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As her suitcases were loaded into the taxi, Lorraine Greene took one last stroll around the only home she’d known for over fifty years.
Echoes of the heated arguments about Lorraine’s imminent move seemed to fill the hallway as she took one slow step after another. Neither of her children were there to see her off and their earlier goodbye-for-ever farewells had been regrettably sharp in light of their unbudging opposition to the move, but at no point did Lorraine reconsider.
A promise was a promise and a pact was a pact, while those made with her late husband Bill meant even more than any others.
Better memories from the couple’s lives well-lived and richly shared did much to silence lingering sadness about this lack of a send-off, as Lorraine stepped for the final time into their marital bedroom of all those decades.
Though the room was completely empty, her mind’s eye could still see the bed and the dresser. The thick carpet would have made their old positions clear enough to any observer, truth be told, courtesy of the indentations they had made as well as the discolouration of all the open areas where sunlight had worked its fading effects on the fabric.
Very few possessions had made their way into Lorraine’s clothing-filled suitcases, and the pact she had made with her husband meant there was no iota of guilt about any of that.
The couple had made several pacts in their final few years together, with the decision to offer everything to their adult children and donate the rest having been made long ago. The fact that they had never accumulated many trinkets or souvenirs made this process easier than it would have been for most others, but Lorraine had still felt pangs of regret in parting with some little items Bill had cherished more than the others.
Sticking to the pact was never difficult, though; although Bill had gone to a better place, the honesty and trust that had contributed so much to their fifty-four year marriage remained as strong as ever in Lorraine’s heart.
With only one partner still around to keep the plan going, she felt that their shared trust counted now more than ever.
The grandest pact of all — the one made on their Golden Wedding anniversary — was also the one responsible for the arguments and upset that had clouded the past few weeks, even though the couple had planned extensively for how to handle their family’s inevitable objections when the time came.
When she took a moment to think about it, Lorraine understood perfectly well why her family thought it was crazy for a septuagenarian to travel the better part of two hundred million miles. The pull of Sunset Stays, the solar system’s most exclusive retirement community, was inexplicable in their eyes and certainly didn’t justify the inherent risks… or for that matter the tremendous financial cost.
The worst of the arguments had come when money entered the equation, one of Lorraine’s children questioning the wisdom of spending everything the couple had worked so hard to accumulate on a foolhardy and dangerous trip. The word inheritance didn’t have to be spoken for the meaning to be implied, and Lorraine couldn’t help but be hurt by it.
Neither of her children, each now with several of their own, knew the real reason Lorraine and Bill had promised each other that the surviving partner would make the trip no matter what. They didn’t know and they couldn’t know, because the whole thing could fall apart if the motive became clear.
Lorraine breathed in the bedroom’s air one last time and turned to leave.
In the hallway, she continued even more slowly as she neared the one room she had struggled to clear out. Some loyal neighbours had come to assist, what with her children once again hundreds of miles away having left shortly after the funeral, and in the end Lorraine had left this room almost entirely to their hands.
Aside from minimal dusting and related cleaning, the room hadn’t been touched in almost thirty-five years — ever since her youngest son had been taken too soon in an automobile collision.
Young Nathan’s video game posters and comic book memorabilia had adorned the walls when he left the house that fateful morning and there they had remained until almost the last possible moment, when Lorraine’s departure and the house sale required to fund it was so imminent that it all had to come down.
Until then the walls had stood like those of a museum, each item growing more retro and vintage as the years passed, and even his clothes had hung untouched in the wardrobe. Bill had from time to time suggested that clearing the room might have been better for Lorraine’s state of mind and would have been what Nathan wanted, but Lorraine knew her husband well enough to know that he didn’t really mean it.
He only ever said it to give her permission in case she thought it was for the best, she recognised, but his face and tone left little doubt that he wasn’t keen to clear the room. Bill had been known as a solid poker player by his friends, but they didn’t know him like Lorraine.
The couple’s surviving children, who had already left home before the harrowing accident, had rarely spoken of Nathan since then — likely to avoid the heartaches that came with it, their parents understood — and neither could have possibly imagined the link between his death and their mother’s seemingly inexplicable urge to fly around the sun for the sake of seeing out her days in a retirement community that didn’t seem to have anything on any number of locations within easy driving distance.
Lorraine didn’t look inside Nathan’s bedroom, wisely considering that another glance at the recently cleared walls would bring far less closure than sorrow. The absolute silence coming from the room was upsetting enough, now that the large clock he had built in his school woodworking class was no longer ticking loudly.
It had been too loud, really, seemingly due to an issue with a hollowed section warping the desired acoustic effect, but Nathan had been so proud of the clock that he had insisted it was fine and slept through the raindrop-like sound of each passing second for two years. A few battery changes every year had seen the clock keep time perfectly in the intervening decades, and the sound that spread into the hallway whenever the door was cracked open even a little was one that would stay with Lorraine forever.
After pulling the bedroom door closed tightly, locking the oppressive silence inside, Lorraine stepped slowly away from the doorway and returned to a steadier pace as she neared the kitchen.
The barrage of physical tests required for the trip had revealed only what Lorraine already knew: that she was in great shape for her age. Although she and Bill’s lifelong collaborative business of bespoke interior design services hadn’t been the most active, the couple had been keen hikers right up until Bill’s first heart attack.
Things degenerated quickly from there — in one sense mercifully quickly, as Bill himself pointed out near the end — and at 74 years old Lorraine knew she was a far fitter Sunset Stays candidate than many of those who barely met the minimum age requirement of 65.
There would be a few more tests at the space port, which now lay just one drive to the airport and one short connecting flight away, but Lorraine was well and truly counting her chickens.
A spring came into her step as she left the kitchen, locking the door behind her out of habit and smiling at the realisation. “Goodbye,” she said to the house itself, looking fondly at the doorstep Bill had carried her up on the night of their wedding all those decades ago.
She knew that few people were lucky enough to enjoy such stable lives and didn’t take that for granted for a second, but her desire to trade stability for space travel was borne of far more than a latent thirst for adventure.
Something had to be done that only Lorraine Greene could do, and there was only one place she could do it.
“Sorry to keep you,” she said to the taxi driver as he leaned against the car.
“No problem,” he replied. “Where you headed today, anyway? Three cases… I’m guessing it’s a long trip?”
Lorraine grinned. “One-way.”
“That so?”
