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1

 


I’ve always wanted to
prove to myself that I hadn’t been a mistake, that my birth had had
a purpose. And I believed I had succeeded. I’d repeated it to
myself many times after I’d been selected for the Isis
mission. But now I realise that it was just the first step towards
something bigger. Now, in a few hours, I’ll truly succeed. I’ll
give value to my existence.

I just have to resist
this sleepiness, which runs over me in waves, as I stare at the
terror in Jan’s eyes. I can feel the rings of his trachea under my
fingers. It’s so easy to kill a man. I could just push and
everything would be over in a few minutes. He’s even stopped
struggling. He’s realised he cannot oppose my grip by any means.
I’m stronger than him. I could just stun him to prevent him from
hindering my intent again. But I’m angry. He betrayed me. I
fancy punishing him.

I don’t need a human
if I can’t control them.

Yet I can’t. The part
of me still loving this man makes my fingers hesitate. She couldn’t
live with knowing she was the cause of his death. Her pain is mine.
I can hear her shouts, closer and closer. It’s been seven days
since I slept; what keeps me awake is the dread that I may wake to
find that the weak and insecure being, which once was me, could
have taken control of me again. I don’t want that to happen. I
don’t want to feel pain, fear, uncertainty.

Why is all this
happening to me?

“Anna …” Jan whispers.
“P … please …”

I tilt my head, I’m
studying him. I’d like to understand how he feels. Much as I
strive, I can’t. I can smell his fear, but I can’t comprehend it.
Just as I can’t fully interpret this mysterious thing called love,
which is preventing me from terminating his life. And going away
before it’s too late.

I perceive a faint
rustle coming from the corridor. Whoever generated it is convinced
they have been silent. And they were, but not for my hearing.

“You shouldn’t have.”
I can’t conceal my disappointment.

“Ms Persson, move away
from him!”

As I hold Jan against
the wall, I turn to see the owner of this new voice. I crack a
smile. “Hi, Miller.”

He’s pointing a gun at
me. Another NASA security agent, a younger one, is with him. He’s
imitating his chief’s posture, but he seems much less convinced of
his own abilities.

“Or what?”

“Don’t force me to
shoot.”

A laugh escapes me.
“You wouldn’t risk his life.” I gesture at Jan with my head. I can
hear him panting, but he’s stopped trembling under my hands. “Or
mine.”

“I assure you I have
an excellent aim. I know how to shoot without killing. But I’m
afraid it’ll hurt.”

I stop laughing and I
scrutinise him, serious, pretending I’m pondering what he’s just
said. Miller is the one who’s smiling now. In a split second, I
turn my gaze from him to his younger colleague, from the latter to
the study door, and then to Jan again.

My arms move fast to
his hips. They lift him like he was a puppet and fling him at
Miller. The impact makes them both fall, whilst I spring up in
front of the other agent. The barrel of his gun is a few inches
away from my chest. The man watches me, dazed by the unexpected
turn of events.

“Shoot her!” Miller
shouts, as he tries to move Jan off him.

The agent’s index
finger bends to pull the trigger, but I reach out and grab his
hand. His body starts trembling and writhing. Little static
discharges appear on the metal of the weapon.

As I let him go, he
falls unconscious, and a moment later, I’m out of the room. I’m
running down the corridor.

Only a few hours
separate me from the end. I just have to go away from here and hide
in a safe place, where nobody will be able to find me until my
intent is complete.

I descend the flight
of stairs, two steps at one time. I move across the wide open space
on the ground floor. I’m about to reach the entrance, but stop.

Where has Martin ended
up? In the half-light, I make out the signs of our clash on the
floor, his abandoned mobile phone. I study the door, uncertain. He
could have exited when the others arrived. He’s wounded, he isn’t
able to confront me again. Better not take the risk. I can’t take
the car anyway. They’d track me right away.

I can hear some racket
upstairs. They’ll be here soon. I catch sight of Jan’s phone laid
on the couch. I take it and program the navigator. Through the
window, I perceive the tyres skidding on the driveway. This will
suffice to keep them busy for a while. A car without a driver must
respect the traffic laws, so it won’t take much time for them to
reach it.

I disconnect the phone
from the network and I insert it between two cushions, then I head
for the kitchen. From the ajar panel, I can see two agents
descending the stairs and hurrying to the entrance.

I turn around and I
flee towards the back door, which overlooks the beach. I’ll visit a
neighbour and I’ll borrow his vehicle.

All at once, a figure
appears in front of me, just on the doorstep. I can’t slow in time
and run straight into it. I raise my head. “Hassan …” Astonished, I
observe his grave look. My mind descends into turmoil. “What are
you doing here?”

No! Run, go away!

I give a start, shaken
by a sudden horror. Why am I hearing her voice separated
from mine again?

“What …” I murmur.

Go!

Oh, no! It’s too
early. I can’t be that fragile, silly, useless being again. I don’t
want to be, no.

A faint pricking. I
place a hand on my arm. I look at the man in front of me, with a
myriad of questions crowding my brain. I sense the words mixing up,
as I uselessly try to articulate a sound.

Then I understand.

“Forgive me,” Hassan
whispers to me.

As he wraps my body in
a familiar hug, I lose control of my eyelids, which become heavier
and heavier. His image blurs, fades. And finally, I sleep.

 


 


***

 


 


26 months
earlier

 


“It can’t be possible
…” Four simple words pronounced by Michael Gray, at a volume that
was just a bit higher than the constant murmuring in the control
room, they sounded almost innocuous, but when Nichols heard them,
he had the clear foreboding that they were the prelude of something
disastrous. The end of his career.

He took a deep breath,
forcing himself to restrain his own apprehension. An acute pain
started hammering in his head again. It had been coming and going
since the previous day when, after thwarting De Wit’s attempt to
fuck up the entire Isis program, he learnt about something
that was unusual, to say the least. Someone had activated the
shuttle docked to the MSS and landed her on the Ophir Planum. They
had contacted Ophir to obtain some explanation, given that that was
the only place where such a command could have been sent from. Diaz
had replied with a candid message, with which he informed them that
Hassan and Anna had decided to take that spacecraft to return to
Station Alpha, whilst some of his people would join them by land
the day after. As if it was something natural to use a
thirty-year-old shuttle, whose actual efficiency was unknown,
instead of the rovers, just because it was faster!

