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  PROLOGUE

 

 

            The history of sea and air travel is replete with mysterious disappearances. Since the times when Egyptian galleys and Phoenician trading vessels sailed the Mediterranean, ships have set out upon sun-freckled waters, their captains and crew confident in the belief that nautical skill, favorable winds, and the mercy of the gods would guide and protect them in their travels.

            But the sun can vanish behind threatening clouds, the wind can shift directions and become ominously strong, the gods may forsake the most pious seamen and even an experienced captain can make mistakes that will bring doom upon his vessel and crew. When these things happened, ships didn’t make their scheduled landfalls and it soon became coldly apparent their sails would never again be seen above the horizon and the cries of wives who’d just become widows were once more heard in seaport towns.

            There are many tales of ships that have vanished without explanation. The legendary Flying Dutchman is only the most famous, more myth than history; there are others whose existence and subsequent disappearances are more verifiable. The SS Waratah, a British passenger steamer, vanished of the coast of Australia in 1911, taking 211 crew and passengers with her. In 1963 a tanker, the SS Marine Sulphur Queen, entered the roster of ships and planes to disappear off the southern Florida coast, 39 people sailing with her into the infamous Bermuda Triangle. In 1979 an Indian bulk carrier, the MV Kairali, was lost along with 49 lives while en route from India to Germany. These are but a few; there are many more.

            Sea vessels aren’t the only craft to have gone into limbo. When airplanes were invented in the 20th century, it wasn’t long before they began to vanish as well, sometimes literally into thin air.

            Perhaps the most famous aviation mystery in history is the December 1945 disappearance of five U.S. Navy TBM-3 Avenger torpedo bombers during a training flight from Ft. Lauderdale Air Naval Station to the Bahamas. When radio contact was lost with the five planes somewhere off the Florida coast, the Navy dispatched a PBY-3 Martin Mariner from Ft. Lauderdale to search for it; this “flying boat” subsequently vanished as well. Again, these craft vanished in the Bermuda Triangle; altogether, 27 men were lost aboard the six planes. Many years later the remains of the Avenger squadron were discovered on the bottom of the sea, but the Martin Mariner was never found and the reason why these aircraft were lost has never been definitively explained.

            Almost forgotten but just as intriguing was the disappearance of the Star Tiger, a British South American Airways Avro Tudor IV, in the same area of the South Atlantic. The four-engine airliner was en route from London to Havana when it vanished on January 30, 1948; 25 passengers and six crew were aboard. The Star Tiger hadn’t yet been found and its disappearance was still unexplained when, almost exactly a year later on January 17, 1949, its sister airliner, the Star Ariel—same type aircraft, same airline—vanished between Kingston, Jamaica, and Santiago, Chili, this time with 18 passengers and crew aboard. Neither aircraft was ever found.

            Enigmas like these don’t solely belong to the twentieth century. On March 8, 2014, Malaysia Airlines Flight 370 disappeared en route from Kuala Lumpur to Beijing. This time, the aircraft was a Boeing 777 jetliner with 227 passengers and 12 crew aboard. The enormous jet was over the South China Sea east of Malaysia when it inexplicably went off course, making a southwest turn that took it back across the Malaysian Peninsula and over the Andaman Sea, where it vanished. Although pieces of debris identified as belonging to the 777 were later recovered, the fate of the aircraft and the 239 people aboard remain unknown.

            In all instances, determined efforts were made to locate the lost vessels. And when it became obvious that the craft would probably never be found and the lives of the people aboard were lost as well, equally determined efforts were made to explain what happened. Many theories were advanced, some more probable than others. The more plausible ones were often supported by evidence: garbled radio transmissions, recovered bits of wreckage, documented records of extreme weather conditions. Nevertheless, the ships and planes were, quite simply, gone.

            When humankind began to leave Earth and permanently venture out into space, perhaps was only inevitable that much the same thing would happen again, out there in a darker sky, a deeper and more trackless ocean.

