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	My dearest Carlyle,

	 

	Nobody can hear a scream in the vacuum of space, or so they say. I think that’s awfully assuming. Awfully presumptuous. A tad pretentious, and possibly true. I doubt anyone tried to test the concept before it happened. 

	Not really. Not a true, gut-wrenching, agonized scream. One of terror and pain. While this project was in its developmental stages, the years spent orbiting Earth, I’d like to think that the only screams in space were ones of joy. Of new life. Of happiness and celebration. While the masses down below were the ones who wailed in agony.

	I know that my screams went unheard. I know how they must have felt down there. Lost. Panicked. My anguish was lost to the emptiness and hopelessness of it all, alongside the chorus of sorrow that never breached the starry void. My cries did not reach you.

	I’m journaling. You always told me to, told me that it would help me collect my wayward thoughts in the midst of this mess. That I should return to my roots, the ones that first brought me to you, and document like my life depended on it. I feel as if I should pretend to be Captain Kirk. A wayfarer with wide-eyed wonder and hope coursing through his veins. Make up some random string of numbers and call it a star-date, log the events of the day with intensity. One small step and all that nonsense.

	I can’t.

	I know exactly how long it’s been, and my days are filled with boredom and anxiety. Sixty-four days. It’s been sixty-four days since the crack appeared. Since I watched with horror as all of North America collapsed into the core. As fire shot up through Europe like an angered dragon. As the Earth crumbled, and panicked starships fled to the stars.

	I watched them all race by me. None of them carried you, but I kept waiting. There was little else I could do. Slowly hurtling through space in our home, waiting for you, praying that you would find me. I wander around the station to pass the time. Care for the plants and play with Andromeda when she feels like acknowledging me. We have plump tomatoes and a handful of lavender sprigs. The little apple tree you transplanted keeps growing, and the peppers have shifted to a hue of yellow that would have made your heart sing.

	The garden is lovely.

	It’s Monday, July the 8th, 2075.

	It feels like a Monday, Carlyle.

	How did this all go so wrong? How did years of planning and research and talks go so catastrophically wrong? We were almost done. The station is nearly done, and you said you’d be back to finish it. That it would be fine. That you could finalize the small details as we made our way to safety. But you were claimed by the literal end of the world, leaving me with broken promises and a shortened life filled with fear and uncertainty.

	We should be on our way to Mars right now with the rest of the elite who could afford this insanity. Humanity’s best, most brilliant, and beloved, all fleeing to the safety of a new planet that I fear we may also destroy once we root our rot into it.

	They whizzed by. I watched the atmosphere—once full of the waiting and eager human race—grow sparse. I started to see other ships far distance, stranded like me. They must have been damaged as they tried to leave Earth’s atmosphere. Their lights once gave me hope that we may somehow make contact and save one another. Days and weeks passed, and their lights began to flicker out one by one. No one came to help me, to help them, and you were the only one with the code to the cockpit.

	Here I am, locked in place with no knowledge of flight, alone in a metal tube with dwindling resources, watching debris and bits of Earth twist and twirl through space—a sad choreography of hopelessness.

	I’m lonely, and I miss you. I can only pray to the cruel God who did this to me, to us, that you did not die in pain. It’s all so unfair.

	My arms are growing stronger, Carlyle. I’ve never needed to wheel myself around this much, and I can tell my muscles are growing weary of the load without another to help carry it. I like the garden, and I like tending to the plants. It gives me something to do, something to care for. I unpacked our belongings as best I could. Seeing your face on our digital photo frame by our bed—all your many, many smiles—hurt at first, but it keeps me company. The closet smells of sandalwood. It’s woven into every stitch of fabric that once adorned your body.

	I’m tired of pre-packaged meals, but you were the one who cooked, and I’m not sure how to handle this kitchen. I don’t have resources to waste. Not yet. Which makes me wary of trying. I don’t know how I’ve survived without you. I’m not sure I can go on much longer without you, either. I’m not as independent as I once was.

	How could I be? You swept into my life like a gentle wave allowed me the rare opportunity to become one of the remaining bits of humanity when I was unworthy. Me. A nobody. Worthless and quiet and average in every capacity. And you were brilliant. My brilliant nova who built spaceships with his hands and studied the stars with fervor. Eaten up by the world we broke alongside the masses who could not afford the luxury of escape.