“Sure is; a one-way trip to the other side of the sun.”
The driver’s visible confusion turned to something more like awe. “You’re going to Augusto?” he asked, almost shrieking out the name of the solar system’s only manmade world, a truly planet-like station that orbited the sun in effective opposition to Earth.
Lorraine’s grin only grew wider. “Augusto,” she echoed, gazing out of the window as the opportunities that lay ahead flew through her thoughts. “Home of Sunset Stays.”
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The Earth-based stages of Lorraine’s travel passed without a single hitch, the combination of a taxi ride to the airport and connecting flight to the space port going as smoothly as any journey she could recall.
Although her suitcases were out of sight — first in the back of the car and then in the plane’s luggage hold — Lorraine kept a small cross-body bag on her person at all times. As well as her identification and irreplaceable tickets, this bag contained some crucial items that had cost a good chunk of the little money she had left over after paying the joining fee for Sunset Stays.
Equipment was perhaps a better word than items, and the fact that no one at airport security inquired about any of this equipment or seemed to even detect it was a strong suggestion that it was going to be well-suited to the task at hand.
The spaceport proved a very surreal place, even though Lorraine was highly familiar with the layout of the small indoor areas from all the footage she had watched of previous launches. Quite logically, in many senses the micro-terminal looked like a vision of a futuristic airport. There were a lot of shiny silver and black surfaces along with a whole lot of glass.
An abundance of natural light illuminated the area perfectly, giving ideal conditions for the camera crews who were filming promotional materials for a destination that hardly seemed to need any more advertising.
Just nineteen would-be residents were here for the only launch of the month, replacing four residents who had sadly died in the past month — as tended to happen in such numbers wherever so many individuals of advanced age were concentrated — and allowing for the steady fifteen-per-month expansion plan of the resort’s management.
Lorraine’s eight-hour wait for her second and significantly longer flight was nothing like any layover she had experienced in the past, with almost all of it spent performing some new test or re-answering some old question.
In the hour or so she had with her future neighbours, Lorraine took care not to get too close. She knew there was no guarantee all of them would be approved to travel, but more pertinently she didn’t know how long she would be sticking around once she got there. That all depended on how the task at hand played out, and at no point did it enter Lorraine’s mind that there was even the remotest chance that she wouldn’t be approved to board the spacecraft.
Lorraine was proven correct on that front, but to her considerable surprise three of the other eighteen travellers were denied boarding on medical grounds. This was surprising primarily because the would-be passengers were only at the spaceport because they had passed all of the tests up to that point, including a fairly extensive at-home physical check-up just seven days earlier.
Another reason for the surprise, though, was that Lorraine knew this meant the resort’s owners would have to refund the unfortunate passengers in full. Knowing only too well how much a ticket to Sunset Stays cost, she couldn’t help but feel impressed that the owners would turn down so much money just like that.
In reality, the flawless safety records of both the spacecraft and the resort were worth far more than three individual fees. A simple headline featured in every single ad for Sunset Stays: “With thousands of elderly passengers carried from Earth to Augusto, we’ve never lost a single one.”
It didn’t take an advertising executive to know that “we’ve rarely lost a single one” didn’t quite have the same ring to it.
Augusto itself was a collaborative effort like no other, dwarfing any corporate or government effort before it like only a public-private partnership could. The ‘planet’, as the artificial station was usually known, housed tens of thousands of scientists from two hundred countries at any given time, and the work they were doing in countless fields was already having tremendous effects on Earth.
Sunset Stays was the first for-profit enterprise to get up and running on Augusto, due in no small part to its relatively straightforward nature. Things like tourist resorts were trickier to justify, what with each leg of the return flight taking seven months even after significant reductions in travel time.
A retirement community was also about as uncontroversial as profit-seeking enterprises could get, with the only real complaints on Earth being those about one area of a globally funded space station effectively being open only to the wealthiest of citizens from the wealthiest of countries.
To address this issue and maintain positive publicity, the management team in charge of Sunset Stays’ operated a lottery for one free slot per launch. While the vast majority of residents paid an eye-watering sum for their place, more than fifty individuals currently residing on Sunset Stays had made their way there without paying a penny thanks to the lottery.
Any healthy individual over the age of 65 was able to enter and on this occasion the winner was a tall and thin man from either Australia or New Zealand. Lorraine hadn’t listened closely enough to his many interviews in the spaceport to hear the content of any answers, but the broad origin of his accent was obvious enough to her untrained ears and the vast attention he received made it patently obvious that he was the lottery winner among her party.
The man didn’t look a perfect picture of health, his skin a mixture of pale and patchy, but he seemed to pass the tests with flying colours. The doctors Lorraine had seen talking to the man didn’t seem to resent him in any way for being a freewheeler, so to speak, and video testimony from Sunset Stays showed the lottery winners looking in very good spirits while insisting their experience was just like that of everyone who paid.
This made sense given that once they were there they were there, and with no one having to pay any ongoing costs beyond their initial joining fee there was no real reason or way to differentiate the lottery winners from paying residents.
When it came time to leave the spaceport for the waiting craft — horizontal and plane-shaped rather than vertical and rocket-shaped, as Lorraine’s layperson’s eyes would have described it — she caught sight of herself in a full length mirror.
A pang of excitement belatedly hit her: she was going into space.
No child didn’t dream of this at some point, she imagined, and she had been no different. The smile didn’t last more than a few seconds though, as thoughts of Nathan and his own great interest in space took over.
He was why she was here. He was what this was all about. What Lorraine had to do now was be strong and prove wrong all of the other family members who had told her she was too old, too frail, too weak and too unaccustomed to life as a widow to make a trip like this.
They tried every tack to talk her out of it, focusing mainly on health issues. Her daughter had focused particularly hard on this aspect, insisting that the ‘never lost a passenger’ line was unverifiable given that most of the people moving to Sunset Stays had no family left on Earth and thus weren’t exactly going to be flown back to Earth for funerals or have people back home waiting to hear if they made it to Augusto safely.
Then came the false claim that residents of Sunset Stays had lower life expectancy than comparable cohorts on Earth, so wrong that Lorraine didn’t know how to respond. When her attempts to share facts didn’t get through, she replied that even if this claim was true, it wouldn’t change her mind.
Cars with more miles on the clock might decay quicker, she said, but cars aren’t made to sit in the garage.