Any subsequent attempt
to get into contact with the two of them had been vain. Their
folios were offline. He had ordered that a radio
transmission be directed towards the shuttle, but he wasn’t sure at
all that it had been received. However, the transponder was
working. Thanks to it, the spacecraft was first tracked to the
Ophir Planum, then to an orbit around the planet and finally to the
Lunae Planum, in the vicinity of Station Alpha. So they were alive
and had arrived at their destination, but his cheerfulness at such
good news had vanished when there hadn’t been any reply from the
base either.

“Gray,” was all that
he said.

The latter raised his
head and met his superior’s gaze. He looked frightened; yes, that
was the right word. The software engineer swallowed hard. “It
appears from here that an airlock has just been activated in the
MSS, but … it can’t be possible.”

The bystanders in the
room fell silent.

The mission director’s
mind started running fast, weighing up all the possible causes.
“Where’s the shuttle?” he said, forcing himself to stay calm. There
had to be a logical explanation, any explanation, just not that
one.

Gray appeared puzzled
for a moment, then he opened his eyes wide as if he had just come
to the same conclusion as his chief. He bent down to his terminal
and started furiously typing, until the wording ‘No Signal’
appeared on the main screen. “Sir, I don’t have the position of the
shuttle. The transponder isn’t sending any signal. Perhaps it got
damaged during the last orbital re-entry.”

“Or it was turned
off.” This time, Nichols had shouted. “Damn, Gray, deactivate the
manual controls of the Hera immediately!”

Exclamations of
astonishment spread around him.

“What?”

“Just do it!”

“Okay, yeah, I mean, I
hope I can … Bradley,” he called his colleague, finally shaking off
that condition of disbelief and returning to his usual efficiency.
“Retrieve the communication application from the Hera
program; hurry.”

“Yes, I’m
interrogating the AI of the centre to do the conversion to the new
operating system.” The technician shut up and kept on staring at
his screen for several long seconds, during which time Nichols was
holding his breath, then he livened up. “Here it is!”

“Here I am,” Gray
replied, as he dived again into his terminal. “Yeah!” he exclaimed,
raising a fist and collapsing back into his backrest.

“You made it?” Nichols
preferred that things be declared straight out.

“Sure, but of course
it’ll take sixteen minutes before the command reaches the
destination.”

Still a long time and
those two up there, whatever they were up to, must have anticipated
it. Yes, because it could only be those two. He could have expected
something like that from Persson; she was a time bomb. But Hassan,
it was nonsense that he had agreed without asking for advice; it
was very unlike him.

“In the meantime,
buckle down again on the central unit of Station Alpha. I wanna
know what they’ve been doing since they arrived there yesterday
afternoon.”

Gray shook his head.
“I’ve been working on it for hours, but I’m getting nowhere. The
central unit seems to be working perfectly, the same applies to the
surveillance system, but for some reason, the satellite
transmission streams are limited. I can’t retrieve the videos from
the server. The download keeps on timing out.”

Nichols had spent the
last twelve hours imagining possible scenarios. He had tried to
reassure himself, ascribing everything to some technical problems
still persisting after the sabotage. Perhaps up there, they had had
the same transmission problems and hadn’t been able to download the
messages from Houston. Or they had been unable to send theirs. But
a small voice inside him had continued to insist. The decision to
take the shuttle must have had some motivation. If they hadn’t made
contact for such a long time, they were hiding something from
him.

“At first sight, it
seems that a hardware issue is persisting, but …” Gray hesitated,
casting a telling glance at his superior, who grasped its meaning
at once. Gray and his obsession with finding an explanation for
everything. “Well, as I told you, there’s something wrong with the
AI—”

“Yes, yes, it was
tampered with by Green,” he cut off. “But Green can’t give you a
hand to fix it, so find me another way to understand what they have
been doing during these last twelve hours before deactivating the
shuttle’s transponder and flying furtively to the MSS.” The very
fact that the old wreck had gone up and down from the orbit without
disintegrating was a miracle. Why run such a risk? “So be sure to
use these sixteen minutes well.”

“It’d be thirty-two,”
Bradley rectified, but then he shut up for a second as he
intercepted Nichols’s eyes darting at him. “It’ll take another
sixteen to get to know whether the command worked.”

The mission director
decided to ignore him. He was about to end up out on the streets,
he had no time to discuss. He shifted his attention to Gray again,
who was already at work.

“So,” the latter
murmured. The main screen in the room populated with windows,
overlapping non-stop one on the other. “As I said last night, after
the landing they’d activated airlock one for entering the station,
I suppose.” The image stopped on the floor plan, which was coloured
different shades of blue. “I’ve used again the readings from the
life support sensors to indicate the areas with breathing activity.
They are the only data light enough to be transferred
without problems.” Three out of the four wings of the station were
coloured: south, west, and north. “Someone lingered on in the
kitchen, in the infirmary, and in Dr Persson’s quarters, but just
for a short time; while someone else stayed in Qabbani’s quarters.”
The colouring changed, whilst the hours were running fast at the
top of the screen. “At a certain point, both were in Qabbani’s
quarters and spent the night there … oh …” Gray stopped
talking.

Nichols’s instinct
made him turn to the upper part of the room. Almost everybody did
so in unison, but then concealed the gesture, pretending to be busy
doing something else. De Wit glanced back at the mission director
and kept staring at him, apparently impassive. Seated beside him,
his sister was holding his arm as if she wanted to keep him back,
but actually, he wasn’t moving at all. Who knew what was in his
mind? He had to keep an eye on that man at all costs. Then he had a
second thought. In half an hour, it wouldn’t matter, given that he
was about to lose his job.

