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One


The body bag made a soft scraping sound against the metal floor as I dragged it down the corridor. Another day, another corpse. My back muscles protested, but I’d gotten used to the strain these past weeks. Nobody left to help with the heavy lifting, after all. 
“Good morning, Dr. Borek,” I said to the shapeless form inside the black bag. “Beautiful day for a cremation, wouldn’t you say?”
My voice bounced off the metal walls of Wonderwall’s pristine corridors, the echo chasing itself down empty hallways. That hollow sound—my constant reminder that I was the last one breathing in this floating metal coffin.
I paused to wipe sweat from my forehead, leaving a smear of God-knows-what. The station’s environmental systems were still functioning perfectly, maintaining a precise 22°C, but hauling dead weight was hard work. I’d lost count of how many trips I’d made to the incinerator. Twenty? Thirty? They were starting to blur together.
The overhead lights flickered, a momentary flutter that sent shadows dancing across the walls. Just another glitch in a station designed for a crew of hundreds, now operated by one.
“Almost there, Doc,” I grunted, heaving the bag around the final corner. “Sorry about the bumpy ride.”
The incinerator room greeted me with its familiar wall of heat—a stark contrast to the cool corridors. The acrid smell of burned hair and flesh lingered despite the air filtration system working overtime. I’d stopped gagging weeks ago. Amazing what you can get used to when you have no choice.
I punched the access code into the panel with practiced efficiency, watching as the heavy metal door slid open with a hydraulic hiss. The incinerator’s orange glow bathed the room in apocalyptic light.
“Final stop, Doc.” I unzipped the bag, revealing Borek’s face. His eyes were sunken, skin gray-blue with dark purple veins branching across his temples like lightning—the telltale mark of The Fade. Three days ago, he’d been sick but alive, desperately trying to synthesize a cure. Now he was just another victim of the disease he’d fought to understand.
My fingers lingered briefly on the zipper. Borek had been kind to me. Always remembered my birthday. Brought me coffee when I worked late shifts.
“Should’ve been me,” I whispered, throat tight. “Why did you die and I lived? What cosmic joke is this?”
The incinerator hummed, impatient for its meal. With a deep breath, I heaved Borek’s body onto the metal tray and pushed it forward. The machinery whirred, pulling him into its fiery belly. A bright flash, the smell of burning intensified for a moment, then nothing but ash.
One more colleague reduced to dust. My last colleague. Dr. Borek had been the only other person left on the station aside from me.
I peeled off my latex gloves, tossing them into the biohazard bin. They landed with a soft pat atop a mountain of their discarded brethren. The bin was full, and I tossed that into the incinerator too.
My reflection caught in the polished metal panel beside the incinerator controls—hollow cheeks, dark circles under bloodshot eyes, unwashed hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. I barely recognized myself.
“Eva Holloway, last woman standing,” I muttered, pressing my palm against the cool metal surface, leaving a smudged handprint. “Lucky me.”
The station’s PA system crackled suddenly, making me jump. For a wild moment, irrational hope surged—someone else was alive!—but it was just another system malfunction. Random electrical impulses firing through neglected technology. Like nerve endings twitching in a corpse. And I’d seen enough of that these past few weeks to know.
My boots squeaked against the floor as I trudged back toward the crew quarters. Each step echoed in the silence, a rhythm that only highlighted how alone I was. The corridor stretched before me, antiseptic white and steel gray, splashed occasionally with dried brown stains I tried not to look at too closely.
The smell hit me before I rounded the corner—that sweet-sour stench of decay that no amount of air purification could fully eliminate. Three more bodies waited in the medical bay, ready for tomorrow’s grim procession.
“Busy day tomorrow,” I said to no one. My voice sounded strange even to my own ears—raspy from disuse yet desperately chatty. Talking to myself had become a habit, a way to fill the crushing silence.
Back in my quarters, I peeled off my contaminated jumpsuit, stuffing it into the sanitizer unit. The shower’s hot water pounded against my skin, but I couldn’t scrub away the feeling or the stench of death that clung to me. I stayed under the spray until my skin turned pink and raw, steam fogging the plastiglass door. It’s not like I had to share the hot water with anyone anymore.
Finally, clean but not cleansed, I pulled on fresh clothes and slumped onto my bed. My gaze drifted to the holographic display on my nightstand—a captured moment from better days. Archer and me, laughing, his arm slung casually around my shoulders. His dark eyes crinkled at the corners, that crooked smile that always made my stomach flip.
“Where are you, Archer?” I whispered, fingers hovering over his face in the image. “Did you find help? Are you coming back?”
Seven weeks since he’d left with the others on the emergency shuttle, gone to look for help from the nearest outpost. Seven weeks of silence. The Fade had moved so quickly after they departed—a few cases exploding into dozens overnight. By the time anyone realized I was immune, nearly everyone else was gone or dying. Dr. Borek had been working on trying to create a cure or vaccine from my blood, but he’d died before he got anywhere.
I flicked off the hologram, unable to bear Archer’s frozen smile anymore. The silence pressed in around me, a physical weight on my chest.
Sleep wouldn’t come easily. It never did anymore. I stared at the ceiling, listening to the constant hum of life support systems, the occasional ping of metal expanding or contracting. The station breathed and lived while its occupants didn’t.
I must have dozed off eventually because the emergency alert jolted me awake—a sharp, insistent beeping from my comm unit. My heart raced as I fumbled for it in the dark.
“Please be Archer,” I whispered, fingers trembling as I activated the screen. “Please.”
The alert flashed red against my face: ORBITAL DECAY DETECTED. STATION STABILIZATION REQUIRED. 
My stomach dropped. Not a rescue. Not Archer. Just another system failure demanding attention. Wonderwall was slowly falling from its orbit, and I was the only one left to save it.
As I pulled on my boots, a new thought formed, dark and seductive: Why bother? Why not let the station fall? An easy end to this nightmare.
But Archer’s voice seemed to whisper in my ear: “Not yet, Eva, love. Don’t give up.”
I headed for the command center. As long as there was a chance he might return, I’d keep this damn station running.
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Two


