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      It was the letter that had started it all. An electronic letter of course, because people had done away with paper in space a long time ago, but it looked very official all the same, written on a letterhead template and with a signature as if it had been printed on paper, but Jonathan was not aware that anyone still did that, even on Earth.

      Because that was the location of the sender.

      It came from some sort of medical facility—a “care home”—whatever that entailed.

      The news it shared was not good.

      After a life as a nuclear scientist, much of it lived in space, and the second half lived on Earth, alone and in great bitterness, Jonathan’s father Paul Bartell was going backwards quickly.

      The enclosed reports detailed that his father had fallen down a set of steps at the front of the house Jonathan remembered telling his dad to fix—repeatedly—because the wood had seen better days, sections were split and rotten even back when Jonathan had lived there, and the steps got slippery after rain.

      So the inevitable had happened, and he had fallen. He had lain there overnight on the concrete, unable to get up, until the neighbour noticed him when leaving home for work.

      He’d spent a few days in hospital, but couldn’t stay there because he’d not broken anything. But he was confused and obviously unwell and could not return home to live by himself. Or so the medical profession decreed.

      So after some negotiation, his father had “entered the facility”, its director said. And he assured this was a privileged position to be in because the wait lists were long, but they made a special consideration for his father because he had no close relatives nearby.

      The language was all so dry.

      Jonathan could only imagine how much effort it would have taken to make his father agree. He pitied his poor cousin Craig, who would have had to deal with it. And, of course, his father had a decent amount of money, which would have made all of this easier.

      That brought home to Jonathan in a devastating and unavoidable way the fact that he was an only child, and that he was reading this dry, unemotional-sounding report in a poky and faceless office on ParvaZ, a privately owned space station in Saturn’s orbit, months and months away from Earth, and that his father was his closest relative he cared about, even if their relationship was also fraught with long periods of non-communication.

      His father might be the quintessential grumpy old man, but he didn’t deserve to be taken care of by an institution that worried foremost about the payment of fees—a statement of expenses was attached—or by a cousin who had his own family to worry about.

      There had to be a place for love lingering in that dark and bitter old mind of his. Jonathan should attempt to, for once, be there for the only close family member he was still in contact with.

      From ParvaZ, return to Earth involved securing a place on the expensive and over-subscribed shuttles to the interplanetary launch station, hitching a ride on even more expensive and oversubscribed long distance shuttles—usually an intensely crowded ex-military ship with tiny cabins—two weeks quarantine at the Orbital Launch Station and then the final trip to Earth.

      If something went wrong, his father would be back in hospital, out of hospital in a box and buried months before Jonathan could collect his father’s belongings in some sad storage unit with looming threats it would be auctioned off for charity if no one came to collect the contents.

      He didn’t want that. Not if he could avoid it.

      There wouldn’t even be anyone to come to a funeral. Jonathan had lost contact with his mother years ago, when she told him he was a burden and should go and live with his father.

      For all he knew, she could be dead, too. From drink or taking something, or from an accident when she did one of her crazy things or “accidentally killed” when she made one political enemy too many.

      Sitting there, in his poky office where the floor hummed with machinery keeping everyone alive—machinery that Jonathan had come to fine-tune—and with cool air hissing out of ceiling vents, those thoughts, that sense of family suddenly became important in a way it never had before.

      So he idly browsed through openings for research positions on Earth and found that there was not all that much to choose from.

      Of course he’d heard of the political turmoil, that various groups in countries on Earth questioned the cost of the space program. These days, private companies bore much of that cost, but the failure and collapse of an asteroid mining venture brought the cost issue again to the fore. Because since the company could no longer pay for it, the international community had to pick up the huge tab of retrieving the workers from dangerous and difficult to reach places. And oh, did you know their supplies will run out in four months’ time and they’ll all be dead if we don’t get them out? Those people were miraculously still communicating through the companies’ satellites. The rescue effort played out on the screens of Earth’s citizenry in a way not even a good show could captivate audiences these days.

      And many people—read: politicians—on Earth were sick of being on the hook, especially if they had no involvement with the space program.

      The publicity was not good for space science.

      Jonathan found a few private research jobs that sounded halfway doable. Centre for Atmospheric Research, the Clean Air Corporation were all names he’d heard before.

      At this point, the door to the office opened.

      “Hey, it’s past the end of shift. Are you coming?”

      Gaby came in but stopped at the door. She stared at the screen and made a small noise between a cry of surprise and a stifled sob.

