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			To my mum, my dad, and James.
They always believed.

		
	
		
			A PALE BLUE SPHERE HANGS IN THE DARKNESS. A SMALL blip on an infinite canvas of black. If you really concentrate, you can just about make out the shapes of the continents, the swirl of an atmosphere, but no indication of life.

			A white-gloved hand reaches out and places the blue dot between its chunky thumb and index – a whole world between its fingers. Alyssa smirks. The crew have been doing this trick for weeks, every time they do a spacewalk, like a bunch of tourists by the Washington Monument. Of course, the first few times, they had to use both arms. But this is the first time it can be encompassed by just one hand.

			‘All right, Rutherford, enough with the photo ops, you’ve got maintenance to run,’ Alyssa mumbles to herself.

			As if he heard her, the hand drifts off-screen and Rutherford’s helmet camera pans across to the first set of guide rails outside the airlock. One inch at a time, he makes his way across the bulk of the spaceship, humming tunelessly as he goes. There’s no way he heard her. Even if Alyssa had been pressing her communication button, it would have taken sixty-seven seconds for her voice to reach him. Radio signals take a while to travel nearly twenty million kilometres.

			Alyssa leans away from her console and takes a swig of Coke as Mission Control chirrups around her. A huge screen on the wall displays Rutherford’s point of view, along with a data feed of the ship’s velocity, distance, pitch, roll and yaw.

			It’s day forty-two of the first crewed mission to Mars, and Alyssa Wright is bored.

			Of course, it’s a privilege to be a part of the greatest exploration mission humanity has ever undertaken. Of course, she takes her job as Capsule Communicator very seriously. Of course, she would do anything for the welfare and safety of the crew. But FUCK, she wishes it were her clambering over the Mayflower right now. Instead, she’s a shadow on the ground, watching her comrades soar.

			‘EVA 1 to Control,’ Rutherford’s steady voice rings out, from sixty-seven seconds ago. ‘I’m moving out towards the first array of panels now. First look, everything’s as expected. And the view is pretty awesome, too.’

			Alyssa clicks her mic on.

			‘Copy that, EVA 1. Proceed. And stop rubbing it in.’ She glances at the monitors. Rutherford’s heart rate is climbing, but that’s to be expected; spacewalking is like rock climbing and weightlifting all at once, while the most uncomfortable outfit ever designed by humanity rubs your skin raw. In return, though, Rutherford gets the bragging rights for the deepest spacewalk ever achieved. For now, at least. The one next week will be even further away from Mother Earth, and they are only a quarter of the way to Mars.

			‘Hey, Control.’ Alyssa’s attention snaps back to the screen. He’s breaking comms protocol. Something must be wrong. She glances up at the clock, so painfully aware that whatever the problem is, it has already happened.

			‘Can you have a word with welfare when we’re done?’ Rutherford continues. ‘They keep updating the goddamn video library and putting the final episodes of Game of Thrones at the top of the home screen, so I keep seeing spoilers. It’s really grinding my gears.’

			Others chuckle around her and she suppresses a smile as she clicks the comms mic on again.

			‘Serves you right for being about fifteen years behind everyone else, Sam. But yes, I’ll speak to them. And quit talking about your viewing habits, you know this whole thing is live on NASA’s streams.’

			The calm sounds of Mission Control tick along as Alyssa waits for Rutherford’s reply. The distance the Mayflower has travelled rolling up, and up, and up.

			Two minutes and sixteen seconds later, his reply crackles through the room.

			‘Even spacemen need to be entertained, Control.’

			Alyssa is about to click her mic back on to reply when something silently shoots across the back of the screen. Almost instantly, warnings and alarms start sounding within Control.

			‘Woah!’ cries Sam, his helmet jerking around to face a part of the ship that was previously off-screen. Debris is flying everywhere.

			‘Control! What’s going on?’

			But this all happened over a minute ago. Control are clueless.

			Alyssa looks on in horror as a small plastic pouch floats across the screen. It’s just one of thousands of shapes flying around above Sam, but she can’t take her eyes off it. She can barely hear the raised voices of her colleagues around her as they try to get a grip on the situation.

			‘Mayflower, this is EVA 1.’ Rutherford tries his intercom, his voice betraying his desperation to speak to his crewmates inside the ship. ‘Temi, Dave, what’s going on? Are you OK?’

			It’s chilli sauce. It’s a packet of chilli sauce. Spinning. Over and over. Alyssa recognizes the branding. It’s a crew favourite. Microgravity gives you a permanent head-cold, and spicy food is pretty much the only thing you can taste after a while, so there are hundreds of chilli sauce sachets stored on the Mayflower – enough for a three-hundred-day mission – all packed away in the crew’s communal hub. Inside the communal hub. So what’s it doing floating out in the vacuum of space?

			‘Hello? Anyone?’ There’s real panic in Sam’s voice now and Alyssa feels her training kick in.

			‘I’m here. Listen to me.’ She glances over to another console, where her colleagues are muttering to each other and furiously tapping at keys. One of them gives her a brief shake of the head, and her fists clench.

			‘You need to get back to the airlock. You hear me? We need to get you back inside.’

			The silence is excruciating. As each second clicks by, Alyssa and her colleagues watch Sam turn this way and that, trying to see the origin of the debris.

			He looks so alone.

			The alarms inside Control have been silenced now, but the room is still bathed in an ominous red as warning lights continue to pulse.

			Alyssa can tell the instant her message reaches him. His head snaps and he turns towards the direction of the airlock.

			‘What’s going on with the others?’

			Alyssa closes her eyes and pinches her nose. She just hopes that by the time her response reaches him, they’ve figured this out.

			‘We’re doing everything we can, Sam. There’s been a breach. The rest of the crew are probably sealed off and going through the boldface, OK? Let’s not give them more to worry about. Let’s get you back inside.’

			Thankfully, before her message has finished hurtling across the solar system, Sam turns away from the stream of debris and begins to make his way back the way he came, doing breathing exercises to reduce his oxygen consumption rate. He’s doing everything by the book. Breathing in. Breathing out.

			‘That’s great,’ Alyssa encourages over the comms. ‘Your heart rate is decreasing. Great job. Oxygen supply at seventy-five per cent, you’ve got plenty of time.’

			Despite the chasm of time and space between them, Alyssa talks steadily, counting down the distance to the airlock, her eyes flitting between Sam’s helmet cam and the rest of her team. But their expressions remain grim.

			Frank, the chief of the flight control division, appears behind her. He places his hand on her shoulder and she clicks off her mic, keeping her eyes trained on Sam’s slow progress. But of course, this is all in the past. Sam may well be at the airlock by now.