The sharp metallic taste of blood filled my mouth as I bit down on my lower lip, staring at the row of storage lockers lining the crew quarters’ far wall. I hadn’t meant to come here. After dealing with the orbit destabilization and recalibrating the programming, my feet had simply carried me, as if drawn by some invisible thread, to this shrine of abandoned lives. 
There was a name on each locker. Some neatly stenciled, others scrawled in permanent marker with personal flourishes. Borek’s precise lettering. Martinez’s looping script. Williams’ block capitals. Hernandez’s impossibly artistic calligraphy. People reduced to labels on metal doors. After I’d put them all in the incinerator, this was all that was left of them.
“Time for some grave robbing,” I muttered, my voice unnaturally loud in the hushed room. The air felt stale, untouched, thick with the lingering scents of various colognes, perfumes, and the individual odors that made up the olfactory fingerprints of my dead colleagues. I breathed it in. It was better than the stench of death.
I hesitated, fingers hovering over the first keypad. Was this disrespectful? Or necessary? The dead didn’t need their belongings anymore, but going through their personal effects felt like the final violation of their privacy.
“Sorry about this,” I whispered, punching in the override code.
Carl’s locker swung open with a protesting creak. The hinges needed oil. Another maintenance task for the ever-growing list that would never be completed. I was just one woman after all and there  were more important things to worry about than squeaky hinges on a crew locker. Inside was a jumble of crumpled uniform jackets, dog-eared paper books, half-empty snack packages that would never go stale thanks to preservation technology.
My fingers brushed against something silky. I pulled it out, unfurling a pair of garishly coloured boxer shorts decorated with cartoon planets, each sporting an improbable smiley face.
“Saturn looks pleased with itself,” I said, holding them up to the light. A startled laugh escaped my throat, rusty and strange. “Well, Carl, your secret’s safe with me. Though I’ll never understand why the serious astrophysicist had underwear that belonged in a children’s cartoon.” 
Wondering why he’d kept them in his tool locker rather than his quarters, I placed the boxers back, suddenly overcome with a memory: Carl explaining gravitational constants over breakfast, gesturing emphatically with his spoon, sending droplets of yogurt flying. Had he been wearing these ridiculous boxers beneath his pristine uniform? The thought made me smile, then immediately ache with grief.
Moving methodically, I worked my way down the row. Martinez had kept photos—dozens of them. A dark-eyed woman with three children, all bearing his same crooked smile. Williams had old-fashioned paperback romance novels. Borek, technical manuals and a small wooden puzzle box I couldn’t figure out how to open. Something rattled inside when I shook it. I set it back, a puzzle for another day.
Each locker held stories. Lives interrupted. Futures cancelled.
My fingers froze mid-air when I reached the locker at the end. Unlike the others, this name wasn’t written neatly or officially. It was a careless scrawl, almost graffiti-like, the ‘A’ elongated and dramatic.
Archer
My heart hammered against my ribs like something trying to escape. I’d avoided this one deliberately, saving it for last—or maybe hoping I’d run out of courage before reaching it.
“This is stupid,” I muttered, wiping suddenly sweaty palms against my thighs. “He’s just another colleague.”
The lie tasted bitter on my tongue.
Archer had been more. Much more. Not officially. We’d been professional on duty, careful. But in the quiet moments between shifts, in the whispered conversations across midnight cups of synthetic coffee, in the lingering touches that could be explained away as accidental. Clandestine late-night cabin visits that everyone onboard knew about, but politely never mentioned.

My fingers trembled as I punched in his code—his birthday, because Archer had been sentimental despite his tough exterior. 0-4-1-7.
The lock disengaged with a soft click that seemed to echo in the silence. I held my breath as the door swung open, half-expecting his scent to waft out, that distinctive combination of  pine scented non-standard-issue soap, machine oil from his tinkering, and something uniquely him that I could never identify but would recognize anywhere.
Instead, there was only staleness.
Unlike the others, Archer’s locker was meticulously organized. Uniforms hung pressed and aligned. Books arranged by height. A small metal case containing tools for electronics repair. A notebook with a blue cover, filled with his precise, spiky handwriting.
I ran my fingers over the pages, his words blurring through my tears. Technical notes mostly, but occasionally personal observations: Eva ‘broke’ the food synthesizer again. How someone so brilliant with complex systems can be so hopeless with a simple coffee machine remains one of space’s great mysteries. I think she has ulterior motives. Fixed it while she wasn’t looking. 
I snapped the notebook shut, cheeks burning. Had he always seen through my pretended helplessness? Those times I’d ‘accidentally’ broken equipment just so he’d come fix it, just to have those few minutes watching his capable hands at work while he told me about his day? Just so I could spend time with him?
Something caught my eye at the back of the locker—an object tossed carelessly atop technical manuals, not like Archer at all. I reached in, fingers closing around cold plastic with jagged edges.
As I pulled it out, my breath caught sharply.
A transmission device. But not just any transmitter. It was a specialized long-range emergency communicator, like the one Archer had taken with him on the shuttle. The one I knew would allow him to stay in contact, no matter how far they had to travel.
The casing was broken, wires protruding like colourful veins from a mechanical wound. A spiderweb of fractures
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