      Then Jonathan asked that question that he’d never thought to ask.

      “Would you like to go to Earth?”

      He’d never considered it, and they’d never spoken about it. In four years of marriage, he’d assumed that she was happy. They were busy. The military and private companies paid more than adequately for their skills in solving problems with large-scale research projects and space base recycling programs. He’d never considered that she might want something else.

      She’d been born on Earth but had left at a very young age and had no memories of Earth.

      She let a thoughtful silence lapse.

      Then she said, “I’ve thought about it, and for a short time in my life, at least, I’d like to live in a real house, with a yard where you can go outside and see the sky.” She gave him a dreamy look. “You could look after your father. We could—I don’t know—find jobs to teach about our experience in running research and science projects in space?”

      “What about…” He hesitated. They had never spoken about it. They were now well in their thirties, at the time where people made serious decisions about their lives. “Do you regret what you said when we married, that you didn’t want children?”

      She laughed. “No, I don’t want children. I have seen enough trouble from people who have children born in space, or from people who have lived for a long time in space who have children. That is a problem being a medical professional. You get to see reality, not the varnished version that people try to sell you. I don’t want children. But it would be nice to have a dog. The few times I saw my grandmother, she couldn’t stop talking about her dog. I wouldn’t mind a beautiful dog to take for walks. On the beach or in the forest or any of those places I’ve never seen.”

      People who lived in space sometimes had pets, but they were mostly fish or reptiles, rats or rabbits. Some stations allowed cats if they had a mouse issue—and the mice were usually also escaped pets. But no dogs.

      And so, while Jonathan corresponded with Craig about the sale of his father’s house and his care, Gaby also started looking for a position on Earth.

      She was quick to land a position in space medicine in one of the major hospitals in London that dealt with returned service personnel from the space program.

      “That’s going to be depressing as hell,” she said, but she also smiled while she said that. Where there was one medical appointment, there were usually more.

      So Jonathan and Gaby were travelling the long road to Earth.

      And this was how they came to be on the shuttle from the Orbital Launch Station, staring out the window at the blue glow of Earth’s atmosphere.

      “It’s beautiful,” Gaby said. “Just like in the pictures.”

      “Guess where those pictures were taken?”

      She scoffed. “Well, you can dismiss it as nothing special, but I think it’s beautiful.”

      The passenger next to Jonathan turned to him.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I can’t help overhear your conversation. You’re lucky to have landed jobs in research.”

      “I haven’t got a job yet. Research jobs are hard to get remotely. I guess they really want to talk to people face to face.”

      “Be prepared for a hard time. Funds for research are being cut back by governments all over the world. It’s becoming harder and harder to do the work we love. Especially when it’s related to space travel.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “How long have you been away from Earth?”

      Jonathan looked at him, a middle-aged man displaying the characteristic early greying that was common to people who travelled a lot in space. His green-grey eyes were earnest, and the expression in them chilled Jonathan through and through.

      Just what had he missed?

      “Uhm, coming up to about ten years. I think…”

      “Ha, you’ll find that a lot has changed in those years. Especially for us.”

      “Uhm, us?”

      “Yes, people who work and live in space. Tomlinson hates everything that smells like an intellectual. He prefers people to be stupid and malleable. Where he can use the mass media to control them.”

      “Sorry—Tomlinson?”

      Jonathan couldn’t immediately recall the name. And now he’d wished he’d never gotten involved in this conversation. Clearly, this man had a political agenda, and Jonathan was on really shaky ground on that subject.

      “The president of the European Union. He is a rather obnoxious character who thinks he is important.”

      Ah, that one. “Isn’t he? His position is rather important.”

      “His position, yes, but not the level of near-dictatorship he expects to have.”

      Jonathan wracked his brain. He had heard of Tomlinson. Some kind of skinny midget with dark hair and a short beard who looked like he’d stepped out of a Victorian-era movie set, minus the suit-tails, top hat and walking stick. In speeches Jonathan had seen, he was always shouting while his face turned the colour of lab-grown meat-replacement protein.

      “In my experience, all politicians are like that.”

      “Maybe, but this character is very special. Not in a good way. You genuinely don’t know him?”

      “I do, but I have heard little about him.” And he wasn’t particularly keen to hear ranting opinions from this man, either.

      “You will hear a lot about him once you’re on the surface. He is very much anti-science and thinks that the human population in space is too intellectual. Too smart. We think too much. We’re after his job, and then we’ll sell out to aliens
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