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They had just passed Jupiter when the dog went crazy. Barking, running around in circles. Trying to catch its own tail.

Ken threw a tennis ball. It hung too long in the air, confusing poor Ozzy, who misjudged the bounce and went racing off towards the sleeping area.

“Not really, Steve. Did you see that ball, for instance? That’s the kind of gravitational distortion we experienced. Little things here and there, just enough to make us spill the milk, or trip on a step.”

“Thanks, Ken. Now we have a question for your better half.”

The other half of the Aphrodite’s crew leaned towards the microphone. This wasn’t necessary, but it was an old habit. “Shoot.”

“We all sat through Ken’s boring technical explanations, waiting to get to the juicy stuff.” He chuckled, playing to the cameras. “But Barbara, many of our viewers are wondering about your plans to start a family while you’re out there. What was that controversial quote when you launched? ‘Conceived and born beyond the reach of any government’? So tell us. Any luck? Will we be seeing our first extra-terrestrial baby when you guys finally come back to Earth?”

Barbara put on her happy face. She knew that millions of fans worldwide expected it, if only during the daily chat session when they were able to communicate indirectly with their favourite celebrities.

“No luck yet, Steve. Everyone.” She waved. “That’s my other dream, though. It’s no secret. This voyage, it’s awesome. Something nobody can ever take away from us. But starting a family... As an orphan who never knew her biological parents, that means the world to me.” She put her hand on Ken’s leg and winked into the camera. “We’ll just have to keep on trying.”

Steve laughed. It even sounded real. “Thanks, Barbara. Well, that’s the last viewer question for tonight. I’ll let you guys get some shuteye. To everyone watching from home, this is the Aphrodite signing off. Catch them again tomorrow, same time, same place.”

“Cheers, Steve.”

“Bye, y’all.”

When the flashing red light above the screen had dimmed, Ken turned to Barbara. “’Y’all’?”

She pouted. “Thought it might add some colour. Keep the folks at home interested after all these months of watching us do the same things over and over again.”

Her husband stood and stretched his arms above his head, ruffling his short brown hair and yawning. An athlete since she had met him in high school, she still admired his build, the way he never put on weight, even after months in a tin can with no exercise equipment. The standard black uniforms they’d been given were not the most flattering outfits, but he made his look scrumptious.

“Babe, you don’t have to add any colour. The viewers love you. Hell, if it wasn’t for you and the dog, they certainly wouldn’t be paying good money to watch me babysit this thing from one end of the solar system to the other.”

Barbara shrugged. “I don’t know. It just seems like we’ve done pretty much everything there is to do up here. I mean, one planet looks very much like another, you know? Sure, this last one was bigger than that little red one, but it looked the same to me.”

Ken kissed her blonde curls, still warm and damp from the shower, inhaling the sweet scent of eucalyptus. A head shorter than him, he often told her that was because the angels had run out of beauty when they made her. “And that’s exactly why they love you. You are them. The human perspective. Not just another scientist giving them a guided tour of their own back yard.”

She hugged him, wrinkling that pert freckled nose he loved so much. “You’re right. I’m being paranoid.”

Ken patted her shoulders briefly before breaking free and stalking towards the sleeping area. “Speaking of which – where’s that mutt?”
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OUTSIDE THE COMMUNICATION centre, it was live public television. Cameras and microphones followed their every move, hung on every word, relaying it all a billion miles back to an earthbound audience that lapped it up. The ultimate reality challenge.

Ken smiled as he paced the short steel corridor. They’d done well, winning the last season of Survivor : Washington. Even hampered by the hazmat suits the network had insisted everyone should wear. Ironic that they’d needed more protective equipment in what was once their capital city than they had needed outside the Earth’s atmosphere.

He nearly tripped over Ozzy. Had to reach out a hand to steady himself, still adjusting to the gravitational changes the ship was making as they pulled away from the gas giant and headed deeper into space.

The dog was motionless in the middle of the corridor. Sitting on his haunches, tail flat against the floor, eyes and ears focused intently on something Ken couldn’t see.

“What is it, boy?” He squatted next to the black and white Boston. “You seeing ghosts?”

The dog barked. Not at Ken. At something else, something only he could see.