As the spaceport garage gave way to the sun-looping car that was her waiting spacecraft, Lorraine took solace in the fact that the plan she and her husband had worked on for so long would soon be put into action.
Like the spaceport, Lorraine had seen the interior of the spacecraft on countless occasions. If she hadn’t, she might have been slightly disappointed by the unexciting and sparse travel chamber into which she and her fellow passengers were led.
Thirty suspension pods filled the area in three rows of ten, with the lack of a need for windows giving the zone a mildly unsettling lab-like feel due to the cold white overhead lighting.
“The views come when we get there, don’t worry about that,” the group’s chaperone said with a slight chuckle. “They could spruce this place up a bit, but the idea is to get you all to sleep nice and quick so the pods kick in and we can leave you be until Augusto is underfoot. If we had windows, who wouldn’t want to stay up and look out? Am I right?”
Most of the others smiled or replied with some kind of “mmhmm” reaction or another. Holding back until someone else stepped forward first only so she wouldn’t look too keen, Lorraine then diligently stepped towards her designated pod.
The chaperone led a call-back chant designed to quell any lingering fears, and once again Lorraine followed the crowd as a means of avoiding too much attention. She clasped her cross-body bag and its crucial contents tightly as she stepped into her spherical pod, which sealed closed even before she sat on the recliner bed.
“I should let you all know that I was joking about the windows keeping you awake,” the chaperone said, his voice now reaching Lorraine through a speaker in her pod. “We do provide a personalised dosage of a breathable sleeping aid to ensure an efficient beginning to the suspension process, and we’ll likewise wake you at the other end of the journey with a pleasant breath of fresh air to gently rouse you from the best sleep of your lives. In case I need to remind you: with thousands of elderly passengers carried from Earth to Augusto, we’ve never lost a single one. And with that said, I’ll see you all on Augusto!”
The cold overhead lights dimmed slightly, but stayed bright enough for Lorraine to notice a few of her fellow passengers talking. They were smiling as they lay on their recliners, speaking happy platitudes into the air to no one in particular as though unaware that no sounds could get in or out.
Within a few seconds, Lorraine felt relaxed. The air mixture was a pleasant one, whatever was in it, even if the chaperone’s promise of ‘providing a breathable sleeping aid’ was essentially one hell of a euphemism for ‘knocking you out for the journey, like it or not’.
In her last few moments of awareness, Lorraine reached into the side pocket of her bag. She produced two small printed photographs and held them side by side.
To the left was her never-forgotten son Nathan.
To the right was Barbara Louden, currently residing in Sunset Stays under an alias. Age and its stresses hadn’t been kind to Barbara, but that was soon to be the least of her problems.
Another thirty-five years of ageing wouldn’t be enough to render those narrow features unrecognisable to Lorraine, so permanently ingrained in her memory was every little detail.
Lorraine wisely placed the photographs back in her bag before the full effects of the sleeping gas kicked in. As her eyes closed and her face sported an expression far more somber and intense than those of her excited fellow passengers, two faces were etched in her mind’s eye:
Her smiling son and the woman who killed him.
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What felt like no time later, Lorraine woke up gently to the very low hiss of an altered airflow entering her suspension pod. Her eyes briefly protested against the dim but still cold overhead lighting. Within a few seconds of being conscious once more, a deep sense of grogginess kicked in.
Sitting up at that moment would have been impossible, and a reassuring voice arrived at just the right time:
“Hello again, my friends,” whispered her chaperone from the beginning of the journey. He spoke in a softer voice, as careful with his tone as his words. “We all made it perfect in condition, and you’ll be up and on your feet in no time. Please don’t over-exert yourselves just yet; your bodies will need a few minutes after that little nap.”
Lorraine tilted her head to gaze around at the other pods, but with no one sitting up she couldn’t judge their expressions. She was relieved and no little surprised to learn that they were there already.
The chaperone let out a well-practiced gentle chuckle. “And with the seven-month nap complete, there’s only one thing left to say: Welcome to Augusto. Welcome… to Sunset Stays.”
As her mind regained a steadier kind of focus and reality sank in that she really had made it — an inevitable safety concern becoming recognisable only in retrospect — Lorraine’s hand slowly reached for her cross-body bag.
She breathed her deepest sigh of relief yet that it was still there, even though there was never any rational reason to think it might not have been, and her hands quickly relaxed to her side.
There was no need to look again at the two photos; Lorraine’s mind shot straight back to Barbara Louden’s face. She didn’t go by that name anymore, but it was one she would soon hear for the first time since her hitherto successful attempts to leave the past behind.
Not even seven months, seven years or for that matter seven lifetimes could have lessened Lorraine’s focus or dampened her resolve on what she was here on Augusto to do: enter Sunset Stays and bring Barbara Louden to justice.
Barbara changed her name on Earth as soon as the court case and media hype around the incident died down, successfully evading detection for almost thirty years.
This came to an end only after an increasingly expensive string of private investigators worked for several years to locate her, when Lorraine and Bill’s initial retirement enabled them to fund such an endeavour by selling their established interior design business.
Financial disparities had lain at the heart of the unsuccessful prosecution, with Barbara’s work as a hot shot advertising executive bringing not only the best lawyers but also a public relations blitz that somehow managed to frame her as an innocent party rather than reckless driver responsible for a fatal collision.
As well as the culprit’s new identity, the investigators had succeeded in uncovering incriminating dashcam footage that Barbara’s legal team had somehow procured from another driver and covered up for three decades — crystal clear footage that showed her holding and looking at her phone while driving the vehicle that killed Nathan Greene.
Lorraine and Bill knew that Barbara could be jailed for lying in court as well as causing death by dangerous driving, bringing a closure they’d sought for so long, but there was a considerable obstacle to overcome:
By the time Barbara’s new identity and the incriminating footage were discovered, she was already two hundred million miles away.
Earth’s laws did apply on Augusto and extradition treaties were in place to avoid the remarkable planet-like space station becoming a criminal refuge, but the couple were advised that releasing the footage and all available evidence of Barbara’s name change — while powerful — wouldn’t be a strong enough move to force an extradition. They were similarly warned that acting too soon could jeopardise the chance of bringing her to justice at a later point, if an easily dismissible claim muddied the waters.
