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I dedicate this book to all the volunteers and their families who sacrifice their time every day to improve the lives and safety of others.
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As a college professor of archaeology, Elle Murphy had to convince her class of an event she had very little evidence of, and that happened millennia before she was born. It was midterm, and the ancient cultures course was well underway when the same annoying voice came from the back of the lecture hall.

“Why did the aliens create the Nazca Lines?”

Elle dug her fingernails into her whiteboard eraser. Here we go again. “As I’ve told you before, there’s no proof of aliens in our history.”

“But—” he started to argue.

“It’s a myth,” Elle snapped. “As an archaeologist, you need to stick to the facts.” She stretched her neck forward and took a deep breath. “Now let’s move on. This geoglyph is called the hummingbird.” A picture flicked on the screen, looking more like an overhead layout for an international airport than a bird. She kept her back to the class as she started to describe its meaning. Let’s see him interpret birds with aliens?

***
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Meanwhile, south of the Equator, it wasn’t just another day for the United Space Group. The South American summer heat radiated off the concrete tarmac. A slim white plane approaching through the shimmering haze drew First Officer Mick Stafford’s attention away from the rocket waiting for its next lunar mission. This was the first time a company director had flown into the Amazon base in his personal jet. It was a change from the usual grey cargo plane that flew in each week.

As the stairs lowered, Mick scanned the crowd of workers waiting for the director’s arrival. He thought back over his time with the agency, trying to remember when the director last visited. But he couldn’t recall the director ever visiting. What’s so important? Two over-groomed men and a woman stepped off the plane and headed towards the group. Mick glanced at Captain Ray Melton, raised an eyebrow and whispered, “Suits in this weather?” In true captain behaviour, Ray kept his gaze forward and ignored the comment.

The base controller, Dahla Armin, stepped forward to meet the entourage. “Mr Bradstone, welcome.”

“Good, everyone’s here. Be in the meeting room in fifteen minutes,” Bradstone ordered and strode past the crowd without acknowledging anyone.

As the group headed back into the underground headquarters, Mick and Ray joined the end of the line. 

“It’s good to see you, too, sir,” Mick muttered under his breath. A sharp elbow in his ribs from Ray prompted him to straighten his shoulders and adjust his shirt.

Management wasted no time getting the meeting underway. As everyone sat down, the screen on the end wall lit up, revealing an endless list of figures that would give the best accountants a headache. The word billion came up a lot.

The room fell silent as Dahla rose and introduced the director, who took over the discussion, omitting any pleasantries. “We’ve been given the contract to build a space station on the far side of the moon,” Bradford said.

A mixture of gasps and swearing filled the air. Mick’s eyes widened, and his jaw dropped. “Did he say space station?” He read the project heading on the screen to confirm what he had heard. This will be our biggest project ever.

The room fell silent as the director continued, “Due to the scale of the project, we’ll be hiring teams of staff specifically to work on the station construction.”

“Who’s paying for it?” a base staff member asked.

“It’s an internationally funded project designed to establish communications and resources for future lunar bases on the far side of the moon,” replied Bradford.

“Moon? How the hell are we going to build this thing?” someone else asked.

“Senator Allington has had discussions with multiple space agencies that have come on board,” replied Bradford.

As more people asked questions, Bradford put up his hands and said in a raised voice, “The base controller has the details. You’ll be briefed on your individual tasks as required.”

The chatter grew louder as Dahla rose once more. “That’ll be all for today. We have a lot of planning to do.”

***
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The coming months saw endless meetings and phone calls. Ray sat beside Mick in the boardroom while another teleconference played out on the end-wall screen. The foreign officials spoke, but the female interpreter, translating the discussion into English, masked their words. Mick was amused to discover that arguments translated, rephrased and spoken in a polite feminine voice didn’t have the same impact.

One morning, Dahla called Mick and Ray to meet him at the launch preparation facility. With no launches booked for the next week, the building sat empty. They walked into the spacesuit storage room. The walls were lined with helmets and suits like a silent army. Dahla closed the door behind them and pointed to the bench seating. “Take a seat.”

“What’s this about?” Ray asked.

Dahla pulled out an envelope. “You have a classified mission.”

We’ve never had secret meetings for our mission briefings before. “What sort of classified?” Ray asked, reached for the envelope and ripped it open. After scanning the page, he jumped to his feet. “What the hell? Twenty years to find another Earth-like planet.”

“Where is this planet?” Mick asked.

“The Alpha Centauri system,” Ray replied as he kept reading the rest of the letter.

Mick jumped to his feet and joined Ray. “Alpha Centauri...” He shook his head. “How the hell are we getting there?”

Dahla moved in closer and whispered, “You can’t talk about this outside the three of us. The space station is not intended for the moon bases.”

“It’s a ship?” Ray asked. Dahla raised his finger to his lips and nodded. Ray’s thoughts ran through the requirements of a ship that would be capable of travelling to another system. “Space stations don’t have engines. How are they going to hide that?”

“I don’t know yet. Perhaps for realignment or an escape craft,” Dahla replied.

“Why the secrecy? Why not just tell everyone?” Mick asked.

“We don’t want to start a space war with the other agencies. They think they will have access to the station for their future projects,” replied Dahla.

Ray read the letter one more time and asked, “How can we keep this hidden from the world?”

“Select mission objectives have been assigned to individual teams, but only a small group knows the whole story.”

Mick flopped back against the wall. His thoughts were full of images of him flying something from Star Trek, which made his heart pound. “Twenty years in space. Two weeks is bad enough.” He looked at Ray before he turned to Dahla and asked, “Why us?”