He resumed looking
ahead. “Go on.”

“Okay, yes.” Gray had
just recovered from his embarrassment. “In the last hours, it seems
that the station has been a swarm of activities. Traces of carbon
dioxide are everywhere, with higher concentrations in the warehouse
and in the vicinity of airlock one, which was activated … uh …
twenty-four times.”

“They were preparing
to leave.” He should have understood, damn. But who could figure
something like that? “Is there a way to interface the MSS’s server
with their helmet units?”

“With a little time,
everything is possible,” Gray said with a half-smile of one who had
just accepted a challenge. But then it disappeared. “But not in
thirty-two minutes.”

“You know full well
what they want to do.” A voice reached him from behind.

Nichols winced as he
recognised it. “Mr De Wit, this isn’t the right moment. Instead …”
He turned to the man again. “Have you received any other
communication from your friend? Maybe she let slip some
detail that can help us understand.”

“No,” the other
replied dryly. “And don’t count on me to send more messages to
dissuade Anna from her insane intentions, either.” He
highlighted the concept by shaking both hands at his head’s
side.

“Jan,” his sister
whispered, imploring. “Calm down.”

He crossed his arms
with a slow, deliberate motion. “I’m completely calm.” He really
looked so, possibly a bit too much.

All of a sudden, the
door flew open, revealing a furious Maggie Moore. “Jamal, tell me
that what was reported to me was just a bad joke.”

Nichols looked around.
Someone had thought to involve the deputy director without warning
him in advance. Everybody was keeping their eyes turned in any
direction but his. No, wait, not everybody. Sasaki was watching him
with an expression midway between smugness and boredom. That little
schemer.

“So?” Moore insisted,
drawing the attention of the mission director back to her
again.

“Maggie,” he started
off, condescending. “I’m managing a peculiar situation right
now.”

“As I’ve understood,
you’re just praying to be able to manage it.” He had never
seen her so restless. “While waiting, I suggest you come to my
office, now.”

 


 


She walked the floor
as if she couldn’t find peace. The ticking of her heels seemed to
follow the tempo of the stabs of pain in Nichols’s head.

“They must have gone
crazy; there’s no other explanation,” Moore exclaimed as she rubbed
her hands. “Right?” She stopped and turned a searching look towards
the man.

He avoided her gaze
and checked his watch. Thirty-two minutes had passed, and there was
no news from the control room. He couldn’t stand the waiting. It
was exhausting. He would’ve rather known what was waiting for
him.

“Dennis’s disease and
death, Michelle’s murder, Green’s folly followed by his death. Oh
dear, I would’ve gone crazy myself in such a situation. It’s
logical.” Her tone didn’t match the expression on her face at all.
Maggie had understood there was something hidden; he was sure, but
until his own sentence of death was signed, Nichols would pretend
to ignore that.

“I know, it’s a mess,”
he commented, leaning against the wall and scrutinising the sky
through the window. “If they leave Mars on board the Hera,
unless something happens, and they die in the attempt … well, we’ll
have to tell the public about the death of the other three
members.” He sighed. “We must find a way that is painless enough,
or we risk scrubbing the launch of the Isis 2.”

“On the other hand, if
we postpone making these deaths public, in accordance with what we
had thought to do before, we certainly can’t use them as a pretext
for explaining the advanced return of the other two.” Moore’s voice
was closer than he expected. “Actually, it doesn’t make any sense
anyway.”

No, he would stop
them. He would force them to return to Station Alpha, and
everything would go on as planned. And what if they’d refused to
leave the MSS? Or worse, what if they hadn’t been able to leave it
at all?

“Jamal,” she called,
thus inducing him to look at her. “Give me a hand. You’ll get on
all right, don’t worry. I’m your chief; my head will be the first
to fall.”

If only it had been
so.

A beep coming from the
internal communication system resounded in the room, making them
start. She exchanged a terrified look, then Nichols nodded.

With a grave pace,
Maggie reached the control panel and accepted the call.
“Moore.”

“Madam.” It was Gray;
his tone was mournful, to say the least. “The Hera undocked
from the MSS.” He paused before stating the obvious. “It seems our
command didn’t make it in time.” The woman tensed up.

Nichols half-closed
his eyes. It was over. The time had come to lay his cards on the
table.

“Thank you,” the
deputy director said and then cut off the communication; she
continued to stare at the panel for some seconds more.

“They haven’t gone
crazy.” Nichols cleared his throat. “There’s another reason they
did this. They feared we wouldn’t let them come back, given what
they had discovered.”

The woman turned to
him with a jerk. “Discovered?”

 


 


Thirteen months
instead of twenty-two. He’ll see her again nine months earlier. Jan
was struggling between the sense of joy deriving from that
revelation and his jealousy as he realised that Anna would spend
those thirteen months with him. What was he saying? She had
spent the last four years with him. That was what he found
unbearable.

It wasn’t his pride
that tormented him. Never had he been at such an all-time low. He
certainly felt humiliated before those strangers. Earlier, he had
seen the compassion in their gazes, again. But now, those gazes
rolled right off his back like nothing had happened. The problem
was another one: he was scared. He feared that Anna, once back on
Earth, would stay with that man.

Pathetic, that was
what he had become, such a pathetic man. He had lived on the grand
scale without her, and now, even at hundreds of millions of
kilometres distant, Anna had landed into his life again. And the
more he felt her moving away from him and closer to that other man,
the more he desperately desired to get her back. Sometimes he had
the impression he would’ve done anything to have her again with
him.

The love he felt for
her was turning into an obsession, one which Anna herself wasn’t
aware of. And paradoxically, that was the very reason preventing
him from letting her go. If she had known he had found out about
her affair with Hassan, Jan would never have stopped to appear
pathetic in her eyes, too. He couldn’t make it. But in the current
situation, he surprised himself by thinking he could erase the past
by wiping the slate clean, once she was there, in front of him.

Yes, he was a fucking
idiot, without the slightest chance of an appeal.