			Frank’s voice is soft as he leans down to her ear. ‘Catastrophic failure of the ship’s hull. Multiple ruptures. Complete loss of pressure within the communal hub and on the flight deck.’

			Alyssa can barely bring herself to ask, but she must. ‘And the crew?’

			Hand over hand, Sam continues onwards. Breathing in. Breathing out.

			‘He’s the only one left.’

			Breathing in. Breathing out.
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			FOUR YEARS LATER

		
	
		
			MARS ONE CREW TO BE ANNOUNCED

			

			USA Today

			By Samantha Stuart

			January 3 2031

			In two days’ time, the world will know the names of the astronauts who will be launched into space as part of the most ambitious and controversial expedition in human history.

			The Mars One project confirmed today that their first episode will air 21:00 EST this Sunday, January 5 in the USA, with simultaneous broadcasts around the globe.

			A privatized one-way colonization mission to Mars, Mars One is the brainchild of Finnish billionaire Lars Anders, who first announced his ambitions to put people on the red planet twenty years ago.

			Since its founding, both the Mars One mission and Anders himself have endured criticism from space agencies, politicians and activists around the world, with many questioning the safety of the project and some parties even pressing legal charges against the company. But what is perhaps the most contentious issue surrounding the mission is that of its funding, which has been raised, in part, through the creation of a reality television series that will document every moment of the lives of the six as-yet-unnamed astronauts onboard. The first episode of Mars One has been billed as a chance to ‘meet the brave pioneers’ who will be the first human beings to set foot on Mars, in just over six months’ time.

			The timing of this mission has also come under scrutiny, following on from the four-year anniversary of the Mayflower disaster. NASA’s first crewed expedition to Mars, the Mayflower Mission, ended tragically when the ship suffered a catastrophic failure while Mission Specialist Sam Rutherford was conducting an EVA (Extravehicular Activity). All five astronauts inside the Mayflower were killed instantly when a cluster of micro-meteoroids ruptured the ship’s hull, and Mission Specialist Rutherford was confirmed dead just three minutes later as he tried to re-enter the Mayflower’s airlock. It remains the worst accident in the history of the American space program.

			Regardless of the political tensions surrounding their mission, let us hope that Mars One has learned from NASA’s mistakes.

		
	
		
			Jia

			I DON’T HAVE TIME FOR THIS.

			Another roadblock for another pointless climate protest. You’d think that they’d have given up by now. Hong Kong is free no longer. Even with parts of the city underwater and the rest of the world burning, you can’t present your political opinions on the streets – those days are long gone. They disappeared almost as soon as my parents arrived in this city. Everyone knows the situation now. Two girls from my first-year accountancy class went to a democracy protest in our first semester. They never came back.

			Mom freaked out, terrified that I’d throw my life away on activism, just like them. As if I would—

			I jump back as a police truck pulls up in front of me. Officers swarm down the street to my right. I swerve left, head down, eyes low.

			I really don’t have time for this.

			At least I got my paper in on time. Three minutes before the deadline. And now, I’m going to be late getting home, which means I’ll be late getting to work, which means I’ll be late seeing Mom. I might even miss visiting hours. It’s always tight on a Friday.

			Kai better have picked up my uniform from the laundromat. One job. That’s all I’ve asked of him. Otherwise I’ll have to wear yesterday’s coffee-stained shirt.

			Smack.

			Next second, I’m down on the floor. My right knee feels like it’s about to explode and my palms burn. I look up just in time to see feet running away, police storming after them. I cower, terrified they’ll trample me, but they part around me at the last moment.

			Gasping, I push myself back up. Anyone else would be embarrassed, but I’m clumsy. I’m used to falling over, and I’m also used to people laughing at the fat girl on the floor.

			I assess the damage with a grimace. My tights are ripped. The contents of my purse – lip balm, ID, tissues, face masks – are strewn on the ground. As is an abandoned sign. As I crouch down to scrabble for my belongings, it stares up at me – a picture of Earth on fire, and a red planet crossed out with the words: THERE IS NO PLANET B. END MARS ONE MISSION.

			These people. Terra Revolution, they call themselves. So concerned with the planet, yet they’ll plough straight through a person in the blink of an eye.

			I feel the heat of someone’s gaze on me, and glance around. Another group of police has just arrived and some of their eyes are flitting between me and the sign. Heart pounding, I kick it in dismissal and vaguely shake my head, keeping my eyeline squarely on the sidewalk as I hurry off down the street, dreading the feeling of a hand on my shoulder.

			Nothing to do with me, I think. This is not my fight.

			As predicted, I get home late. My manager will insist I stay longer to make up the time.

			The latch on the front door of our building is still broken, but the lift is working again, at least. I type another message to the super as I bounce on my heels on the ride up.

			Kai better have grabbed my uniform. I’ll be so angry if he’s been locked into some coding trance the whole afternoon and not moved. No real job, hardly makes the rent – the least he can do is run some errands. His computers could pay for several months of Mom’s fees, maybe even a whole year of our food and energy bills, too. I could do what other girls in my class do: sit and drink coffee all day long instead of serving it.

			‘Kai?’ I yell, as I barrel through the door, head straight for the kettle and pull out some instant noodles. No answer, but that’s not unusual. I glance around, and my heart sinks. The place is incredibly tidy – just how he likes it when he goes into one of his deep dives.

			‘Kai! Did you get my uniform? I need to leave in five minutes.’

			As I wait for the kettle, I slip into my room. My filthy uniform from yesterday is right there on the bed. And there’s no fresh laundry next to it. Of course he forgot. I snatch up the stained top.

			‘Kai!’ I shout, tearing down the hall to where the door to his room stands ajar. ‘What the hell? I asked you to do one thing for me and—’

			All the air escapes me as I push his door open.

			The place has been turned upside down. Glass smashed, his mattress thrown against the wall. His computers are all gone.

			And there on the desk is a smear of red. The unmistakable shine of blood.

			I scream, then scream louder as a ginger streak zooms out from under the bed and out through the door.

			It’s Orion. Kai’s stupid cat.

			I turn and rush after him.

			And now I see it: specks of blood, leading out of Kai’s room and to the front door.

			‘Orion!’ I cry as the cat pelts towards the living room, his paws stained red.

			Hissing and wailing, he jumps up at the window that leads out onto the fire escape. It’s never open – this city is too polluted. He claws at it. Unable to get out, he throws himself onto the kitchen worktop. I scream more as noodles and cups and bowls go flying.

			I have to stop him. I have to find Kai.

			What the fuck is happening?

			I slip past Orion and yank open the window. I shrink back as the acrid air hits me and before I can even think, Orion is out of there, his tail disappearing into the fading light.

