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            To Rachel, my light in the darkness

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick,

            Till rising and gliding out I wander’d off by myself,

            In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time,

            Look’d up in perfect silence at the stars.

            —Walt Whitman, “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer”

         

         
            You came, and I was mad for you,

            And you cooled my mind that burned with longing.

            —Sappho

         

         
            Though my soul may set in darkness, it will rise in perfect light;

            I have loved the stars too fondly to be fearful of the night.

            —Sarah Williams, “The Old Astronomer to His Pupil”
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                  ARCHIVED: SMS Conversation — Kaleisha Reid, Ros Wheeler, and Abraham Yang, July 10, 2061

               

               
                  Ros Wheeler

                  Alright, who’s gonna be on Cleo duty tomorrow

                  Abraham Yang

                  What do you mean???

                  Kaleisha Reid

                  Ros believes that our very best friend Cleo is in danger of, among other things, blacking out when she sees a spaceship in
                     person for the first time and doing something stupid and killing us all
                  

                  Abraham Yang

                  No way!! Cleo is extremely smart and not at all stupid, Ros

                  Ros Wheeler

                  You know I know that

                  But you ALSO know that Cleo can be a bit ah

                  Impulsive?

                  Incautious??

                  Prone to ignoring things like hazard signs when there’s a cool new gadget she wants to touch???

                  Kaleisha Reid

                  She doesn’t need us to babysit her, Rozzy

                  By which I mean, I am not going to babysit her

                  And neither will you

                  We have a plan! We love the plan. We’re gonna follow the plan

                  Abraham Yang

                  Seconded!!

                  Ros Wheeler

                  Fine yes alright

                  I reserve the right to be an anxious wreck about it

                  Kaleisha Reid

                  I will give you a shoulder rub when it’s all over

                  Abraham Yang

                  Me too!! Prepare your shoulders

                  Ros Wheeler

                  Ugh

               

            

         
         *  *  *

         Twenty-seven years of obsessive amateur research had not prepared Cleo McQueary for how simple it was to break into the Erebus
            Industries compound. She’d seen the exclusive news reports, the official behind-the-scenes TikToks, the infamous photos of
            impassive security officers restraining bereaved family members at the compound gate—Cleo knew that this place had been crawling
            with guards and dripping with unbreakable security measures, once. But now, the only thing protecting each spiraling level
            of the circular compound was a dusty steel door, locked by a decades-old retinal scanner and a series of cascade ciphers.
            Cleo could have cracked them all in her sleep, which was a shame—she liked a challenge.
         

         
         “Well,” she said, punching the last sequence into the last keypad and thinking that the rare excuse to wear fingerless gloves
            with her most practical pair of coveralls almost made up for the disappointment, “there’s no turning back now.”
         

         
         “Corny,” Kaleisha whispered behind her, also looking incredibly heist-chic in her black dress and leather jacket, locs tied
            back in a ponytail and killer green eyeliner standing out against her dark skin. Cleo stuck her tongue out. Thanks to Erebus
            Industries’ bankruptcy, they were the first people to walk through these long-abandoned doors in a decade; a little melodrama
            was absolutely warranted.
         

         
         Abe fidgeted with the straps of the backpack he’d meticulously packed with things they might need (Band-Aids) and things they
            definitely wouldn’t (Kaleisha’s tarot cards). He was Chinese American, tall enough to rest his chin on the top of Cleo’s head,
            and bouncing on the balls of his feet so rapidly that his floppy black hair was getting in his eyes.
         

         
         “Actually,” he whispered a little too loudly, “I think this would be the perfect time to turn back, if we wanted to.”

         
         “Yeah, isn’t this the part where Cleo says, That was easy . . . Too easy?” Ros said. They tucked a long ginger curl behind the ear that wasn’t adjacent to their undercut, a smile masking the on-edge
            jitters that Cleo knew they were hiding. “And then a bunch of robot ninjas jump out to foil our plan?”
         

         
         Cleo winked at Ros as the last gate—blazoned, as all the others had been, with the grayscale sunrise of the Erebus Industries
            logo—slid open with a metallic clunk. “Don’t worry. Fighting robot ninjas is the first thing they teach you in engineering
            school.”
         

         
         Kaleisha smacked Abe lightly on the ass to shove him toward the gateway. “You’re not getting soft on us, are you, Yang?”

         
         “I’ve always been soft, and you love it.”

         
         “I do.”

         
         Behind their backs, Ros made a gagging sound. Cleo mimed a dry heave back. “Can we focus on how I just hacked the last gate
            open, you nasties?” she whined as Abe kissed the top of Kaleisha’s head. “It was very impressive, probably.”
         

         
         “Extremely impressive.” Abe cut Cleo off with an easy ruffle of her curly brown bob. “I’m going through first, though.”

         
         “Very sexy of you,” Kaleisha said, and she took Ros’s hand, who took Cleo’s hand, and tugged them all after Abe and into the
            wide-open launch complex at the center of the Erebus space center.
         

         
         And there it was, looming over them like a skyscraper, steepled black against the starry sky: Providence I. The other three stopped just inside the wall to stare up at the thing, so Cleo stopped too, and did the same.
         

         
         Oh, it was beautiful. Probably the most beautiful thing people had ever built, Cleo thought, just as she had when she’d first
            seen it on TV all those years ago. Everything about the spaceship was darkly glittering ceramic quartz and gracefully curving
            lines; it was sheer artistry, the way the wide, winged base swooped upward into the delicately pointed nose. It was right
            in front of her, just like she’d always impossibly dreamed, and it stirred something she hadn’t realized she’d forgotten—not
            just a feeling of wonder, though of course she was in awe of it. There was something rising in her throat that she hadn’t
            quite felt since she was a kid, watching the lead-up to the launch on TV. Hope, maybe. Faith in humanity, even.
         

         
         “Alright, gang, Operation Space Heist is a go,” Kaleisha said, knocking them all out of their reveries. “Let’s roll.”

