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  To my high school calculus teacher, who insisted I wouldn’t always have a calculator in my pocket. You were right, and now an imaginary astronaut is paying the price for my spite.
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The bolt won’t budge.

I’ve been wrestling with this thing for six minutes now, and my fingers are starting to cramp inside the gloves. EVA suits are engineering miracles, kept me alive in hard vacuum for three hours now, but fine motor control? Not their strong suit.

“Come on, you stubborn little,”

I adjust the torque wrench, plant my boots against the station’s hull, and pull. Nothing. The sensor array mounting bracket just sits there, mocking me with its corroded fasteners.

This is the glamorous life of an astronaut, by the way. Floating 60,000 kilometers from the Moon in a $400 million tin can, fighting with hardware that some contractor installed wrong fifteen years ago. The recruitment posters never show this part.

I check my oxygen. Still fine. Two hours of reserve. Plenty of time to swap out a sensor that probably would’ve worked for another six months anyway. But the checklist says replace it, so I replace it. That’s the job. Follow the checklist. Don’t improvise. Don’t take shortcuts.

Boring? Yes. But boring keeps you alive up here.

“Gateway, Linden.” I toggle the comm. “Sensor array Bravo-Seven is being difficult. Mounting bolts are corroded. Requesting permission to apply penetrating lubricant.”

Static hisses for a moment. Then Marcus’s voice, tinny but clear: “Copy that, Linden. Penetrating lubricant is approved. Don’t get any on your visor.”

“Hilarious. Linden out.”

I reach for the small canister on my tool belt. The lubricant is designed for vacuum, won’t evaporate, won’t freeze, won’t do anything weird in the temperature extremes out here. I spray the bolt, count to thirty, and try again.

This time it moves.

“There we go. Good bolt. Nice bolt.”

I’m talking to hardware now. Three months alone on Gateway Station will do that to you. Dr. Kowalski left six weeks ago, family emergency back in Warsaw. His replacement is still two weeks out, stuck in some bureaucratic nightmare involving launch windows and budget approvals. So it’s just me up here. Me and the hum of the recyclers and the slow drift of stars outside my window.

I don’t mind, honestly. I’ve never been great with people. Machines make sense. They break in predictable ways. They don’t have opinions about your tone of voice or whether you smiled enough during the morning briefing.

The bolt comes free. Then the second one. I bag them carefully, loose debris in zero-g is a death sentence, and pull the old sensor array from its housing. It looks fine to me. Probably is fine. But the diagnostic flagged it, so out it goes.

I’m reaching for the replacement unit when something flickers at the edge of my vision.

My helmet display. For just a fraction of a second, the readouts stuttered. Oxygen, temperature, suit pressure, they all jumped, then settled back to normal.

Huh.

I tap the side of my helmet. Old habit. Doesn’t do anything, but it makes me feel better. The display stays stable.

“Gateway, Linden. Just had a minor glitch on my HUD. All readings normal now. Probably nothing.”

I wait for Marcus to respond. The delay between here and Houston is about 1.3 seconds each way, so I count out the rhythm in my head. One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. Three,

Static.

“Gateway to Houston, comm check.”

More static. A little louder now.

I frown inside my helmet. Comms drop occasionally, solar interference, equipment hiccups, the usual. Nothing to panic about. I’ll finish the sensor swap and troubleshoot when I get back inside.

The new array slides into place. First bolt goes in easy. Second bolt is halfway tightened when every alarm in my helmet starts screaming.

The sound is immediate and overwhelming. Radiation warning. Thermal warning. Electromagnetic interference warning. My HUD flashes red, then white, then goes completely dark.

For two seconds, I can’t see anything except the afterimage of the warnings burned into my retinas.

Then the visor auto-tints, and I realize why.

The sun.

The sun is wrong.

I’ve done dozens of EVAs. I know what the sun looks like from out here, a blazing white disk, too bright to look at directly, the kind of light that feels like it has weight. But right now it’s brighter than I’ve ever seen it. Brighter and somehow angrier, with streamers of white fire arcing from its surface like a living thing reaching toward me.

Solar flare.

The thought arrives with a cold, clinical clarity that surprises me. I’ve trained for this. We all train for this. Solar radiation events are one of the big dangers of deep space work. The protocol is simple: get inside. Get behind as much shielding as possible. Wait it out.