			I feel a twinge of alarm, but it quickly subsides. He’s Kai’s cat, not mine. I never wanted him. And I’ve got bigger problems right now.

			I run back to Kai’s room, muttering his name over and over. I fumble for my phone and dial his number. It goes straight to voicemail. I try again. And again. Nothing.

			I run to the front door, which I only now realize had been unlocked when I came in. When he’s coding, Kai always locks everything. He has his headphones on, doesn’t want to be disturbed.

			I shuffle down the outer hall, calling his name, not sure what I’m looking for. Is that blood, by the stairwell? Did he take the stairs?

			‘What’s going on?’ someone barks. I don’t know who. I don’t care. I look down. Why do I still have my stained work uniform in my hand? I turn back to our apartment as I dial and press my phone to my ear.

			‘999. What’s your emergency?’ I peer into Kai’s room again. His absence weighs down the air like lead. The metal tang of his blood stings my nostrils – or am I imagining it? I feel sick.

			‘Hello?’

			‘Sorry. Yes. Police.’ The voice that comes out of me doesn’t sound like my own. It’s like I’m a million miles away. So small. So detached from the nightmare in front of me. ‘My brother. He’s missing.’

		
	
		
			Alyssa

			‘SO.’ THE JOURNALIST SITS FORWARD IN HER CHAIR, SMILING at me innocently. ‘How does it feel, as a female astronaut, to be commander of such a groundbreaking mission?’

			The first thing I want to say is that I’m not an astronaut. I know the press release introduces me as a former NASA astronaut who was then headhunted by Mars One blah blah blah. All that is true except for the excruciating, soul-incinerating detail that I have never flown in space. These days, NASA call you an astronaut as soon as you’re picked out of the application pool, but if you’re like me and have a military background, you only get that badge when you fly higher than fifty miles above this Godforsaken planet. And I haven’t done that yet.

			I was going to, though.

			I was on my way.

			Before all this, I was biding my time, playing the NASA game. Smiling, waving, kissing babies – well, kissing ass. All the while fighting the hot-headedness my father always hated.

			I wasn’t good at it, but I was getting there. I even volunteered to run CAPCOM on the mission I’d been passed over for, hoping it would push me even a little closer to that dream assignment.

			Until that day.

			Because the reality is, the Mayflower destroyed more than six people’s lives when it depressurized twenty million kilometres from Earth. It broke me in more ways than I could imagine. And it annihilated any chances I had of reaching space.

			I know. I know that sounds callous, but everyone who has ever signed up to be an astronaut at NASA is unified by one thing: we are all selfish overachievers who want nothing more than to get into space as quickly as possible. Of course, that is not what I said when I first sat down for my psych assessment all those years ago. But it’s true. And I have to live with that.

			I have to live with a lot of things …

			I didn’t realize just how much of a selfish asshole I am until the memorial service. As we placed wreaths for our fellow astronauts, I saw the years clicking by in my mind and realized that even in the most optimistic scenario, with operations still shut down, it would be many years before any of the pre-scheduled missions would possibly fly. I wasn’t old – at thirty-one, I was one of the youngest mission specialists in the program – but despite my best efforts, I wasn’t assigned to anything yet. And another shot at Mars? That would be out of the question.

			So I was devastated. Devastated at the loss of six lives, astounded that I had witnessed it, and overwhelmed with grief for my own career. I went to bed that night cursing whatever it was that had failed the Mayflower and woke the next morning bitterly ashamed of what my ambition had made me become.

			Ambition. My mom was always told it’s such a dirty word for a woman. And yet I have tonnes of it. I have so much of the damn thing I don’t know what to do with it. So, in the aftermath of the Mayflower disaster, as the world mourned and questioned whether the cost of spaceflight – both financial and human – was really worth it, as Congress began to defund the space program and presidential commissions tore the agency to shreds, I finally answered an email that had been lingering in my personal inbox: I’m interested. When can we meet?

			No, I’m not an astronaut yet. But I’m going to be.

			I can’t say any of that to this journo, though. So instead, I simply say: ‘I’m not an astronaut yet. I have a lot to be getting on with, so if we could move this along, that would be great.’

			Anders pauses the clip on his screen after that and laughs at me for a long time. I sit there and take it in dignified silence. His office is minimalist and softly lit. Through the window, the light is fading as the sun sets. The plains of Kazakhstan stretch ever onwards and I’m reminded how far away from home we all are. Eventually, his laughter peters out.

			‘You know, I take some pride in the fact that I’m the one who brought out this side in you, Wright. Before me, you really were a walking, talking piece of NASA merchandise.’

			‘Thank you for rescuing me,’ I retort.

			‘You’re welcome.’ He grins. ‘But I think you shouldn’t be so honest when you’re next interviewed. They can barely use any of the footage they shot with you. But then again, you probably knew that all along.’

			I scowl at him. It had gone wrong from the start. From the model space shuttle they placed on my desk to the pile of books I would never read – one was an undergraduate introduction to astrophysics, for God’s sake – to a photo of my family, it felt like I was walking onto a television set rather than into my own office.

			‘Fine. I’ll do it again, but they can’t make my office look like a pre-school teacher’s classroom this time. And no questions about my family.’

			Anders glances down at the piece of rock he’s holding, smooth and shiny from years of being tossed up and down in his heavy hands. It’s a moon rock, a gift from his father many years ago.

			‘Fine, but you wear your M1 uniform,’ he says, gesturing to the screen. ‘You look like a hobo.’

			I follow his eyes to the screen. I’m in my Mars One T-shirt, but the logo is covered by an old NASA sweatshirt from my training class, emblazoned with a cockroach. All the rookies who passed out of Johnson Space Center in 2024 had one. They affectionately nicknamed our class the Roaches, for our ability to survive the budget cuts that year – although the sweatshirt has seen better days. My cartoon roach has a big old oil stain on it.

			I’m wearing it now, in fact. I zip it up with pride and shove my hands in its well-worn pockets.

			‘Sure,’ I say through gritted teeth.

			Anders observes me thoughtfully, setting his moon rock down on the table, like a judge’s gavel.

			‘Good.’ Case closed. He stretches and brushes his hands through his short blonde hair. He’s in pretty good shape for a man in middle age. Some of the crew joke that it’s because he wants to pass the physical for one of the later missions. But I know Lars Anders: so long as he has a colony on Mars to support, he won’t ever leave this planet.

			I stand up. ‘Are you done with me?’

			He appraises me. ‘Why are you here, Wright?’

			My forehead creases into a frown. ‘Because you asked to speak to me.’

			‘Come on.’ He pushes away from his desk and moves towards me. ‘You know what I mean. Your crew fly in tomorrow, but why are you here tonight?’