“Everything okay?”
Kirsten was studying him with a furrowed brow. She had marked him
tightly since the previous day and was still attached to him like a
shadow, asking him whether he was alright every five minutes,
whether he needed something.

He smiled at her,
trying to appear reassuring. If it wasn’t for her, he would’ve gone
to pieces a long time earlier. His sister prevented him from
getting lost in his own thoughts; she was able to keep him anchored
to reality. In the end, the situation wasn’t so bad. He wasn’t a
different person from the one of some days earlier. Anna would be
back in little more than a year, a long enough time for him to
ponder over what to do and find a suitable solution. Maybe in
thirteen months, he wouldn’t be interested in her anymore. He
couldn’t believe that at all; actually the sole thought of it
distressed him, but it was a possibility. Or rather, what seemed
unacceptable to him now would acquire less dramatic features. Or
again, he would find the necessary resoluteness to talk to her,
even if just the idea of embarking on a conversation with the long
transmission delays seemed to him anything but tempting. They would
end up cherishing the misunderstandings.

Thinking about it, who
knew if they would have the chance to communicate during all that
time? It was one thing to exploit the contemporary technology,
which had allowed him to keep in touch in private, but now she was
on board an old spacecraft from more than thirty years earlier.
Perhaps every message had to go through Houston. And only then did
he realise that there was a much more serious problem. Anna had
just started to face a very long journey in a museum piece. There
were a million things that could go wrong. She might not come back
to Earth at all.

“Alright,” Moore
started off, whilst Jan’s breath got broken as that conclusion hit
him.

The control room was
deserted. Nichols had sent everybody home except him and Kirsten.
Shortly after, Moore had joined them. Her face, unlike the mission
director’s, looked relaxed. Jan sensed that, if someone had had to
suffer the consequences of that peculiar situation, that someone
wouldn’t be her.

“I’ve been informed
about the virus.” As she pronounced the last word, her icy gaze
landed on Nichols, who rubbed his brow with a hand. “Apparently,
save for some security agents, whose task is to protect this kind
of secret, the only people on this planet who know about this
situation are in this room now.” She allowed herself a
pause, during which she leant against one of the workspaces.

Jan and his sister
remained seated, attentive, whilst Nichols started brushing his
fingers on the back of a chair, causing a constant rustle.

“For obvious reasons,
I’ll have to report this information to my superiors. If there’s
even a minimum biological risk, the crew of the new mission will
have to be prepared. But I guess Jamal has already considered
that.” The latter made a nodding gesture, which Moore ignored. “But
all this is our business. Instead, what I want from you two …” Her
tone became stronger as she kept her eyes fixed on Jan’s. It wasn’t
a request, but a precise order. “What I want is that there aren’t
any further leaks. It’ll be my responsibility to manage the matter
with the press.”

“And how do you
exactly think to manage the fact that two of your astronauts have
seized an old spaceship to return to Earth without your
permission?” Jan provoked her. That woman couldn’t order him about.
He had no intention of shouting what he knew from the rooftops, but
he certainly didn’t fancy making things easier on her or
Nichols.

“It’s quite simple,”
the woman replied, calm. “I’ll report to the press about the death
of the other crew members, occurred in a tragic accident.” Jan let
a half laugh escape, which forced Moore to stop and then resume
speaking with a louder voice. “Therefore, given the emotive
situation of the two survivors, we’ve believed it appropriate to
check whether there was the opportunity to bring them back to Earth
without further waiting, and we’ve decided to allow them to use the
Hera. Of course, after having ascertained that she was in
suitable condition to make the journey. I’ll say that it was their
suggestion, which is almost true.”

“Oh, sure.”

“Let her speak!” This
time Kirsten gave him a tug.

“Yeah, it’s a bit
stretched, but our communication specialists will find a way to
make it credible. What matters is that there won’t be any denial
from your side.” She exhaled slowly as if freeing herself from a
burden. “NASA’s employees have signed a non-disclosure agreement
and are bound to it.” She looked at Nichols again. “Even those who
won’t be working here anymore.” Then she turned to the two
siblings. “But I need you to assure me of the same discretion.”

“Okay,” Kirsten
exclaimed right away, nodding vigorously.

Jan, instead,
hesitated. He was having too much fun keeping that woman on her
toes. It was the only amusement that remained to him. However, his
sister seemed not to agree with his behaviour and cast a peremptory
glance at him. “Hmm … alright,” he capitulated at last.

“Alright,” Moore
repeated, then she sat down and turned to the main screen.

Nichols reacted,
touching something on the terminal in the workspace in front of
him. A frame appeared on the screen. Stretching an arm into the
void and moving it, he caused the widening of the window, which
showed its content.

As Jan saw it, he
emitted a choked cry of surprise. The frozen image of Anna seemed
to be staring into his eyes. Seated beside her was Hassan. Both had
a relaxed, peaceful air. A moment later, they came to life.

“Houston, Hera
here,” Hassan said, in a professional tone, although his words were
characterised by a note of serenity that clashed with the situation
he was living in. “At this point, you’ll have understood our
intentions. We left the Martian orbit about ten Earth minutes ago.
The artificial gravity is working as for specification, as well as
the life support and all other systems. The course established by
the on-board computer will intercept Earth’s orbit in about three
hundred and eighty-nine days. In other words, we are coming back
home.”

“But I suppose you
want to know why we’ve decided to leave this way.” Anna stepped in
without any hesitation as soon as Hassan stopped speaking, with a
perfect synchronicity. “Yes, it was an idea of mine,” she added,
with a malicious smile, as if she had just been caught red-handed,
but wasn’t ashamed of it. “Hassan wanted to respect the command
chain, as always; it wasn’t easy to convince him.”

The other turned to
look at her, pleased. The attitude of evident affection between the
two of them, though they tried to conceal it, caused an involuntary
contraction of Jan’s right hand, whose nails plunged into the back
of the left one.

“I’d revealed more
than I should … I mean, about the virus.” She released a feeble
sigh. “Jan, I suppose you are there.”