When further months of hoping for more proof turned to years, the couple finally decided that the only way forward was to travel to Sunset Stays and either obtain a confession from the horse’s mouth or fool her into returning to Earth of her own volition. A life insurance payout and the sale of their home was deemed just enough to cover the expense of a single ticket, and Bill’s health over the last decade of his life had left little doubt at the time of the pact that Lorraine would be the one making the trip.
Bill was with Lorraine in spirit as she stepped out of the suspension pod some ten minutes after waking up. Her chaperone was there, assisting her to the floor after three of her new neighbours and before the other twelve. Every face she could see looked even groggier and more dazed than she felt, with their lack of driven focus perhaps allowing the long snooze to have more of an effect.
The chaperone told everyone that a few days of total rest was firmly recommended and that they’d be led to their new homes as soon as a few quick physical checks were out of the way.
“We’ll be staying inside for this, to avoid overstimulation and assist in your relaxation, but rest assured that the wonders of both Sunset Stays and Augusto’s broader environment will be yours to enjoy for many happy years. One more night of anticipation won’t hurt.”
    
The walk from the spacecraft through to the medical centre felt decidedly like the walk from a plane to an airport terminal, though mercifully shorter. The fact that Lorraine’s group passed no windows did little to quell the enthusiasm of some of the others, although it was clear from their words that they were willing to go along with the plan of getting a good regular sleep before venturing outside.
Lorraine didn’t share this eagerness, feeling like seven months was a long enough sleep and that thirty-five years was more than long enough for Barbara Louden to have evaded justice. Her grogginess faded with each step before a welcome drink of orange juice in the medical centre — real orange juice, they insisted — woke her up even more.
Within an hour, everyone had been seen by the medical staff and given the all clear.
“I think I’ll sleep better after a few more hours on my feet,” Lorraine said, speaking quietly and only to her group’s friendly chaperone. “It’s a lot to take in but I think imagining the outside world will keep me awake more than seeing it. Could I possibly see the rose garden? I promised my dear husband I would smell the roses before I lay my head down.”
The chaperone smiled softly. “I’m sure we can arrange that. Just hang tight,” he winked.
Speaking of the world beyond these walls as ‘outside’ was something of a misnomer, of course, given that Augusto was after all a space station with an artificially controlled environment, but the fact that people always spoke in such terms was testament not only to the scale of the station and the altitude of its dome-like ‘roof’, but also to the attention that had been paid to every little detail in making it all feel as authentic and organic as possible.
Once the chaperone finished guiding small groups towards their respective residential zones, only Lorraine remained.
“Rose garden it is,” the man said.
A quick ride in a cart-like vehicle took Lorraine to a doorway that led outside, where the chaperone encouraged her to get ready for a first glimpse at the rest of her life.
Despite everything that filled her mind, for the first time Lorraine found herself stunned by the magnitude and wonder of where she was. The fresh air hit her like a hilltop breeze, with the perfect blue sky overhead evoking days at the park with Nathan and his siblings and more recent hikes with Bill.
Wispy clouds floated by slowly at what looked like regular height, completing the effect. No amount of stress of anger or anything else could dull the feelings of awe that coursed through Lorraine Greene’s veins as she took her first step onto Augusto’s soil.
“Welcome to Sunset Stays,” her chaperone said. “For real.”
None of the other residents appeared to notice her presence at first, but the happy barking of the community’s terrier as it ran to greet a new friend changed that very quickly. Smiling faces and waving hands greeted Lorraine from all angles, and among an overwhelming inflow of new information she didn’t see the person she was looking for.
There were thousands of residents, she told herself, and only a few dozen in the rose garden; this failure to immediately spot Barbara was no cause for disappointment. If anything it was a relief, since the plan didn’t involve stumbling upon her like this.
Lorraine didn’t feel like her own appearance had changed any more than average in the intervening decades since their court room meeting, and she thought that in Barbara’s shoes she would certainly remember the face of the mother whose grief she alone was responsible for.
Lorraine’s plan in asking to visit the rose garden was to get around the standard procedure of going immediately to bed, in order to both become friends with a useful ally in the chaperone and to open the door with a simple request so she could seek incrementally bigger favours over the course of the next few hours that would eventually enable the enactment of her plan.
“I didn’t expect anyone to be out here,” the chaperone said, belatedly reacting to a scattered group of around forty residents. Some of them were relaxing on the garden’s benches while others gently pruned their much adored and hugely impressive roses.
Lorraine waved to her new neighbours and explained that she was very tired but would love to get to know them all the next day. “I’m just here to smell the roses before I get some sleep,” she said. “I made a promise to my husband.”
This drew warm smiles and some well-meaning if overly sentimental ‘aww’ sounds, and the chaperone placed a supportive hand on Lorraine’s back as he led her towards what he promised were the sweetest smelling roses of all.
His path took them past a group mingling by a bench. Some stood and chatted while others happily sketched the sky and flowers. Lorraine liked the atmosphere of the place and was happy to see how spritely and healthy everyone seemed despite their advanced years — in many cases far more advanced than her own 74.
If this area and this group was representative of the Sunset Stays retirement community as a whole, Lorraine considered that it wouldn’t be a bad place to see out her days after all… just as soon as the job was done.
The rose Lorraine smelled first was indeed the sweetest she had ever encountered, so much so that she was reluctant to approach another. She did so anyway and felt the same thing all over again, losing herself in the moment with a warm smile on her face.
Seconds later, though, she felt an odd sensation in the palm of her hand.
Before realising what it was, she heard the chaperone excusing himself for getting into someone’s way. Lorraine turned and saw someone’s back as they walked away, sketchbook in hand, then realised that her own hand now contained a scrunched up piece of paper.
She tightened her grip on the paper — presumably a note — and took a furtive glance only when crouched down to smell another rose at an angle that would prevent the chaperone from seeing it.
Lorraine had no reason in any world not to trust this seemingly kind man, but the secrecy with which she had been given the note implored her to play it cool.
The words she then saw written neatly on one side made her very glad she did:
“You are in danger. These people are not what they seem.”
A rounded arrow encouraged her to flip to the other side of the paper. Without delay, Lorraine followed the instruction and kept reading:
“Go to bed. Talk to no one. Meet me by the cows at 5am — alone.”
Lorraine tried to keep a straight face as her heart and mind raced at a mile a minute. She hadn’t enacted the first phase of the plan she’d intended to begin on day one, but this note changed everything.
For the first time in decades, she was very much distracted from the quest for justice by something she couldn’t begin to understand.