“You two are our most experienced pilots,” Dahla replied.

After a short pause, Ray said quietly, “And we don’t have family to worry about.”

“So, it’s okay to kill us off?” said Mick.

Ray spun to face Mick. “Hey, no one’s dying on my watch.”

“Or mine!” Mick lurched forward. The whole idea seemed so far outside of reality that even he didn’t believe it was possible.

“No one’s going to die,” said Dahla calmly.

Sweat beaded on Mick’s brow, and he threw his hands in the air. “Come on. We haven’t got humans past the moon, and you want us to get to Alpha Centauri.” He came face-to-face with Dahla and asked, “How the hell are we going to get there?”

Ray’s head popped in between the two and pushed Mick back. “We have four years to sort this out,” Ray said, patting Mick on the shoulder. “Now let’s get back to work before they come looking for us.”

***
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Each day saw a new development. More meetings, creating navigation options and lists of resources needed to maintain a crew for two decades. With the extended distance and time, the mission needed to be completely self-sufficient. The crew were busy training. Survival skills were at the top of their list. Specialists were hired to design methods of recycling water and growing food in space.

The radio room chatter became too noisy to work in. Ships were coming and going to the new space station site from around the globe, and some of the pilots could barely speak English, leading to some communication issues. Over time, the project managers learned to speak space talk in multiple languages.

Dahla had to hire a flight controller to manage the upsurge in traffic at the Amazon site. Cargo planes were landing every couple of days with supplies to be loaded onto the rocket for the next lunar launch. With aircraft coming and going, the fuel train had to step up its visits, too. The remote launch facility had become an international airport.

Long before the space station ship was built, the flight simulator program had been created. It was a virtual world representing the crew’s future. Each time the crew stepped into the simulator, the program had changed as the blueprints were improved. 

Mick took a bite of his banana as he climbed the flight simulator stairs. The door opened, and Ray stepped out, arching his stiff back. “About time you showed up,” he said as he snatched the banana from Mick’s hand and tossed it in the nearby bin. “No eating in the simulator.”

***
[image: ]


Two and a half years later, launch 163 left Earth’s atmosphere. This launch came with an extra weight on Mick and Ray’s shoulders. The prototype rocket engines designed for the Alpha Centauri mission were ready for testing.

The ship slowed as they passed behind the moon. Out of the darkness, the sun reflected off the numerous compartments sitting among an array of pipes and metal framework. A main module sat in the middle of the web of steel beams. Other modules sat nearby, temporarily fixed in place, waiting for their final insertion. The prototype rocket moored alongside didn’t look much better. The engines had a future, but the recycled cockpit would be reused for parts after the test flight.

Mick docked the ship with the space station airlock. The arriving crew was split into two groups. Two technicians joined Ray and Mick, while the rest moved into the space station to take over from the previous shift.

“It has grown each time we come up here,” Mick said, slipping on his spacesuit helmet. One of the new shift workers awkwardly bounced off the doorway, making Mick chuckle. “It’s easy to see who the rookies are.”

“Don’t talk too loudly. They’re building your future home,” Ray said.

“Well, we’d better get this damn test flight underway,” said Mick.

Ray opened the airlock and looked across at the prototype. The smaller central control module looked out of place against the two large rocket engines. “Mars, here we come,” he said and dove out of the airlock.

It didn’t take long to spacewalk the short distance to the test rocket. With the airlock hatch closed, the crew took their seats. Apart from a light over the crew stations, the only other light came from the numerous computer monitors displaying data from every sensor. Bundles of wires drifted from the unfinished grey walls down into the computer servers. The small window at the front of the cabin showed nothing but vast space.

This Mars return test flight was scheduled to take ten days. The ship wasn’t decked out to be a holiday resort. The over-processed meals were in tubes, and the crew slept in their seats.

“Launch confirmed,” came the radio call from Mission Control.

Mick started calling out the checklist as the other crew members flicked switches and confirmed the instrument readings. With each item marked off, the tension rose in Mick’s body. The engines fired, and the ship vibrated. He grabbed his armrests as the forces pushed him and the crew back into their seats. “If you’re out there, keep us safe,” Mick murmured to himself.

“Amen,” the crew replied.

The simplified ship didn’t come with artificial gravity. They were travelling old-school in weightlessness. Because of the test conditions, they kept their space suits on for the first part of the mission. After six hours, Mick’s stomach grumbled. He twisted his helmet to break the seal and said, “This thing’s safe. I’m hungry.”

***
[image: ]


Five days later, a buzzer rang out, and the ship slowed. Mick concentrated on the navigation figures scrolling on the screen. The cabin was void of all unnecessary chatter. Ray called out key waypoints to capture Mars’ gravity for the slingshot back to Earth.

When confirmation that the turn had been successful was received, Mick slumped back in his seat. “Next stop Earth.”

“The moon,” Ray casually said.

“The space station, if you’re going to get technical,” a technician added.

With Mars behind them, Mick fired the boosters for the return trip to Earth. He wiped the sweat from his brow and said, “Well done, everyone.”

“I don’t want to hear you complain about navigating to the moon again,” Ray said and reached for his drink.

“You can damn well do it next time,” said Mick.

“What do I have you for?”

Mick flicked another switch and said, “My looks.” A groan came from the two technicians at the back.

A few hours later, Mick had just placed his meal tube in the rubbish container when an ear-piercing alarm rang out. One monitor had red writing scrolling across the screen.