	I’m scared, Carlyle. I’m—

	 

	Jocasta looked up from his tablet with a gasp. The half-finished note shifted from the motion of his hand against the fingerprint-covered screen. He listened to the sounds of the station, muffled and quiet against a cold and sterile environment. Something had made a noise. Loud. Angry. Abnormal. 

	Scenarios flooded his mind. Had something happened to the station? Had a part come loose? A bolt? A panel? Had a trinket fallen off a shelf? Had the station tilted? Hit some debris? Had it been pulled into Earth’s gravity? The moon’s?

	The sound came again.

	Rhythmic.

	Human.

	He pushed himself back from his desk and frantically wheeled himself into the main corridor. His chair skidded on the slick surface as he made his way through the hallway, bypassing stacks of crates filled with food that sat outside the hardly used kitchen. 

	Boom! Boom! Boom!

	Jocasta swallowed hard as he approached the doorway at the end of the hall—the only entrance to the small station. He listened, brushed back his much-too-long dusty-blond ringlets, and waited. His body flinched when the rough, angry pounding resumed. He looked at the small LED screen and noticed the interior of the bay was stabilized. It hadn’t been like that earlier in the day. He lifted his trembling hand and pressed the button.

	The white panel hissed and slid open. Jocasta was greeted by the presence of a tall individual standing in the bay, their body covered by a space suit with a darkened visor. A large backpack was slung over the suited body, strapped tightly to ensure it didn’t float away. The stranger waved wearily, as if the motion hurt. Jocasta kept his trembling hand on the door button as he took in the sight of another human. Tears welled in his eyes.

	“Who... are you?” Jocasta asked.

	Such a strange sensation. Speech. Something he thought he’d never need again.

	The newcomer removed his helmet. His eyes were a warm color, the hue akin to the purest of whiskeys. His pale cheeks were gaunt and in desperate need of a shave, and his oily hair was a mess of knots. He stumbled, gripping hold of the doorframe to steady himself as he caught his breath.

	With a heavy inhale, he smiled. “Hello! My ship was damaged as I was fleeing Earth, and I couldn’t get it to move. The damn thing’s engine was fried. I finally came close enough to your station that I could board. I’m sorry for startling you,” he stated in a thick Irish accent. 

	Do you know how to pilot?” Jocasta asked.

	“I do. My name is Troy. Commander Troy McNamara of N.O.V.A.’s administrative division. And, if you’ll allow me... I think I can get us home.”

	



	




	II

	 

	 

	“It has been so long since I took a proper shower!” Troy said with a sigh as he wandered into the small kitchen.

	Freshly washed, a lingering musk of earthen notes rolled off his skin. One that Jocasta recognized as belonging to his husband. He didn’t know how he felt about this stranger using Carlyle’s toiletries, but as least the fetid smell had gone. His features were now visible with the removal of his beard. He appeared youthful, cheekbones sharp and nose long. A smile, gentle and warm, overwhelmed his thin lips. The stranger had a warm glow about him, lively and full of hope.

	Jocasta eyed him nervously and sipped his tea with shaky hands. He blinked and studied the slim frame of the stranger who had abruptly breached his quiet shores. It was apparent the newcomer was malnourished by the way his body moved with a delicate pace. He was cautious about where he stepped and careful not to shift too quickly.

	The commander sat across from him at the table and smiled. “You said your name was Jocasta?” Troy inquired.

	“Yes. Jocasta Thorne. I’m a documentarian,” he replied.

	“Thank you for opening your door, Jocasta. Sincerely. It’s good to see another person, especially one so kind.”

	“I’m... sorry. Can you please start over? Where did you even come from?”

	Troy nodded. “Sure. I’ll explain everything. Do you mind if I eat something while we talk? I was low on rations. And by low, I mean completely out.”

	“Sure.”

	“Are you hungry? I can cook—it’s the least I can do. I’d feel bad making something and not sharing. That would be quite rude of me, wouldn’t it?”

	Jocasta nodded and went back to his tea.

	Troy lifted himself from his seat and wandered to the pantry. He gasped as he gazed upon the immense wealth of foodstuff. As if it knew it would soon be satiated, his stomach growled—crying out in approval and excitement at the prospect of having real food after so long. He grabbed a box of pasta and a jar of pesto sauce. After searching for a moment, he found a pot, filled it halfway with water, and set it on the stove to let it boil. 