“Well?” the chaperone asked in an upbeat tone. “Was I right or was I right? Sweet as I said?”
Lorraine gulped, torn between showing him the note and obeying its ominous instruction. “They smell even better than I expected,” she said. “Thank you. I think I’m ready for a good night’s sleep.”
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Sleep didn’t come easily for Lorraine, even in the plush surroundings of her new five-star home.
The size was one thing but the artful decor and furnishings took the villa to a different level of luxury, though there was far too much on her mind to appreciate this even after so many years in the interior design business.
It was rather the unsettling note that kept her awake through several hours of suspension-induced exhaustion, with the line that she was in danger and her hosts ‘weren’t what they seemed’ replaying over and over in her mind.
At some point exhaustion won out, and when sleep kicked in it really kicked in.
The heavy feeling in Lorraine’s body when her alarm shrieked at 4:30AM was like none she could recall, and it truly took every ounce of strength she had to force her eyes open and reach for the alarm.
Wisely, having anticipated great tiredness if not quite anything on this scale, she had placed the alarm well out of reach the previous night so that she had to get up to disable it, thus greatly reducing the chance of automatically falling right back to sleep.
She cursed herself for that in one breath and was glad of it in another, and after twenty minutes and two strong coffees she was ready for whatever was waiting for her.
Following an easy map to the nearby farm area, Lorraine walked alone through a lamp-lit residential zone of sprawling villas. The surrounding vistas weren’t easily visible but the stars overhead most certainly were.
She arrived at the barn with a few minutes to spare and began to wonder whether this was the right place. “By the cows” wasn’t exactly the most precise of instructions, but Lorraine hoped the area was quiet enough to enable the note-writer to see her.
“There you are,” a female voice said. “I’m so glad you came.”
Without turning around, Lorraine felt a lump grow in her throat. Her fists balled in rage. She would know that voice anywhere.
It was Barbara.
“Listen…” Barbara went on, “we should go inside. This could not be more urgent; we have to act today if you’re willing to help put a stop to what they’re doing here.”
Slowly, taking calming breaths and trying to stay cool, Lorraine turned to face her son’s killer. The words she had just heard went in one ear and out the other, so filled was her mind by thoughts of an unspeakable anger, and she didn’t know how long she could stay cool.
This wasn’t part of the plan.
“So, inside?” Barbara asked.
Lorraine studied the woman’s expression. For all the world, it looked like she didn’t know who she was looking at.
“I’m Sue,” Lorraine lied, testing the theory. “What the hell is going on here?”
“That’s what I need to tell you,” Barbara replied. “I’m Linda. Well, Barbara really, but we can get to that later.”
Lorraine stood stunned. Barbara really didn’t recognise her. After an initial swelling of rage over this slight — a rage borne of the fact Barbara had taken the thing she cared about more than anything in the world and had seemingly jettisoned sufficient guilt to forget the face of her victim’s mother — she considered that this was for the best.
If Barbara had recognised her during this unexpected meeting, the whole plan would have been in tatters. The fact that she didn’t and that she was asking for help in stopping some kind of danger briefly took Lorraine’s focus from thoughts of justice. It seemed like something more urgent if not more important was going on, and it seemed like Barbara thought that only she could stop it.
“In here,” Barbara said, leading the way. “The cows don’t wake until around 7am — perks of a controlled environment — and I come here most days to help with the milking. Keeps me grounded. Distracted. But anyway…”
“But anyway,” Lorraine parroted. “What is this about? What danger am I in? What’s this about the people here not being who I think they are?”
Barbara gulped. “You’re going to think I’m crazy, Sue, but I stumbled on something that a big part of me wishes I hadn’t seen. Ignorance is bliss, but in this case ignorance would kill. We only have until the end of the day to save Vito and the only way we can do anything is for you to sneak into some restricted areas. You’re new. There’s plausible deniability. You don’t know where you’re allowed to go, you’re still getting your bearings, you’re—“
“Totally confused about whatever you’re telling me,” Lorraine interrupted. She sat in a darkened barn with an open door which lead to a rolling pasture, and several sleeping cows rested just a few metres on the other side of a low railing. “Tell me what’s going on.”
“They’re killing us,” Barbara said, forcing out the words. She exhaled deeply, as though saying this main part would free her to continue more lucidly. “They’re killing us on purpose, on a schedule, to enable as much resident turnover as they can without raising any suspicion. Think about it: you only paid to come here, right? So will the next schmuck. Once we’re here, we’re a financial liability standing in the way of another windfall. Life expectancy is higher for us than it would be on Earth, but in a perfectly controlled environment with unparalleled health care there’s no reason for people to be dying as quickly as they are.”
Of all the things Lorraine’s confused mind had considered as possible reasons for this meeting, none came close to the explosiveness of what Barbara had just told her. “How do you know?”
“I overheard one of the doctors talking on his phone, Dr Oscar Richardson, about Ivan still being ‘scheduled for a Thursday drop.’ Ivan visited Dr Richardson for a check-up that Wednesday and he died on Thursday. I couldn’t believe it and I knew no one else would. I hid my phone in Richardson’s office during my last check-up and set it to record — it was all I could think of — and then I picked it up yesterday when I was back in. The battery died pretty quickly but in the audio I got, he was talking on his own phone about choosing ‘drop-outs’ and balancing the turnover. Knowing what I know about Ivan, the context makes it clear they were talking about finding the balance that lets them have as much turnover as possible without raising suspicion.”
“You have audio?” Lorraine asked.
Barbara nodded. “But we need more. On its own it doesn’t prove anything — nothing he says is explicit enough without knowing the part about Ivan’s death being foretold. We need something firmer. If I call this out too soon, before I have enough proof, it could weaken the whole thing and mean it’ll never be believed.”
Lorraine couldn’t miss the irony, having spent so long in a not altogether dissimilar predicament as she and her husband sought decisive proof of Barbara’s new identity. “Have you told the next guy that he’s due to die tomorrow? Vito? Is that what you think will happen, he’ll go to Dr Richardson’s office today and be dead tomorrow after whatever they do to him?”
“Precisely. Their game is up: if Vito dies, I have enough. My ‘theory’ will be proven because it will be shown to be predictive. I’ve sent a message to an old friend on Earth, encrypted to stay locked until tomorrow night. It explains everything and the timestamp will show that I predicted Vito’s death. But I can’t let that happen. I have to do all I can to stop it, without letting these monsters know I’m onto them.”