			I hate it when he does this: examines me like I’m some anomaly. A curiosity from another world. Like that damn rock.

			‘Two weeks out from a one-way mission, about to be quarantined, why are you here? Don’t you have anywhere else in the world to be? Anyone else to be with?’

			I look him straight in the eye and tell him what he already knows: ‘No.’

			He gives a half-hearted laugh and shakes his head. ‘OK.’ He opens the door and ushers me out, just as his beleaguered assistant, Gwynne, enters with a ream of paperwork and smiles at me.

			‘Well, fuck off, then. Enjoy your last night of freedom.’

			I swing past my office – now thankfully back to its original state – to pick up some reports. The whole complex is eerily quiet. The calm before the storm.

			There are, however, many people still working. Thankfully, Kajal in Legal is one of them. I find her at her desk, glasses on and surrounded by paperwork and sticky notes.

			‘Hello,’ she says, in her crisp British accent, eyes fixed on her screen.

			‘Hey.’ I sit down in one of the vacant chairs next to her. ‘Here to pick up my last will and testament.’

			She laughs and finally looks at me. I smile at her.

			‘You don’t have to look so happy about it.’ She turns and rifles through her filing drawers. Out comes a brown envelope bearing my name.

			‘There’s also your Power of Attorney for you to sign. You’ll need a witness. And if there’s anything you want to change, let me know. There’s still time.’

			I take the envelope and slot it into my bag. ‘I won’t need to change anything. Thank you.’

			‘You’re more than welcome.’ She looks tired. Her glasses have left a mark on the bridge of her nose, and she has three coffee mugs on her desk. She cocks her head to the side. ‘Look, do you want to grab a drink? I don’t have to get back for Neha for a bit, she’s on a playdate.’ But instantly I can tell she wishes she hadn’t said anything, because she knows what’s about to come.

			‘Kajal, I’m sorry, I’d—’

			‘You’d love to, but you have shit-tonnes to do,’ she finishes for me, her expression annoyingly sympathetic. ‘You don’t have to be alone, you know.’

			‘I know.’ We both sit in silence for a moment.

			I get up and gesture at her brimming desk. ‘Thanks. For everything.’

			‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

			I walk away and kick myself. After everything Kajal has done for me, all I give her is cynicism and insincerity. Then I have a thought, the perfect way to show my appreciation. I turn back.

			‘You can tell Neha she has a quarter of a pound.’

			‘Huh?’

			‘My PPK.’ She looks blankly at me. ‘My personal preference kit. Neha can send something to Mars in it. But only if it weighs less than a quarter of a pound!’

			Kajal stands up, stunned. ‘Really?’

			‘Why the hell not?’

			Back at the sparse accommodation block we’ve appropriated from the former Russian Space Federation, I crack open a full-fat Coke and take out my will. I grab a pen and flick to the tabs that show me where to sign, before remembering I need a witness. I mutter a curse.

			I’ll have to ask one of the team tomorrow.

			Tomorrow.

			I turn my attention to the other paperwork I’ve brought with me. It’s the reams of notes I’ve made over the course of four years. I could be reading simulation schedules, checklists, weather reports. But by now, I know everything. The boldface – the important bits of the manuals – is etched on the very inside of my skull. That stuff is easy. It’s the human stuff I need to work on. Up there, my crew will be a surrogate for the whole of humanity. I’m about to spend the rest of my life with these five people. And how long that life lasts depends on all of us working together as one team. So, like a serial killer, I’ve written up everything I’ve learned about them during our years of training, from their favourite films to their family’s medical histories. Their darkest fears, their wildest dreams, and the little glimpses of vulnerability I’ve seen in the quietest of moments. Anything that will help me understand and know them like I understand and know the machine that’s going to be launching us across the solar system.

			As I’m starting, I glance out of my grubby window at the glimmer of the Milky Way above the horizon, the courtyard out front bathed in starlight. An idea hits me.

			I strip my bed down to the bare mattress and chuck the files onto it, then start to roll it up. It’s cheap and thin, and rolls easily. People around here have got better things to spend time and money on than our bedding. I drag my giant cigar of a mattress out of my room and into the deathly quiet corridor. Before I lock up, I grab some extra provisions, loading up my sweatshirt pockets.

			I haul the mattress and its contents up the stairwell and push out onto the roof, where the stars are astoundingly bright. I drag everything into a clear area, roll out the mattress, scoop up my files and finally sit down. It’s a warm night; a dry breeze blows across my face, fluttering the corners of my papers. From several miles away where our launchpad glows under floodlights comes the low hum of generators and the faint clanking of metalwork. Our rocket and spacecraft aren’t up there yet, but preparations are well underway for launch in just over a couple of weeks’ time. My pulse quickens at the thought of it. I can almost hear the hiss of the propellant coolant, the beeping of a countdown clock.

			But not yet. Not just yet.

			I pull my gaze away from the launchpad and lie back. There’s a reason why the Soviet Union claimed this land from Kazakhstan seventy years ago for their space agency. Midway between the equator and the North Pole, surrounded by miles of plains, with barely any human settlements nearby, it’s the perfect gateway to the cosmos. All of which is stretched out above me. Towards the western horizon, Saturn is one of the brightest bodies in the sky. And to the south, just above Gagarin’s Start – the very first place a human being left the planet – waiting ever so patiently, is Mars herself.

			After a while, I sit up on my elbows and open my next can of Coke, the cool droplets of condensation dripping down my hand. The sound of the ring pull clicking and hissing open echoes across the roof. I’m going to miss Coke. After a gulp, I open up a packet of Reese’s Pieces and pop one into my mouth. I’ll miss them, too. Picking up my files, I turn onto my front, like a beachgoer trying to bronze their back.

			Right now, in the dark of night, the light of five thousand suns is just enough to read by.

		
	
		
			Jia

			THE POLICE DUST FOR PRINTS AND TAKE PICTURES. TO them it’s routine, mundane. They don’t seem to understand that it’s anything but for me. I hover over them, telling them what Kai had been wearing that morning, who his friends are, who they should check in with, and they just roll their eyes.

			They tell me they can’t rule out him just leaving, as there was no sign of a break-in, there’s no other prints and the blood was ‘minimal’. It’s madness. My brother is odd, infuriating, selfish, but he would never leave like this. I tell them this over and over again. The block’s front-door CCTV shows nothing, and the service entrance around the back hasn’t had coverage for ages.

			I call into work. I don’t call Mom. Or college. I’m not due in class over the weekend and there’s no point with Mom until I know more.

			I stay home.