	Carefully, he leaned against the counter and looked around the room. The table, countertops and even machinery were custom-made to be the perfect height for Jocasta. All were easily accessible, it was clear the station had been crafter with love and care for him to be as comfortable as possible during the trip. The station had been crafted with love and care for Jocasta to be as comfortable as possible during the long trip to Mars and the many days that would follow after arrival.

	“As I said, my name is Commander Troy McNamara. I’m... I was with N.O.V.A., in a managerial aspect. I specialized in data management and administrative side of things—helped ensure ships were properly stocked and paperwork was handled for transport, housing, et cetera. The boring things. I was actually on my last trip up to The Horizon when the collapse happened. I think my wee transport vessel was caught in the pull when Earth broke, and it fried the engine. From the looks of it, a lot of people experienced that same problem.

	“Luckily, I had enough training to get the system back online, so I had oxygen and some heat, but I couldn’t pilot. All I could do was shift my trajectory at an immensely slow rate. I hoped someone would come back once they noticed I was gone, but I guess they assumed I died. It took too long for me to get the radio back up, so I don’t know if anyone heard me, despite my best attempts. I did attempt to contact you too. I saw your station and have been trying to get to you for a while, but I was at the mercy of Lady Space and her wiles. I knew it was now or never, so I suited up, grabbed the few belongings I possessed, and hopped over here with the bit of charge my suit still had in its thrusters,” he explained.

	Jocasta sat back in his chair and set his mug down. “I guess the bay door was open?”

	“Aye Were you waiting for someone?”

	“My husband. He’d returned to Earth to finalize some things and planned on coming back shortly after. He’d only been down there for a few days when... That’s why I’m still here—he was the smart one. He built this... all of it... for me. I’m... stranded. He locked down the cockpit for my safety, and Andromeda’s. Even if I could get in, I wouldn’t know what to do.”

	Troy looked at him with empathy and understanding. Gripping the counter, he searched for the right words to say.

	“That would explain why the radio connection didn’t go through... It’s a lovely station,” he said gently.

	Jocasta smiled sheepishly. “Isn’t it?”

	“Aye. It’s small and cozy. The Horizon was massive and lived up to its transport design. I think it was supposed to carry a good two hundred souls. I’m sure you saw it out the window before all hell broke loose—it was the big one with the blue band on the side. It felt... totalitarian. Necessary and sterile. This is beautiful. Your husband has good taste.”

	Troy took care with his words, using proper tenses so as not to instill more pain in the weary-looking soul, to not confirm his loss. The last thing he wanted was to add to the man’s trauma and grief and make this mess more uncomfortable than it already was.

	“I know he’s dead,” Jocasta said quietly.

	“Did you see his body?” Troy inquired.

	Jocasta lifted an eyebrow. “No?” he replied with a scoff.

	“Then how can you know? If my own people didn’t come back for me when I was supposed to help helm the mission, even after I’d frantically radioed for help, then why would a ship carrying your husband listen to his pleading to come retrieve you? He may be well on his way already. Don’t give up hope.”

	Jocasta set his mug down and contemplated the statement. He watched as Troy searched through the cabinets for some salt. He didn’t want to believe it, to believe in the possibility that his husband might still be alive, but the seed of hope had been planted. It scared him. He’d tried to let himself start grieving. He had to, it would have killed him otherwise.

	“What’s his name?” Troy asked as he searched through the spice rack. “Ah, there it is.” He opened the new container of salt and added some to the pot.

	“Carlyle.”

	“Wait. Carlyle Thorne? The architect?”

	“Yes, though I always felt ‘architect’ wasn’t quite the right term. He did design ships, but he did so much more than that. All the inner workings, the calculations, the testing... To simply call him an architect kind of disregarded the whole doctor part of Doctor Carlyle Thorne. I would have called him a scientist, personally.”

	Troy scanned the kitchen again —this time it felt emptier—before turning to Jocasta. It was obvious he missed his husband dearly. The way he’d lit up when reminiscing was the most emotive he’d seen him in their short time together. “That explains the quality of your station. Mind if I take a look around before I start the food? See what we can do to get this thing going so I can plan while we eat? I really doubt the Carlyle Thorne would have left you in an immobile ship, especially that close to the departure date.”

	“Is it safe to leave it?”

	“What? The pot?”