It was a lot for Lorraine to take in. “But does Vito know?” she asked. “Does he know he’s in danger?”
“His mind isn’t all there anymore. I think that’s why they’ve chosen him, because he can be dismissed as having been in a deteriorating state of health, but it also means I can’t warn him. He wouldn’t understand. This is down to me.”
In the silence that followed, Lorraine for the first time heard the ticking of a large grandfather clock on one side of the barn. It stood beside a coffee machine and two large couches, positioned for leisurely viewing of the cows.
Inevitably, the ticking brought back vivid memories of the clock created by the son who had been taken from her far too soon — the son who had been taken from her by Barbara’s reckless driving.
“Sue,” Barbara said, using the spur-of-the-moment alias Lorraine had come up with for herself, “I’m begging you. This is about Vito and the others, but I can’t let someone else die. I can’t.”
“Someone else?” Lorraine asked. “But with the first guy, Ivan, you didn’t know he was going to die, right? Was there someone in between?”
Barbara shook her head. “Before.”
In Lorraine's pocket, a tiny recording device from the surveillance kit she had carried across the solar system in her cross-body bag was picking up every word of this conversation in crystal clear audio quality. “Before?” she asked.
Barbara sighed deeply. “My name used to be Barbara Louden,” she admitted, her eyes fighting back tears as she let out the words that had been longing to escape for so long. “Thirty-five years ago I killed a boy in a head-on collision, one that was entirely my fault, and I’ve been running from the truth ever since.”
Jackpot.
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Within hours of arriving at Sunset Stays, in her first full day, Lorraine Greene had gotten what she came for.
Barbara’s double-confession of her name and culpability had come so much more easily than Lorraine expected, she didn’t even know how to react. This was the gotcha she had longed for, but it didn’t feel like a victory.
Other lives were on the line now, one as imminently as later that very day, and it seemed as though the only way to do anything about it was to put her differences with Barbara aside — at least for now — and focus on saving those who hadn’t yet been taken before their time.
“I need your help, Sue,” Barbara pleaded. “I need you to go into the Doctor Richardson’s office and look around at whatever you can see while I distract him on the outside. I’m sorry to drag you into this and especially to worry you by saying you were in danger, but I had to think fast. I’m just glad some newcomers got here in time and that one of them went for a walk on the first day instead of going straight to bed.”
Lorraine naturally kept quiet about the reasons for this, which were of course rooted in her plan to secure the kind of confession Barbara had just offered up on a silver platter. After a quick nod, she decided to push for a little bit more. “You’re saying you killed a boy in a car crash?”
“It was big news at the time,” Barbara confirmed, more than a little shame in her tone. “You would have seen it if you were local. No one knew this, but I was pregnant when the crash happened. I’d been trying for years and then when it finally seemed like I was getting what I always wanted, I lost him. That very day, that very hour, I had just found out it was a boy. I was trying to call my sister to tell her. I was on the way to see her, but I couldn’t wait. So I took my eyes off the road for, I don’t know, three seconds. But it was three seconds too long. I lost control of my vehicle and hit right into the other car. The driver was just a kid, only a week past earning his license.”
Lorraine said nothing.
“He was driving at 32,” Barbara went on, “two miles an hour over the limit, so my legal team went on a PR offensive about an irresponsible teenager speeding down a residential street. You know, about how it could have been worse and how rather than my car he could have collided with one of the children who are often cycling around the area. I didn’t like that line of defence, but I couldn’t go to jail. My lawyer told me I could spend the next decade feeling guilty in a jail cell or I could spend my life feeling guilty on the outside. I went for number two and believe me, he was right. The guilt doesn’t go away. If anything it grows, each day passing day just one more I know I’ve taken from that poor family’s future.”
“Did you ever talk to the family?” Lorraine asked. There was no anger in her tone and less anger within her than she would have believed possible a few moments earlier. The remorse coming from Barbara was most unexpected, and it carried a surprising weight.
“Only in court,” Barbara replied, “and only what my lawyer told me to say. He was more interested in what I didn’t say… like sorry, because that would have implied guilt. I know it’s selfish to make it about me, but I wish they could know how sorry I am.”
Without doubt, Lorraine knew that Barbara was being sincere. It had inevitably crossed her mind at first that Barbara might be pretending not to recognise her, confessing to a supposed stranger like this as a means of breaking the ice and hoping for mercy from a grief stricken mother who had evidently crossed the solar system to secure justice for her son. Within a few seconds, though, she was absolutely sure that there wasn’t an actor in the world who could fake these emotions.
“I ran and I ran, all the way here,” Barbara said with a faint sob. “But that’s the trouble with running away from yourself: wherever I wake up, there I am.”
“Why didn’t your legal team use the pregnancy for sympathy when they were hitting the other driver’s speed?” Lorraine asked. She was genuinely curious about this, recalling how ruthless the defence had been and struggling to understand why they’d leave something so big out of the equation.
“They didn’t know,” Barbara said. “I didn’t want anyone else to know. It was hard enough.”
Thirty-five years on, Lorraine Greene came to realise that even when they weren’t equally balanced, there truly were two sides to every story — even one as seemingly straightforward as hers.
“I know the losses weren’t equal,” Barbara said. “I lost a future with my son, but the boy’s parents lost their future with him and had the happy memories of his childhood stolen too. We both lost our futures that day, but the losses weren’t equal and both of them were my fault. I can’t undo what I did, but I have to do whatever I can to stop anyone else from being killed. Sue, I need to blow this whole thing up before it’s too late.”
A silence circled once more, punctuated only by the ticking clock.
“Right, Sue?”
Lorraine shook her head.
“No?” Barbara asked.
“No,” Lorraine said firmly. “We need to blow this whole thing up before it’s too late.”
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Before daylight arrived on Sunset Stays, Lorraine invited Barbara to her new home to look at some equipment that might prove helpful in the formulation of a plan to save poor Vito’s life and bring to justice those responsible for premeditated crimes of greed that greatly outranked everything Barbara was guilty of.
“Woah,” Barbara gasped, reacting to the slew of surveillance gadgets Lorraine produced from a small pouch in her trusty cross-body bag. “Why do you have all this stuff? How do you have all this stuff? Were you a detective or something or Earth.”