			Next day, four new officers arrive. They’re not in uniform, but they carry ID and badges and hold themselves in a completely different way. These men don’t look at me dismissively; they nod and seem sympathetic. As soon as they enter the apartment, they are all over it. They ask me to stay on the couch as they search through everything, even my room. I wince, picturing them wrinkling their noses at my dirty underwear on the floor, my week-old cups of tea. One officer asks me to run through everything again, apologizing for the inconvenience, explaining that they believe me and they’re going to do everything they can to help find Kai.

			Even though I’ve done nothing wrong, my hands sweat. I try to tell them everything I can, but unease creeps through me. I know who these men are: National Security officers. My heart palpitates as they start to pack things into brown boxes and envelopes. They’re practically clearing out Kai’s room. Then they move to my room. They take my laptop. I ask why, but the officers just calmly say it’s ‘potential evidence’. It seems they’re taking everything that’s digital. Anything at all that has data on it. Kai’s enormous DVD collection is scooped up and packed away. His games console too.

			‘Anything that is not useful to the investigation will be returned,’ they say.

			Why don’t I believe them?

			Then they run through our family history. When did we leave mainland China? When did our father die? Where is our mother now? My school, my studies. They even ask about the cat. I explain that he hasn’t come back since I realized Kai was missing and the officer seems satisfied.

			I think of Kai’s coding and how he was always so private. Suddenly I don’t feel like I know him. What the hell has he been doing in that room all those years?

			But strangely, that is the one question the officers never seem to ask.

			After many hours, they leave, but not before telling me that that I must stay home for the foreseeable future. Just in case Kai returns or anything else happens that might help the investigation. I’m told to call them if anything comes to mind or seems unusual. Otherwise, they’ll be in touch.

			As soon as they’re gone, I crumble. I’m a mess – shaking, weeping. I move through the silent apartment. Everything is clean now. His room is almost empty, the blood gone. Even my room has been tidied, my soiled clothes placed in the overflowing laundry bin. My bed made.

			I try his phone once more. Still not even a dial tone.

			Something shifts in the other room.

			My stomach drops and I throw myself out into the hall, expecting to see Kai making himself a coffee in the kitchen, looking at me with a baffled expression and asking why I’m in such a state.

			‘Dì dì?’

			But Kai isn’t there. Instead, standing frozen on the kitchen counter, is Orion. He looks at me, his big green eyes wide. His encrusted food bowl is in the sink. That’s clearly what he was after.

			I didn’t realize I’d left the window open this entire time.

			We stare at each other, both of us stuck to the spot. His ginger fur is ruffled, but other than that he looks fine.

			He blinks at me and I feel a sudden rush of anger. This stupid thing witnessed whatever happened and can’t tell me what he saw. Useless. Pathetic. This damn cat that was the only thing that Kai ever cared about. Not me. Not Mom. Just his computers and this waste-of-space cat.

			Before I know it, my slipper is in my hand and I’m launching it at Orion.

			It misses, but sends him flying back out the window again without a backwards glance.

			Good riddance, I think.

			But then I realize I’m alone again.

			I head back to my room and crawl into bed.

			A knock on the door breaks through my sleep. It’s loud. Insistent. Like they’ve been going for some time.

			I get up quickly, pulse racing. It could be the police. They could have news.

			But it’s just a delivery guy.

			‘Li Jia?’

			I nod, and he thrusts a small package into my hands, before heading back down the hall.

			I shut the door, a little dazed, trying to remember what I ordered. Books for school?

			Then I jump out of my skin as something brushes up against my legs.

			Orion. Purring and making a chirrup sound at me. He looks up at me and slowly blinks, weaving in and out of my legs.

			He must be hungry. I feel a wave of guilt. Kai would kill me.

			I sigh, step over Orion and move to the kitchen. I find a bowl and some cat food, and shove it down on the floor. Orion is on it like a shot, purring as he wolfs down the chunks of meat.

			I turn my attention back to the package. Just my name and address printed, no supplier. I throw myself down on the couch.

			Inside is a solitary plain disc.

			I turn the package over, double check everything. But there’s no delivery note, no label.

			I’m on the edge of the couch now. The disc is white on one side, shiny on the other. A CD? A DVD? Who uses those any more?

			I look up at the empty TV console opposite me. Kai. He always said that if you love a film, you should buy it. The streamers will collapse one day, films will disappear, blah blah blah.

			My pulse quickens and my eyes shift to the NS officer’s card on the coffee table. This is definitely unusual. But what the hell do I say if I ring? Best to try it first, see if there’s anything on it.

			Orion appears, looking over the brim of the couch cushion at me, licking his lips. He jumps up onto the couch and sits next to me. After turning on the spot for a bit, he curls up. He’s never done this before. He sits on Kai, sure, but he’s always so skittish around me.

			His presence feels strangely reassuring.

			As the disc is sucked into the TV, I settle myself right on the edge of the couch. Orion eyes me half-heartedly.

			At first, the screen is blank.

			The player whirrs.

			And then it’s him. Kai. Smiling. In his room.

			My breath catches in my throat.

			‘Heyyy jiě jie.’ Orion’s head snaps up at the sound of his master’s voice. ‘If you’re watching this then I haven’t checked into my online server in a couple of days, and that’s triggered a delivery I organized a while back. Basically, something is fucked.’

			He looks so happy. How can he look so happy?

			‘This is so crazy, like something out of a film. OK. So, you always say I never take anything seriously. Well, let’s just say something’s changed recently. I’ve started working on something new and … I’ve decided to take a few precautions, and this is one of them. So, if you’re watching this, I’m gone, but I have a plan, and you have to trust me.’ He leans into the screen conspiratorially.

			‘I know you’re gonna want to know more, but I can’t tell you in case someone else sees this.’ His smile breaks a little, and I see a flicker of concern in his eyes, but then it’s gone. ‘God,’ he laughs, ‘I’m going to look like such an idiot if this is never needed.’

			Somehow my hand has moved onto Orion’s back. I can feel his warmth. His little heartbeat.

			‘Anyway, hopefully, I’m just lying low and I’ve been able to wipe my set-up myself.’ I glance towards his bare room. ‘But just in case the worst has happened, I need you to do some things for me. So watch everything on this disc very carefully and follow my instructions. First, I need you to destroy the hard drives of my computer. I took pictures of everything you need to get rid of. They’re behind the toilet cistern. Get a drill and make lots of little holes in them. Even you can manage that.’

			My snort makes Orion jump.

			‘Second, I need you to look after the cat for me, OK? I know you love him very much and he holds such precious memories for us both.’

			I look down at Orion, snatching my hand away like he’s a hot stove. He knows I hate the cat. What the hell is he—?

			‘And third, try not to worry. Like I said, I have a plan, and as long as you follow my instructions, everything will be fine. So relax! Watch a film. I’ve actually ripped one onto this disc, that I thought you should see. You know – the film I watched over and over for like five months after Dad? You said you hated it. But I think if you watch it again, you’ll get it.’