	Jocasta nodded sheepishly.

	“You haven’t used it?

	Jocasta shook his head. “No. I wasn’t shown how, so I was concerned I’d mess something up. I’ve been mostly eating microwavable items and snack food. I was afraid I’d ruin my supplies or cause a fire.”

	“No need to be embarrassed. It’s made for space-use. Everything in here is. From what I understand, the pots and pans react to the coils in a way that heats things safely, but it’s not my specialty, so I didn’t dig into the how all that deeply. Just know you don’t need to be concerned about a fire or blowing something up. But if you aren’t used to this environment, it’s hard to feel comfortable trying, so I get it. You weren’t planning on doing this solo. You’ve got me now. C’mon. Show me around while we let this prep.”

	“Sure.”

	“Did Doctor Thorne name this beauty?”

	“Avalon. He called it The Avalon.”

	Jocasta pushed himself back from the table, exhaling and cracking his knuckles. His fingers were tired from the back and forth of the day, but he grabbed the wheels and pushed his chair forward. Troy walked beside him as they made their way into the hall. 

	All of The Avalon’s rooms were located on the starboard half of the ship. The portside was lined with floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out across the shattered remains of Earth. They were crystal clear, spotless, and ominous in their clarity. Troy felt bad for the quiet man whose life he’d interrupted. Having to look out upon that mess day in and day out must have worn on his mental capacity. He knew it had rattled his own constitution, and his windows were nothing more than portholes.

	He looked at Jocasta, studied his tawny-hued skin and tight ringlet curls. His eyes were a shocking blue—like the purest of oceans—behind the circular lenses of his glasses, and his left ear held several piercings. He was bundled up yet shivering. His septum ring caught the overhead lights and glistened.

	“This is the lounge. I don’t spend much time in here. It has a TV and bookshelves, a couch... comfort things,” Jocasta explained as he opened the door.

	Troy leaned inside and looked at the inviting space. A large plush couch sat in the center of the room. A television with speakers had been attached to the left-hand wall, while the right was filled with packed bookshelves. A small rack of weights sat tucked up against the back of the room, and vibrant plants were set about the space to add a pop of life to the shades of white and silver. Curled up on the back of the sofa, atop a well-worn quilt, was a fluffy gray feline. Several toy mice were strewn about the floor.

	“What’s the cat’s name?” Troy asked.

	“Andromeda. We got her right before we moved up here, since Carlyle was still doing a lot of back and forth. He didn’t want me to be lonely. She’s got a lot of energy, so it’s hard to keep her entertained, but she’s cuddly when she feels like it,” Jocasta replied.

	“How long have you been here?”

	“Since April. About three weeks before everything went down. Carlyle wanted to make sure I moved early so I could get used to it. The gravity is hard on my mobility, so he wanted to ensure I had time to adjust while he could still get assistance if we needed to tweak things. He said the station wasn’t entirely finished. I don’t know which parts are unfinished, though. Thankfully, I haven’t noticed anything amiss. He promised we’d be ready to go when the whole fleet left at the end of May, so it couldn’t have been anything massive.”

	Troy nodded in understanding. “I’ll do a thorough check before we move, but Doctor Thorne was notorious for being thorough. I’m sure it won’t be too much to manage.”

	“Yeah... Um, this next door is my bedroom, and that one at the end of the hall is the cockpit. But it’s locked, like I said.”

	“And the last door by the bay back there?”

	“Storage and my garden. It has a small hydroponics station and workbench. It’s usually much cleaner but I’ve been lazy.”

	Troy slid his hands into the pockets of the loose-fitting sweatpants Jocasta had brought him and leaned on the doorframe. He looked at the uncomfortable, fidgety man who had begun to nervously pick at the skin on his palm.

	“Are you okay?” he finally asked.

	“I don’t know. I thought I would die up here. Alone,” Jocasta replied.

	“Yeah, me too. I had two granola bars left and no proper washroom, so I used as little water as I could to bathe. But... I saw you go by the windows, and I got excited. I... I know this has got to be jarring, but I promise you I’ll do whatever it takes to get you home. You just let me know if you need anything, if I can do anything. I can cook, and I’m more than happy to teach you how, if you’d like. I’ve been on these types of stations for a few years on and off. I know how to handle them.”

	Jocasta looked at him with teary eyes. “I’m scared.”