         
         Cleo blinked away the tears that were threatening at the corners of her eyes and quickly stopped fingering the logo on the arm of the old, thrifted NASA jacket she’d stolen from her dad when she went to college. “Who’s corny now?” Kaleisha lovingly flipped her off. 

         
         They all speed-walked toward the ship, very aware of how exposed they were, trying not to crunch their feet on the twenty
            years of accumulated trash and leaves that drifted across the tarmac. Abe’s head swiveled like an owl’s, but no floodlights
            flickered on, no speakers screeched at them from the nearby mission control tower, and no beefy guards emerged from the darkness.
            If this had been a government site, the security might have been a little tighter. But all-but-defunct private companies didn’t
            spend precious dollars on their long-abandoned mission centers. Cleo almost told Abe to chill, but she knew her friend—he
            had an impeccable mental map of their surroundings, thanks to all his research, and he would never chill while there was even
            the slightest possibility that they were in danger.
         

         
         Plus, the place was kind of spooky. Full of history and grief and the shadows thrown down by the clouds as they crossed the moon.
         

         
         “Lots of ghost energy,” Cleo whispered to Ros.

         
         Ros snorted, which belied the fact that they were looking even paler than usual. Cleo knew Ros well enough to recognize the
            telltale sign that they were internally flipping out: sarcasm. “Space ghosts?”
         

         
         “Space ghosts.”

         
         When they reached the base of the Providence, Kaleisha stood aside and waved Cleo toward the entrance to the external elevator tower that still stood clamped to the side
            of the ship. Another outdated keypad, more old-ass software. Cleo cracked her knuckles and dove into the code. She’d broken
            more complex encryptions in high school. She deciphered the initialization vector in seconds.
         

         
         “I want to say I’m surprised that they haven’t forked out the cash to update the security system at all in twenty years,” she muttered, just as the door slid open with a clunk. Kaleisha brushed past her and through it, leading Abe and Ros along with her. “But I’m also not surprised at all.” 

         
         Abe laughed. “They couldn’t have possibly accounted for you, Hack-ie Robinson.”

         
         Cleo grinned back and bounded into the elevator. “What have I told you about leaving the nicknames to me?”

         
         “Hack Skellington,” he said. Kaleisha pushed the lone button on the wall panel, and the elevator doors grumbled shut.

         
         “Keep going,” Ros said as the elevator lurched upward, clattering loudly. “You can do worse.”

         
         “Hold on, hold on—Hack Kerou-hack.”

         
         “Aw, babe.” Kaleisha reached up to ruffle Abe’s hair. “That was your worst yet.”

         
         Cleo wanted to keep the bit going, but then the bit didn’t matter because they were flying stories and stories into the air,
            and Cleo got distracted by the surface of the Providence whizzing past them almost close enough to touch. She pressed her nose to the elevator window, watching wide-eyed as they ascended
            past the rockets, the wings, the name of the ship in silver letters taller than Abe twice over—then the hatch that led to
            the flight deck. And the elevator was stopping, and the door was opening, and they had arrived.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Once upon a time, there was a spaceship that never took off. It was supposed to, of course, full of people and bound for another world. It was going to be the first mission of its kind, the first with the goal of putting a population on an exoplanet—Proxima Centauri B, specifically, an Earth-sized number orbiting in the habitable zone of the red dwarf star Proxima Centauri. It was going to be the ship that launched humanity into a new age. That’s why they called it Providence.

         
         A generation of children grew up watching this ship on television. These kids watched documentaries about astronaut training
               every Saturday morning, traded details about the 203 people on the crew like baseball cards, and hung on every word the captain
               and the chief engineer said in the Erebus-branded educational videos they watched in school.

         
         They were all raised on the same delirious idea: that Providence I would change everything; that even if they weren’t on it, they would be on another ship like it someday. They could dream
               as no one else had ever been able to dream: of distant worlds, of impossible creatures, of uncovering the secrets of the universe.

         
         And then, on the day of the launch—marked by celebrations and breathless news reports and the entire world watching the same
               broadcast for the first time in living memory—something went wrong. To this day, nobody on Earth knows exactly what happened.
               Oh, there are theories, each one stupider than the last. But the only thing anyone knows for sure is what they could all see
               with their own eyes: that the dark matter engine was engaged, and there was a blinding flash of light, and then every passenger
               on the ship was—is—gone.

         
         Not dead. Not vaporized. Just gone, as if they had never been there. And a generation of children, ready to punch a hole in
               that exhilarating unknown, got to watch on live TV as the unknown punched back.

         
         In the aftermath, there was chaos. Grief and confusion and anger, of course, but also existential fear. Fear of what could
               happen if Erebus tried again, and fear of what would happen if they didn’t. What happened? Was it even possible to know? Was
               staying on a dying planet officially a better option than throwing more sacrificial lambs into the universe’s gaping maw?

         
         The only surviving member of the crew, Chief Engineer Kristoff Halvorsen, might have had answers, or at least acted as a guiding light. But he retreated from the public eye immediately after his failed countdown was seen by every eye on Earth, and then disappeared on the first anniversary of Launch Day.

         
         So the Providence I mission was canceled, obviously. And future missions around the world were shuttered, their resources redirected toward figuring
               out what the hell just happened. The human race told itself it was taking time to grieve. But as months stretched into years
               with no answers forthcoming, the remaining scientists started quitting their jobs out of frustration and disappointment and
               barely repressed trauma. The hallways and computers and unused common rooms of Providence I started gathering dust, and it became clear that no one was left who wanted to try again. No one wanted to find out the hard
               way what had happened. No one wanted to go to another world. So instead of using it, Erebus Industries just left the Providence where it was, as a monument to whatever the hell that was. And maybe, sort of, as a warning.

