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Chapter One

	Early Retirement

	 

	14th August 2043

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The phone rang in the early hours of Friday morning. It was not yet dawn. Roused by the synthesised ringing, James scrambled out of bed amid the darkness and kicked his shin on the bedpost.

	Eating his fist to stifle his yelp of pain, he glanced back and peered through the gloom to where Angela lay still, facing away from him.

	James sighed quietly in relief as neither the noise of the phone nor his stumbling had caused her to stir. Her hair—normally flame-red, streaked with white—poked out from the covers, its vibrancy faded to a uniform grey in the shadow of the night.

	James threw on his thin blue dressing gown and hopped down the creaky stairs as lightly as he could towards the front door, supporting himself on the bannister. The phone rang-off as he grabbed the handset from its cradle and he let out the quietest of groans. 

	Who the hell could be ringing at this hour? It’s three o’clock in the bloody morning!

	He squinted at the backlit screen. It was far too bright for his tired eyes, even on the lowest setting. Wiping his sleep away, he yawned then browsed through the call history as he shuffled into his slippers and plodded through into the living room. 

	On the arm of the sofa was last night’s dinner plate. They’d had a Full-English for their evening meal and he’d left a piece of toast half-eaten. Scooping up the slice, he sat down and took a bite, still looking at the call-log on the handset. 

	I don’t recognise the number. 

	The phone rang once again, taking him by such surprise that he fumbled the handset. It was a video-call. He pointed it at the TV on the wall and answered. 

	The image of a man flickered onto the screen, slightly distorted by the wide-angle view which made his nose and chin look bulbous and his eyes beady. His skin was a rich brown with cool undertones. A military man in his fifties, he had crew-cut hair and wore a camo jacket, and looked like he was having trouble working the device on his end. 

	‘Hello? Commander Fowler? Oh damn this thing…’ The man leaned in close and enunciated loudly, prompting James to lower the volume. ‘I am looking for Commander James Fowler.’ 

	James rolled his eyes. ‘Who wants to know? Military?’

	The line crackled and the image flickered.  

	‘Sorry, mate, you’ll have to speak up, I’m wearing my dressing gown.’

	‘Apologies, Commander,’ said the man as the view returned to normal. ‘My name is Lieutenant Colonel Robert Dryden. I’m the deputy assistant director of the International Space Administration.’ 

	‘Ah, the ISA,’ said James, taking another bite of his stale toast as he threw his feet up on the coffee table. ‘Heard you guys found life on Enceladus the other week. Who’d have thought we’d have two lots of aliens in our own solar system?’

	‘Microbial life, Commander…’

	‘Oh yes, of course. Anyway, what can I do for you, mate? And do you mind telling me why it’s so important it couldn’t wait until first fucking light?’ 

	Dryden cleared his throat. ‘To put it simply, I’m calling because we have a job available and I have been informed that you are the best person for it. You came very highly recommended, in fact—’ 

	‘James?’ said a croaky voice from behind. ‘What’s going on?’

	Dryden’s eyes darted to the side. 

	James quickly hid the scrap of toast from view and turned in his seat. 

	Angela rubbed her eyes as she poked her head around the doorframe. 

	‘I’m so sorry to wake you, Mrs Fowler,’ said Dryden. ‘I have urgent business with your husband.’ 

	Angela looked with disbelief at James and then back at the screen. ‘So urgent it couldn’t wait until morning?’ 

	‘That’s what I said,’ said James with a shrug.

	Dryden shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not, ma’am.’

	Angela scowled. ‘Don’t call me “ma’am”! James, who is this guy?’ 

	‘Lieutenant Colonel Dryden from the ISA,’

	‘Colonel of what, being a condescending prick?’ Angela groaned. ‘Fuck it, I’m going back to bed,’ she said, before disappearing and storming up the stairs. 

	James smiled as he watched the empty doorway, listening to the sound of Angela’s heavy-footed irritation receding into silence.

	‘And don’t think I didn’t see you eating that toast!’ Angela called from upstairs. 

	James’s face fell and his cheeks flushed. He turned his attention back to Dryden, who looked like a deer caught in the headlights. 

	‘Wonderful first impression you’ve made,’ said James, retrieving the toast and taking another bite. ‘But that’s a good point. Lieutenant colonel of what, exactly? Don’t tell me the ISA has its own rank structure now.’

	‘Former Royal Marine, actually,’ said Dryden, regaining his composure. ‘So, this job…’ 

	‘Yeah. Look, mate…’ James said, throwing his arm across the back of the sofa. ‘I reckon you’ve got your wires crossed. I retired from the ESA eight years ago, and for good reason, too. I don’t imagine there’d be anyone looking to recommend me for anything, especially not now I’m fifty-eight!’

	‘Actually, Commander, the recommendation came from someone in our R&D department who says he knows you.’ Dryden scoffed. ‘Besides, you don’t look a day over forty.’ 