“Right engine down,” a technician called out.

“What? The right engine?” Mick scrambled for his emergency checklist. His heart pounded as his fingers flicked over the screen. Before he could call out the first checklist item, the writing on the monitor changed.

“It’s both engines now!” the technician shouted over the alarms.

“Both?” Mick said. He scanned the other monitors for more faults. One screen drew his attention. He flicked back through the data and paused, staring at the changing numbers. The forces on his body confirmed the figures on the screen. His thoughts had become as chaotic as the atmosphere in the cockpit. What the hell? This makes no sense. “We’re still gaining speed.”

“Are you reading it right?” Ray pulled himself out of his seat and peered over Mick’s arm.

“See for yourself.” The rocket speed steadily climbed as they stared at the monitor.

“Shut that alarm off,” Ray ordered. “Reboot the sensors.”

The two technicians madly typed away and flicked switches. Mick scrolled through the checklists, trying to find a procedure for faulty sensor readings. After going through the file twice and finding nothing, he cursed and shoved the tablet in the gap beside his seat. The monitor went black and rebooted moments later. Red writing scrolled over the screen once more.

“Damn.” Mick thought back to the old days of computer fault-finding. “Unplug it and plug it back in again,” he called out to the technicians.

“Leave the technical stuff to us,” one technician replied, not looking up from his keyboard.

“Like that’s working,” Mick muttered. A short time later, he flicked through the prototype design manual, pausing to read a page before he rose from his seat. The main server sat behind a bunch of floating cables. He cautiously drifted through the vines hanging from the walls. Upon reaching the server, he scanned the hundreds of cable connections. “Port 44,” he muttered as his fingers moved over the numbered connectors. His eyes widened when he saw a single cable half-hanging out of its slot. “Got you, you bastard.” After inspecting the connector for damage, he plugged it back in, ensuring he pressed it firmly in place.

Mick had not had time to remove his hand from the cable when the technician called out, “All good now.”

The tension eased from his shoulders. He let out a sigh of relief and started to work his way back through the cables. He placed an arm through a gap in the wires and froze when Ray said, “While you’re there, check them all.”

***
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Meanwhile, back on Earth, it was the end of another university working week. Professor Elle Murphy readjusted her shoulder bag and dashed down the entrance stairs. Her mind had already moved on to a relaxing weekend, starting with a cold glass of wine.

In a rush to catch the train, she pushed past the students strolling along the sidewalk. A woman leaning against a Ferrari drew her attention. Her tailored suit, stockings, and heels stood out against the torn jeans and hoodies. A man in a suit sat in the driver’s seat, looking at his phone.

As Elle got nearer, the woman stepped forward, raising her Ray-Ban sunglasses. Elle’s pace slowed as she sidestepped, all the while monitoring them both.

“Professor Ellora Murphy?” the woman said, holding out her hand, expecting a greeting in response.

Elle stepped back and looked her up and down. “Who’s asking?”

“I’m Jayton from Bryor and Menzies Legal.” She opened the car’s back door and said, “Can we talk privately?”

Elle’s pulse increased, and her shoulders stiffened. “Excuse me,” she said, gripping her shoulder bag tighter. In there? How stupid do you think I am?

“Our office rang you last week regarding a contract,” Jayton whispered. “Take a seat. We won’t be long.”

Contract? Oh, the message in class. They stood silently staring at each other for a moment before Elle slipped into the back seat, gripping her phone. Jayton slid in the other side, and Elle asked, “What contract? I’m under contract with the university.”

“Here are the primary details,” Jayton said, handing over a bundle of papers.

Elle ran her eyes over the pages. A classified twenty-year project in a remote area. She paused at the words United Space Group and handed back the papers. “You’ve got the wrong department. Astronomy is in block G. Ask for Professor Latterly.”

The lawyer pushed Elle’s hand back. “No. My client needs an ancient languages expert.”

“For what?”

“I can’t give you any details until you sign the confidentiality agreement,” Jayton said, handing her a few more papers.

The pile of papers grew as the conversation went on, and yet the project didn’t become any clearer. Elle looked at the driver, who sat motionless, not contributing to the conversation. The cloak-and-dagger meeting in the back of a car felt wrong. After handing back the paperwork, Elle reached for the door handle and said, “I’m not interested.”

As soon as she stepped out onto the sidewalk and closed the door, the car sped off.

***
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With the test flight all but over, Mick called out over the radio, “Prepare for space station docking.” The back of the moon glistened in the sunlight. It looked strange compared to the usual Earth-facing side everyone was familiar with.

A 3D jigsaw of space station components came into view as Ray fired the reverse thrusters and ordered, “Park it in the gap.”

“What gap? It’s all gaps,” Mick replied.

“That one,” Ray said, pointing to a space between two metal beams.

“Will it fit?” Sweat beaded on Mick’s brow as he focused on the approaching station.

“Yes. That’s the plan.”

With the ship nestled in place, Ray opened the space station’s inner airlock hatch, where Gary the rocket engineer waited for the news. “How did it go?” he asked.

“We’re still alive, no thanks to a loose cable,” Mick replied, scanning the bundles of wires hanging from the panels overhead. More damn cables. They continued to discuss the test flight until they turned the corner and saw the previous shift waiting to leave the station.

“The data?” Gary asked, “What needs fixing?”

“Don’t ask me, I was just navigating.” Mick paused briefly. “Make sure the cables are securely plugged in.” He turned and pointed to the technicians. “Ask them. Re-entry is waiting for us.”