The latter snapped his
hands open. He didn’t expect her to address him directly in a
message to Houston. It was as if she was looking at him and
perceived his apprehension. It was as if she was trying to reassure
him. And she was even succeeding, although she was in space beside
another man. In that very moment, Jan realised that absolutely
nothing would change for him in thirteen months; in fact, this time
he had no doubts: he would have to fight to get her back. At all
costs.

“I should have trusted
you, I know,” Anna continued. “But so much time had passed, and I
couldn’t take the risk. You hadn’t replied to my messages. And I
know I hadn’t given a good impression of myself in that video. I
know you enough to understand that your silence wasn’t normal.” She
shrugged. “Perhaps I’m paranoid, maybe I’m wrong, but I couldn’t
take a chance. If the information had leaked, if the public had
learnt about the virus, we would have remained stuck here forever.”
She got some air. “We had to go as long as we could.”

“De Wit.” For the
first time since they had gathered in the control room, Nichols had
spoken. A bitter smile dawned on his face. “It seems your
girlfriend knows you very well.” And then he laughed.



2

 


8 months
before the launch of the Isis

 


Jamal’s voice beside
him had reduced to a kind of buzz. From time to time he nodded,
smiled, giving the impression he was listening, but in reality,
Hassan was bored. He studied the two fingers of non-alcoholic beer
remaining in his glass. For a moment, he contemplated the idea of
bending the rules, just to enliven the evening. Then he dismissed
it. Alcohol, after some initial euphoria, always ended up making
him melancholic, when it didn’t cause drowsiness. The second effect
showed up only when he overdid it a bit.

Yet that should have
been a celebration evening, or at least it had had all the
necessary premises to be so. That morning, the results of the
recruiting had been issued. But they didn’t represent a surprise
for him. Everything had occurred as expected. So, as was normal
procedure, they had all gathered in a club on NASA Road 1, which
was often frequented by the astronauts from the space centre, to
celebrate the end of the training. After just a couple of hours,
however, the team had broken up into small groups, and everyone was
now ignoring the cowboy-attired country trio strumming on the
stage. It looked like everybody was dying to get away, but nobody
dared to be the first. Sure, the atmosphere was joyful anyway,
although a certain tiredness, mostly psychological, hovered in the
room.

Hassan raised his eyes
from the glass and looked at her again. That miserable expression,
which she tried to hide without success, had become even more
evident now that Dennis was conversing with Liang, and Michelle was
talking intensely to Robert. In fact, Anna remained excluded from
the conversations, but neither did she do anything to participate
in them.

All at once, he saw
her pronouncing some words and then leaving the table. He followed
her with his gaze as she went to the back of the pub, passed the
ladies’ toilet, and walked away.

Interesting.

He knew it was none of
his business, but in the end, who cared? He wouldn’t see her again
for years, or perhaps ever, and he was curious. During the three
years spent together in Houston, he had never succeeded in moving
beyond the wall of polite greetings and monosyllables. Any attempt
at an approach, even a most courteous one, had been received with a
disdainful look. Not that he’d had any special aim towards her, in
the beginning, but he had to admit he wasn’t accustomed to such
scornful treatment from a woman. That indifference veiled with an
air of superiority irritated him quite a lot. And that was the
reason why he’d ended up noticing her more than was necessary.
However, he had never seen that sad light in her eyes before.

He downed what
remained of his now tepid drink. He abandoned his glass on the
counter and Jamal; the latter could anyway count on another pair of
interlocutors and didn’t seem to notice his manoeuvre. Then he
headed for the outside door at the back of the pub. Usually,
customers gathered out there to smoke, but of course, none of the
astronauts was a smoker, and many NASA employees, often forced to
do exhausting shifts, had lost that bad habit.

As he clicked the
handle, he tried to make some noise. He had no intention of
frightening her. Then he peeked out from the doorway and saw her.
She was standing about ten metres from the building, her gaze
turned to the nearby open country. Or perhaps to the sky, where a
waning gibbous moon was shining, still close enough to the horizon
to appear enormous. As he closed the door behind him, he noticed
that Anna had barely moved.

He approached her,
slowly. His footsteps on the gravel outdid the concert of the
crickets to a little extent. When he was beside her, he perceived a
rapid movement of her head, followed by a loud grumble, which made
him smile.

She really was a
bitch.

“Congratulations,”
Hassan started off in a jeering tone. “It seems you’ll be going to
the Red Planet.”

“Hmm.”

Hassan held back a
laugh with difficulty. Apparently, she had no intention of making
it easier for him, but on the other hand, he would’ve been amazed
if she had.

“You know.” He
lingered on that last word for a moment. “I’ve always wondered
whether you held a grudge against me because of simple distaste, or
if there was more to it.” Another pause, which didn’t produce the
slightest reaction from the woman. “Then I noticed the same
attitude of disdain for Karim and I understood that it wasn’t
personal, but I’m not sure this fact heartens me.”

There was another
whispered sound, upon which Hassan turned to study her. Only then
did he realise she was holding her own arms as if she was feeling
cold and kept her eyes low. She wasn’t looking at the moon, nor the
countryside. There really was something wrong.

“Are you okay?”

Anna placed a hand on
her face, seemingly wanting to hide. At that distance from the pub,
the faint light of the old street lamp barely reached them, but the
moonlight lit her face, which was glistering more than it should.
For a moment she met his gaze, then she raised her other hand to
cover her tears.

He was taken aback,
all the more so because, right after, the woman’s body was shaken
by sobs. Hassan had no idea of what was happening to her. However,
as he watched her, so defenceless and suffering, he couldn’t avoid
noticing once more how attractive she was. He would have liked to
say or do something to console her, but he was sure she wouldn’t
appreciate the intrusion.

Then Anna made an
unexpected gesture. She made a step towards him, then another
one.

“Anna …” Following his
instinct, he placed both hands on her arms and lowered himself a
bit to look her in the eye. “What’s the matter with you?”

She shook her head,
unable to speak, then she bent forward, leaning her brow on his
left arm and grabbing his sleeve with her fingers as if she needed
to hold onto something. Her weeping was out of control now.

