was a survivor, in a weird way it makes it better. Maybe if we can find out exactly what happened, we’ll avoid making the same mistakes. If there were mistakes.”


“That’s what we’re working on.”


“Yeah, I know. I trust you, Cal,” Nate said easily. “As long as I keep believing you guys are gonna get us up there and back, I’m fine. I think everyone else feels the same way.”


And that, right there, was exactly why Cal needed to get to the truth of Catherine Wells’s story. He owed it to his crew, to Nate, to make sure they were as safe as possible. It might make people hate him; it might get him demoted even, but he couldn’t risk Nate and the others for the sake of the narrative that made Wells a hero and left his team vulnerable.
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NONE OF THEM spoke at first. They clung to one another. Catherine was sobbing and so was Aimee, her slender body shaking with the force of it while Catherine held on to her and David held on to both of them. I’m home, I’m home, I’m home. She couldn’t stop thinking it, unable to believe it was finally happening. Our families will be so happy to see us; we’ll be able to make everything work out. Ava had been right.


David leaned in to kiss her carefully, their first kiss in nearly a decade. It was sweeter than she remembered. Catherine closed her eyes and they were twenty-three again, leaning toward each other on a boardwalk bench still warm from the setting sun. She’d been laughing, daring him to kiss her, their mouths sticky with cotton candy like children’s. He still smelled the same twenty years later, still wearing the same cologne.


David drew back and brushed a hand over her hair. “Come on. We’re taking you home.”


Walking out into the sunlight—Earth’s light, not artificial light, not starlight—was like walking out under a spotlight. Everything was so harsh, overexposed, bright. She was walking into a nuclear blast and half expected to see her shadow burned into the concrete behind her. The shapes were all wrong. While she was in quarantine she’d noticed the obsession of Earth architecture and design with having everything squared off. After the curves and contours of Sagittarius, that blocky squareness felt wrong. It felt dangerous. There were too many sharp corners to cut herself on.


What didn’t feel wrong were the two people with her. Squinting despite the sunglasses, she kept David on one side of her, Aimee on the other, her arms around their waists as they headed for the car.


A car. She laughed at the sight of it sitting there, delightfully ordinary. David wasn’t driving the exact car he’d had nine years ago, but it was the same in all the ways that mattered: midsize sedan, comfortable, safe, and a little dull. She used to tease him relentlessly about it: “You drive the slowest, most boring car of any future astronaut I know.” The rest of their training cohort were notorious speed junkies, an impressive collection of sports cars and classic muscle cars among them. Then David had washed out of the program, and the jokes stopped.


Catherine settled into the passenger seat and found herself savoring the overheated air from the late spring sun.


“Are you hungry?” David asked. “Do you want to stop and get anything before we get home?”


“I just want to go home.” Catherine couldn’t stop looking at both of them, cataloguing changes. David’s auburn hair was a little thinner at the temples, and there were wire-framed glasses covering his gray eyes that hadn’t been there before. But really, he looked the way he’d always looked. From the cologne to the car to everything else, David never changed. He was her rock, steady and unmoving and always there.


Except he did change, didn’t he? Your rock moved on. To Maggie. Ava’s voice. Catherine willed the thought away. She just wanted to enjoy this.


Aimee was a wonder. For years, Catherine had carried the image of the nine-year-old tomboy in her head, and she scarcely knew how to credit this ethereally beautiful seventeen-year-old sitting behind her. She’d always had David’s friendly features and Catherine’s pale skin, but there was no trace of the tomboy in her now. Her dark-brown hair was pulled back in a loose braid, and she was wearing a perfectly tailored gray dress. It was the kind of thing Catherine would never have had the fashion sense to pick.


“Mom. You’re staring.” Aimee’s smile stayed as bright as ever, but she fidgeted with the phone in her hands.


“You just both look so good. You have no idea.” She shook her head. “I remember I used to have to fight to get you to wear anything other than jeans or overalls. That dress is amazing.”


Aimee glowed beneath the praise, sitting up a little straighter. “Isn’t it great?” She played with the skirt, straightening it out. “Maggie helped me pick it out for the last science fair we—” She stopped, gaze darting to her father and then down for a heartbeat.


Catherine’s smile tightened but stayed in place. “It’s all right.” She reached back to touch Aimee’s arm. “I’m glad she was there for you.”