***
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A few days later, the returning crew members arrived back at the control base headquarters. A group of staff in hazmat suits took the crew’s spacesuits for cleaning. Mick stepped out of the shower, feeling refreshed after more than two weeks without a bath. Then, after a short trip across the tarmac, he headed toward the kitchen for a meal.

With his plate loaded with chicken casserole and vegetables, Mick reached for the coffee machine. No milky liquid in a tube could compare to the rich smell of the roasted beans. The mess was empty as Mick dropped down into the first seat, eager to experience real food.

Ray and the mission controller arrived and sat opposite. “Murphy refused the project. We had to hire Dubois,” the controller said.

“That old French guy from the museum?” Ray asked.

“Yeah,” said the controller.

“For a language expert, he can’t speak English,” Ray said while reaching for the jar of sugar.

“He speaks English,” Mick said.

“Well, I didn’t understand a word he said during the teleconference,” said Ray.

The controller smiled. “Don’t worry, Ray. You’ll have twenty years to learn French. Dubois is at the space training centre now.”

“Great,” Ray muttered and took a sip of coffee.

“How was the test flight?” the controller asked.

“You’ve seen all the data reports,” Ray replied.

“Yeah, but what are the engines like to fly?”

Mick scooped up the last of his vegetables and said, “Like flying a tin can at high speed and doing a wheelie while trying not to hit a planet.”

“Very technical, Mick,” Ray said.

“Answers the question fairly accurately,” said Mick.

The mission controller rose from the table. “They’ll be easier to fly once they’re connected to the main ship.”

“They’d damn well better be,” said Mick.

***
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Two months later, Mick sat at his desk in mission control headquarters, revisiting the video logs of the Mars test flight. Their first images of Mars were the most exciting footage of the whole flight. At the time, he was too busy ensuring the slingshot turn was on target to pay attention to the passing planet. He was one of the first humans to see the red planet in person, yet he barely remembered what it looked like. But getting his crew home safely meant more to him than sightseeing.

The mission controller stood in front of Mick’s desk and called out across the room, “Ray, you need to hear this.”

Mick looked up from his laptop, raised an eyebrow and waited for the news. With the three of them crowded around the desk, the controller said, “Dubois died last night.”

“What?” Ray said in disbelief.

“Yes. He had a heart attack after his training in the neutral buoyancy pool.”

“Are you saying we killed him?” Mick asked.

“We can’t say that. They found him dead in his motel room this morning.”

After a moment of stunned silence, Ray dropped into his seat. “What are you going to do for a language expert now?”

“Do we need one?” Mick asked.

“Are you going to interpret the alien text?” the controller asked.

Mick rose from his desk. “Don’t be silly. We have a higher chance of surviving a sun dive than seeing aliens.”

The mission controller glared up at Mick. “We’ll speak with Murphy again.”

“She’s already refused,” Ray said.

“She needs more encouragement. Double her salary,” Mick said.

“Double!” Ray and the controller said in unison.

“Everyone has their price,” said Mick.

The controller picked up the phone and dialled Elle’s mobile number. The call timed out. He tried again with the same result. “She might be in class.”

“Get the lawyer to arrange a meeting,” Ray said.

***
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The following day, the bell echoed in the classroom, indicating the lunchtime break. Elle turned to pack up her textbooks when her phone rang. 

“Director Proctor, how can I help you?” She listened for a few moments and nodded. “Yes, I’ll be there.”

She grabbed her bag and headed down the hallway, muttering to herself, “An urgent meeting. Who’s complaining this time?”

A group of people sat opposite Lex Proctor in the boardroom, waiting for her arrival. Elle paused, unable to recognise them from the backs of their heads. Lex pointed to an empty chair at the end of the table. “Ellora, take a seat.”

Her pulse increased as she eased down into the chair. Some of them were strangers, but she recognised the lawyer from the car meeting. She doesn’t give up. “What’s happening?” Elle asked cautiously.

Lex rushed through the names of those sitting around the table, then handed Elle a pile of papers. “Read this and sign it at the bottom,” he ordered.

“Confidentiality agreement,” Elle read from the top sheet. She pushed the papers across the table and turned to the female lawyer. “Jayton, I said I wasn’t interested.”

Lex pushed the papers back. “Too bad, I have agreed to your release. Sign it.”

Elle spun around to face Lex. “You did what?”

“Sign.”

“And if I don’t sign it?”

“Either way, you won’t be working here next year.”

Her heart skipped a beat as she jumped to her feet. “You’re sacking me because I won’t agree to some secret mission.”

“You’re released from your contract,” he said.

“Wait till the union hears about this! You’ll be the one getting released.”

A man at the end of the table rose to his feet. “May I speak with Professor Murphy alone?”

Lex nodded. “The meeting room next door is free.”

Feeling outnumbered and backed into a corner, Elle followed the man out of the conference room and into the adjacent room. The door closed behind Elle. Anger grew inside her as she stood stiffly and glared at the stranger. He held out his hand and calmly said, “I’m Dahla Armin, the mission controller of United Space Group. Please take a seat.”

She stood firm with her back against the door. “How did you get him to agree to this?”

“We simply explained the benefits of his releasing you from your contract, and he agreed.”

A rage grew inside, and her jaw muscles twitched. “Benefits! Me getting sacked.”

“It’s not like that. Please sit.”

She glared at him, her chest heaving with each breath. Dahla pulled out the chair beside him and silently waited for her to join him.