	James’s cheeks went hot again. How much did Dryden know? There were few people in the entire world aware of James’s condition, one of whom was dead. Barring Angela and his old crew, there were only a handful of others from the former space agencies, which no longer existed. How much of their research had been passed on to the International Space Administration in the handover? How much was destroyed? Did they know about NASA and the European Space Agency’s Project Augment?

	I’d better play this safe...

	‘Knows me? Can’t think who that might be. I don’t know anyone in the ISA. Like I said, I’m retired and I’d like to enjoy it with a bit of peace and quiet.’ James took another bite then waved his toast-filled hand and grabbed the phone to turn off the screen. 

	‘Captain Austin Queen?’ said Dryden. 

	James paused; a piece of the stale toast hung from his mouth as he stared at the screen. 

	He stammered and the remaining bit of crust fell from his lips. ‘Consider my interest piqued, Colonel,’ he said, throwing the toast back onto the plate and putting down the handset. ‘Tell me more.’ 

	‘Good to hear, Commander,’ said Dryden. ‘To be honest, I thought it would be a much harder sell. What we have for you is the culmination of nearly eighteen years of classified research and development based on the alien technology you and your team recovered from Mars.’

	‘Stands to reason, if Queen’s involved,’ said James. 

	‘Captain Queen helped pioneer this research back when the space agencies were separate, and now we finally have a working prototype.’

	I think I know where this is going.

	James’s thoughts flew back to the events of the first mission to Mars on the Magnum Opus. Captain Queen had led the landing party to investigate the object that crashed on the surface, which turned out to be the remains of a vast alien warship. It was there humanity discovered it wasn’t alone in the universe; where tragedy struck and James’s life had changed forever; where he had become immortal. Soon after waking from his coma, Austin had told him about the research into the aliens’ technology. 

	‘Okay, so what is it?’ asked James. 

	‘Put simply, an experimental spacecraft,’ said Dryden. ‘A spaceplane containing the world’s first faster-than-light engine. Captain Queen was adamant that you were to be the test pilot for its inaugural spaceflight.’ 

	James’s eyes widened and he muttered, ‘He did it. The son-of-a-bitch actually did it.’ 

	‘I’m sorry, Commander. I didn’t quite catch that?’ 

	‘Oh, never mind.’ 

	That was close. Don’t want to drop the Captain in it. He wasn’t supposed to have told me anything about his work. Can’t believe he remembered me after all these years. Haven’t seen him since the wedding...

	It had been fifteen years since James and Angela’s wedding on the beach in Florida, where they had all watched the launch of the second mission to Mars together. Austin had been James’s best man, but over the years they had lost contact with one another due to the nature of their respective work. James had spent his time flying back and forth from Cologne for the ESA. Meanwhile, Austin’s work at NASA—researching Achelon drive technology using the database they had recovered—was supposed to have been classified. In all that time, James hadn’t been back into space; it had been eighteen years since the Magnum Opus mission, and much longer since he’d actually piloted anything. Even with Austin’s recommendation, why would this new agency agree to have him?

	‘Tell me, Colonel,’ James said with a measure of caution, ‘Why is the ISA considering me now? After Mars, the ESA wouldn’t let me near a spacecraft again. Some thanks I get for being the first one there! The closest I got was a short stint as communicator for the fourth resupply mission, and that was only after Major Zhu held the Magnum hostage to get me.’

	Dryden blinked. ‘She held up the ship?’ 

	James shrugged and gave a small laugh as he reminisced. ‘She wanted to have a catch-up, and she knew no-one else could pilot it. They nearly took it off her for that.’ 

	Dryden’s eyes narrowed. ‘I see… Well, to be frank, Commander, you’re still a risk factor. That’s in no doubt, but not only did the Captain vouch for you, we are also keen to rectify the mistakes of the past. We figured that someone with your unique physiology would have a much greater chance of survival on this mission than an ordinary human.’ 

	James leaned back into the sofa with a frown and crossed his arms. 

	So, they do know about my condition, and now it works for them, they want me to sign up again. Same shit, different names. Goddammit, if it weren’t for Austin…

	‘I’ll consider it.’ 

	He picked up the handset and pointed it at the screen. 

	Dryden raised his hand. ‘Wait, Commander, I’ll need your answer by the end of the da—’

	The screen went blank and James threw the handset down next to him with a flump. He leaned his head back and groaned. The groan turned into a yawn and a stretch which took him by surprise. He’d almost forgotten the time. Opening a single bleary eye, he looked at the clock on the wall, still showing the ungodly hour. 

	Better go back to bed. Who knows, maybe when I wake up this will all just have been one really shit dream.

	 

	‘I think you should do it,’ said Angela cheerfully as she pulled her jeans up the last little way with a hop. ‘It’s a great opportunity.’

	James sat up in bed and gawked at his wife. The morning sun cast its warming rays through the gap in the curtains, illuminating her half-dressed form. She always was a morning person, but this tonal shift was jarring, even for her.

	Angela stopped partway through putting on her t-shirt and looked at him. ‘What?’

	‘I wasn’t expecting you to be in favour of this. Not after what you said last night. What was it you called Dryden? A “condescending prick”?’ 