         
         That generation of children became a generation of adults, full of the bitter nostalgia that comes with knowing what could
               have been. And they never got over that loss, that wistful grief, that desperate sense of if only. The irony is that those kids, the ones who spent their formative years soaking up information about relativity and flight
               control algorithms and dark energy scalar fields, grew up to be the most STEM-obsessed adults in a century. Turns out that
               growing up with a space captain and an engineer as your heroes tends to make people want to go to tech school. And as the
               years stretched into decades, those young people were often the only ones still arguing for a renewed space program.

         
         Many of them thought, privately, that another mission would be worth the risks. Some of them argued, loudly, that they were owed another shot at the stars.

         
         And four of them decided, idiotically, that if no one else was going to solve the mystery of Launch Day, they were going to
               do it themselves.

         
         *  *  *

         The lights flickered on with a sizzle and a groan as the four of them climbed through the hatch, and they could see the flight
            deck in all its glory: brightly colored buttons and dusty screens covering every inch of the piloting console and the steel-gray
            walls, two enormous chairs outfitted with harnesses and countless toggles, and a window stretching most of the way around
            the semicircular room, through which they could see the night sky and the empty, rolling plains surrounding the complex.
         

         
         They all stood and looked for a moment, mouths hanging open. And then Cleo couldn’t take it anymore.

         
         “Dibs on the captain’s chair!” she called—but Kaleisha flung a hand out to catch her in the chest before she could go anywhere.

         
         “Hold up,” she said. “We have a plan, remember?”

         
         “Search the ship for clues, record everything, and don’t touch anything that might get us zapped out of existence,” Abe recited,
            his voice muffled by the window he was pressing his face against.
         

         
         “I am a fan of existing,” Ros said. “Not being a pile of dark matter dust is my ideal scenario, medically speaking.”
         

         
         “Listen to the good doctor, Cleo,” Kaleisha said as Abe took out his phone and started shooting a panorama of the flight deck.
            “You can sit in the chair later, as long as Ros determines it’s not covered in instant death goo or whatever.”
         

         
         “Promise?”

         
         “Promise.”

         
         Abe finished his panorama and moved around the room, snapping pictures of everything from the chairs to the tape over one
            of the switches. Ros went over to the door opposite the hatch and bent down to look at the small, silver button next to it.
         

         
         “I think we can safely assume,” Cleo said, with only a trace of sarcasm in her voice, “that the button opens the door, and
            doesn’t start up the dark matter engine that’s gonna kill us all.”
         

         
         Ros wrinkled their nose at Cleo and pushed the button. The door slid open with a whoosh and a ding, revealing another elevator.
            Ros stuck their head in and peered around.
         

         
         “Alright,” Kaleisha said. “Where do we want to go first?”

         
         “Med bay?” Ros said, their words echoing around the elevator.

         
         “The crew’s quarters?” Abe offered.

         
         “Engine bay, engine bay, engine bay—”
         

         
         “I agree with Cleo,” Kaleisha said, stowing Abe’s phone back in his backpack as Cleo stopped chanting to pump her fist in
            victory. “The only thing we can be relatively sure of is that the crew’s disappearance is linked to the dark matter engine,
            so we should look there first.”
         

         
         “Thank you!” Cleo nudged past Ros into the elevator and held her finger over the bottommost button, marked E. “Come on, slowpokes, I wanna see the greatest engineering achievement in all of human history. And you know I’m gonna need
            some alone time with her.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         It started as a joke, initially. It was the twentieth anniversary of Launch Day, and it had been McQueary’s idea to turn the
               president’s cookie-cutter address into a drinking game.

         
         “The crew of Providence I were the best of us,” the president said. Drink. “We must ensure that their sacrifice will never be in vain,” he said. Drink. “In their honor, we are reviving our off-world colonization efforts,” he didn’t say. Drink.

         
         By the end of the night they’d all had too many of Reid’s notoriously lethal dark ’n’ stormies. They were young and exhausted
               and far too smart for their own good, and, in that moment, it was the funniest idea McQueary had ever thought of.

         
         “What if we broke into Providence I?” she said, and they all laughed their drunk asses off.

         
         But that hypothetical hung in the air, electrifying, and became a conversation that kept them all up into the early morning.
               It stopped being funny and started being a familiar kind of exhilarating, the idea that they could steal into the most infamous
               crypt in the world, and—what? See how the engine worked? Find out where the passengers had gone? They didn’t know, but that
               night the four of them felt more driven, more inspired, more alive than they’d felt since they were kids, watching the broadcasts.
               They were goners.

         
         From there, it became a project, a word problem to be worked out together on Saturday nights, sitting on the floor of their
               living room surrounded by empty pizza boxes and notepads full of equations and crackpot theories. They were all perfectly
               matched, all with something to contribute: Ros Wheeler, the medical resident, with their ideas about what dark energy might
               have done to all those human bodies. Kaleisha Reid, the brilliant botanist, with an eye for details and a fascination with
               all forms of life. Abraham Yang, the history of science PhD, with an encyclopedic virtual archive of information on the Providence mission that he’d been building for his postdoc research, and a heart too big for his own good.

         
         Then there was Cleo McQueary. The one who had spent her childhood stealing her mom’s tablet to watch Providence news past her bedtime and filling up graph paper notebooks with mission trivia and dark matter facts. The one with a PhD in computer engineering, who could do anything if it involved machines or computers, and who was the only reason the rest of them could even consider the possibility of getting anywhere near the ship.

         
         And don’t forget the most important part: These people were more than friends, they were family. In high school, McQueary,
               Yang, and Wheeler had discovered that Reid’s house, full of plants and fluffy blankets and the smell of her father’s famous
               chocolate hazelnut cookies, felt like a home in a way that the houses they’d been raised in never had. Together they’d gotten
               through hurricanes, through grad school applications, through the months of oblivious angst that preceded Reid and Yang getting
               together their sophomore year of undergrad. If anyone was ever fully and utterly prepared to leap into the void together,
               it was these four.

         
         The Space Heist, as Yang took to writing across the tops of the pages of his yellow legal pads, stayed an “if” scenario, technically speaking.
               Until one night, McQueary said “when.” When we do it. When we break into Providence I. And they all went quiet, waiting to see if anyone else would correct her. And when no one did, they carried on.