			‘He’s gone mad,’ I whisper to no one.

			‘Anyway.’ He picks up a pad of paper and reads from it. ‘I have some friends who can help – I just need you to get a message to them, then get the hell away from it all. In the meantime, stay calm, destroy my hard drives, look after the cat, watch the film,’ he winks as he puts his notepad down. ‘And Jia, unless I say so … Don’t. Talk. To. Anyone. Especially the police. Be careful who you trust, OK? And even then … well, just be smart. Which I know you are, if you try … And give Mom my love.’

			And then he leans forward and the screen goes blank.

			I sit for a while, staring. Orion sits too. Both of us waiting for my idiot brother to come back on and really tell us what the hell is happening.

			But he doesn’t.

			So I scream and throw a pillow at the screen instead.

		
	
		
			Alyssa

			WHEN MY ALARM GOES OFF, MY BRAIN CLINGS TO THE LAST moments of REM, where I can still hear Sam Rutherford’s breathing. In and out, in and out. Totally alone. A constellation of debris spinning about him …

			As I jerk to consciousness, my heart races and I push down that sickening feeling of helplessness that has been creeping back into my dreams recently.

			After a quick shower, I throw my training overalls on and dash to the cafeteria to gulp down some cereal. For the next two weeks I’m going to try and cram every kind of food in my mouth that is not possible in micro-g. Lumps of sugary goodness floating in milk is one of them.

			Next is my interview reshoot. As soon as I’d said yes to Anders, it appeared in my schedule, squatting between the actually important things. Thankfully, when I arrive, they haven’t messed with my office. The only thing that is still lurking is the family photo on my desk. I wait for one of the producers to come in before pointedly shutting it in one of my drawers. She doesn’t say anything and we get down to business. I give them their soundbites and do the usual ‘honoured and proud’ spiel.

			At the end of it all, the producer comes over to me, looking sincere. ‘Thank you so much, Commander Wright, we know you’re really busy and we appreciate the time you’re giving us.’

			‘No problem,’ I lie. I’m good at that. She physically relaxes and I feel a stab of guilt – God, do these people think I’m a nightmare? Then I remember: they’re making a television show in which the main thrill is going to be whether I live or die. And now I don’t feel so guilty after all.

			‘We’re going to have just enough time to edit this together for the launch tomorrow night.’

			I frown, confused, then it hits me: their launch and our launch are very different things.

			We’ve done most of our training over the last few months here in Baikonur, so my crew are familiar with the whole set-up. But now we have the press and TV crew to appease, as well as family. Once everyone arrives today, we’re doing a tour of the facilities. It’s useful to do a tour of the various departments as a group so that everyone working on the mission can remember that it’s real human beings who will all die if they don’t do their jobs well enough. Anders calls it a mortality march.

			When I turn up at the airstrip, Anders is already there, in his uniform of a dark polo and jeans. He’s in a passionate discussion with George Abbey, one of the executive producers and owners of Valdivian, our television overlords. Dressed in chinos and what looks like a very expensive designer linen shirt, he is the complete opposite of Anders. Their two personal assistants buzz around nervously.

			‘Wright!’ Anders shouts, and I flinch. Gwynne grimaces at me as I approach. Abbey has headphones around his neck that he clearly thinks make him look important. A couple of his crew members stand around looking bored, cameras pointing to the ground.

			‘Commander,’ Anders says. He’s smiling, but lines of tension crater his brow. ‘Please tell George why we can’t switch the dorm cameras on until tomorrow.’

			‘Lars, we don’t need to do this now—’ Abbey’s British accent is cold, harsh.

			‘Mr Abbey, sir.’ I turn to Abbey and try to give him my politest smile.

			‘George, please call me George.’

			I try not to gag.

			‘George. My crew are about to go into two weeks’ quarantine. They’re going to say goodbye to their friends and family and they need some space to be able to talk freely and bond as a crew again.’

			‘Before they take part in the most ambitious exploration mission in history,’ Anders adds in his signature grandiose style.

			‘No one understands that more than me,’ Abbey places an insincere hand on his heart, ‘but this is a must for Valdivian. All our surveys and algorithms point to audiences wanting real, raw, human moments—’

			‘And you’ll get that. But we agreed we decide when the observation cameras start rolling. Once they start, they don’t stop.’ I find myself shifting uncomfortably at the thought of this, but Anders continues: ‘So until tomorrow, only stock shots. Wides. Formal shit.’

			Abbey’s jaw tightens.

			‘Sir,’ I say. ‘All I’m asking, on behalf of my crew, is that you give us one more night. You have the rest of our lives. You can give us that, surely?’

			Abbey stares back at me. His eyes are cold, calculating, like he’s planning his next move. But then a plane’s engine roars.

			‘Ah!’ Anders laughs and puts his arm round Abbey’s shoulder, turning him towards the runway. ‘Saved by the T-38!’

			Abbey’s production crew scramble to get the cameras rolling as the small jet comes into view. I step out of the way, feeling unsettled. When Anders sold the television rights to Valdivian to finance the mission, we all knew what that meant. Most of us had shrugged it off – there’d been live camera feeds for years on the space station and NASA had always recorded essential moments during missions. But it was only when I moved into the accommodation block a couple of weeks back and saw the newly installed cameras in every corner that it truly hit me: Big Brother will be watching – and he’s keen to get started now.

			The opening of the cockpit breaks me from my reverie. I wave at the man emerging, taking off his mask and harness. The cameras catch him waving back. Professor Sébastien Brun, our botanist, is here.

			Sébastien was one of the first citizen applicants to sign up and his CV is second to none. Raised just outside of Paris, France, he’s been obsessed with plants from an early age. His parents had a copy of Verne’s From the Earth to the Moon in their library and that sparked in him a love of science fiction as a teenager. Soon, the likes of H. G. Wells and Arthur C. Clarke showed him that his love of plants and his love of planets could be married together. So he studied astrobotany. And in between that, he took part in ultra-marathons across the world. A lot of people find Brun intimidating. I respect him.

			After posing for some pictures, Brun shakes hands with Anders and Abbey and then beelines for me. As he gives me his usual kiss-on-both-cheeks greeting, I’m very aware of the cameras. He stands back and looks me over.

			‘You look well.’ His French accent is subtle, his English is perfect.

			‘So do you. Welcome back.’

			‘It’s good to be back. Clémence could tell I was counting down the hours. You did the right thing, staying here.’

			‘Is she not coming today?’

			‘She has a peer review. She’ll be here for the launch, but we’ve said our goodbyes. We are not sentimental.’