	“You’re allowed to be. This isn’t easy, and it isn’t fair, but you aren’t alone anymore. First things first—let’s get some food and go from there. We’ll figure this out.”

	 

	«◊»

	 

	Jocasta scooped up a spoonful of pasta and savored the rich flavor. It had been much too long since he’d eaten a proper meal—something made with care and not hastily thrown into a microwave. The sauce was delectable. The kitchen was filled with scents of garlic and basil.

	Troy was truly efficient and had handled the process with expert precision. He’d waited until the water cooled and put it into a tumbler for the next time they wanted to eat pasta, and he’d only used a mere half cup of water to wash the dishes. He’d opted to cook the entire box so they’d have leftovers and dated the jar of pesto with a mention of cataloguing it at a later time. It was apparent he’d been thoroughly trained to spend extensive time in space and utilize everything with a minimal amount of waste. The knowledge he held exceeded his youthful visage, one that had gained some color back with food in his system and proper hydration. He’d eaten quickly, methodically, and had the counters wiped down and the dishes washed before Jocasta could even clear half his portion. He’d even set out a small helping of cat food for Andromeda since she was yowling for more. She’d meowed happily as she rubbed her body against his leg.

	Troy hoisted himself onto the counter after dinner and crossed his ankles. “You mind if I set up in the lounge? I figured that would be best so I don’t invade your space.”

	“I suppose that would be the most optimal, since there’s only one bedroom,” Jocasta replied. “I think we have extra linens. Carlyle was specific about his sheets and worried that we may not have anything similar available once we reached Mars, but I haven’t unpacked everything yet. Some of the crates are stacked too high for me to grab.”

	“I can help with that. No problem. After a nap, if that’s okay with you? I’m exhausted.”

	“Sure.”

	Troy smiled. “Great! Do you need anything else before I take a nap?”

	Jocasta set his fork down and looked at him sternly. “I’m not incompetent,” he snapped. “I can handle myself.”

	Troy lifted his hands in a defensive posture. “I know, but you’ve been alone in this metal tube for two months. That would tire anyone out, and you’re entitled to a break if you don’t feel like starting laundry or watering the plants. I’m here and willing to offer a hand if there’s a task you don’t feel like doing, or if there’s something you can’t get to and you’d like my assistance. That’s all...” Troy visibly swallowed. “I’m so sorry—I should have phrased it better.”

	“No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed you were being an ableist. It’s been a hard adjustment, and I hate the pity. I’m going to lie down myself... Do you have extra clothes? No offense, but I can tell you’ve worn what you brought with you for months without a wash. You can scrub it off your body but those garments will need some deep cleaning.”

	“I have a few garments, but they could indeed use a wash—maybe two—hence, the laundry offer. Most of my life is packed up and waiting for me in my quarters on The Horizon. Everything I have to my name is in that backpack.”

	“I’ll see what Carlyle unpacked and bring you something, if you want to go start a load. You seem to be similar enough in height, but you’re definitely thinner, so I’m not sure how well they’ll fit.”

	Troy slid off the counter and made his way to the door with a nod and a soft “thanks.” Jocasta waited for him to leave before he shifted his gaze toward Andromeda as she nibbled on her food. He finished off his pasta and sighed with satisfaction before moving back into the hallway. He gazed out across the shattered remains of Earth as conflict swell in his gut.

	Leaving meant freedom, a chance at survival, and hope. It also meant abandoning his husband’s grave and never coming back. Starting over alone. He couldn’t fathom, couldn’t dare to dream that Carlyle Thorne was well on his way to Mars by now. He wanted to believe it, desperately, but the thought brought him such pain.

	He moved into the bedroom and approached the closet. He found a sweater that still had tags dangling from its sleeve and pulled it free of its hanger. It was soft, woolen, and shawl-collared. He bundled up a pair of lounge pants and folded them. Depositing both items into his lap, he steeled himself and headed back into the hallway.

	He softly knocked on the door of the restroom. Troy slid his head out through the opening with a large grin.

	“Here. I’m going to go lie down,” Jocasta said quietly.

	“I’ll clean your dishes for you, so no need to worry. Thank you for the clothes,” Troy replied.

	“Good night.”

	“Night.”

	Jocasta set his hands on the wheels of his chair and started to leave.

	“Jocasta?” Troy interrupted.