         
         *  *  *

         
            
               
                  ARCHIVED: Briefing on Exoplanet Proxima Centauri B for the Crew of Providence I, February 1, 2040
                  

               

               Proxima Centauri B is a 1.27 Earth mass rocky planet orbiting in the habitable zone of the M-type red dwarf star Proxima Centauri,
                  and your future home. You have all made the tremendously brave decision to join the first outer-system colonial expedition
                  in human history. Rest assured that we at Erebus Industries do not take the enormity of your dedication to the future survival
                  of the human race lightly, and we thank you, on behalf of ourselves and the rest of the world.
               

               
               Proxima B is, despite its perfectly breathable atmosphere, a hostile environment in many ways. The planet is tidally locked
                  in its orbit around the host star, resulting in a surface that is scorched by perpetual daylight on one side and intractably
                  cold and dark on the other. The result is a 30-km-wide habitable zone at the planet’s terminator line, or twilight zone, where
                  you will live in perpetual sunset at temperatures of about -30°C, due to the relatively low heat output of the host star.
               

               
               As you will remember from the Starshot probe expeditions of twenty years ago, the surface of the terminator zone is covered in water ice, leading us to believe that
                  liquid water could be present at the edges of the zone or in the measurably warmer underground tunnels detected by the probes’
                  seismological pulsors. Note that, as living flora and fauna—lichen-like organisms as well as signs of small vertebrates—were
                  discovered on the surface, colonists should be prepared for more life to be present in these underground caves.
               

               
               We know this doesn’t paint the most welcoming picture of Proxima B. However, we trust that, as you acclimate, you will find
                  comfort and even beauty in your new home. In that vein, a final observation. Proxima Centauri is a highly active flare star,
                  meaning Proxima B is consistently buffeted by solar winds; we also know that Proxima B’s super-Earth level mass and powerful
                  magnetic field keep its robust atmosphere in fighting shape. All this to say: The skies of Proxima B will be near-constantly
                  alight with auroras in every color of the rainbow. We can only hope that you send us postcards.
               

               
            

         
         *  *  *

         No automatic lights came on when they entered the engine bay; the elevator door closed and left them in almost total darkness.
            Abe took a flashlight out of his backpack and shone it around. From what Cleo could see, the space was positively cavernous—the
            ceiling stretched at least forty feet above their heads, and rows and rows of server stacks and other hulking, shadowy machines
            she couldn’t even begin to comprehend towered over them, dusty and dead like everything else on the ship.
         

         
         “Guys,” she whispered, since a reverent whisper seemed the right way to go, “I think I’m in heaven.”

         
         “Awfully dark for heaven,” Ros whispered back, though they sounded just as astounded as Cleo was.

         
         And then Abe swung the flashlight beam down another aisle and there—there was the dark matter engine. Cleo was sure her brain would explode.
         

         
         They had never shown the engine itself on TV, see, because it was top fucking secret, because no one outside the research
            team could be trusted with that kind of technology, or maybe so Erebus could keep it all to themselves. Captain Wilhelmina
            Lucas, in all her months of glitzy press conferences and slick appearances in documentary footage, had only ever dropped a
            few crumbs about the newly discovered type of physiochemical reaction. Despite Cleo’s lifelong obsession with Captain Lucas,
            her very shiny blond ponytail and the old-fashioned tape recorder into which she was always muttering her certainly genius
            notes-to-self, Cleo remembered her own childish exasperation at the cageyness surrounding the revolutionary technology, one
            that would apparently eliminate the need for fuel as we knew it. All very proprietary, of course, you understand. And twenty-seven-year-old Cleo understood the secrecy, on a cerebral level, but the piece of seven-year-old Cleo that still lived inside her was screaming out in smug euphoria—I’m looking at it, you jerks, and there’s nothing you can do about it—because there it was, massive and shining even under the dust of two decades, a patchwork ring of fiberglass and metal standing
            on its edge, reaching almost to the ceiling. As Cleo drew closer, her eyes drinking in every detail Abe’s annoyingly small
            spotlight managed to catch, she almost would have believed that the engine was prehistoric, eternal, some kind of portal to
            another dimension that the ancients had built and worshipped.
         

         
         Kaleisha crept up next to her and squeezed her hand. “It’s really something,” she said softly. Cleo nodded. “You think you
            can figure out how it disappeared everyone?”
         

         
         “No idea,” she breathed. Then louder: “I’ve gotta touch it.”

         
         “Whoa, hey,” Ros called out from behind her, “let’s maybe consider the benefits of not doing that—”
         

         
         “This thing is our biggest clue, right?” Cleo marched over toward its base, glancing back at Ros’s concerned face. “I’m gonna
            have to get a little bit up in its business to deduce anything.”
         

         
         Ros met Cleo’s eyes and must have seen all the endless determination in them, because they nodded, though their concerned
            frown didn’t go away. Cleo heard them brushing off Kaleisha’s and Abe’s soothing murmurs as she turned back to the engine.
         

         
         The ring was almost twice as thick as Cleo was tall, and up close she could see that it was built from several giant fiberglass
            tubes, held together with countless crisscrossing wires and overlapping panels of titanium alloy. The tubes made her think
            of particle accelerators—surely they were dark energy conduits, or pathways for ions or Weakly Interacting Massive Particles,
            the hypothetical stuff that made up dark matter. If she could just see where they intersected, if she could just figure out
            what kind of reaction was meant to happen—
         

         
         So she reached out with one hand and touched the smooth surface of one of the tubes, couldn’t be any harm in that—

         
         And then the air itself vibrated in a concussive blast that blew her backward.
         