            The disappearance of Lemuria 7 wasn’t the first time a spacecraft was lost without a trace. Dozens of unmanned probes went missing in earlier decades, mainly those sent to Mars by the United States and the former Soviet Union. Although these losses occurred long before anyone actually set foot on Mars, their disappearances were embarrassments to their respective governments’ space agencies, happening as they did during the Cold War when America and Russia were geopolitical rivals with something to prove, as they unfortunately became again in the 21st century.

            Yet it’s one thing to lose a probe, and quite another to lose people. Only six men and women were aboard the Lemuria, yet their loss couldn’t have been more noticeable if their spacecraft had been large enough to carry six hundred. The disappearance of the Lemuria 7 flight, the passenger moonship’s sixth journey to the Moon—Lemuria 1 was an orbital test mission—captured the world’s attention. For an entire two-week news cycle it dominated the global news media, the first time since Apollo 13 that an imperiled craft in deep space received so much attention.

            This is the story of the final flight of the Lemuria, as related by contemporary news reportage and interviews with individuals who had direct involvement in the affair, including journal entries by one of the disappeared passengers. Through investigative journalism, first-hand recollections, and social media commentary, a factual narrative has been stitched together: not a dramatization, like some that have been done already, but instead as close to a participatory account as possible.

            This is a story that will frustrate many who read it. Ultimately, it has no clear and simple resolution. Although the mystery seems to have been solved, underlying questions that weren’t answered back then remain unanswered today. And yet, some of those who’ve studied these records have developed theories—however incredible or implausible as they may seem—about what happened to Lemuria 7 and the six who were aboard.

            Upon reading this, perhaps you will, too.
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  PART ONE: LEMURIA 7 IS MISSING

 

 

            Associated Press wire story (science feature):

            Edison Smith to Visit the Moon

            Huntsville AL. March 16, 2039 — Billionaire tech entrepreneur Edison Smith is scheduled to visit the Moon aboard the Lemuria lunar excursion vehicle, it was announced today at a joint press conference by spokespersons for private space company Phoenix SpaceTours and Smith’s renewable energy company MyEnergy Systems, held at PST’s corporate headquarters and flight control center in Huntsville.

            Smith, 59, will be accompanied by his wife Mary Alice, 55, and their daughter Amelia, 22, all residents of Concord, NH, where MyEnergy has its corporate headquarters. Joining them as Lemuria’s fourth passenger will be Todd Bakke, 26, MyEnergy’s vice-president of marketing. Phoenix SpaceTours spokesperson Sharyn Dupree confirmed that Smith has booked all four passenger berths for the flight, which will be officially designated Lemuria 7.

            The flight will have special significance for Smith. Lemuria is scheduled to launch from Cape Canaveral, FL, aboard a Legend Space Spock-C flyback booster on May 24, with its lunar landing is scheduled for May 26, Smith’s sixtieth birthday.

            “Edison will be turning 60 during the flight,” said MyEnergy spokesperson Toni Martinez. “Walking on the Moon is something he’s dreamed of doing since he was a kid, so this trip will be a birthday present to himself.”

            “There’s another reason for the trip as well,” added Phoenix spokesperson Dupree. “However, that will not be made public until the Smith family reaches the Moon.” She said that the announcement will be streamed live from the lunar surface through social media at 0600 GMT on May 26.

            The pilot for Lemuria 7 will Archie Lemmon, a 15-year space veteran from Great Britain who was formerly with the European Space Agency before joining Phoenix SpaceTours as Senior Astronaut. The co-pilot will be Jake Skribiski, formerly a NASA pilot and a veteran of its Artemis project. This will be Lemmon’s third flight aboard the Lemuria and Skribiski’s second lunar flight; both astronauts have previous flight experience aboard NASA spacecraft.

            This will be the seventh crewed flight for Lemuria and the sixth to land on the Moon.