			During our years of training together, I’ve noticed that Sébastien and his wife, who is also a scientist, have an unusual relationship. They seem more like business partners than anything else. Sébastien has never shown any qualms about leaving her behind, and rumour has it that she has just signed a book deal with a global publisher.

			Before I can say anything else, Brun is whisked away for his interview with the TV crew. Anders joins me as I watch him go.

			‘I didn’t think there’d be anyone else as keen as you, Wright, but looks like you have some competition.’ He looks at his watch. ‘Forty-five minutes until the rest of them arrive. Shall we grab a coffee and go through tonight’s agenda?’

			Gwynne raises her head from her cell phone and marches over to us. ‘Rubio’s not on the flight.’ She grimaces, and my stomach sinks.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘He didn’t arrive at the airport this morning. No way to get in contact with him. The charter had to leave without him. He checked out of his hotel but hasn’t been seen since.’

			Anders swears in Finnish. I don’t blame him. If Rubio doesn’t make it to Baikonur tonight, he can’t quarantine, and if he can’t quarantine we’ll have to sub someone in, and that could cause delays. Not to mention what this means for the show, the press …

			Anders composes himself. ‘Do the producers know?’ Gwynne shakes her head. ‘Good. We tell them Rubio has a personal issue that he is dealing with. He will be joining us later. In the meantime, let’s get some people out looking for him. Tell them to check any bullshit cultural landmark. He’s an artist. He’ll be doing something ridiculous like soaking up the beauty of the fucking moment.’ He turns and marches towards the terminal building.

			A huge breath escapes me. Just when I thought we were getting somewhere.

			‘Thanks, Gwynne.’ I try to smile at her. Then we hear a final bark from Anders.

			‘And check the bars.’

			Shit.

			I spend the next thirty minutes going through the ramifications of Rubio’s tardiness with Gwynne. Lucky bastard is going to miss the mortality march. My phone rings. I assume it’s him, so I pick up without even looking.

			‘Alyssa?’

			‘Mom?’ My stomach flips when I hear her voice. It sounds strangely small and weak. Gwynne gestures towards the hangar behind us. Dazed, I head over to it, relieved to have a rare moment of space for this conversation.

			‘Hold on a sec, I just need to get somewhere quieter …’ I dip into the shade of the hangar, where the shadows of dormant jets lurk. Some sad-looking sandwiches are strewn on a table by the door for the production crew.

			‘We got your papers from your lawyer today.’ So that is why she is calling. I don’t know why I ever thought otherwise.

			‘Good.’

			‘You’re giving him power of attorney?’ I can hear the judgement from ten thousand kilometres away.

			‘Yes.’

			Silence on the end of the line.

			‘It made the most sense. He’ll know everything that’s going on and can make the best judgement call if something happens. He has the mission in his best interests.’

			‘Right,’ she says. And then leaves me hanging. I open up one of the sandwiches. Salami on rye. The meat is drying up, the lettuce limp. It’s the least appetising thing I’ve ever seen. Still, I take a bite.

			‘Did you have anything else you want to say?’ I ask through my mouthful. It makes me sound casual, which is good.

			‘You go into quarantine tonight, don’t you?’

			‘Yep.’ I don’t know what’s more dry, the sandwich or this conversation. ‘Just two more weeks. Waiting on the crew arrival now.’

			‘Before you leave, your father wanted to ask you …’ She pauses. He must be there with her. ‘Alyssa, your father wants the Purple Heart back.’

			I stop chewing.

			‘He wants you to send it back as soon as possible. Please.’

			A stunned pause.

			‘Can you put him on the phone?’

			There’s an uncomfortable silence. I know the lie before she even says it.

			‘No, Alyssa. He’s not here.’

			‘Mom, I know he is. Please. I need to speak to him.’

			Another pause, shorter this time.

			‘You know I can’t do that. Now … just tell me you’ll send it back. It’s his father’s medal.’

			‘I know what it is, Mom.’ Pressure builds behind my eyes. I’m feeling hot. Fuck. Outside, through the glare, people are gathering for the next jet.

			‘We will cover the costs of the shipment,’ she almost whispers. I bark out a laugh, try to take a deep breath. I can’t be dealing with this right now.

			‘No. It’s fine. I’ll pay. If this is what he really wants.’

			She releases her breath. ‘Thank you.’

			‘Well, then. I need to go. Great talking to you, Mom.’ I go to hang up.

			‘Alyssa!’ she blurts, almost like a yelp.

			The phone flies back to my ear.

			‘Yeah?’ Another long pause.

			‘Make sure …’ she finally says, ‘make sure you send it tracked.’

			I don’t know what to say. So I click off.

			My nose is running, and I sniff a little. The sound of a jet approaching says I need to get back out there. I stare hard at the half-eaten sandwich in my hand, with its shitty filling. It’s the breadcrumbs. Sandwiches are a no-go in space because bread’s not robust enough and the last thing you want is the damn thing breaking up and floating around, getting in all your instruments and buttons. Gemini 3 learned that the hard way.

			I head out into the baking sunshine, towards the runway again, throwing the sandwich into the garbage on my way out.

			The TV production crew are getting themselves in a frenzy. Not only are three more crew members arriving, but also their loved ones. For the people on that plane, this is going to be one of the most difficult days of their lives. Families find it hard to say goodbye for ever. Apart from mine, apparently.

			First to emerge is the warm and reassuring smile of Dr Ruth Okeowo, our crew physician. In her early fifties, she’s our eldest crew member, and British Nigerian. She looks great in her mission overalls, and she’s had a haircut, short and practical – a woman after my own heart. She waves energetically as her brother and two twenty-something nieces emerge behind her.

			As Okeowo reaches the ground and strides over to shake Anders’ and Abbey’s hands, our flight engineer and leading robotics expert, Lee Dong-hyun, steps out, blinking, into the sunlight. His parents follow swiftly behind.

			Last, but by no means least, Dr Heather Morin emerges. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see her smiling, looking cool as anything with her Ray-Bans on and her hair blowing in the desert wind. She holds a hand up in greeting and then turns to check on those behind her. At her encouragement, two awkward teenagers and their dad step onto the stairs. Morin’s family. She is the only mother on our team. The TV crew zoom in, panting with excitement.

			Anders opens his arms wide and gives Morin and her husband the biggest handshake of all, followed by the kids. Abbey smiles at them all politely; I can practically see the dollar signs in his eyes. I approach the group and hug the crew members and their families one by one. This is something NASA would never have allowed. It would have been all formal ceremony and handshakes, but this is my mission, these are my crew, my family now, and I’m going to hug them. Plus, I read once that physical contact is important for bonding.