         
         And there was a deafening rumble, a mechanical whine that quickly rose in pitch, and Cleo had only a second to raise herself
            onto her elbows and see that the others had also been knocked to the ground, dazedly struggling to push themselves up, before—
         

         
         Flash, the dark matter engine ignited with swirling, dazzling light, streams of sparking particles flowing through the glass tubes
            and around the ring. And Cleo, shielding her eyes, saw that there was also something happening in the center of the ring,
            in the empty space. Something was forming there, a spiraling vortex that her eyes were seeing but her brain wasn’t quite understanding,
            because it looked like golden light but it wasn’t. It was darker than light—
         

         
         “Cleo!” Kaleisha screamed over the noise. “The rockets are starting!”

         
         That’s what it took for Cleo to realize that, duh, the floor beneath them was shuddering. So she scrambled to her feet, pulled
            Ros up by their hand, and followed Kaleisha when she gestured at them all to run.
         

         
         Abe had dropped the flashlight somewhere, but it didn’t matter. The engine flooded the room with that impossible, black-gold
            glow. Tiny blue lights were flickering to life on the server stacks around and above them, and they could easily see their
            way through the aisles to the elevator, which dinged open for them far too pleasantly when Ros jammed the button. They piled in, Cleo twisting around to get one last glimpse of
            the engine—
         

         
         And shit, she was looking at a dark matter reaction, wasn’t she, in the vortex, that was what it looked like—
         

         
         And then the door closed, and Kaleisha whirled on her.

         
         “What did you do?”

         
         “Nothing, you saw me, I just touched the glass!”

         
         Kaleisha scraped a hand over her hair. “The rockets. They’re—we’re going to take off, Cleo, we have to stop it, or get out
            of here—”
         

         
         “I know, I know, but—but if we’re lifting off there’ll be no way to stop without crashing everything down—”

         
         “You’re the computer girl, figure it out!”

         
         Cleo’s throat caught, whatever she would have said killed by the frantic dread on Kaleisha’s face. She must have seen the
            hurt on Cleo’s, though, because she grabbed her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry, but Cleo—”

         
         And then the door dinged open again onto the flight deck, and they all tumbled out. The rumbling of the rockets was quieter here, farther away, but
            still growing louder. Abe fruitlessly tried to open the exit hatch as Kaleisha dragged Cleo over to the captain’s chair, and
            Cleo gave herself a fraction of a second to appreciate the irony before she started pressing screens. They all lit up at her
            touch, luckily, and only some of them gave readouts that were completely incomprehensible to her.
         

         
         “Abe,” she called out, “on the wall, there might be something like a kill switch, see if you can find it.” Cleo heard Abe
            follow her instructions as she pounded every button in the neighborhood of a screen that read THRUSTERS above some terrifyingly large numbers. “Ros, see if you can find anything that looks like it’ll access the ship’s main computer.
            Kal?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” Kaleisha said, sinking into the copilot’s seat next to Cleo like she was born to do it.

         
         “See if there’s still a radio connection to—I don’t know, the base, some unsuspecting trucker, anything.”
         

         
         Kaleisha clamped the seat’s enormous headphones over her ears, grimaced, pressed a few buttons. “I just hear buzzing.”

         
         “Great. Cool. Fantastic.” Cleo tried to breathe, tried to focus on reading all the screens in front of her at once, tried
            to remember which buttons she hadn’t tried—
         

         
         “Cleo,” Abe said, “I can’t find any—”

         
         “The computer, Cleo, I don’t know if I can—”

         
         Cleo turned to see Ros fiddling with an orange panel on the wall that was steadfastly resisting all their efforts. “Ros, no,
            that’s the black box, it’s not going to listen to—”
         

         
         And then the world lurched, and Cleo knew they were lifting off. She turned and made horrified eye contact with Kaleisha as the console and both of
            their seats started automatically shifting into horizontal positions, heard Abe and Ros cry out as they were knocked off their
            feet—
         

         
         “Abe, Ros, lie down flat on the floor!” Cleo shouted over the sound of the rockets, hoping they could hear her, praying she
            wasn’t about to watch her friends die from the g-force. “Whatever you do, keep your backs straight!”
         

         
         They nodded and scrambled to the floor. Cleo kept slamming up against the unresponsive ship, looking for something that would
            take her into the main operating system instead of just giving her individual programs, trying to ignore the roaring and the
            sight of the stars sliding past the window faster and faster—
         

         
         And then she had a thought, and it was maybe the stupidest thought she’d ever had, but hey, this was a goddamn spaceship—

         
         “Computer!” she yelled.
         

         
         And then a woman appeared in front of her, a tall white woman with a tight blond ponytail and a face that Cleo would have recognized even if her eyes weren’t watering and her brain wasn’t being pressure-cooked into soup, wearing a black sweater and black jeans and standing calmly in front of the window with her arms crossed. 

         
         “Captain Lucas?” Cleo choked out.
         

         
         And then the woman flickered, like an image on a busted television. She seemed less bothered by this than by the sight of Cleo’s face melting backward
            into her seat.
         

         
         “What?” Captain Lucas asked, her voice somehow audible over everything. “What did you idiots do?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Cleo blinked. Breathed hard. “Are you the computer?”

         
         The hologram hesitated, her eyebrows knitting together like she had to think about it. “Apparently.”

         
         “Well, can you stop the ship?” Cleo shouted over the noise, gripping the sides of her seat as the pressure built against her fragile, squishy body.
         

         
         The hologram’s head froze for a few frames, like a badly buffered video. “No, I can’t,” she said, looking around like the
            four of them and their situation was a puzzle she was trying to put together. “Please stop asking stupid questions.”
         

         
         “Excuse me—”
         

         
         “Wait!” Kaleisha cried. Cleo turned her head with some difficulty to face her friend, who was looking at the hologram with
            wide eyes. “Why do you look like Captain Lucas?”
         

         
         “Now, that’s a better question.” The hologram ran a hand over her mouth, in a gesture that made Cleo astral-project back to
            being seven and watching the woman’s TED Talk fifteen times in a row. “I’m . . . I’m”—her head twitched again—“I am a perfect
            replica of Captain Lucas’s consciousness, programmed to act as the interface for the Providence operating system.” She looked down at her own hands, then back up at Kaleisha. “For simplicity’s sake, you can just call me
            Captain Lucas.”
         