“What’s this all about?” she asked and slowly sat down.

He removed more paperwork from his briefcase. “I was going to give you this after you signed the confidentiality agreement.” He slid a page toward her.

The room fell silent as she scanned the letter. A twenty-year space mission to explore another... “Earth-like planet.” She gasped. The next sentence to catch her attention was the salary package. “Eighty million dollars plus all living requirements met for the duration of the mission.” Her eyes widened, and she stared back at Dahla. “Is this a joke?”

“No.” Every bit of his body language said he wasn’t joking.

“When’s this happening?”

“The scheduled launch date is November tenth, later this year.” He placed the confidentiality agreement on top of the pile. “Will you sign this now?”

She stared down at the letter. This won’t happen in nine months. It’ll get cancelled for sure. I know how governments work. Annoyed about their strong-arm tactics, she tapped her pen repeatedly on the paper. “All living requirements? Rent too?”

“Everything’s taken care of. You just have to turn up.”

Lex’s words echoed in her thoughts. You won’t have a job either way. She thought back to her outdated classroom and to arguing with her students. “Only if you convince Lex not to sack me. I keep my job.”

“Why?”

“What if the mission is cancelled?”

“It won’t be cancelled.”

She pushed the paperwork back towards Dahla. “Not until I have job security.”

He returned the papers and placed a pen on the top page. “I’ll have Jayton amend the contract.”

The room fell silent as she stared back at him. “You’d better amend it,” she muttered and scribbled her name across the agreement.

Dahla rose and collected the paperwork. “Great. Welcome aboard. I’ll get Jayton to go over the contract with you.”

“Wait. What do I need to do to prepare for space travel?”

“Our mission training team will explain that in the coming weeks.”

“Weeks?” Her chest tightened at the short notice.

“The program usually goes for twelve months. But we don’t have that long. Your profile says you can scuba dive. Is that correct?”

“Yes, I spent six months diving the Thonis-Heracleion site. But what’s that got to do with space?”

“Wearing suits, the pressure, breathing from tanks—it’s all related. Let’s get back to the meeting.”

With the paperwork signed, everyone else left, leaving Elle alone with Jayton and more paperwork. After going through a heap of legal jargon, Elle asked, “How did you get the university to release my contract?”

The lawyer leaned forward and whispered, “Let’s just say a fully funded major renovation was too tempting for the university to refuse.”

“Great, just as I’m leaving.”

***
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Four months later, Mick piloted another launch toward the space station. The space station neared, and Mick slowed the ship to allow another ship to head back to Earth. Ray went to send a message, but the radio frequency was busy with chatter. As construction had progressed, the teams had got to know each other, and the chatter came from members of the current shift. “Sara, be quiet!” he ordered.

With the confirmation to dock, Mick brought the ship into the station airlock as he had done so many times before. “Releasing payload,” he said. The doors opened, and numerous containers drifted into the airlock, each connected by a cable. It was easy to move the cargo as the station’s gravity generator hadn’t been activated. When the containers reached their new location, they would temporarily activate gravity and secure the cargo to the hangar floor. Over time, the hangar filled faster and faster as each step became muscle memory.

With the last container locked in place, Ray patted Mick on the back. “One more load and we’re off.”

“Who would’ve thought we’d be ready this early?”

“Having the other space agencies ship cargo helped heaps.”

After three days on the space station, the departing crew took their seats in the returning ship. Mick looked back at the incomplete station, its steel beams and pipes reflecting the sun. The ship is finished. Good idea calling it the living and control centre. They think the construction crews can live up here permanently now. Won’t they be in for a surprise?
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The tropical breeze makes a strange postman. One letter can change your whole life, sending you down a path of no return. University Professor Ellora Murphy had spent her life trying to find the origin of the human species. During all of those years of digging holes in the ground, she had never considered looking up at the stars for answers.

Another college term was over. The last scruffy archaeology student tossed his assignment on the mountain of paperwork on Elle’s stained timber desk. Oh great. The title has spelling mistakes. How can they learn an ancient language if they haven’t yet mastered English?

“See you next term, Professor.”

Elle nodded as she scribbled her name on the bottom of the student roll one last time. With the click of the door closing, she collapsed back into her squeaky office chair. After taking a deep breath, she reached over and pulled the data cable from her computer. Something landing in the middle of the cola-stained assignment paper drew her attention. A screw? She rolled it in her hand and glanced up at the data projector swinging by one arm. What happened to the promised renovation? Her thoughts drifted back to the day the United Space Group roped her into agreeing to join a secret mission to find and explore an Earth-like planet. It had felt crazy in that meeting, and that feeling hadn’t faded. Exhausted, she fell back in her seat. The unravelling duct tape on the armrest grabbed her sleeve. I’m so over this place. Only a few more months and I won’t be here anymore.

The final bell echoed across the college but went unheard by the students who had already gone. No more classes for two weeks. What am I going to do for my holidays? Chill out on an exotic beach and drink wine? I could get out of the city and visit Dad. But he is digging up South America. I’ve had enough of Aztec culture for this month. I should go somewhere different this year. Get away from society and enjoy the peace of the wild—a place where no one will find me.

***
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Earlier that day, back at the United Space Group, another successful rocket re-entry burned a fiery trail across the skies over South America. Mick gripped the vibrating flight control yoke firmly with one hand and pushed buttons with the other. Sweat ran down his face as the cockpit became a sauna. The thought of ripping off his helmet and wiping his stinging eyes sat at the back of his mind as he focused on getting home safely.