I’m already moving, but my body feels sluggish, like I’m swimming through honey. The tether connecting me to the station’s hull pulls taut as I push off toward the airlock. Twenty meters. I’ve covered that distance a hundred times. It takes about forty seconds in normal EVA movement.

I don’t have forty seconds.

The radiation alarm keeps screaming. I can’t see my HUD anymore, it’s completely dead, but I don’t need numbers to tell me what’s happening. I can feel a tingling across my skin, a prickling sensation that might be psychosomatic but probably isn’t. The suit’s shielding is designed for normal solar conditions. This isn’t normal.

Hand over hand along the tether. Don’t think about the dose you’re accumulating. Don’t think about the invisible particles sleeting through your body right now, scrambling your DNA, cooking you from the inside out. Just move.

The airlock hatch is right there. I can see it. My gloved fingers close around the manual release handle, because of course the electronic controls are dead, of course they are, and I pull.

Nothing happens.

No. No, no, no.

I pull harder. The handle moves this time, but the hatch doesn’t open. Something’s jammed. The thermal expansion from the flare must have warped the frame, or the seal is stuck, or,

“Come ON!”

I’m not talking to the hardware anymore. I’m begging.

I brace my boots against the hull, grip the handle with both hands, and throw every ounce of strength I have into the pull. My shoulders scream. My back spasms. For one horrible second I’m sure the handle is going to snap off and I’ll be stuck out here, floating twenty meters from safety, slowly dying in the light of a sun that’s decided to kill me.

The hatch pops open.

I don’t remember pulling myself inside. I don’t remember hitting the emergency seal button. The next thing I’m aware of is sitting on the floor of the airlock, my chest heaving, my heart pounding so hard I can feel it in my teeth.

The outer hatch is closed. The radiation alarm finally, mercifully, stops.

I’m inside.

I’m alive.

For now.

* * *

The airlock cycles too slowly.

I know that’s not true. The airlock cycles at exactly the same rate it always does, 47 seconds from vacuum to station atmosphere. I’ve timed it before. But right now, sitting in my suit with my pulse hammering in my ears, 47 seconds feels like 47 years.

My HUD is still dead. The suit’s internal electronics took a hit during the flare, which means I can’t check my radiation dose. Can’t check anything, really. I’m flying blind until I can get to the station’s systems.

If the station’s systems are still working.

Don’t think about that. One step at a time. Airlock first. Then diagnostics. Then you’ll know what you’re dealing with.

The inner hatch releases with its usual pneumatic hiss. I push through into the equipment bay, already reaching for my helmet release. The station air hits my face, recycled, slightly metallic, beautiful, and I take a long, shaky breath.

“Okay. Okay, Vera. Step one.”

I strip out of the EVA suit as fast as I can, hanging the pieces in their proper storage positions even though everything in me wants to just throw them on the floor and run. Discipline. Training. The checklist exists for a reason. If you start cutting corners during an emergency, you’ll cut the wrong one and kill yourself.

The equipment bay looks normal. Lights are on, that’s good. The environmental systems are humming, also good. I don’t see any obvious damage, no sparks or smoke or warning indicators.

I push through the hatch into the main corridor and stop.

The lights are flickering.

Not the slow, rhythmic flicker of a power fluctuation. This is erratic, almost random, on, off, dim, bright, off again. Like the station is having a seizure.

And it’s quiet.

Too quiet.

Gateway Station is never silent. There’s always something making noise, the air recyclers, the water reclamation pumps, the soft whir of the attitude control gyroscopes. It’s the background hum of a living spacecraft, so constant that you stop noticing it after the first week.

Half of that hum is gone.

I move down the corridor toward the command module, and with each step, the picture gets worse. Display screens dark or frozen. Status panels showing error codes I’ve never seen before. One of the overhead lights explodes in a shower of sparks as I pass under it, and I flinch hard enough to bang my elbow against the wall.

“Jävla,”

The Swedish comes out before I can stop it. My grandmother’s language. The one I only use when I’m really scared.

The command module is a disaster.

Two of the three main workstations are completely dead. Black screens, no power indicators, nothing. The third one is alive but confused, scrolling through diagnostic routines that keep terminating in error. The main display, the big screen that usually shows our orbital track and system status, is frozen on a partial image, half the pixels scrambled into visual garbage.