Hassan felt pervaded
by an emotion midway between the subtle pain of seeing her in that
condition and the excitement of that unhoped-for contact. He
plunged his right hand into her hair, and Anna clung harder to him.
So he drew her closer and started stroking her head, slowly. “It’ll
be over soon,” he whispered to her. “Don’t worry.”

What could have
possibly upset her so much? He went through what he knew about her,
that she had been selected for the first expedition even if she had
some unspecified psychological issues. In confidence, Jamal had
used a more colourful definition to describe her. As he had heard
it, it had seemed an amusing remark, but now he was a bit ashamed.
The nervous breakdown he was witnessing was really not amusing. He
didn’t know what they were, but Anna appeared to have less than
negligible problems. Sending her up there with four more
problematic people was pure folly.

At that moment, she
raised her head and moved away a bit. He was able to see her face
again and couldn’t help but catch a glimpse of an expression of
discomfort, even embarrassment, to have let herself go that
way.

He didn’t even know
what got into him. He did the first thing that crossed his mind. He
placed his hands on her face, pulled it close to his and kissed
her.

Anna remained
motionless at first. Petrified. Then her mouth opened up, and a
moment later, she was returning his kiss in a gesture that appeared
desperate.

To Hassan, it seemed
to last for so long, but perhaps it was just a handful of seconds.
The parting was much more traumatic. He felt her move away, the
sudden void in his mouth, then the resounding smack of the slap,
even before the burning on his cheek.

“What the fuck are you
doing?” she shouted, pushing him hard.

He felt himself caught
by an unusual hilarity. “Now I recognise you!” he exclaimed, almost
comforted by her reaction. And he laughed out loud. He had never
laughed after being slapped, let alone after a slap received from a
woman. “For a moment, I was really worried.”

“What a bastard!” Anna
stepped back again. She was looking at him, astounded.

“I’ve wanted to do
that for three years.” Hassan shook his head in amusement. “I must
say it was worth it, despite the slap.”

She waved her hand in
a gesture of vexation. It seemed she wanted to retort, but couldn’t
find the right words. “Fuck off!” On the echo of that imprecation,
she turned and headed for the pub.

“See you on Mars one
day, little Anna,” he said, raising his voice.

As a reply, even
without turning back, she raised her right arm and, before passing
the door, she showed him her middle finger. Then she disappeared,
leaving Hassan alone in the deserted open space, along with the
chirping of the crickets.

Recovering from his
laughter, he resumed his contemplation of the Moon. The air was so
clear that, if he carefully observed the zone near the terminator,
which separated the illuminated part from the dark one, it was
possible to distinguish the outline of some craters.

In that very moment,
whilst he re-emerged from that transient folly, an idea appeared in
his mind. An awful idea, to tell the truth. Yet, as he thought
about it, he couldn’t restrain himself from smiling.

Yes, it could
work.
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13 months after
Mars - August

 


A pain on the top of
her head awoke her again. Before her, Earth illuminated by the
sunlight filled the view beyond the glass. Still disoriented, Anna
pushed with a hand against the cockpit ceiling, or to be precise,
the wall serving as a ceiling when Hera’s artificial gravity
had still been active. Her body fluctuated towards the floor, and
she hooked a foot on one of the holders, reassuming a stable
position.

Since the spacecraft
was captured in Earth’s orbit, the view of the planet had become so
irresistible that she could abnegate it with difficulty. Earth. It
was her home and it wasn’t. She knew it well and she didn’t know it
at all. She had been born and brought up there and, at the same
time, she had never set foot there. However, the contradictions due
to her duality had the unexpected effect of letting her enjoy only
the positive side of both conditions.

Now they were passing
right over Europe. Scandinavia was partly bent and then disappeared
beyond the horizon, but she could still make out the point where
Stockholm, her city, had been. Some recollections she had of it
were so alive in her mind that they gave the impression they were
dated just a few days back; others seemed false as if they were
memories of someone else. And partly they were.

An unintentional
movement made her slip her grip again, and she grabbed another
holder with her left hand. She hadn’t got accustomed to
microgravity yet. Until the previous day, the rotational movement
of the spacecraft and her counterweight united by a tether had
simulated a gravitational thrust of almost 80% that of Earth. The
system that promoted the progressive increase in the distance
between the two parts had worked without big issues also because it
had been spread over a higher number of months than expected. But
as they had approached Earth, it had been necessary to deactivate
the rotation. To do so, the tether and the counterweight had been
released, leaving it to go off at a tangent, whilst the combination
of the service module, command module, and re-entry module had been
stabilised by the manoeuvring thrusters, to prevent them from
following suit and to allow them to keep moving along the provided
course.

The Hera had
now assumed a stable low orbit around the planet and completed a
rotation in about ninety minutes, each time flying over a different
geographic area. Where the blanket of clouds didn’t hide it, there
was always a different spectacle before Anna’s eyes, from which she
couldn’t tear herself away. Even during the forty-five minutes of
darkness, she remained hypnotised in an attempt to distinguish the
dry land thanks to the artificial lights. She had tried to sleep
fastened in her bed, but in the end, she had left the quarters and
had again placed herself in front of the glass, where she had
slipped into sleep, worn out by her tiredness.

And it was then that
she had had that weird dream. It was the first dream she’d
remembered since leaving Mars. Only that in that case she knew for
sure that it wasn’t a figment of her imagination at all. What she
had seen had actually happened, five years earlier. It was a
recollection, but not hers.

She realised she had
already lived such an oneiric experience, only her mind had refused
to process it and had ended up removing it, but not completely. The
episode of Robert’s death at the hand of Jack was now clear in her
memory as if she had been there, and it wasn’t just the echo of a
shout she had heard that morning, when she had woken up in the
rover beside Hassan.

But it hadn’t been the
only time, now that she thought about it. The scent of that silent
ocean dissolved in a split second when she perceived a noise behind
her, which made her turn.

