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Adam looked at the ball in his hand. It was a beautiful day, the sun was shining brightly, filtering through the foliage of the tall trees. The glade that extended around himself and his family was framed by the trees, their tops covering it in pleasant shade. 

And there was something wrong. Terribly, horribly wrong. 

Adam smiled at his father and threw the ball. His father, dressed in his khaki shorts and pale blue shirt, prepared to catch the ball, taking a couple of steps backwards and raising his arm. The ball landed heavily in his palm, and Adam saw his father’s face get distorted by a small wince. It lasted for less than half a second.

“A good throw, Adam,” his father shouted. He hefted the ball, readying to throw it back. Adam could see the tension in the lines of his face. His father was doing the best he could, given his circumstances, to pass the time pleasantly with his family. “Ready?” 

“Don’t push yourself, sweetie,” Adam’s mother called from further to Adam’s left. She, along with his three siblings, were sitting on a couple of pieces of cloth, spread on the grassy ground. Hannah, the youngest, was barely more than a babe, playing with her food. 

Yet there was another clear image in Adam’s head. He stared, seeing his father and mother and his three kid siblings, but recalling the visages of three adult siblings. John, working at his home office, with a family of his own. The pretty Alice, presiding over a court case. And Hannah, explaining to him some part of a machine learning algorithm or something else she was working on. 

“Catch!” shouted his father, and all thoughts of adult siblings were forgotten—as was the curious lack of any older version for his parents in his vague memories—and Adam caught the ball easily. He had to tumble backwards to get it, but falling on the soft, cool grass was nothing. He stood, still holding onto the ball in his hand, and brushed some dislodged blades of grass off his shorts. 

His father gestured at Adam, encouraging him to throw the ball. The man looked so earnest, so eager to be there for his children. Next to Adam’s mother were two things; a large basket full of tasty snacks, and a breathing machine for his father. 

And yet, this was not what was wrong. The sense of wrongness was growing stronger, and Adam had yet to identify its source. 

“Ready?” Adam shouted. 

“Ready,” replied his father. Adam threw the ball, but just at that moment, his father had a coughing fit. The ball bounced off the ground a little to his left. Adam’s mother—

Why were the names not clear in his head? 

Ana. Yes, she used to be called Ana. Used to be? 

Ana stood and approached... Joe. Joseph. His father. She placed a hand on his shoulder. 

“Maybe it’s time for a break?” she asked. Adam could see some blood on his father’s hand. The man removed a handkerchief from his pocket—one that had little red marks already in a couple of places—and dried his hand. 

“I’m just getting started,” Joe said. As Ana retreated, Joe took the ball from the ground, then hefted it, and threw it to Adam. It was obvious that the man was losing his strength, though, as Adam had to rush forward to ensure the ball didn’t touch the ground. He didn’t want his father to be embarrassed by a bad throw. 

And yet, he couldn’t help but admire his father’s courage. It was hard putting on such a positive face when he was suffering, the cancer eating away at his internal organs. A flash came in his mind, a memory of looking at an X-ray, as an adult, and trying to figure out where the cancer ended and where his father’s lungs begun. 

“Dad,” Adam said, approaching his father, “do you want to go for a walk?” He pointed towards the thickening trees, the clearly marked paths on the ground showing the way to the various facilities around the park. He couldn’t recall the park’s name, but he knew there was a beautiful vantage point a short walk away.

“Sure, Adam,” his father said. He threw a look at his wife.

“We have some setting up to do here,” Ana said, smiling. Adam could feel some tension behind her smile. “Don’t we, Alice? John?” Adam’s two siblings, John just old enough to understand the subtext, and Alice barely old enough to understand their mother’s words, simply nodded. There was a gravity in John’s nod, though the carefree Alice was simply examining some pretty flowers. 

Adam and Joe left their things behind, and holding each other’s hands, they walked inside the forest. 

The tall trees around them were hiding the summer sun, but some light did filter through. Bugs and small creatures flitted about, making the forest alive with their sounds. 

“I love you, Dad,” Adam said. “You don’t need to push yourself.” He was looking straight ahead, trying to keep his voice even. They all knew that losing him was a real possibility. Both his parents had made it clear early on. Adam had definitely not made his peace with it, but it was something that he kept in mind. 

“I’m not pushing myself, Adam,” his father said evenly. “Don’t worry about me.” 

“There’s no need to keep it up all the time,” Adam said. “Everyone’s weak, sometimes.” He had read that phrase in a book, where the wise old mentor had helped the young, sword-bearing hero overcome one challenge or another. He wanted to sound wise to his father. 

The trees broke open into a clearing at the side of a cliff, overlooking a beautiful vista. There was a fence at the edge of the cliff, and benches arrayed there. Adam was glad that there was no one else at the moment sitting at the benches, and he led his father to one. 

When they sat down, after a couple of moments of enjoying the view in silence, Joe turned to Adam. 

“Son, I want to make this absolutely clear. I’m not keeping up anything,” he said, eyes earnest. “I’m just enjoying my time with my family.” 

How could he be so honest? It boggled Adam’s mind. He knew that his father was suffering, and he knew that it would be best for him to stay in a hospital, and yet here he was. 

“How?” Adam blurted out. He didn’t trust his voice to finish the sentence. 

“You know what’s the trick?” Joe said, smiling. “Always be true to yourself, even when no one’s there to see you.”

