
Shall we go softly into that good night?

“I'm sorry, Vesta Explorer, but the numbers don't lie. There's no way to get you home.”
Paul stared at the speaker, wondering how Mike Cho could so calmly tell him and the other four 
surviving members of the crew of the first mission to a major asteroid that they were dead. The 
unreasoning part of him wanted to shout, to scream his defiance of that cold pronouncement. But Mike 
had said those words nearly a hour ago, and Paul knew his protests would take an equally long time to 
reach Mission Control. Those protests would also change nothing.
The reaction mass tanks should have had more than enough protection. Paul was an engineer, and he 
knew the specifications those tanks had been built to. Yet for all the layers of Kevlar, aluminum and 
plastic that had encased them, a single undetected rock fragment had slammed into one, and when it 
ruptured, the force of that explosion was enough to blow the tanks on either side of it. The other three 
tanks had been spared by their separation, but it made no difference. It was simple bad luck that the 
three  unused tanks were destroyed. The undamaged tanks had provided the fuel to get them on their 
way, and now held less than a third of what the mission would need to finish with them still alive.
“So I guess we're fecked.”
Fionola Lynch's Donegal-accented English was the antitheses of Cho's MIT-educated precision, an 
earthy counterpoint to the cold, clinical pronouncement of their death sentence. Her partner, Vadik 
Sokolov, had been working outside with Zhao Shen when the tanks went. Shen had been lucky, his vital
signs had flat-lined instantaneously. Vadik's tether was cut by a piece of debris, and he'd spent the next 
four hours pleading for help they couldn't provide. Fionola had stayed on the radio with him until he 
lost consciousness, trying to cheer him up in the face of certain death. After he'd gone silent, she'd 
stared at the speaker for hours as if wishing the man she loved would speak again would cause it to 
happen.
It hadn't, any more than all their projections and planning had caused their fate to change.
Paul cleared his throat, trying to get his crew to pay attention to something besides their impending 
doom. Their eyes on him, he said the only thing he could. “We're dead yet, people. We still have the 
food for the mission we were sent on, and our environmental systems are still functioning. We only die 
when we give up, remember that. So keep doing your jobs, keep doing the science. We don't know 
what might come up. They might decide to redirect the Mars cycler on a fast burn and reach us before 
we run out of food. Even if they can't...well, we can either spend the time we have left doing something
useful, or we can sit around doing nothing and waiting for the end. I don't intend to 'go gentle into that 
good night', and I hope you aren't either.”
Maria found Fionola the next morning. She'd managed to bypass the security interlocks on the 
medicine storage locker and stolen four of the syringes of morphine they'd been stocked with in case of
serious injuries.  She'd left a note behind, hoping God would forgive her and let her be with Vadik 
again. None of us knew the ritual words, so Paul decided to put her out the airlock as the rest of the 
crew stood as close to at attention as the low-G of the rotating crew cabin allowed.
A week later, Maria was gone. She went out the same airlock Fionola had, but she'd gone of her own 
volition, locking herself in and depressurizing before anyone could override her commands. Franco, 
who had been in love with her for months, managed to slit his own throat the same day. Paul had tried 
to stop the bleeding, but Franco had clawed at him and Jurgen, the remaining member of the crew, had 
refused to help.
Paul couldn't forgive Jurgen for his willingness to do nothing to save a fellow crew member. Over the 
next three months, they had stayed out of each other's way, working 12 hour shifts and only speaking at
hand-over. Then Paul had gotten up and found himself alone. There was nothing to tell him when 
Jurgen had gone out the airlock, for the open outer door made it clear that was what had happened. 
There was no note, nothing to give him a hint what event had finally broken the other man's resolve. He
was simply gone.



Paul kept up his daily routine, downloading science data to mission control and updating his status. The
months passed, time stretched out before him without end. In his mind, he began handing off night 
duties to Jurgen again. Then he began to see the phantom crewman as he left duty, grim and resolute as 
he had always been, as he went to bed and came back on duty the next morning. Franco started to join 
him in his daily rounds of the crew compartment, offering his sharp-tongued comments on the daily 
mission updates from Earth. Maria was there too, her shy but competent presence always welcomed.
But Jurgen never came back. Neither did Fionola. They, and the men who'd died in the accident 
remained stubbornly absent from Paul's imaginary crew. That absence began to gnaw at Paul's 
conscious mind. The missing crew members were a reminder that he was in fact all alone, millions of 
from any other humans. Nearly a year after he'd announced there was nothing that could be done for 
the crew of the Vesta Explorer, Mike Cho's voice shattered Paul's make-believe world.
“Vesta Explorer, Vesta Explorer, this is mission control, and I've got some good news for you. The 
initial tests of the Far Voyager have been completed, and the engine has performed far better than we'd
hoped. We project that it can make the burn to get out to you before you run out of food. You can come 
home, Paul.”
Paul stared at the speaker. It was impossible. How could he abandon his ship, his crew? No, they 
couldn't ask him to do that. He was the mission commander, and he had to stay with his crew. He 
wouldn't leave them. It took him a week to reprogram the main computer to automatically poll all the 
science systems and download them to mission control. Then he powered the reactor back to the bare 
minimum needed to keep those instruments running and settled into his small cabin. The syringes slid 
into his arm one after another, and the ragged cabin began to fade. His crew gathered around him again,
even those who had stubbornly refused to join him in his lonely vigil. Their smiles told him all he 
needed to know. They were together again, and nothing would separate the crew of the Vesta Explorer.