         
         “Are you still technically the captain if you’re just a replica?” Cleo asked through gritted teeth.

         
         Lucas raised an eyebrow. “Since you don’t look particularly equipped to take up the mantle, I’m going to go with yes. So as long as we’re speaking technically, you’re in my chair.”
         

         
         Cleo couldn’t believe that she was about to spend her last moments being insulted by a dead woman in a computer, but before
            she could say anything to that effect, Kaleisha yelled at Lucas for her. “Okay, so, if you’re the captain and the computer,
            are you going to do anything?”
         

         
         “I told you, I can’t stop the ship. At this point in the trajectory, with the Providence”—Lucas’s irises went blurry, like they were flicking back and forth inhumanly fast—“hmm, about sixty-four kilometers in the
            air, there’s not much I can do without, you know, letting you all plunge to your fiery deaths.” Her eyes landed on Abe and
            Ros, who were still pressed against the floor like swatted flies. “I can probably bring out the extra chairs for your companions.
            If that would help.”
         

         
         “Yes!” Cleo and Kaleisha shouted in unison.
         

         
         Lucas waved a hand dispassionately, and out of the corner of her eye Cleo saw a panel in the floor slide open. Two more big,
            padded chairs rose out of it, and Ros and Abe reached for them, dragging themselves into the seats. Cleo sensed rather than
            heard it as they exhaled in relief.
         

         
         She refocused on the hologram, who was now frowning at her. For reasons she couldn’t quite place, the intense scrutiny filled
            Cleo with rage, or maybe panic. “Okay, you want a useful question?” she shouted, over the roaring of the engine and the blood
            in her ears. “Riddle me this, Captain—”
         

         
         “You could thank me,” Lucas cut in, “for saving your friends. Or at least their spines.”

         
         “Are you serious right now?”

         
         “It would be the polite thing to do.”

         
         “Tell me,” Cleo bellowed, “what is going to happen to us!”
         

         
         Lucas heaved out a beleaguered sigh. “In the short term? You’re on track to achieve escape velocity with, I’m thinking, minimal-to-survivable
            damage to your circulatory and nervous systems—”
         

         
         “Damage to our what now?” Ros yelled, and Cleo was sure she heard Abe whimper behind her.
         

         
         “It’s not my fault you decided to launch yourselves into the stratosphere without taking any safety precautions,” Lucas said.
            “Long term, once you leave the Oort Cloud the dark matter engine will kick you into near-lightspeed, and you should arrive
            at Proxima Centauri B in precisely seven years, three months, and twenty-four days.” She plucked at her own sweater, then
            at her jeans. “Do you think I chose this outfit because it’s easy to animate?”
         

         
         Cleo’s chest tightened and the edges of her vision started to go gray, whether from the mortal terror or the g-force, she
            couldn’t tell. “Christ on a cracker.”
         

         
         “This isn’t happening,” Kaleisha babbled, more to herself than anything. “This wasn’t the plan, we can’t go to another planet—”

         
         “Yeah, well, I’m not too happy about being a computer,” Lucas grumbled, “but we’ll all just have to muddle through.”

         
         Cleo squeezed her eyes shut and stretched out her hand. Despite everything, through everything, Kaleisha took it. Cleo could
            suddenly think of nothing but Kaleisha’s dad, of Kaleisha’s house that stood up on that hill against the levees, clean and
            warm inside even when the streets were flooded and the sky was grimy.
         

         
         “I know this isn’t ideal.”

         
         Cleo squinted through her twitching eyelashes. Captain Lucas was staring at her.

         
         “You obviously didn’t sign up for this,” she continued. “So. Sorry.”

         
         Cleo blinked. Lucas looked regretful, she looked angry, she looked—she looked lost, maybe, standing there with the sky behind
            her growing darker, clearer, more speckled with the shining watercolor spray of stars. Behind the ship, the atmosphere would
            be gritty and glowing with the flames of a forest burning somewhere. Cleo wrenched her head around to lock eyes with Kaleisha,
            ready for the desperate fear on her face. But she only looked as grimly certain as Cleo felt, as they’d maybe always been.
         

         
         “This is happening,” Kaleisha said, squeezing her hand.

         
         Cleo squeezed back. “This is happening,” she echoed, right before she passed out.

         
         *  *  *

         Here’s what everyone on Earth knows about the late Captain Lucas. They’re all woefully misinformed, of course, but that’s
               not entirely their fault.

         
         Any massive public undertaking that involves a lot of money from taxpayers and venture capitalists needs a human face. For
               the Providence I project, that face was Captain Wilhelmina Lucas. She was a wunderkind physicist, a veteran of the Erecura Deep mission to Europa, and even at the tender age of thirty she was the obvious choice to lead the most carefully selected and painstakingly trained crew in history. It didn’t hurt that she looked good in a suit and could be blindingly charming when she needed to be, or that she had a hilarious and equally exceptional younger brother who was coming along on the mission, or that her fiancé had died three years previously and the whole world had decided that made her a better person for some reason.

         
         It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that Captain Lucas was a major reason the world fell so hard for the Providence mission. It was going to be a big goddamn deal no matter what, obviously. But Lucas gave them a hero to revere, an avatar
               of all their last, best hopes for the survival of the species, and a friend to make them feel like they understood what was
               happening in those deepest, darkest halls of impossible science and corporate secrets.

         
         They didn’t understand. Not by a long shot. But the important thing was that they thought they did.

         
         When Captain Lucas disappeared with the other 202 crew members on Launch Day, she was mourned just a little bit more than
               the rest, because humans have no sense of proportion when processing large-scale tragedy. Wings of universities were named
               after her. She got a statue in front of the Air and Space Museum. And for years afterward, people like Cleo McQueary, even
               if they didn’t consciously realize it, applied to tech schools so they could one day be just like her.