I push myself into the commander’s chair and start working.

First priority: figure out what still functions. I pull up the system diagnostic menu on the one working terminal, and the results come back in pieces, each one worse than the last.

Primary computer: offline. Backup computer: offline. Navigation system: offline. Communication array: degraded, status unknown. Attitude control: partial function. Propulsion: unknown. Life support: operational but running on backup power.

I read the list twice, waiting for the words to change. They don’t.

“Okay,” I say out loud. “Okay. This is fine. This is manageable.”

It’s not fine. I know it’s not fine. But I can’t let myself feel that yet, because if I start feeling things right now, I’m going to curl up in a corner and cry, and crying doesn’t fix anything.

I switch the terminal to manual diagnostic mode and start drilling down into the individual systems. The navigation computer comes first, that’s the critical one. Without nav, I can’t plot a course home. Without a course, I’m just a very expensive piece of space debris.

The diagnostic takes three minutes to run. I spend those three minutes not thinking, not speculating, just watching the progress bar inch across the screen.

NAVIGATION SYSTEM DIAGNOSTIC COMPLETE PRIMARY NAV COMPUTER: HARDWARE FAILURE - UNRECOVERABLE BACKUP NAV COMPUTER: HARDWARE FAILURE - UNRECOVERABLE GPS RECEIVER: NO SIGNAL STAR TRACKER: OFFLINE

The words sit there on the screen, glowing softly in the dim light of the damaged command module.

Hardware failure. Unrecoverable.

Both computers. The primary and the backup, which are supposed to be isolated from each other specifically to prevent this kind of double failure. Whatever hit us, it was strong enough to fry redundant systems that should never fail simultaneously.

I move on to propulsion. I need to know if I can still burn the engines, even if I can’t tell them where to go.

PROPULSION SYSTEM DIAGNOSTIC COMPLETE MAIN ENGINE: OPERATIONAL RCS THRUSTERS: OPERATIONAL FUEL STATUS: 73% NOMINAL CAPACITY

Okay. Okay, that’s something. The engines work. The fuel is there. I can move. I just can’t navigate.

Life support next.

LIFE SUPPORT DIAGNOSTIC COMPLETE OXYGEN GENERATION: OPERATIONAL CO2 SCRUBBING: OPERATIONAL WATER RECLAMATION: OPERATIONAL THERMAL CONTROL: OPERATIONAL - BACKUP MODE ESTIMATED CONSUMABLES: 18.4 DAYS AT CURRENT USAGE RATE

Eighteen days. I have eighteen days of air, water, and food. After that, I start dying slowly from one of several deeply unpleasant causes.

I’m typing the next query when the terminal flickers, and a new message appears:

RETURN VEHICLE STATUS QUERY

I didn’t ask for this. The system is prompting me, almost like it knows what I need to know next.

I hit enter.

RETURN VEHICLE ‘HOMEWARD’ DIAGNOSTIC COMPLETE MAIN ENGINE: OPERATIONAL RCS THRUSTERS: OPERATIONAL LIFE SUPPORT: OPERATIONAL HEAT SHIELD: INTACT NAVIGATION COMPUTER: HARDWARE FAILURE - UNRECOVERABLE

Of course.

The Homeward capsule is my only way back to Earth. It’s docked to Gateway’s port side, fully fueled, fully supplied, ready to take me home whenever my rotation ends. Or whenever an emergency requires evacuation.

This seems like an emergency.

But the capsule’s nav computer is fried, just like the station’s. The solar flare didn’t discriminate. It hit everything, and now everything that thinks, everything with delicate electronics and silicon processors, is dead or dying.

I lean back in the chair and close my eyes.

The scope of the problem is becoming clear now. It’s not just that I’m stranded. It’s that I’m stranded in a very specific way, with working engines, with enough fuel to get home, with life support that will keep me alive for more than two weeks, but with absolutely no way to tell the spacecraft where to go.

I know where Earth is. I can look out the window and see it, a blue-white crescent 384,000 kilometers away. But knowing where something is and calculating the precise trajectory to reach it are two very different things. Orbital mechanics doesn’t care about intuition. It cares about math. About vectors and velocities and gravitational assists and injection burns timed to the second.