“Sure was,” Lorraine lied, content that this one was white enough in the current context. “But listen: you know this place a lot better than I do. How big is Dr Richardson’s office? Where can I leave a bug? Is there going to be an opportunity for me to get near his phone, or just try to read whatever is lying around?”
“Our main hope is that the computer is active,” Barbara said. “But really, this stuff gives us so many options for later in the day. We could put something on his jacket — these are tiny! — especially if there’s a camera that could then show us the access codes and stuff like that. Do you have anything like that? Something that would stream a video feed to us, that kind of thing?”
Lorraine reached for a pinhole camera and handed it to Barbara. “Yeah, but we’re going to have to act fast.”
“Absolutely. I’ll stick this to his collar or something, which won’t be as hard as it sounds when he’s not remotely suspecting us of anything, but we won’t rely on that. I’ll do it while you’re rooting around in there, in case you don’t find what we need. Can you think of anything else we can try? It makes sense to try everything at once. There’s always a risk of getting caught, with the security systems they’re bound to have, but remember what I said: I’ve already sent a message to Earth laying everything out and predicting Vito’s death. If we fail, they still go down. Today is about saving Vito; after tomorrow, one way or another, the rats are going down and if we’re detained or anything in the meantime it won’t be for long.”
“What about the dog?” Lorraine suddenly thought. “From yesterday, in the rose garden.”
Barbara couldn’t hide her confusion. “Winston? What about him?”
“Well, as a backup, if I can’t get into the office, maybe we could put something on his collar and find a way to get him in there? I can have him at my side. He seemed to like me.”
Barbara gave a half-shrug-half-nod, as though she didn’t see that idea going anywhere but also didn’t see any harm in it. “Okay… you get all the equipment we’ll need, set up whatever you have to set up, and meet me at the cows again in a half-hour. I’ll get Winston and we can talk over the final plan there. Okay?”
Lorraine nodded decisively.
Barbara took one last impressed look at the myriad of surveillance equipment. “If it wasn’t for you, this would be a whole lot harder,” she said. “I needed someone new to help out but damn if I didn’t hit the jackpot with you. I’m so glad I saw you yesterday.”
“Likewise,” Lorraine replied. “Now let’s get to it.”
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Though not quite as lazy as the unusually late-sleeping cows, Winston the terrier didn’t look best thrilled to be up and about at 6am when Lorraine met him and Barbara in the barn.
The picturesque streets of Sunset Stays were still silent and deserted, with everyone seemingly in agreement with the schedule of a 7am sunrise.
Reliably perfect weather was a big benefit of the community for many, along with the absolute safety it provided in contrast to retirement communities on Earth which were sometimes seen as easy targets for fraudsters and thieves.
Fraudsters and thieves were the least of the residents’ concerns when a corrupt and murderous ‘doctor’ lived among them, Lorraine considered, but she and her unlikeliest of all allies were now set to stop the evil scheme in its tracks before another victim paid the price for trusting Oscar Richardson.
For the next ten minutes, Barbara listened attentively as Lorraine explained the functions of the surveillance equipment she had more than a little ironically brought with her to use against Barbara herself. Divulging this would have achieved nothing, of course, so Lorraine tried to ignore it and focus instead on the task at hand.
Barbara then took over with a basic description of Dr Richardson’s office and where she thought Lorraine would have the best chance of placing bugs. “I’ll be putting a camera on his collar, remember, in case we need the computer codes for later, but I’ll also be trying to occupy him outside the office for as long as I can so you can snoop around.”
Little Winston yawned every few minutes as he lay at their feet.
It was decided that the plan would begin at breakfast time. Barbara would call Dr Richardson and ask him to check something on the system — she told Lorraine to trust that she’d think of the most conceivable justification before the time came — at which point he would enter his office and Lorraine would arrive to ask some newcomers’ questions of her own shortly thereafter.
Barbara would then soon call him again and say that she’d fallen, at which point Lorraine — still talking to Richardson by his door — would casually place something in the frame to jam it in the expectation he would swing it shut behind him while rushing towards the annoyingly loud Barbara in lieu of making sure it closed securely.
Lorraine would take Winston and his collar-mounted backup camera in with her when the coast was clear, hoping he would stay quiet enough to record some incriminating conversations if she had to leave.
There was a lot of hoping and expecting, admittedly, but the duo’s plan didn’t entirely depend on immediate success. As long as Barbara got a camera on Richardson’s collar, it was only a matter of time until they got what they needed be it in the form of an unexpectedly outright vocal confession — like Barbara’s own — or be it a revelation of the codes they needed to access the office and its computer system without him later in the day.
Time wasn't exactly on their side, but this simultaneous attack on all fronts gave them the best chance of saving Vito and making Richardson and his cash-hungry accomplices pay for their devious crimes.
And although there were a lot of moving parts, the plan in terms of its specific action steps was actually quite straightforward for each woman. When the time came, Lorraine bid farewell to Barbara and took her new friend Winston to their waiting spot outside of Dr Richardson’s office.
Barbara’s call from the breakfast canteen came right on time, and Dr Richardson arrived at his door in something of a hurry. Lorraine knocked on the door while he was inside and introduced herself as a new arrival, asking the questions Barbara had suggested which were all along the lines of whether it was normal for the air in her home to have a mild metallic taste.
Richardson was understandably taken aback by that and said it sounded like an issue to raise with the environmental team. He impatiently asked if that would be all, and when he rifled through a digital filing system for the data Barbara had requested, Lorraine took advantage of his focus and placed a small block of wood in the door; just big enough to stop it from closing securely, but hopefully not so big that it would bounce open wildly and noisily if slammed.
Lorraine tried to stall him, seeking for ways to justify her continued presence in a hallway she’d otherwise have no reason to be in. Barbara’s second call should be coming any seco—
And right on cue, there it was.
“Oh, God,” Richardson said, sounding at least as exasperated as he was concerned about Barbara’s supposed fall. She would cleverly use his physical assistance in helping her up as her way of attaching a small camera to his collar — a move she had practiced a few times on Lorraine before they parted ways — and so far it was all going well. “Don’t move, I’ll be there soon.”
“Anything I can help with?” Lorraine asked.
“What? Oh, no. Just a fall,” Richardson said more than a little snappily. By this point Lorraine hardly needed proof that he wasn’t a nice man, but his mannerisms were providing it nonetheless. With a casual flick of his arm, Richardson firmly swung the door shut and hurried off down the hallway.