         
         Here’s what only four people on Earth (if rapidly tearing through the thermosphere even counts) know about the late Captain
               Lucas:

         
         In the weeks leading up to the launch, she spent what precious spare time she had uploading every gigabyte of her brain processes
               into Providence’s operating system. Which was an odd thing to do, considering that Lucas thought she was about to spend the next seven years,
               three months, and twenty-four days on that ship. There was no reason to make a copy of herself.

         
         Unless she thought something else.

         
         *  *  *

         
            
               
                  ARCHIVED: Medical Report — Veronica Ruiz, MD, to Chief Engineer Kristoff Halvorsen, PhD, September 26, 2040

               

               
                  	Assistant Engineer Ben Andrianakis: Displays fever symptoms, circulation issues in extremities, and possible absence seizures.
                  

                  	Engineer Lydia Goldsmith: Displays weight loss, hyperactivity, and a compulsive need to exercise.
                  

                  	Engineer Timothy Lu: Displays confusion, cognitive delays, delusions, and possible hallucinations he has taken to calling “visions” of future
                     events.
                  

                  	Deputy Chief Engineer Delly Jefferson: Displays muscle spasms, fatigue, and periods of increased metabolism and bodily strength.
                  

                  	Recommendation: Suspend patients from work on the Providence engineering team to allow for further medical supervision. If possible, suspend all work on the engine until more research
                     can be conducted into its effect on the human body.
                  

               

            

         
         *  *  *

         When Cleo came to, she couldn’t feel anything. It wasn’t that her nerve endings had gone numb—she could still wiggle her fingers,
            and she had a shredding headache—but she wasn’t touching anything. No floor under her feet, no pillow under her head, no chair
            under—
         

         
         Her eyes flew open. She was still on the flight deck, floating weightlessly a few feet over the captain’s chair she’d been
            sitting in, her hair swirling in a dark, curly halo around her head. Through the window she could see a curving, fuzzy blue
            strip of the Earth’s horizon, and above it, nothing but black.
         

         
         “Guys,” she said aloud, something hot and intoxicating bubbling in her stomach, “you gotta see this.”

         
         No one answered. Cleo twisted her neck to the right and saw Kaleisha, still unconscious and hovering above the pilot console.
            Shit. She knew that Abe and Ros must be behind her, but however she paddled her limbs or contorted her back, she couldn’t
            spin herself around to look at them. Cleo’s heart started galloping against her ribs. Ros should have been the one to wake
            up first. They would know exactly how worried to be about, like, swelling? In everyone’s brain membranes, or something?
         

         
         Okay. Small problems first. Then the big problem.

         
         Wishing for the millionth time in her life that she’d gotten proper zero-gravity training like the astronauts on TV, Cleo
            folded her knees into her chest so she could untie one of her sneakers. Once she had it off and in her hand, she wound up,
            said a little prayer that it wouldn’t hit any important buttons, and threw the shoe at the window.
         

         
         It worked just like Cleo had known it would—thank you, Isaac Newton, you brilliant gay bastard—and she drifted slowly backward in the opposite direction of the sneaker, laughing in relief. It was a lot lazier of a pace
            than she would have liked, but after a few moments she passed Abe’s gangly, suspended form, then Ros’s ample one, just before
            she bounced back-first against the rear wall. They were both still unconscious, like Kaleisha, but the three of them looked
            like all the important parts of their bodies were still in the right place, so Cleo’s heart stopped palpitating.
         

         
         “Hey, Computer?” she called out.

         
         A pop, and there was Captain Lucas, arms crossed, mouth set in an unamused line. She looked at the sneaker floating by the window,
            then at Cleo drifting away from the wall, half shoeless, and drew a few conclusions.
         

         
         “You proud of yourself?” she said, deadpan.

         
         Cleo wrinkled her nose at the hologram. “Yeah, quite a bit, actually.”

         
         Lucas’s frown deepened. “What do you want?”

         
         “Are you gonna be like this every time we call you?” Cleo asked, trying to project competence despite the fact that she was
            slowly rotating sideways relative to the hologram. “Because I know that you’re going through a lot right now, waking up as
            a computer and all, but I’m not sure I want to deal with your attitude for seven years or whatever.”
         

         
         Lucas glowered at her. “Then stop calling me ‘Computer.’”

         
         “What, you don’t like that? What if I did it in my Scotty voice? I can do the accent and everything—”

         
         “I have a name, dipshit.”

         
         Cleo went quiet, partly because internationally renowned astronaut and genius Wilhelmina Lucas had just called her a dipshit.
            But also because, she thought a bit abashedly, twenty-seven years of watching Star Trek should have prepared her for the possibility that this hologram would have feelings. Even if this hologram was also kind
            of an ass.
         

         
         “Okay, sorry,” she said in what she hoped was an honestly apologetic tone, “but do I have to do the formal thing and yell
            ‘Captain Lucas’ every time? Can I call you Billie? I feel like I read somewhere that—”
         

         
         “My friends call me Billie.” The hologram blinked at her. If Cleo hadn’t known any better she would have said that the mildly
            aggravated slouch on Lucas’s face had softened, but then the impression was gone. “Sure. Whatever.”
         

         
         “I’m Cleo McQueary.”

         
         “I’m calling you McQueary.”

         
         “Suit yourself. So, Billie,” Cleo said, blowing a curl out of her face and trying to ignore the fact that she was now fully
            upside down, “you may have noticed that my friends and I are in a bit of a situation here.”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Is there anything you can do to help us?”
         

         
         “I’m having trouble—” The upper half of Billie’s body waved like an image on an old television. “It’s taking some time to
            reorient myself to my own situation. This may shock you, but a lifetime of memories and a couple hundred gigabytes of extraneous data is a lot to sort
            through. You’ll have to be more specific.”
         

         
         Cleo sighed. “The ship has an artificial gravity drive, right?”

         
         “No, we were all going to spend seven years losing bone mass and bouncing off of each other like M&M’s. Of course there’s a gravity drive.”
         