Something was wrong. There was a deep, all-pervading wrongness. 

Joe’s smiling face blurred. Adam wasn’t sure if it was due to the tears in his eyes, or—no, he hadn’t cried at that moment. He was certain that he had commented on something in the city below, trying to release some of the tension. And his father had said...

Had said? 

“Has this happened already?” Adam asked. But there was no one to reply to him. He was no longer with his father, the sense of wrongness intensifying. 

Colors flashed, like when he’d rub his eyes vigorously. Red, white. Black. 

Adam was in his father’s car, sitting with John in the back seat. They were being driven to school. Adam was looking out the window. They passed by tall trees, the leaves brown and red. Some had fallen on the ground, others still decorated the trees in autumnal colors. Weeks before Halloween, he was mostly thinking about what to put on for trick or treat. 

Adam was in his room. He was older, but still a child in his mind. He was looking at his clothes on the mirror. Lego toys stood in various degrees of assembly around the room, on tables, his desk, the ground. Some were contraptions of his own devising, others were even more bizarre, experiments to find the limits of the toys. He was wearing a black suit, looking sharp, but he was preparing for his father’s funeral. His eyes were red. 

Tinkering with the machine, Adam finally figured out what was broken. One of the capacitors had been burned. He was almost certain he could repair it. “Mom,” he called. “I’ll ride to the electronics store, alright?” His voice was heavier, he was almost a man. Almost. He wouldn’t be a man until his mother had followed his father’s footsteps, leaving him alone with his brother and two sisters.

“Even when I’m not there to see you, be careful,” Adam told his youngest sister, Hannah, as the girl was preparing for her first prom. He had paraphrased his father’s words, words precious to his heart, but the girl hadn’t heard them all those years back so he didn’t know. Adam could see the girl rolling her eyes as she was putting on the final touches of her makeup. He couldn’t recall what she said afterwards, as another memory forced its way into his mind. 

Rolling eyes. He could remember a girlfriend of his rolling her eyes at him. She used to paint her eyes green. Green. He was thrown in a dark capsule, the green flashing light giving the only color to the interior, cramped with machines and seats. The capsule, his training as an astronaut—more memories flashed, growing more and more incoherent, until everything was a strobing of scenes.

Then, the sense of wrongness permeating everything even deeper, his environment solidified again. Adam was standing in a small cabin in their ship, Argo 12. Ahead of him was the main wall panel, with three segmented windows directly over it. The panel was covered with screens and buttons, and one of his crew mates, Sophia, was fiddling with it.

“This can’t be right,” Sophia said. Next to her was Lucas, staring at the readings. 

Adam, a few steps behind them, was staring at the windows. There was something wrong with them. There was something wrong with what he was seeing.

Jack floated towards them from somewhere in the back of Argo. “Why haven’t you redeployed the solar sails yet?” he asked. “Theodore’s done with his diagnostics, and mission control has given the all clear.” 

“The radar,” Lucas muttered, pointing. 

“That’s not the radar,” Jack said, his voice flat.

“I know, man,” Lucas said, head whipping towards Jack. “I’m an engineer, too, remember? It’s one of the laser guidance systems. Anyway, is misbehaving. We’ll need to check it out.” 

“What is it reporting?” Jack asked, floating towards the pair. He grabbed onto the handhold that Sophia was holding, their hands momentarily touching. Adam knew they were an item, having met during training. Couples weren’t a common sight in space missions like this one, and if there were any, everyone was informed. 

But that couldn’t distract him from the view out the window. And the wrongness. Their windows usually saw into space, painted in the dots of the distant stars and galaxies, with their own Milky Way often taking center view. Even if their rotation wouldn’t allow them a direct view of the galaxy, they usually saw something.

And yet, all Adam could see was blackness. It was as if there was nothing out there. 

“It’s...” Lucas started replying, his eyes momentarily flicking towards Jack’s hand touching Sophia’s. His voice died on his lips, eyes growing wide. “Nothing.” 

“What do you mean, nothing?” Jack asked, an edge bleeding into his voice. “Didn’t you say there was something wrong?” 

“I did,” Lucas said. “It was saying that an object was on a collision course with us. A huge object. But it’s no longer saying that.” 

“An artifact from the calibration,” Jack said dismissively. “You delayed the solar sails deployment for a random artifact?” 

Adam was listening to his crew mates, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the window. He felt as if the words floated over his head just like he floated in the spaceship cabin. The sense of wrongness was increasing in intensity, taking up almost all of his consciousness, all of his attention. 

“Ah!” an incoherent shout came from Sophia. “The windows! Look!” She sounded panicked, even to the dazed Adam. But just as Jack and Lucas raised their eyes towards the special glass panes, multiple warnings flashed on the various screens around the cabin. 

The ship was going out of control. Jack grabbed the controls of one panel just as  Lucas grabbed another. They both displayed great reflexes, but Adam couldn’t move. He couldn’t think. Loud, clanging noises came from everywhere at once. The ship shook. 

Time slowed down to a crawl, in Adam’s perception. He saw the shell of the cabin deforming. He heard Sophia screaming as a metal sheet cut her in two. He stared, unable to act, as a hole in the spaceship’s structure created a vacuum, which instantly pulled at Lucas. He was shoved in the hole, but the incredible pressure forced parts of his body through, breaking him apart. Some remained, gored, forming a seal. 

Jack
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