	‘Oh god, I didn’t, did I?’ 

	‘Right to his face,’ James said with a smile. 

	A look of horror came across Angela as she finished dressing, causing James to laugh out loud. With a mock scowl, she picked up her pillow from the bed and threw it at him before bursting into her own fit of giggles.

	‘To be fair,’ she said, sitting back down on the bed. ‘I was very tired. What kind of idiot calls at that time of the morning?’ 

	James shrugged. ‘He was calling from Budapest.’

	Angela picked her phone up from the bedside cabinet and unfolded it, then held it close to her face. ‘Hey, phone?’ There was a quiet ping and the screen lit up. ‘How far ahead of England is Budapest?’

	Another ping sounded and an electronic voice from the device spoke, ‘Budapest, Hungary, is two hours ahead of Universal Standard Time.’ 

	‘Five o’clock in the morning, then,’ said James. 

	Angela stood, folded the phone away again and put it in her jeans pocket. ‘Still too early.’ 

	‘That was pretty standard back when I was in the RAF,’ said James.

	‘Well I’ve never been in the RAF. Anyway, don’t change the subject. You should take him up on the offer, if only so we can see Austin again; it’s been so long.’

	James climbed out of bed and straightened the covers. ‘Is that really a good enough reason to get involved with the ISA?’ 

	As he made to leave the room, Angela rushed around the bed and intercepted him. She came in close and ran her cool hands across his bare chest before interlinking them behind his neck. 

	‘No,’ she said softly, ‘but I think it would be good for you. Don’t think I haven’t noticed you’ve been miserable, ever since you left the ESA.’

	‘I left the ESA with good reas—’

	‘I know. I know you did, and I supported those reasons. Training the other astronauts wasn’t fulfilling you, and neither was consultancy. They were scared you’d lose control of yourself and become a danger to others, blah, blah, blah.’ 

	‘Yeah, despite all evidence to the contrary,’ said James. 

	‘I know, I know. I don’t mean to get into it again, but this retirement hasn’t been good for you, and you still haven’t really accepted your condition.’ 

	‘Yes I have,’ said James as a weary look came over him. ‘Believe me, I have. I’ve long come to terms with the prospect of living forever. But sometimes it can be hard, you know?’ he brushed his fingers against her white-streaked hair and looked into the piercing blue of her eyes. He kissed her lips and rested his head against hers. ‘After all, you’re even more beautiful now than when we got married. Meanwhile, I’ve aged like a Twinkie.’ 

	Angela giggled. ‘Shut up, I’m being serious! Besides…’ She pulled away and looked him up and down with a wry smile. ‘… I can’t deny there are certain advantages to your perpetual youth.’

	‘So what’s the problem with my retirement?’ said James, leaning in for another kiss.

	She stepped away suddenly, leaving James hanging. ‘You’re not doing what you love! You’re barely doing anything at all! The ISA are completely different from the old space agencies, they’re under direct UN oversight now. It’s worth giving it another chance, isn’t it? Plus, we know we can trust Austin.’ 

	‘That’s true…’ 

	‘He knows what we went through fifteen years ago better than anyone. I don’t think he’d call you in if it wasn’t worthwhile.’

	James sighed. ‘You’re right, of course,’ he said with a wave of his hand. Despite all the experiments, the blood tests, and the late Dr Hales’s research, the ESA had never been fully convinced that the changes made to James’s genetic makeup aboard the Achelon warship were benign. They feared a ticking time-bomb, that the elysian enzyme would awaken in him what Dr Hales had called a ‘warrior instinct’. It was complete nonsense. The last fifteen years had shown no such tendency within James; not even when Dr Hales had pushed him to his breaking point.

	It was this lack of trust that led James to take his early retirement, but the years had dragged on and he had become weary, bored and grumpy. His stubborn refusal to acknowledge the slow decline of his mental health was due to his determination that he had done the right thing by leaving. Angela had brought it up regularly for at least the last three years, and James had always dismissed her concerns. Perhaps she had finally broken through enough for him to consider it.

	‘Alright, I’ll call him back and accept the job,’ said James as he left the room and made his way across the landing to the bathroom. 

	‘Make sure you do it after lunch,’ Angela called. ‘I’ve got my livestream this morning, plus I feel like I should be there to apologise to the guy.’ 

	James cleaned his teeth and splashed his face with cold water, then looked at himself in the mirror. There was a tiredness behind his eyes that had nothing to do with a lack of sleep and, despite his physiological agelessness, he looked haggard. His hair and beard still grew, and he’d let them go. The hair on his head was unkempt and longer than he would have liked, and his face sported the kind of scratchy, un-styled beard that made him look as though he had a perpetual hangover, though he could no longer get drunk. 

	Through the mirror he saw the door swing open behind him and Angela appeared grinning from ear to ear wearing her new black trilby. 

	‘What do you think?’ she said, bouncing on the balls of her feet.

	It was her new look for her livestreams. In the last few years Angela had amassed a sizeable following talking about writing, poetry and classic literature. It had become her regular Friday morning activity and lasted
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