         
         “Why haven’t you engaged it, like, yesterday?”

         
         “I didn’t want you all to fall and injure yourselves,” Billie said gruffly, which almost made Cleo soften a little toward
            her, at least until she kept talking. “If you had strapped yourselves into your seats, like, I don’t know, people with brains—”
         

         
         “Hey now—”

         
         “—then we wouldn’t be having this conversation, and I’m sure we’d both be a lot happier for it.”

         
         Cleo pinched the bridge of her nose, trying not to think about how much more her head would hurt when she landed on it. “You
            know what, just do it. Ros is a doctor. We’ll be fine.”
         

         
         Billie looked skeptically at Ros, who had a small solar system of drool globules orbiting their head, and sighed.

         
         “Okay.”

         
         And before Cleo could so much as put her arms out to break her fall, Billie had flicked her head and the floor had come up
            and whacked Cleo in the face. Ow. Cleo may have been pretty solidly built for someone so short, but that was still going to hurt in the morning. She heard the
            others hit the floor too—heard Abe yelp as he landed on his chair and rolled off, actually—and then she heard Ros’s groan
            and Kaleisha’s whispered “Jesus fuck,” and she couldn’t even be mad, because she knew they were all safe.
         

         
         Rolling onto her back, Cleo saw Billie walk with silent footsteps to stand over Ros, who was pushing themself up to a sitting
            position.
         

         
         “Are you Ros the doctor?”

         
         “Yes?” Ros said, rubbing their head.

         
         “You should examine your accomplices for head injuries and g-force shock. Meet me in the med bay and I’ll, um. Try and answer
            any questions you might have.”
         

         
         And with a tiny sigh, Billie popped away again. Ros turned to stare at Cleo, their eyebrows crawling up toward their red hair, and Cleo couldn’t find it in herself
            to do anything but shrug back at them.
         

         
         *  *  *

         
            
               
                  ARCHIVED: Providence Intracrew Messaging Service Conversation — Capt. Wilhelmina Lucas and Mission Specialist Elijah Lucas, April 24, 2041
                  

               

               
                  Elijah Lucas

                  Hey Bilbo

                  Wilhelmina Lucas

                  I told you never to call me that at work, dumbass

                  Elijah Lucas

                  What is “at work,” really?

                  Can a digital message ever truly inhabit the imagined, though indisputably physical, community we call “the workplace”?

                  Wilhelmina Lucas

                  You’re texting me on our work comms. Stick that up your indisputably physical ass

                  Elijah Lucas

                  Now you’re thinkin like a philosophy major!

                  Wilhelmina Lucas

                  God, I hope not. What do you want?

                  Elijah Lucas

                  Alright alright

                  So you didn’t hear this from me, but a few of the other mission specs I hang with have been rumbling about some ALLEGED health
                     issues among the engineering team
                  

                  And I was wondering if you knew anything about why those four got put on leave

                  Wilhelmina Lucas

                  Sorry, Eli, but that’s classified.

                  Elijah Lucas

                  Yeah but is it Baby Brother Classified

                  Wilhelmina Lucas

                  I haven’t even seen the report to the board. That’s how classified.

                  Elijah Lucas

                  Ah

                  Kris handled?

                  Wilhelmina Lucas

                  Yeah.

                  Elijah Lucas

                  Fascinating

                  So, hypothetically speaking, if those techs got sick because of a problem with the engine or, like, some heretofore undiscovered
                     dark matter disease, said problem would have been quietly fixed by now, right
                  

                  Wilhelmina Lucas

                  [ . . . ]

                  [ . . . ]

                  Elijah Lucas

                  Ignore me

                  My lunch buddies are very conspiracy-minded

                  Of course it would be fixed

                  They wouldn’t send us off on a seven-year deep-space mission with a faulty ship, obviously

                  Wilhelmina Lucas

                  Yeah

                  Obviously

                  Elijah Lucas

                  And you’d tell me if there was a problem that you knew of

                  Wilhelmina Lucas

                  Of course

                  Always

               

            

         
         *  *  *

         Cleo saw Ros’s knees literally go weak when the elevator deposited them in the glittering med bay. Rows of plush beds filled
            the room, all of them with screens and panels and other digital doodads built into the headboard, and the soothingly green
            walls were lined with cabinets and diagnostic machines. Ros ran over to one of the hospital beds and immediately started pressing
            buttons to see what they did.
         

         
         “Oh man,” Cleo said to Kaleisha, who had stopped next to her, “I knew they’d love this.”

         
         “Yeah.” Kaleisha’s voice went rough and quiet the way it did only when she was angry. “Glad you two are having such a blast.”

         
         Cleo turned to her friend to see her face drawn tight. “Are you okay, Kal?”

         
         “I’m stuck on a one-way flight to another godforsaken solar system, Cleo. In what universe would I be okay?”

         
         “I’m sorry, did I miss something? Has something gone down since you were holding my hand, all, like, we’ll get through this together, Cleo?”
         

         
         Kaleisha blinked slowly. “Now, I know you didn’t interpret that as an acknowledgment that I’m cool with dying in deep space
            so you can have the interplanetary adventure you’ve always wanted, Cleo. I know you’re not that selfish.”
         

         
         Cleo’s lungs seemed to suddenly clench around nothing. “Did I do something? Something that made you think I’m deliberately,
            callously dooming you to a gnarly space death?”
         

         
         Kaleisha flexed her fingers and breathed deeply. “All I meant is that this is happening, and we will get through it together,
            because we have no choice. But in between touching all the deadly machines you can reach and chatting it up with your childhood
            hero and, apparently, assuming we’re all content to fly to Proxima Centauri B on a lark, have you been able to spare a single,
            measly thought about how, exactly, we’re going to get through it?”
         

         
         “Uh.” Cleo ran a hand agitatedly through her hair. “I know we’ll figure it out?”

         
         “See?” Kaleisha said, her voice growing louder than she usually allowed it to. “You can’t even pretend that you’ve taken the rest
            of us
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