The computers do that math. That’s why we have them. Because humans, even highly trained astronaut humans, can’t reliably calculate a trans-Earth injection trajectory in their heads.

But the computers are gone.

I open my eyes and stare at the frozen main display, at the scrambled pixels where my orbital track should be.

Step two, I think. You’ve got a problem. Now figure out how to solve it.

* * *

“Houston, Gateway. Do you copy?”

Static.

“Houston, this is Gateway Station. Linden transmitting. I’ve experienced a major system failure following a solar event. Requesting immediate assistance. Please respond.”

Static.

“Houston. Anyone. Do you copy?”

The communication panel is one of the few things still partially working. I’ve got power to the transmitter, and the antenna array is intact, I can see it on the external camera feed, still pointing more or less toward Earth. But whatever I’m sending out, nothing is coming back.

I’ve been trying for twenty minutes. Different frequencies. Different protocols. The standard emergency channels, the backup channels, even the amateur radio frequencies that we’re not technically supposed to use but everyone knows about. Nothing.

Outside the window, Earth hangs in the darkness like a Christmas ornament. So close I could almost touch it. So far away it might as well be in another galaxy.

“Come on,” I mutter. “Somebody talk to me.”

I try the main frequency again. This time, something different happens.

A burst of static, sharper than before. Then, buried in the noise, a human voice.

“total GPS loss, constellation down, priority,”

I lunge for the volume control, cranking it up as high as it will go. My heart is suddenly pounding again.

“Houston, this is Gateway! Say again, say again! I’m receiving partial transmission!”

More static. Then the voice again, clearer this time but still fractured:

“Gateway, this is Houston. We copy your, damaged, solar event was, unprecedented, global,”

“Houston, I have multiple system failures! Navigation is down! Repeat, navigation is down! I need assistance!”

The longest pause of my life. Three seconds. Five. Ten.

“Gateway, Houston. Understand your situation. We are, ground systems also damaged, GPS constellation is, total loss, working to restore,”

The signal wavers, breaks apart into static, comes back.

“not priority at this time. Repeat, Gateway, you are not—rescue assets committed to, Space Station and, satellites,”

“What? Houston, say again? I am not priority?”

“civilian casualties, power grid failures across, need all available,”

The signal cuts out completely.

I sit there with my hand on the radio, staring at the speaker like it’s personally betrayed me. The static hisses softly, filling the silence where Houston’s voice used to be.

Not priority.

The words echo in my head, and I try to make them mean something other than what they obviously mean. Maybe I misheard. Maybe the transmission was garbled and I’m interpreting it wrong. Maybe,

No. I heard it. Total GPS loss. Ground systems damaged. Rescue assets committed elsewhere. I am not priority.

Earth is in crisis. The same solar flare that cooked my electronics has apparently done the same thing to everything down there, satellites, power grids, probably half the infrastructure that modern civilization depends on. And in that crisis, one astronaut stuck in lunar orbit is not at the top of anyone’s list.

I understand it. Intellectually, I understand it. If they have limited resources and they’re choosing between saving someone on the International Space Station with a full crew and saving one person way out here at L2, the math is obvious. More lives saved. Better odds. Triage.

I understand it, and I want to scream.

Instead, I sit very still and let the feeling wash over me. Cold. That’s the main sensation. A cold that starts in my chest and spreads outward until my whole body feels like ice. Not the cold of space, which is dry and empty. This is different. This is the cold of being utterly, completely alone.

I try the radio again. And again. And again. Different frequencies. Different times. Sometimes I get fragments, partial words, bursts of data, hints that there are still people down there trying to talk to someone. But nothing directed at me. Nothing that answers my questions or tells me what to do.

After an hour, I give up.

The command module is dark around me, lit only by the one working terminal and the dim emergency lights along the floor. Earth glows outside the window, beautiful and silent and impossibly far away.

Eighteen days of consumables. A working engine. No navigation.

I don’t know how to get home. And the people who could tell me have other problems.

I float in the commander’s chair, staring at nothing, and let myself feel it for just a moment. The loneliness. The abandonment. The terrible, crushing weight of being the lowest priority in a crisis that spans an entire planet.

Then I take a breath. And another. And I push the feeling down into a small, tight box somewhere in my chest, where it can sit and wait until I have time to deal with it.






