* * *

            Toni Martinez: former press liaison, MyEnergy Systems public relations office

            The press conference where we announced that Ed and Mary Alice and Amelia were going on vacation was nothing special until Sharyn Dupree joined me at the mic and we dropped the bombshell about where they were going. Ed had put Amelia in charge of the press office about six weeks earlier, after he fired my last boss for not doing exactly what Ed told him to do; he wanted to make the announcement the usual way, by issuing a routine MyEnergy press release, which is effective but boring. Amelia shared her papa’s predilection for bombshell announcements, and she knew the trick to turning a normal press conference into a headline grabber is to start off making it sound like a routine statement, and then toss in a cherry bomb at the end. Sharyn was game for it, so…

            So we decided to do it during SpaceTours’ weekly press briefing, held every Wednesday morning, 9 a.m. sharp, in Huntsville, not far from NASA’s Marshall Space Flight Center. Fifteen people showed up, about five more than usual. We got a slightly higher turnout because Amelia told me to deliberately leak that something out of the ordinary might be announced. Reporters who’d been covering Edison Smith and MyEnergy for a while knew that when they caught wind of something like that, they’d be wise not to blow it off, so they hopped the next flight to Alabama.

            Most of the press thought we were going to announce some space-business story like MyEnergy getting involved in a powersat project, much like what the Japanese were doing. When I went up to the podium, I told them instead that Edison and Mary Alice were planning to take a brief leave of absence, get away from the company for a while and take a vacation. When I said this, I could see people rolling their eyes and giving each other ho-hum looks like we were wasting their time. I’m sure they thought the next thing I’d say was that they’d be going to Fiji or St. Thomas or maybe even Nepal to going hiking in the Himalayas. I waited a second or two, then dropped the bomb: one the most successful inventors of the 21st century was going on the Moon.

            Ed and Mary Alice and Amelia had quietly arrived before the press showed up, and we’d hid them in a little area back stage where they wouldn’t be spotted until Sharyn and I made the announcement. Todd [Bakke] was there, too, but we made the strategic decision not to bring him out on stage with the others, but instead have him in the back of the room. Todd and the New Hampshire reporters knew each other, so we figured that seating him among them when the announcement was made would make it seem like one of their own was going on this trip… and space tourism, especially lunar tourism, was still enough of a novelty that it seemed like only rich people and celebrities got to go.

            Todd was supposed to be everyman, the middle-class guy who just got lucky. The official reason for him getting a seat on Lemuria 7 was that MyEnergy wanted to bring its senior marketing guy along for “product research.” If anyone asked what that meant, the question was deferred to me, and I had a whole song and dance ready for them. What no one outside the family knew—well, no one but them and a few executive-level people like me—was there was another reason why Todd was coming along. He and Amelia had recently become engaged, and they’d livestream the wedding announcement from the Moon.

            For someone who claimed to abhor public attention, Ed sure knew how to manipulate the news media. As press stunts go, that was a beauty. And since sales of the Windstar home wind turbine and its storage batteries had begun to flatten a bit, Ed and Mary Alice—the company’s CEO and CFO respectively—decided that a trip to the Moon, together with public announcement of their daughter’s engagement, would put MyEnergy back in the news again.

            MyEnergy’s last major announcement was that Ed was open-sourcing the design specs for the first-generation Windstar, making it possible for small businesses or even just someone with a basement workshop to build an affordable household wind turbine. But that had been two years ago, and the shine had worn off. Maybe blueprints for MyEnergy’s original home windmill were now in public domain, but the real money came from sales of its storage batteries, and the design specs for those were still proprietary and definitely not open source. Lemuria 7 was good PR: a little adventure, a little romance, something to make everyone feel good. So when MyEnergy announced Windstar Version 3 just a few weeks after the Smiths came home from the Moon, the company would have picked up a lot of good will.