And she was . . . but she still had to suppress a rush of jealousy that sat side by side with her gratitude that Aimee had had some sort of mother figure while Catherine couldn’t be there. All the time she spent drifting through space, imagining her homecoming, she’d never imagined she would come back to find that David had moved on and Aimee had been close to calling another woman “Mom.” The two of them were hers again, but Maggie’s shadow still lingered. Maybe Maggie had been a better mom, a better partner . . . Catherine could never know for sure, and she’d never be able to ask.


“So,” she said, trying to find her way out of the mire they’d stumbled into, “science fairs are still your thing, huh?”


“Aimee hasn’t lost a science fair since she started high school.” David beamed with pride. “This last time one of the judges said he had graduate students that could learn something from her work.”


“Daa-ad, that’s not what he said. He said they could learn from my work ethic.”


“That’s still fantastic. I want to hear all about school,” Catherine said. “Do you think they’d mind if I came to visit? I’d love to see it.”


Aimee made a face, but shrugged. “They’d probably love it and want you to do a whole assembly or something.”


Catherine laughed at the expression on Aimee’s face. “Okay, okay, I won’t come and embarrass you right away. I just . . . I’ve missed you.” She glanced over at David’s profile. “Both of you. I’ve got a lot of lost time to make up for.”





As they got closer to the house, Catherine grew quiet, watching the neighborhood outside the windows. So much had changed, but so much was exactly the same. The supermarket she used to go to all the time was still there. Those quiet early Saturday mornings had been an oasis for her; leaving David and Aimee sleeping while she wandered the aisles, finding something meditative in the simplicity of it, looking at labels, checking things off her list. The stores around the supermarket were all new—a pet store had replaced the hair salon where Aimee had gotten her first haircut; a storefront computer-repair place was where the dry cleaners had been. It was like seeing a familiar photograph with some of the faces rubbed out and replaced with those of strangers. Once in their own cul-de-sac, the feeling intensified. Houses changed colors, the cars were all wrong. Somehow she’d sideslipped into another universe where the McIntyres’ house was green instead of blue and Aimee was a grown-up fashion plate instead of a freckle-faced tomboy.


The flutter in her stomach worsened as they reached their house. Would Catherine be able to tell that another woman had been living there?


David pulled into the garage and jumped out to open Aimee’s and Catherine’s doors. He huffed out a breath and then gave Catherine a bright smile that was a little forced. “So, welcome home!”


She stepped inside. Nothing had changed that she could see at first. Aimee followed her into the living room while David hung back in the kitchen, closing the garage door. “I’ll be right back. I need to change out of this before I get something on it.” That, at least, sounded like the Aimee that Catherine remembered, and she smiled as Aimee took the stairs two at a time.


Looking around the living room, she could see them now, a million little changes. The drapes were different. And the furniture. Unbidden, the mental picture formed of David and Maggie furniture shopping, redecorating the living room in celebration of the new life they were planning . . .


Maybe it hadn’t happened that way at all. Maybe David and Aimee had done it to welcome her home. Maybe—


“You doing okay?” David pressed a cold glass into her hand and kissed her on the cheek. “They said we needed to make sure you stayed hydrated. It’s just club soda and lemon.”


“I’m fine.” Catherine forced a smile and gave him a one-armed hug. “Thank you. It’s all . . . a lot.”


David took her words at face value and smiled back before glancing around. “Where’s Aimee?”


“She went upstairs to change.”


“She goes through about five outfits a day these days, seems like.” He shook his head.


“I was like that at her age, too.”


They fell silent. Catherine couldn’t tell if it was because neither of them knew what to say, or that they had so much to say that neither of them knew where to start. David leaned in and rested his head against hers, lingering there. What did she look like to him? How much had she changed in his eyes? It was hard to imagine. She’d always been pale, but now she was ghost-white from years without direct sunlight. There were creases around her eyes that hadn’t been there when she left, and she was starting to find the occasional gray hair in the straight, nearly black strands. The first year she was alone on Sagittarius she’d taken to cutting her hair to keep it from falling into her eyes. As time went on she stopped caring, and ended up pulling it back in a ponytail or a braid. One of the first things she did after she’d landed was get her hair cut into a short, blunt style. She still wasn’t sure she liked it; she was afraid it made her look too severe.


Catherine took a sip of her club soda. David still wasn’t talking. Should she be talking? She’d craved human contact so much while she was alone, sprawled on her hard bunk on Sagittarius, and now that she had it, it didn’t feel anything like she’d imagined. Leaning against him this way should have been natural and soothing. She could feel each breath he took, his body moving lightly against hers. A wave of revulsion washed over her. He was too soft. Touching him was like touching some sort of grotesque bag of seawater and viscera, wrong and unnatural and . . .
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