	“Aye?”

	“It’s going to be okay. I promise.”

	A heavy sigh escaped his lips. “I hope so.”
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	Laundry tumbled in the washing machine with a soft, rhythmic thump. The stacked machines sat near the bathroom counter, efficient and space-conscious like everything else in the station. Troy changed into the clean clothes Jocasta had offered him and inhaled the notes of sandalwood that lingered in the stitching. It was also present in the bodywash sitting in the shower stall and in the cologne on the counter. It seemed to haunt the station but was indeed a comforting scent.

	He studied his face in the mirror, noticing how sickly he appeared, and was glad he’d been able to finally find safety. He wasn’t sure he would have lasted much longer in his tiny, dark ship and was thankful for the miracle that had brought him here. He sent a quick thank you up to God and tried to knead the knot in his shoulder. A damp leather bracelet clung to his right wrist and brushed his neck as he moved, its edges frayed and tattered.

	The blinding, almost sterile white of The Avalon was harsh after spending so much time in his low-power-state vessel. It was slightly warmer and definitely more spacious. He almost felt nauseous from the intake of actual food, and his mind was fogged over from finally letting go of his stress. It would take time to regain his strength and return to a healthy state. He would need to remind himself to take it slow for a while.

	He set his hands on the counter and leaned back into a stretch. His back made an audible crack before he straightened and decided to head to bed. He turned the lights off and wandered out into the hallway, pausing to study it. The design was fascinating, brilliant even. The Avalon had been crafted to be a permanent residence once it settled, one with a glorious view.

	It was a home. A beautiful home.

	The commander did as he’d promised and washed the last of the dishes before retiring. He ensured the stove was off and checked the kitchen for any other tasks that may need tending to before he finally let himself rest. When he was sure everything was cleaned, he picked up the meowing cat and held her close to his chest. Andromeda purred happily and shoved her head against his chin.

	He decided to give into his exhaustion and made his way to the lounge. He was somewhat on edge—anxious even—at the sudden sense of security after months of isolation. He felt horrible for startling the owner of the station and could tell Jocasta was uneasy with the new presence in his space. He hoped the tension would ease over time. It was a long flight, even with N.O.V.A.’s advanced technology, and the last of humanity had gotten a head start. He couldn't subject Jocasta or himself to any further distress or worry.

	Troy entered the lounge, set Andromeda down on the back of the couch, and flopped onto the plush furniture. An involuntary sigh slipped from his lips as his body relaxed. It had been too damn long since he’d been this comfortable. He was used to sleeping in his ship’s rigid pilot’s seat, in the chill and darkness. This was divine.

	Blinking slowly, he drifted off to sleep.
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	“Can you open it?” Jocasta asked hours later in the corridor.

	“I think so. N.O.V.A. ships are required to have a bypass in their systems in case of errors or sabotage. The question is… whether or not our lovely Doctor Thorne decided to remove it,” Troy noted as he squatted beside the cockpit door panel.

	“Why would he?”

	“Spite? Privacy? Control? Take your pick. Mars will be run by N.O.V.A. technology and, if he didn’t want them interfering with his station, he’d have removed it.”

	“And if he did?”

	“I’ll have to hard reset the mainframe and boot it back up so it’ll be usable.”

	Jocasta looked at him sternly, brows furrowed and lips pursed. “You can do that?”

	“It’s been a while, so I may need some time to refresh my memory on how. Higher-ups, like myself, were taught the steps in case of a system failure. It’s protocol. Mainframe resets, space walks to fix damaged station exteriors, how to handle gravity failure. All of that and more. Do… do we have coffee on board?”

	Jocasta racked his brain. “I think so? I don’t drink it, but Carlyle did. Canned? In the fridge, maybe? I know we have beans somewhere, but I don’t know where the grinder is.”

	“Cold coffee sounds amazing. If you wouldn’t mind me taking one, of course. Let me check, then I’ll get to work on this.”

	“I can go.”

	“Thank you, Jocasta.”

	Jocasta and headed toward the kitchen. He hid a yawn behind his trembling fingers. Peaceful rest had eluded him during his short bout of sleep, and he could feel it in his muscles. He was overwhelmed, and the new presence sleeping in the next room left him uncomfortable. It would be a simple task for the so-called commander to kill him, drop him out the bay door, and commandeer his station. He could have been lying. He could be a member of the Extinctionists trying to sabotage N.O.V.A.’s plans. And, while Jocasta did empathize with the fanatical group at times, he wasn’t too keen on being the reason they made it to Mars. Jocasta wasn’t sure he’d be able to fight back against the much taller and well-built man, even with the stranger’s apparent atrophy.