“You’re still here …”
Hassan yawned from the other side of the command module.

Anna smiled at him.
“Where could I go?”

“You never know with
you.” He pushed against the wall towards her and seized her forearm
to halt his own movement. “I always have to keep an eye on
you.”

They both laughed at
his joke whilst he slipped his hand in hers. That simple gesture
recalled to memory the journey on board the Isis. It felt
like a lifetime earlier, and perhaps it was.

In the beginning, when
they had left Mars and she had discerned the changes occurring
inside her, she had continued to hear Melissa’s voice in her head
like something distinguishable from hers. As weeks had passed,
however, in a barely perceptible way, their two consciousnesses had
merged into each other and the foreign presence had transformed
into a second voice, one and the same, and yet at the same time,
distinct. In the following months, Anna had often interrogated
herself and received an answer. Other times, the answer came from
Hassan, who was undergoing the same metamorphosis, so their roles
were often inverted. At last, the flowing of her thoughts had
returned to be similar to the one of a single being, although
dual.

A part of her, in
fact, continued to be the one she used to be, the Anna coming from
Earth, impulsive, uncertain, egotist, and fragile. The other was
what brought calmness and harmony, what allowed her to focus on her
intent.

In some cases, the
latter let the former prevail, though she was in control. Actually,
she had realised that a prolonged peace tended to lead to a certain
amount of boredom, which in the long run was the cause of sadness.
Anna didn’t like that, neither of her two parts did, and so the
original one was left free to create conflict, which was a source
of new stimulations and a renewed, surprising contentment.

Hassan’s gaze moved
from their joined hands to her eyes. “At first, I suspected you
were mad.” He left the sentence mid-air. It was enough for Anna to
scrutinise his face for a few seconds and to comprehend that he had
been reached by the same recollection belonging to another him.
“Then I became certain.”

Anna contorted herself
with laughter, making both of them lose balance against the control
panel. A thrust with a foot and they were drifting towards the
opposite wall. They whirled twice as if following the notes of
non-existent music, then Hassan grabbed a handrail and stopped
their dance.

“Why did everything
get ruined?” he asked. It really sounded like he didn’t know the
answer to that question.

“Michelle.” As she
pronounced that name, Anna’s smile gave out.

By contrast, Hassan
laughed louder. “On, no, again? This is your excuse to blame
me.”

The few times they had
touched on the topic, his reaction had been the same. Each attempt
to decipher his thoughts had been useless. Although Anna knew full
well that the past didn’t matter anymore, she kept letting the
doubt torment her.

And he was fully aware
of that. Nevertheless, he insisted on changing the subject. “It was
you and your psychological conditioning. Perhaps I hadn’t tried
hard enough to understand, but how could I? In the end, I barely
knew you; I couldn’t have guessed you’d killed your father.”

“Why don’t you want to
tell me about Michelle?” Insisting was silly, but she couldn’t help
it, so she stressed her words with a half smile, concealing her
request with the umpteenth joke.

Hassan turned to
Earth. The sun had shifted a bit to the west. They were about to
witness another sunset. “You’d like to get only one kind of answer
from me. I could even lie to you.”

“So this is a yes,”
she exclaimed, pulling his arm to force him to look at her. She
succeeded, but the outcome was that they found themselves tilted
about thirty degrees from the line of the floor. It didn’t make any
difference in microgravity anyway.

He laughed, but
certainly not at the strange position they had reached. “I have no
intention of telling you anything about that.” Anna continued to
study the lines of his face, without changing her expression. “I’m
not the one with another person waiting for them down
there.” A note of annoyance emerged from Hassan’s voice.

It was enough to get
the intended effect, silence, followed by a sigh, which she heard
exiting her mouth, whilst her sight settled again on the blue
planet that she struggled to recognise as her own. “I wish I didn’t
have to go.”

“Wasn’t it you who was
the one yearning to return to Earth?” He was being sarcastic now.
He hadn’t even bothered to hide it.

“A part of me.”

Oh, yes, it was
amusing to let the original consciousness lead her from time to
time. It made everything more interesting.

Anna closed her eyes,
allowed the calmness to expand within her mind. When she reopened
them, the melancholy had already been replaced by a cautious
optimism. “You know it won’t be for long,” she said, without
betraying the slightest uncertainty.

“Yeah,” Hassan
commented with the same tone, just a bit more hesitant.

“Hera, Houston
here.” Sasaki, who had become the flight director of the revived
Hera mission, put an end to the conversation with his voice.
“Do you copy?”

With a movement of
perfect synchronicity, they turned to the cockpit, and then pushed
themselves onto their respective seats. They fastened their
seatbelts, and Hassan activated the radio.

“Houston, Hera,
over.”

“We’ve just completed
the diagnostics on the re-entry capsule. All systems appear in
order from here. Anyway, we ask you to carry out a last check on
the actual condition of the spacecraft and the function of the
controls for further confirmation. You can never be too careful. If
you have even the slightest doubt, we’ll switch to the alternate
plan. The crew on the Sirius is already in a state of
pre-alert.”

The Sirius
orbiting station was somewhere out there. The easier way to go to
the planet’s surface was to use the capsule on the Hera, but
thirty-five years after her manufacture, she wasn’t perhaps the
safest one. You needed to be certain that she would survive the
entry through the atmosphere unscathed. It was a much more
demanding manoeuvre than those performed on Mars with the shuttle
coming from the MSS. An alternative was to use the remaining fuel
to change the orbit of their spaceship to allow a rendezvous with
one of the orbiting stations, from which they would comfortably
land by means of the latest generation of Chaser shuttle. In
the latter case, however, a problem would arise regarding how to
dock the Hera to the Sirius. Every suggested method
required some extra-vehicular activity that wasn’t exempt from
risks, especially as they weren’t equipped with custom-tailored EMU
spacesuits.

“Roger,” was Hassan’s
laconic reply.

Anna looked at him,
perplexed. “We’ve already checked the capsule.” Why didn’t he say
so?

But he seemed to
ignore her. “I wish to visit the Sirius.”