Ken walked into the sleeping area. Crossed the functional, small but comfortable room, looking from wall to wall. He pressed the softly glowing panels on the walls, looking inside the twin cupboards that formed part of the outer hull. He even stepped into the bathroom, tiny but still larger than anything they could have afforded back home. He checked behind the shower door. Under the toilet seat.

Nothing. Obviously. What did he think he would find?

“You’re losing it, man.” He shrugged and smiled for the cameras, the less public ones, set up for the exclusive premium channel, and he scratched Ozzy behind the ears. Huge pointed ears that usually stood straight up. Like devil horns, Ken thought. Devil horns for an ugly devil dog. He looked back up the main corridor. Barbara didn’t like him saying the dog, with its squashed face, big eyes, and white flash between the eyes, was ugly.

“But you don’t mind, do you?”

The dog ignored him, still focused on the sleeping area. As Ken got back to his feet, Ozzy growled softly at the back of his throat.
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“I DON’T KNOW WHAT’S got into him tonight.”

Ken was no longer worried about the dog. Now it was Barbara’s turn.

“What was he barking at earlier? When we were doing our daily wrap with Steve and the viewers?”

“I don’t know. Nothing. There was nothing there. How could there be?”

His wife kneeled next to Ozzy, stroking his ears and trying to follow his line of sight. She sniffed the air.

“It’s as if he’s been outside.”

Ken stared at the two of them in the doorway. Ozzy still refused to come into the sleeping area. Lay there in the corridor outside, panting, eyes wide, occasionally barking or whining.

“Did you hear what I said?”

“Of course. But it’s impossible. What are you thinking?”

Barbara leaned closer to the dog and whispered in his ear. Sniffed again. “Not outside here, in space. Silly.” She cast a disapproving glance over her shoulder. “Outside in the garden. Our old garden, back home. I can smell it. Like he’s been digging.”

Ken sniffed. Closed his eyes. Yes, he could almost feel the sun on his face, smell the moist earth, fresh from a summer downpour, new shoots breaking through the topsoil, blindly surging towards the light.

“Must be something wrong with the air filters. I’ll check them tomorrow. Now come to bed.”

Barbara stood, pulling her dressing gown tight around her shoulders, as if she had felt a non-existent breeze in the temperature-controlled room.

“You know I won’t sleep with him like this.”

Ken flipped her side of the comforter open. “Who said anything about sleep?” He wiggled his eyebrows lasciviously, more for the cameras than for her. The viewers who could afford the premium channel, the one that included the cameras in the sleeping area, weren’t interested in canine mysteries. The network couldn’t afford to lose that income stream. They watched the numbers every second of every day, and would pull the rug from under them if the revenue didn’t justify the expense of the second manned circumnavigation of the solar system. Hopefully the first successful one.

Barbara didn’t disappoint him. With only two backward glances, she approached the bed, shedding her dressing gown on the way. She even wiggled her hips, brushing her hands down to her thighs as the lights faded into artificial twilight and the cameras rotated to a central point.
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BARBARA SHOT UPRIGHT in bed. She couldn’t breathe. The air had become moist, thick, almost syrupy as she gasped to drag it into her lungs.

Across the room, she heard Ozzy growl, low and threatening. His defensive growl. But she couldn’t see him. The lights were still on. But the air was too heavy for her to see through it. As if it had turned to water.

That was it. She felt as if she was underwater. Deep, deep, deeper than anyone had ever gone. In the sunken depths of the Atlantic, with the unrelenting pressure of the ocean crushing down on her, and the unforgiving tides of ancient knowledge swirling around her, dragging her deeper and deeper into –

“Barb. Are you alright? What’s wrong?”

That was Ken. He sat beside her, somewhere, his hand resisting the pressure of the deep, pressing back gently, warmly, without acknowledging her terrified grip.

“Can you feel it?”

Now that he was there, she could breathe again. She deliberately relaxed her grip on his hand, the grip that must have woken him from whatever dreams he’d been having to drag him into her nightmare.

“What, Barb? There’s... wait... what?”

He could smell it again. Freshly dug earth. Growth. Life, hanging tangibly in the air. Air that pushed at his skin, warm and moist, making him think about the adjustments the ship had made to get them past Jupiter’s orbit. Had the computer miscalculated?

Barbara watched as the hairs on the back of her arm stood up. She opened her mouth to scream, to talk to Ken, but the air she breathed in was wrong. It didn’t fit. Wouldn’t work. Her mouth filled with the taste
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