			I greet Dr Morin last of all.

			‘You should’ve gone home,’ she chastises me in my ear. Then she takes my shoulders and appraises me. I smile reassuringly, trying not to think of the phone call I just had.

			‘I’m fine.’ Before I can ask how she is, she’s re-introducing me to her kids, Maggie and Ben, and her husband, Max. Maggie looks excited, if a little uncomfortable with all the attention. Ben is sullen, while Max looks like he’s about to sit through a tooth extraction.

			‘My God, Ben, is that what maple syrup does to a guy?’ The whole family laugh at my shitty joke, except Ben. He just shrugs. So he’s going for moody teenager. I try the husband next.

			‘Great to see you, Max. I’m really looking forward to us introducing you to some fellow math nerds down in coding.’

			‘Heather has been singing the praises of the team you’ve got out here. It’ll be great to see what she feels so passionate about,’ Max replies, automaton-like. You don’t have to be a psychologist like Morin to know what’s going on beneath his surface. This is a man whose wife is leaving him, not for another man, but for another planet. And he has to grin and bear it.

			‘OK!’ I clap my hands together. ‘Anders, shall we begin the tour?’

			‘Let the mortality march begin!’ Anders booms, and launches straight into one of his monologues about the facility.

			As we file off towards the vans, Okeowo falls into step with me.

			‘Any news on Rubio, Commander?’ she murmurs. Always so respectful, so measured.

			I try to sound reassuring. ‘We’re working on it.’

		
	
		
			Jia

			I WATCH KAI’S MESSAGE OVER AND OVER, BUT EVERY TIME it just confuses me more and I have to hit pause on his shit-eating grin. What message does he want me to pass on? And who to?

			I call the super, but the CCTV didn’t catch the delivery guy coming into the building. He must have used the service entrance and stairs. I don’t touch the card from the officers. Kai’s words ring in my head: don’t trust the police. If you can’t trust the police, you definitely can’t trust National Security.

			Eventually, I do as he says. I look for the pictures in the toilet cistern, but there’s nothing there. The officers must have taken them in those brown envelopes.

			Beneath the fear, anger bubbles away. Mom and Dad’s precious son, the one they doted on and sacrificed everything for – who was never grateful in the first place, never even went to see his own mother these past couple of years – of course he was up to something illegal. Of course he would get himself, and therefore both of us, into trouble. How could I not see this coming?

			As I search the apartment, Orion finds a home for himself on Kai’s bed. I’ve shut the window now, so there’s nowhere for him to go. A prisoner, like me.

			Eventually, I find myself opening up the top cupboard in the kitchen and grabbing a bottle of red wine. I pour out a whole tumbler and glug it down. It doesn’t help the ever-present panic, but it silences my grumbling stomach. The television screen stares at me, silent, so I resort to the only thing left to me. The one other clue my joker of a brother has given me.

			I hit play again and allow the disc to continue.

			After a couple of minutes of black screen, a studio logo appears, and I recognize the opening bars of music instantly as credits roll on a starry sky, declaring the film to be Men in Black.

			I sigh. In those months after Dad died, Kai holed up in his room and played this over and over again. To the point where Mom threw the disc away, just to force him to come out into the rest of the apartment.

			I’ve never liked sci-fi. None of it is real. It’s all so overblown, about things no normal person could ever relate to. Kai used to say it’s because I have no imagination.

			Perhaps he’s right. I cannot begin to imagine why the hell he has sent me this.

			I slump down onto the couch, wine bottle and glass in hand.

			About twenty minutes in, Orion appears around the corner and slowly approaches. Once again, he jumps up onto the couch. Tentative at first, he watches me. But once he’s convinced I’m not going to throw anything at him this time, he curls his paws up beneath him and closes his eyes.

			I watch him for a while, his ginger fur lit by the fluorescent glow of the screen. It’s dark outside. I’ve lost all sense of time now.

			He suddenly stirs when the dog on screen barks, and then the cat in the movie yowls. His eyes flick to the screen and his body tenses. A smile tugs at my lips for the first time since Kai disappeared. I follow his line of sight.

			The woman Will Smith has been flirting with is stroking the cat on screen as it purrs.

			‘Boy when you want attention …’ The woman tugs at a collar around the cat’s neck. ‘Orion, that’s a pretty name.’

			I freeze.

			I lean forward and grab the remote off the coffee table. On screen, the film zooms in on the cat’s collar. A swirl of dark and light.

			I hit some buttons. The film jumps back. When I get to the bit where the actors are talking to a pug, I hit play.

			‘Rosenberg said something about a galaxy on Orion’s belt.’

			They shake the pug for a bit – it’s a ridiculous scene, but I watch avidly.

			‘The galaxy is here,’ the dog tells them.

			‘The galaxy is hundreds of millions of stars and planets. How’s it here?’ Will Smith demands.

			I think I’ve stopped breathing. But something is forming in the back of my mind.

			‘You humans, when you gonna learn that size doesn’t matter. Just ’cos something’s important doesn’t mean it’s not very very small … like the size of a marble or a jewel.’

			I skip forward again, and the cat doesn’t like it. He crouches low, glaring at the screen. But I don’t care. The love interest is back, and she’s looking at the fictional cat’s collar with the orb on it. I never realized before … but he’s also a ginger cat …

			‘Orion, that’s a pretty name.’

			And then I hit the remote again and the film skips. Back. And back.

			I jump as I find what I’m looking for. Jab at the remote. The film plays again. An alien is dying, but manages to gasp out the phrase:

			‘To prevent war, the galaxy is on Orion’s belt.’

			I stop it there.

			I turn to Kai’s Orion, sat blinking slowly at me on the couch. Oblivious to the crazy thoughts running through my mind.

			I dart to the kitchen, find the cat food and pour a whole packet into his bowl, which he pounces on as soon as it hits the floor.

			As I watch him chomp down, the lines play in my head.

			That’s the clue. That’s the key to the whole movie. The thing Will Smith is looking for is on Orion’s belt. But not the belt. The collar.

			Orion is so distracted by the food that he lets me bend down and touch his collar. It’s simple. Green, with a small disc tag on it. I try to turn it, but Orion flinches.

			‘Shhh,’ I soothe, giving him a stroke, and he purrs. I move the collar more gently and take the disc in my hands.

			Weirdly, the tag doesn’t have Orion’s name on. All it has are the words ‘If lost, call:’ on one side, and the name and number of the veterinary surgery he’s registered at on the other.

			I let go and stand back, letting him eat his fill until he looks up and around at me, licking his lips. Purring like an idiot.

			If lost …

			I am being ridiculous. It’s just as far-fetched as talking pugs and little aliens. But I have an awful feeling I’m right …
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