The flight centre launch facility grew closer on the display. The large concrete pad was a welcome change after spending two weeks looking down at the moon. With the ground rapidly approaching, the side thrusters fired, rotating the ship for landing. The crew had become used to the G forces as this was their thirty-second launch in the last three months. Each flight was a step closer to the company completing its mission.

“Prepare for touchdown,” Mick said. The crew gave their usual grunts and continued to complete their final checklist.

Captain Ray pushed several buttons overhead, firing the rockets to soften the impact of the landing. The engine’s deafening roar drowned out all communication for a few seconds. Steam rose over the cockpit as the humid tropical air settled on the hot fuselage. While waiting for the outer hull to release the exit doors, Mick and Ray completed their flight logs. Three green lights lit up the console, and the door locks clicked as the bolts retracted.

“The ship is ready for the next launch,” Mick said, gathering his flight kit from behind his station.

“Not for us. We’re taking the antique version. Argh.” Ray groaned as he pulled himself from his seat. “I’m getting too old for this.”

“One more flight and you can retire.”

“Flight? Twelve years is more than a flight. It’s an epic journey,” Ray said, flicking one last switch, making the cockpit darker. “I’ll definitely need to retire after that. You can become the captain.”

Not fucking likely. “Nope, I enjoy the space travel. But being a captain, I don’t need the stress,” Mick replied.

***
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Back in the flight decontamination room, assistants in hazmat suits worked to remove Mick’s and Ray’s space suits. Assistants raised the upper half of Mick’s suit over his head, and he ducked. His shirt clung to his sweaty body. Peeling back his dripping inner gloves revealed his wrinkled fingerprints.

“Phew. You need a shower.” Ray screwed up his face as he took several steps backwards.

“And you don’t?” Mick said as he stripped down to his underwear. “I’m in the shower first.”

“We have six, you can’t use them all,” Ray called out as Mick disappeared into the bathroom.

After a hot soak with lots of suds, Mick and Ray slapped on extra cologne and wandered into the base control room. Mick towel-dried his hair as the base flight controller greeted them. He was a quiet fellow who was always in the background, ensuring everything ran smoothly.

“That’s the last module in place. The space station is ready to go.” Ray smiled. “Sara has wired up the last navigational system, and Bruno has it ready to activate.” The base crew looked up from their monitors and cheered at the successful completion of another project.

“Have you updated Professor Murphy on the new launch date?” Mick asked as he tossed his towel over a chair to dry.

The flight controller shook his head. “Nope, she is still not answering.”

Ray sat down at his desk. “Damn, we have to leave in three weeks to catch Jupiter.”

Why does she have to be so difficult? “I’ll fly up and find her,” Mick moaned. “I have to get my gear for the mission at some point anyway.” He filed the flight logs in his pigeonhole and asked, “Has she finished her space prep? Two weeks won’t be enough time to train her and carry out the space orientation.”

Ray shook his head. “She’ll just have to learn on the run. It’s not as if she is flying the ship. She just has to sit there.”

Mick nodded. “She’s a professor. That’s nerdy enough to learn quickly.”

Dahla looked up from his monitor. “Stafford, the next cargo plane leaves in one hour.”

“Long enough for coffee and some food.” Mick grabbed his kit bag and darted out the door.

Ray yelled down the hall, “Be back on the late flight. We have to finish packing the shuttle.”

Great. Ten hours to fly to America, find a mystery professor, deliver a letter, grab my gear and fly back here in time to load more containers. Looks like I’m sleeping on the plane.

***
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Alone in her classroom, Elle scribbled her illegible signature across the bottom of the assessment paper. “Last one, thank God.”

The door hinges creaked, and a gust of humid tropical air blew in accompanied by the sound of multiple footsteps. Students at this hour? “Did you forget something?” she asked, looking over the box on her desk. Three tall men strode towards her. They all wore dark blue uniforms, perfectly ironed, polished shoes, and caps with an odd star logo. The stripes on their jacket epaulettes accented their broad shoulders. They looked military, but without all the bling. They were definitely not university students.

“Professor Ellora Murphy?” the tall stranger at the front asked. His deep, smooth voice stirred up mixed emotions in Elle.

Her pulse increased as she stood up. “Just call me Elle. And who are you?” She grabbed a pile of papers and dumped them in the box while looking the strangers up and down. She had never had anyone like these three men visit her classroom before. Tension grew in her shoulders. She mapped out the exits in her mind in preparation for a quick getaway.

“First Officer Mick Stafford and this is—” he turned, pointing to the man on his left.

“This college has a no-gun policy. You will have to leave,” she interjected.

The two men shuffled their jackets, trying to hide their sidearms. Mick reached behind his back, removed his pistol and handed it to the man on the right. “Just wait in the car, I’ll only be a minute. We’re safe here.”

Elle scooped up the last of her paperwork and dumped it in the box. “Safe, speak for yourself.” A knot formed in her chest. “Tell me what you want before I call security,” she demanded and swung her bag over her shoulder. Taking no time to grab the box, she stepped out from behind the desk.

“I’m here to deliver a letter—an update to your contract. We’ve been calling you, but you haven’t answered our calls.”

She stepped forward to get a closer look at the nametag on his jacket. “You’re from that space agency.”

Mick drew his shoulders back, straightening his posture. “Yes, United Space Group.” He pulled an envelope from his jacket pocket and held it in front of her. “They moved the launch date forward.”