	He made his way to the fridge and popped the door open. He scanned the rows of wine bottles and cans of ginger ale, the neatly organized line of condiments and sauces and other cooking necessities. He found one of the tall, slim cans of vanilla-flavored coffee. Their pink-and-brown labels were prominent against the mundaneness of the other items in their vicinity. He grabbed one and a bottle of water for himself.

	As he returned to Troy’s side, he tapped him on the shoulder with the cold can to pull his attention away from the panel. Troy reached up and took hold of it with a smile. The can popped open with a hiss, and he seemed to savor the first taste of his dearly missed vice. He kissed the side of the can and smiled.

	“Hello, beautiful,” he said as he set it on the ground.

	“Are you always so…” Jocasta trailed off.

	“Extroverted?”

	Troy snickered as he pulled the casing off the door panel. He set the plate down and looked at the strip of keys that lined the bottom of the box. Data chips and electronics flickered in a rhythmic pattern inside. He typed in a long series of numbers, and, with a pop, the cockpit door unlocked.

	   Troy smiled. “And there we go. No. The answer to your question is no. I am usually chipper, but it’s mostly due to work. I get that way when I’m in business mode. It’ll calm down, if you’d be so kind as to be patient while I adjust to… normalcy… I suppose, for lack of a better term.”

	He put the plate back on the keypad and stood with a groan.

	“It was that easy? We can get in now?” Jocasta asked.

	“Looks that way,” Troy replied as he opened the door. He peered into the cockpit before stepping inside.

	The automatic light did not kick on overhead, and a few of the panels were set upright against the console. The inner mechanics under the navigation desk were visible. Troy surmised these must be the unfinished tasks Doctor Thorne had warned his husband about prior to leaving. The console was on, and the gauges for the oxygen and gravity showed steady numbers, responded to their coding with soft beeps and clicks.

	Troy studied the console and started to run diagnostics. The screen at the center of the desk lit up and asked for prompts and command codes.

	“Is everything working?” Jocasta asked in a nervous tone.

	“From what I can tell, yes. I’m going to let it run its diagnostic protocol to make sure everything is functioning. Once I know things are working and didn’t get damaged during the collapse, I’ll set up the autopilot, and we’ll be on our way!” Troy replied happily as he looked over his shoulder.

	Jocasta tilted his head. “It’s on autopilot?”

	“Yes. We’ll need to be mindful of alerts and make sure nothing shifts as we go, of course. The galaxy is always in flux. I can teach you what to look for in case you hear a noise and I’m asleep or something. But once we get going, it’ll just… go. In a year or so, we’ll be within communication range of our new home sweet home. Once we start the flight, I can help unload those crates and take inventory of our food stock, familiarize myself with the station, teach you how to cook pancakes, maybe? Does that sound good?”

	“Sure. We’ll have time.”

	“Yeah. A lot of time. Guess we should tackle those boxes.”

	Troy input a series of commands and watched as the computer ran through its protocols. He turned his attention to the light switch and pressed the button a few times. The light remained off. Fixing it would be a priority. He shifted his whiskey-hued eyes to look at the starry horizon and sighed before stepping back into the hallway.

	He walked toward the rows of crates tucked up against the wall between the kitchen and the bathroom. The labels on the exteriors of the blue-tinted boxes noted they contained food stock. Figuring it would be best to work his way downward, he grabbed one that had been set quite high and shifted it. He released a powerful exhale. He could tell his once-strong muscles had grown severely atrophied over the last two months. Tasks as simple as lifting a box shouldn’t cause such pain.

	Carefully, he set the crate down and popped the lid open. It was stocked with cans and jars of vegetables and fruits that seemed to be hand canned. Cherries and peaches sloshed around in juices, and large pickles bounced against the sides of their containers. Soy and peanut sauces sat beside syrups and jars of peanut butter.

	“You said there was a storage space? I’d like to make sure everything is easily available so we’re not having to rummage through crates anytime we need something,” Troy said.

	“Yes, but it’s full of extra essentials,” Jocasta replied.
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