            The press conference went off just as planned. No one saw it coming, and for the first time in almost a year the room really came alive, especially when Ed came out from back stage with Mary Alice and Amelia. And y’know, since Amelia had a rep as one of the world’s most eligible young bachelorettes, there was just the right amount of speculation when Todd came up onstage and stood beside her. A few reporters noticed the new diamond ring on Amelia’s left hand, just as we wanted.

            We’d planned that, too. The whole thing was planned. But no one suspected, let alone knew for sure, that Amelia and Todd’s relationship wasn’t quite the sweet romantic fantasy they were led to believe it was. There were… issues.

* * *

            “Cleveland at Midnight with Danny Cleveland”; Deep Channel, March 19, 2039

            Danny Cleveland: So… I hear you’re going to the Moon.

            Edison Smith: You’ve heard correctly. Yes, I’m going to the Moon. Having my sixtieth birthday there, in fact.

            Cleveland: Are you throwing a party? (Audience laughter.)

            Smith: Yes, but it’ll be rather small. Just me, my family, a friend from the office, and the two pilots. (Pause.) You can come too, Danny, but you’re going to have to get your own ride. (Audience laughter.)

            Cleveland: Thanks. I’ll rent a limo. (Laughter.) But seriously, why the Moon? Sure, you can afford it… and it’s not just you who’s going, but also your wife and daughter and… uh, this other fellow.

            Smith: Well, it’s been a long while since the last time I’ve taken any sort of trip that wasn’t strictly business, and even longer since I’ve gone anywhere with my family, so now that the company is making money—

            Cleveland: MyEnergy hasn’t gone bankrupt? Even after putting your blueprints for home windmills in public domain so anyone can build one themselves? That’s like Coca-Cola releasing their formula. I’m surprised you’re not wearing a barrel.

            Smith: Only at home. I put on a suit for your show. (Laughter.) No, really, the company isn’t going under. In fact, it’s doing quite well. Even though they can, most people who want to put a wind turbine in their backyard or on their rooftop don’t have the skill to do so, not to mention deal with local zoning ordinances and environmental impact statements and so forth, so they hire a contractor to do it for them, and most of those local contractors use the free MyEnergy windmill specs they download off the net. But no one builds home wind turbines better than MyEnergy, and even if you do opt for home construction, you still need to buy and install long-term storage batteries, and the ones we make are the only ones that are one hundred percent compatible with our windmill designs. So we’re still able to show a profit while doing something good for the environment: making cheap, clean energy production available as open-source technology. I’m not losing my shirt on this… I’m just surprised no one thought of it sooner.

            Cleveland: It’s certainly earned you a lot of friends. Half of your company’s profits go to supplying poor towns in America and villages in third-world nations with free wind-power systems. Last month the president presented you with the Medal of Freedom at a White House dinner in your honor—

            Smith: Yes, that was quite humbling.

            Cleveland: —and there’s a rumor that you’ve even been considered for the Nobel Peace Prize—

            Smith: Only a rumor. I don’t deserve it.

            Cleveland: Oh yeah, riiiiiiight. (Laughter and applause for the host’s laugh line.) Anyway, as I was saying… most people, when they want to take their family on vacation, pack up the SUV and head for Disneyland. You go to the Moon. In fact, you’ll be the first billionaire to do this. Everyone else who’s gone to the Moon since tourist flights began has been a celebrity, like an actor or a rock star, or a research scientist whose company is able to afford a ticket. Is it just because you have enough money to, or—?

            Smith: Oh, no, no. It’s more than… Danny, seriously, I’ve been fascinated by space travel and the Moon my whole life. Going out there is something I’ve wanted to do for a long, long time. But I didn’t want to settle for a fifteen-minute suborbital jaunt aboard a space capsule, where you’re up there just long enough to do a zero-g somersault and take a selfie. And I also want to—(pause) there’s something out there I want to check out for myself.

            Cleveland: I see. And that’s the… uh, surprise announcement the company says you’re going to make?

            Smith: No, no, that’s something different.

