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    To A.D.
May all our wishes for you come true.
 
The book cover was brilliantly designed by shugarkyub. 

      

    



  	
        
            
            "So, like, like I mean… the-the-sort of the left wanted to make comedy illegal, you know, you can't make fun of anything, so then it's like comedy sucks, so it's like nothing's funny, you can't make fun of anything. It's like 'legalize comedy!' Yeah!"
Anonymous heir to a South African emerald mining empire
 
"A peaceful island experience is the opposite of what I'm looking for."
A correspondent of Jeffrey Epstein 
 
"No one should be credited with anything ever"
Elon Musk
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​Prologue
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In silence, at last, there was peace. She knelt before the plastic planters and watered the saplings, dug her fingers, spindly and pale, into the earth and took measure of its make-up. It was loamy and sour, and poor in nitrogen to boot, but crushed bone was all she had left for fertiliser, and her own gut bacteria all to break it down with. She rubbed the soil off her digits. Her brittle nails. Her wrinkled skin.

The planters stood stacked in serpentine rows on a tall push-fit metal frame beset with and lit by UV lamps. The roaring ocean of carbon monoxide outside painted a kaleidoscope of yellow noise onto the abraded glass windows, fugitive sun beams gleaming through the wafting storm clouds like backlights for a shadowplay.

Venus under its veil. Her lone companion.
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“We set?” 

Out of the deep recess of space, a huge pale orb reared and ascended into their field of view like a bright caramel sun, its atmosphere churning with Sulphuric acid.

RhodeZ pivoted on its own axis as it entered a stable orbit, the view of the planet and the stars themselves spinning alongside it like a slow-moving clock hand. As the reverberations of its engines ceased for the first time in months, a deafening, unfamiliar silence fell over the vessel’s gargantuan body. 

“Earth to Maxine! Are we set?” 

She stirred out of her contemplations and turned to her co-pilot. Morgan sat reclined in his usual posture of aplomb.

She returned her gaze to the control panel and went through a well-rehearsed succession of hand movements, checking fuel consumption, integrity and speed. As expected, the autopilot had performed faultlessly.

“Give a girl a sec to take in the vista, will you?” Still scrolling through the controls. “Where’s your sense of awe, man?”

“Yeah, it’s the galaxy’s largest mug of cappuccino, praise be.” 

He sarcastically flicked his hands and shook his shoulders like a revivalist, allowing a lock of his long jet black hair to escape its tie.

“Way I see it,” he continued, picking up the fallen piece and ensnaring the renegade strand with it, “we’re gonna be sick of this place by the time our six months is up anyway, so let’s not catch lockjaw from staring too hard.”

“A cynic till the bitter end.” Maxine said, crumbling a piece of paper from her notebook and chucking it - bullseye - at his head. 

“Knock it off,” he laughed. “I’ll admit, it is a hell of a view, okay? Take another moment to admire the scene if you want.”

“Yeah. I’d like that.”

She took in this breathtaking moment, hoping to stretch it out for as long as she was able to. 

“So. Time for the wake-up call, no?” asked Morgan after a while, an uncharacteristic apprehension in his voice. 

“You go on ahead,” she said. “I’ll just head to my room first, fill in today’s log.”

“What, to NAZA? Seriously?”

“It’s my duty, even if they don’t respond.”

“I admire your optimism. Guarantee you they sold everything for scrap the second we launched, else they’d have bothered calling at least once these last three months.”

“Look, I’m not going through this again - and in any event, it’s best to get it out of the way now, right? Who knows when I’ll next get any downtime?”

“Sure, captain. Catch you in the deep freeze.”

She left the deck and proceeded down a flight of stairs, entering the main corridor with its forest green metal walls that enveloped the high ceiling windows on each side. Soon enough it would be buzzing with activity, dozens of crewmates circulating through its expanse, voices and laughter drowning out the hiss of the ventilation pumps, the very air pulsating with promises of a new chapter in the history of man. And on a more mundane note, she felt a surge of joyful anticipation at the prospect of socialising with someone other than Morgan again. But for now, it was eerily quiet.
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THE DOORS SLID UPWARD and she carried on further down until she reached her accommodation. She headed over to her desk, where her sparse personal effects lay neatly in a row around her screen recorder and mechanical keyboard. Her hair straightener, cord wrapped around; her E-reader, fully charged; and amidst them, her necklace. She picked the latter and seated herself, let her fingers run along the course of the scallop shells’ growth lines and across the fracture points where the faded paint was chipping off the wooden beads, then set her elbows on the desk and held it against her bowed head like a believer sunk in prayer, taking a deep breath and, finally, smiling serenely.

After a moment, she stowed the maritime memento in her chest pocket and faced towards the screen, which reflected her youthful features, dark complexion and pale blue eyes back at her before coming to life at a wave of her hand. 

“It is April twenty-seventh, twenty-forty-five according to the Earth calendar. We finally made it. We’re in a stable orbit around Venus and I am recording this last transmission before switching over to the Venusian calendar. Technically I should’ve done so already, but it felt... premature. We’ll be entering the atmosphere in about a week, once my crew got their bearings.

“Whoever will be listening to this, I hope you don’t mind if I get sentimental here, but... this has been a lifelong dream of mine. I’ve worked so hard to be here and I’m so grateful to NAZA for choosing me. I also want to thank Dezmond Z for putting his faith in me to deliver humanity to the farthest point we’ve ever reached. Thank you for that, truly. 

“Okay, I better stop before I start crying. This is Maxine Ghiselle, captain of the RhodeZ expedition, signing off.”

The Hyper-Chamber was a tall room in the back of the ship, kept in clinical mint green and white. Its rectangular expanse was enveloped along its length by parallel walls of HyperZleep™ pods, stacked in a manner resembling a columbarium, all sleek with rounded edges and a blue hue emanating from within their cushioned interiors. Overlooking the installation was an imposing glass pane dome, which Morgan had morosely dubbed the family crypt. 

By the time Maxine arrived, many of her crew were already up and out, awkwardly putting on their cumbersome jumpsuits; the engineers and custodial staff donned their designated cobalt blues, the biologists citrine yellow and the security team, gathered separately from the rest off to the side, was in all-black. 

So many new faces, so many to manage. 

Feeling momentarily daunted, she looked beside herself and saw Morgan, confident in his
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