“Forward?” She focused on his face, her eyes connecting with his as she took the envelope. He seems trustworthy. His warm hazel eyes distracted her thoughts as she tore open the top of the envelope with her pen.

“It’s all in the letter. And it is classified, so do not tell anyone of its contents.”

“I know it’s classified. Want me to sign more paperwork?”

“No. Someone will contact you Monday morning with more information,” he replied, glancing over his shoulder.

Her eyes ran down the page. “Three weeks?” She looked up to ask a question, but the room was empty. Where did he go? Was he too busy to say goodbye? Or was I not paying attention?

***
[image: ]


On her way home, Elle aimlessly stared out of the train window. The darkening cityscape blurred as time passed. Exiting at her stop, she wandered up the street, and a local dog came out to say hello. I would have missed my stop if it weren’t for the woman bumping into my shoulder on her way out. At her front door, she blankly stared at the security keypad. Think, woman. Your usual six numbers. Seven, four or is it four, seven? Oh, I need a holiday.

She heaved her work bag onto the kitchen counter, poured a glass of wine, and headed into the lounge room. Being careful not to spill her wine, she sprawled back on the lounge and kicked her shoes off. Her hair, free of her hair tie, fell over her shoulders. Sipping her wine, she tried to relax, with little success.

After placing the wine glass on the side table, she unfolded the letter. The words ‘secret, mission, twenty years, millions, and classified’ drew her attention. They had become etched in her brain. This piece of paper had upset all of her holiday plans, well, the plans she was just about to make. Her chest tightened as she thought about how this project could change her life. She raised her glass to her lips and found it empty. Damn, I need a distraction. Or perhaps a relaxing bath.

Once the tub was full, Elle added a lavender bath bomb, stripped off and eased into the steaming, scented water. With one hand, she flicked through the playlist on her phone to find some relaxing music and reached for her now refilled wine glass with the other. Soulful music played in the background as she lay back in the tub and sipped her pinot. The hot soak eased her tired muscles, but her mind kept racing. 

After drying off, she lay on her bed, staring at the ceiling fan rotating slowly overhead. Three weeks. I want a change from teaching, but is this a leap too far? I need to talk to Dad.

“Now, which part of Peru is he currently excavating?” She dialled his satellite phone. After a short chat, she sprang out of bed. “Great, he’s at an exhibition opening at the Mexican Grand Museum.” No jungle crawling this time. Now, where do I find a last-minute flight to Mexico City?

She found a budget carrier online. I’m doing them a favour by filling a last-minute gap in their flight, but I have to pay twice the normal price. “The earliest flight is tomorrow night?” After a short conversation with the airline reservation sales agent, she lay back and tried to sleep.

The following evening, she rushed through the familiar airport. Mexico was her second home. She didn’t need to ask for directions to her father’s favourite eatery, a small rustic cafe off the main street with old wooden chairs around rusting tables fitted out for two. A single flickering candle in a glass jar on the table broke up the darkness. Behind her, a string of T-towels hung on the line to dry. She sat quietly, drinking her bitter coffee. It made the dry muffin easier to swallow. Any food was welcome as she had missed dinner, and the flight didn’t even provide drinking water.

Her father appeared out of the darkness and pulled up a chair. “What’s so urgent it couldn’t wait until morning?”

He has cleaned himself up for the exhibition—haircut, new clothes and all. “I need your opinion,” she said, handing him the letter.

He scanned the page multiple times, rubbing his chin with his fingers. Deep in thought, he turned back to the envelope and looked inside it before turning it over.

What is taking him so long? It’s just one paragraph. He was never one for talking.

“If you don’t go, I will,” he said, handing her the letter. With a sleight of hand, he grabbed the last of her muffin. “You could’ve told me this on the phone? I could be asleep now.”

“It’s classified, and it gave me a chance to see you.” My last chance for two decades. She took a deep breath and focused on controlling her rising emotions. “Twenty years, I will be starting over—”

“What do you have to lose? You keep saying you’re fed up with teaching morons.” He leaned over the table and added, “Just think what you could find. You’ll be the ultimate Alpha Centauri expert and can name your price.”

Elle looked at her father with a smile. For someone who had spent his life separated from society in remote mountain digs, he was wise. He should’ve retired years ago, but his passion for digging up evidence of ancient civilisations in areas of the world where experts claimed civilisation never existed kept him going. Will he still be alive in twenty years? Nope, don’t think about that. Change the subject.

“What do they hope to find in space that needs me?” she asked, “There’s no proof life exists outside this planet.”

“Bull. Read your textbooks again. Most ancient cultures have stories of spacemen. The gods of the sky.”

“They’re just myths.”

“Where did the myths come from? Look at their stories again.”

“You’ve had too much sun,” Elle said dismissively.

“You need to get out of the classroom more. Get dirt under those manicured nails.”

Whatever, Dad. She glanced at her ticket. “I’m on the first flight back. I’d better find a taxi to the airport.” She stood up and reached out for a friendly hug. “See you in twenty years, Dad.” It doesn’t seem real saying that.

“I’ll take you to the airport.”

***
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Monday morning arrived far too soon. The busy week and lack of sleep didn’t make her decision process any easier. Elle leaned against her kitchen counter, struggling to keep her eyes open as she stirred an extra sugar cube into her strong black coffee. The intercom buzzer interrupted her fuzzy memories of the week. “Who is it at this hour?”