            Cleveland: Scuttlebutt has it there’s something going on with your daughter Amelia… whom you named after Amelia Earhart, I understand.

            Smith: Family tradition. I was named after Thomas Edison.

            Cleveland: I’ve heard Amelia’s become engaged to a vice-president at your company. Todd Bakke, who’ll be Lemuria 7’s fourth passenger.

            Smith: Well, that’s between the two of them. We’ll let Amelia make the announcement when the time comes.

            Cleveland: Of course, but tell you what… if things don’t work out and they call it off, will you give me her number? Nice girl like her shouldn’t be lonely. (Laughter.)

            Smith: Amelia’s never had that problem. (Laughter and applause.)

* * *

            From “A Tourist Ship for the Moon” by Blithe Osaka; The New York Citizen, Nov. 16–23, 2038

            When the principals behind Phoenix SpaceTours realized that their company’s best—and perhaps only— chance of survival in the new and highly competitive space tourism industry lay in offering something no other space company did, it became apparent that it would have to be more than just offering three orbits of Earth instead of one. They would have to (if you’ll pardon an old sci-fi cliché) go where no sightseer had gone before. And obviously, that was the Moon.

            By then, NASA had finally fulfilled a burning ambition by sending American astronauts back to the Moon for the first time since 1972. The Artemis missions were a success, restoring the country’s stubborn belief that it was still the world’s leading space-faring nation, but this success came at a price. NASA was now saddled with the Space Launch System, a heavy-lift booster taller than the Saturn V that was just as difficult and expensive to launch; getting rocket and its Orion payload through the Vehicle Assembly Building and out to the launch pad in less than six months was all but impossible. The giant rocket also vibrated during lift-off to a worrisome degree. As one anonymous NASA engineer who’d worked on the project at Marshall Space Flight Center put it, “(SLS) shakes like a dog who’s just come out of the rain.”

            Worst of all, like Apollo, almost none of SLS’s components are reusable. Aside from the Orion space capsule and the solid-rocket boosters, which are recovered at sea, everything else is thrown away during launch. Even the Artemis lander, while inarguably a masterpiece of space engineering, can perform its mission but once. It appeared as if NASA had decided to revisit its glory days of the 1960’s by falling back on tried-and-true approaches instead of developing a new spacecraft for the 21st century.

            But while it made sense to build a new craft designed specifically for lunar tourism, achieving that goal was more difficult. Most of the concepts previously envisioned by aerospace engineers depended on wish-list technology that hadn’t yet been developed, tested, and proven reliable. Phoenix SpaceTours had a good business plan, but the company couldn’t afford to wait a decade or more for someone to build a dream ship for them. If the company was going to leap-frog its competitors and corner the market for lunar tourism, they would have to revisit concepts that predated Apollo and perhaps even NASA itself.

            “We decided to investigate ideas that might’ve worked if someone had actually bent metal,” says Bruce Roberts, Phoenix’s Chief Engineer and head of the team that designed the Lemuria lunar spacecraft (which he prefers to call a “moonship”). “So we walked away from NASA’s Apollo-era design philosophy, where everything is used just once and then either dumped in the ocean or left on the Moon, and looked elsewhere for inspiration. And we found it even further in the past than Apollo.”

            The concept Phoenix used as its starting point was one devised by the British Interplanetary Society in 1939 and subsequently revised in 1947, a nameless single-stage spacecraft resembling a gumdrop that has sprouted four spidery legs. One of the BIS members involved in the 1947 redesign was the legendary astrophysicist and author Sir Arthur C. Clarke, who described the vessel in his 1951 science bestseller The Exploration of Space. Roberts rediscovered the BIS proposal while skimming through The Dream Machines, space artist Ron Miller’s massive 1993 compendium of real and imaginary spacecraft designs. A cutaway blueprint of the ship appears in the book’s frontispiece; Roberts says the moment he saw it, “I knew then and there I
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