“Hassan.” She laid a
hand on his. “You’ll be able to go wherever you want,
afterwards.” Then she glimpsed a familiar presence out of
the corner of her eye, a silver figure emerging from the boundary
between Earth’s bluish atmosphere and the darkness of space. Almost
perfectly round, save for a thin scythe concealed by shadow. “Even
over there!” she exclaimed with enthusiasm, pointing at that
object.

She saw Hassan looking
for it, then he found it and his face enlivened with pure joy. The
Moon.

Perhaps the cold light
in the cockpit was deceiving her, or maybe it was just a weird
reflection, but at that moment, Anna could’ve sworn she saw a
little tear of emotion rolling down his cheek.

They really were
home.

 


 


A few minutes, less
than five. That was the time of the temporary communication
blackout between the capsule and ground control. It was due to the
excessive overheating of the fuselage as it penetrated the
terrestrial atmosphere, which caused such an ionisation of the air
that it blocked any transmission. Under normal conditions, it
would’ve been an acceptable time, as during that delicate phase of
the manoeuvre, the on-board sophisticated AI of NASA’s shuttles was
able to manage any critical situation and make crucial decisions,
in agreement with the pilot, to achieve the orbital re-entry in the
safest possible way. But in the Orion capsule, nothing like
that existed. Before undocking from the spaceship just a little
more than twenty minutes earlier, she had served as the terminal
module of the Hera, at the opposite end to the command
module. There was an on-board computer, which was guiding her
aerodynamic re-entry towards the expected geographic coordinates by
means of automatic systems. The problem was that nothing was as
expected tens of years earlier.

The old exploration
program had been provided for the re-use of the ship for the
subsequent missions. She should have gone back and forth between
Earth and Mars. The inability to bring her back was the condition
that caused the failure of the entire program, which had cost tens
of billions of dollars. In theory, the navigation system of the
on-board computer should have been able to guide her to Earth, even
if she was empty, but before taking his own life, Kurt Siedel
certainly hadn’t thought to do NASA a favour and deactivate the
manual lock that kept the ship docked to the MSS with her hatch
open. Now that the return journey had finally been carried out, the
Hera had become little more than a big antique. Once left by
the landing vehicle, she would do nothing but swell the ranks of
the space debris crowding the low Earth orbit, before being
decommissioned by means of a programmed destructive re-entry.

Right after the
detachment from the ship, the capsule had slowed down her own
orbital motion so that, in her free fall, she would soon intersect
the atmosphere at the correct angle. Then Hassan had manoeuvred her
to orient the main thrusters towards the flight direction and, at
the appropriate time, he had activated the retro-rocket ignition,
which was now causing an increasing deceleration.

They had already
experimented with a similar manoeuvre, on Mars, but the forces in
play on Earth were different. Time was tight, including that needed
to make decisions. And for a moment, Anna felt completely unequal
to her forced role of co-pilot. She had learnt the theory, but the
reality was another business now that the g reading was going up.
She could feel it pressing on her chest, preventing her from
expanding it to take a breath. She tried to focus, she had to
remain lucid. The risk that the on-board unit would become erratic
or crash was very real. In the worst of the hypotheses, they
would’ve been forced to a ballistic re-entry, subjecting their
bodies to up to eight g. The old her would’ve certainly passed out.
She hadn’t been trained to endure such an eventuality because she
should have never returned to Earth. However, her body was now
different, stronger. She knew she could make it, but the sensation
of oppression she was feeling, as an invisible weight squashed her
harder and harder against her seat, was turning into a terror she
wasn’t ready for.

“It’s alright,
breathe,” Hassan said through the earphones.

She would’ve liked to
retort that she was trying to, but emitting even a single sound
seemed a challenge. She felt a sense of rage against herself. The
acceleration was still within the limits already experienced on the
Red Planet. So why was she feeling so bad?

“Capsule Orion
H-1, Houston, do you copy? Over,” Sasaki’s voice almost
exploded in her head as they overtook the four-g threshold and
aimed to get close to five in a brief time.

Now was indeed the
moment to complain, but the certainty that they weren’t alone
anymore opened her lungs and her mind as if by magic. “Yes!” she
shouted, happy.

“Houston, Orion
H-1, loud and clear,” Hassan replied with an amused tone. “Now,
give us a hand to take this old wreck down in one piece.”

“Orion H-1,
Houston, telemetry is normal. Hold on, in a little while you’ll
come down as light as a feather.” Those words were followed by a
laugh. Anna didn’t know Sasaki well, but sure as hell, she had
never seen or heard him laugh.

That frivolous
reflection was broken by another sudden acceleration peak. “Fuck,”
exited her mouth without the least control. Who cared if they could
hear her?

Then the thrust became
lighter and lighter until there was only that of Earth’s gravity,
proof that they had reached a constant descent speed. Even after
almost five years of feeling it on her body, she recognised it
right away. It was an unexpected pleasure, interrupted for a few
seconds only by the abrupt opening of the parachutes, which slowed
the capsule again.

They floated in
silence for several minutes whilst information about the altitude
was coming from ground control. It felt like being in a completely
stationary room, save for the constant vibration running through
the spacecraft, but it was nothing compared to the strong stresses
suffered earlier. The landing module was in one piece. They were in
one piece. From the window located in front of her, Anna could see
the blue sky, fragmented from time to time by a small cloud. That
colour, which every human being was accustomed to having over their
head and took for granted, appeared to her to be the most beautiful
one she’d ever seen in her life.

“Retro-rockets
ignition,” Hassan announced.

Another deceleration,
a gentler one, followed by an almost soft impact. A moment later,
the capsule was at the mercy of a strong roll, which brought her up
and down with a slow, constant rhythm.

“Splashdown
successful!”

An explosion of joy
filled her earphones, and Anna smiled. They had made it. They were
on Earth.

“We can see you,
Orion H-1!” Sasaki exclaimed. It was his first experience as
flight director, and he had accomplished it flawlessly, with the
eyes of
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