She reached over the counter and flicked open the security monitor. The pixelated screen showed a man in a uniform like that of the three men who had visited her at the college. They are keen. After glancing in the hallway mirror, she pushed her hair back, pulled her robe tighter, and unlocked the door. This man had a similar build to First Officer Mick, but with more grey hairs showing through his sideburns. The lines on his face reflected a harder life.

“Good morning, Elle. Captain Ray Melton.” He reached out to shake her hand.

A captain. It must be important for him to visit personally. Elle reached out her hand as she peered over his shoulder. “Where are your bodyguards?”

With a slight grin, he replied, “They’re still in the car. Mick said you weren’t into armed escorts.”

Elle turned back towards the kitchen. “It’s college policy. They can’t have every drug-addled, crazy student running around with a sidearm. My chances of getting killed are high just living here. At least the college is slightly safer. Coffee?” she asked, raising her cup.

“No, thanks. I won’t be long. Are you going to be ready for this mission?”

“Yes and no. I didn’t expect it to go ahead,” she said, sitting on the lounge armrest.

Ray stepped inside, pushing the door closed behind him. In a quiet voice, he said, “We have put in a lot of work to meet the deadline.”

“Why do we have to explore this planet, anyway?”

“It’s the closest planet that could sustain life. There are a lot of countries paying for this mission.”

“Money that could be better used to sort out this planet,” she said.

Ray moved closer, sitting on the other end of the lounge chair. “Are you available or not?”

She paused and silently stared back at him. His expression was one of hope. She sighed. “Yes.”

“Great.” He reached into his briefcase and handed her an envelope. “Here are your tickets to the resort. I can explain more there.”

“Why do you need me? I know nothing about space,” she said, looking down at her latest envelope. Did he say resort?

“When it comes to ancient languages, you’re the best out there.”

With a coy smile, she muttered, “Thanks. You’ll have to come to my class and repeat that.”

Ray gathered his gear and made his way to the door. “So, see you at the resort?”

Her muscles tensed at the thought of spending decades with a group of strangers while travelling in space. Ray looked back from the doorway. He reminded her of her father in some ways, just neater. She nodded and gripped her coffee cup tightly to hide her trembling hands.

“Great, the travel info is in the envelope with the tickets. See you there,” Ray said and walked away.

Tickets, he must’ve been optimistic about my answer.

The door closed, and she was alone in silence except for the sound of her pulse thumping in her head. Space travel! She dropped back onto the lounge, and it took several deep breaths to regain her composure. All of my family, friends, and workmates will wake up one morning to discover I have disappeared. Dad vaguely knows what I’m doing.

A note fell onto her lap as she pulled out the plane ticket. Three days to sort out my stuff. A week at a remote Caribbean resort sounds great. ‘Bring your medical records.’ Oh, I don’t think I will be lying on the beach drinking cocktails.

Three days were just enough time to have one last drink with her friends and tell them she was spending her holidays with her father at an Inca dig site. She was always travelling around the planet, checking out ancient settlements. No one would question that story. And it was out of mobile phone range, so they wouldn’t try to ring her. The isolation would make it easy to disappear.

With her deadline rapidly approaching, she looked at her empty carry bag lying on the bed and muttered, “What the heck do I pack for a space mission?” It can’t be much. The ticket limits luggage to one bag.
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3 RESORT
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The midday sun lit up the Santo Domingo International Airport. Elle stretched out her back and stepped down the stairs after a long flight, with food this time. She strolled through the airport, taking in the sights. It’s refreshing not to have to rush to a connecting flight to check out a pile of rocks.

Local craft shops lined the travel lounge. Brightly coloured fabrics hung on the walls, each one telling a story of the nation’s past. Large potted palm trees lined the walkway. Sweat formed on her brow as the air conditioning struggled to keep up with the tropical heat. She pulled her arms against her body and pushed through the crowds converging at the exit.

Elle waited patiently for her luggage and noticed a man standing next to the carousel holding a card with her name on it. While neatly dressed, he wasn’t wearing the usual suit and tie she was used to seeing back home.

“Miss Ellora Murphy? I’m your driver,” he said in a broad, welcoming Caribbean accent.

While most of the passengers boarded the numerous resort buses, Elle climbed into a car like a celebrity. My own private car, this company must have money to burn.

***
[image: ]


The local music played on the car radio as Elle sat looking out at the view. Beyond the tall timber posts holding up the resort banner, a long hedge of hibiscus and periodically placed oil lamps lined the driveway. The main drive led to multiple two-storey buildings painted white, each with a balcony overlooking the pool. To the left of the entrance was a side track. The driver pulled up at the chain across the road. A sign saying ‘Staff only’ caught her attention. The back entrance. Where am I going? A short trip through a forest of coconut palms opened up to private cabins hidden among the lush gardens. The sound of waves lapping on the nearby beach eased her nerves. I could live here.

A waiter greeted her at the end of the gravel path, “Welcome, Miss Murphy.” She smiled and handed Elle a fruit cocktail while another worker collected her bag.

I could get used to this. She took in a deep breath of the fresh sea air and panned the scenery. The tall palms punched up into the bright blue sky, highlighting the white beach sand beyond. Crystal-clear waves gently lapped the shoreline.

After a short walk, she arrived at her cabin, its exterior paintwork blending in with the surrounding greenery. She searched for anyone wearing the space agency uniform but found no one. The whole space story still didn’t seem real. Is this just a prank from my girlfriends to get me on a holiday?

Relieved to find the room fresh and clean, she dropped her bag on the floor. Walls of cool blue and cream accented the views out of the windows. A vase of tropical flowers on the table filled the room with a sweet fragrance
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