Lorraine closed her eyes and hoped not to hear a conspicuous bang. She didn’t, and quickly opened them to the welcome sight of a partially ajar door. “Come on, boy,” she whispered to Winston. “We’re in.”
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With more than a little hesitation, Lorraine led Winston inside the demented Dr Richardson’s office then closed the door again, taking care to be sure it didn’t close all the way in case a key or fingerprint or even some code she didn’t know might be needed to get out.
It didn’t look like it, but there was no sense in taking an unnecessary risk.
Either way, there was no going back now: she was all the way in.
Lorraine proceeded to work like a hungry ant, sweating to prove it as she placed cameras and audio recording devices in every safe spot she could see. Once this core task was complete she tried to access the computer but found an iris scan security feature there was simply no way past without at least having the master override code.
That would have been too easy, she reflected, trying not to take it as a loss.
She then turned her attention to the drawers on the other side of the room, a tall metallic filing unit that she hoped could house the kind of documents a nefarious individual might wish to keep off a centralised network system.
More frustratingly than with the computer, she quickly realised that she was locked out of the drawers too.
Winston was sniffing around, looking for whatever might interest a dog in a room like this, while Lorraine kept scanning every nook and cranny for something she might have missed.
Then, however, came something she couldn’t miss. Footsteps, getting unmistakably closer, followed by a hand on the doorknob.
Oh God…
Lorraine thanked her lucky stars for Winston as he began to bark loudly, apparently sensing the fear on his new friend’s face. This at least gave her the opportunity to hide without her movements being heard, and it might yet save her from being caught.
Lorraine used the few moments she had to crouch down and hide behind the desk, hoping and praying that Winston’s presence would save her bacon if the returning doctor took him away and thus gave her a chance to get out while she could so she and Barbara could regroup and try something else.
Winston’s defensive yelps grew louder as he positioned himself between Lorraine’s hiding place and the door.
She held her breath, doing all she could to stay deathly still and doubly quiet. Being busted was not an option; not if they wanted to save Vito, a man she had never met but was keen to protect at almost any cost, and not if they wanted to ensure avoiding serious short-term repercussions themselves.
Oscar Richardson was a stone-cold killer and would quite possibly have no qualms about expediting the end of Lorraine’s stay in order to protect his demented operation.
The barking reached a crescendo as the door swung open, then stopped all of a sudden to leave only silence.
“Huh?” a male voice murmured to break it, in doing so confirming Lorraine’s fearful suspicion that the incoming individual wasn’t Barbara after all.
Winston, clearly familiar with the man and no longer sensing any danger, immediately reverted to his typical placid self.
Lorraine, meanwhile, sensed so much danger that she could feel a pulse in her forehead. She wished she’d had the time to close the file drawer before hiding, but it simply hadn’t been possible.
It was now obvious that someone had been snooping.
As Lorraine reached with a shaking hand to secure her tiny brow-based camera after her urgent crouch had dislodged it, the unthinkable happened: it fell to the ground and rolled forward, its solid black colour visible against the perfectly white tile flooring even at such a small size. The fact it was moving made it visible first to Winston, whose curious reaction quickly brought it to the man’s attention.
The problem wasn’t that he might identify it as a camera, but rather that he had seen where it came from and was already stepping towards the far side of his desk. Without speaking, he took several ominous strides.
“I got lost,” she said, the words weak. “I’m sorry. I just got here yesterday and I—”
“Lorraine? Is that you?” the voice asked. Now that it was speaking words rather than merely grunting in surprise, she recognised it clearly as that of her chaperone from the previous day — and indeed the previous seven months.
She stood up. “I don’t know what Winston wanted in here but—”
“Enough of the crap,” he said, interrupting for the second time in succession. “The dog wanted to look in the filing system, too, huh? Just what the hell is really going on here? First you wanted to explore on the first day, then you decided to go to bed after all, and now this?”
Lorraine’s expression was tense. Fearful. Conflicted.
The chaperone, as nameless as the day she met him, stepped towards the filing cabinet and looked at the open section. He immediately stepped back.
With a series of efficient moves he then walked to the door, securely locked it from the inside, and bore down on Lorraine. “What did you see?” he asked, his gaze as intense as any she had ever seen.
There was no other way out; all Lorraine could do was tell the chaperone everything and hope her initial instincts to like him were correct.
Revealing what she was about to reveal could go one of two ways, and the good one seemed like a long-shot. At best he was bound to think she was crazy, she figured, and at worst he was in on the whole thing.
Given that he was the person responsible for carrying high-paying passengers from Earth to the Augusto, Lorraine knew that the chaperone must have been held in a position of major trust among the Sunset Stays management team. Like Dr Oscar Richardson, she worried that he was neck deep in the terrible conspiracy.
“Richardson is killing patients on purpose,” she blurted out. “The game is up: a message with proof is already on its way to Earth. Ivan was the last resident they knocked off and a guy called Vito is next. It’s not too late for Vito — he’s scheduled to die hours after Richardson ‘attends’ to him later today — but it is too late for everyone involved in this. It’s over. Where do you stand?”
The chaperone’s expression stiffened like never before. “Oh, Lorraine. I really wish you hadn’t told me that…”
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Lorraine closed her eyes, still unsure which way the chaperone was going to go.
Was he in on it? Was he as appalled as she was?
The chaperone’s expression would have fitted equally well on a waxwork as a live human, so perfectly still was his every facial muscle for several long seconds. “V-V-Vito?” he stammered.
As his mind all but exploded with this knowledge, Lorraine breathed a huge sigh of relief.
Like with Barbara earlier in the day, not even an A-list actor could fake a reaction like this one. The chaperone looked not only stunned but broken; betrayed by those he worked for, and who he thought shared a similar fondness for the community’s residents.
“Ivan?” he went on, fighting tears. “Richardson killed Ivan? He’s… killing patients? For what, the money? Joining fees? Because of the limit on monthly and annual population increases? Lorraine, are you really telling me you have proof of this?”
“Correct. Some is on its way to Earth already, including a warning about Vito dying today. If that had come to pass, it would have been unequivocal, but we still have enough. And if we can just get into these systems…”
“This could kill Sunset Stays,” the chaperone lamented, his shoulders falling as though carrying a great weight on each side. “Everything we worked for. He put his life into this. Whatever is going on and whoever has been in on it, I can promise you my dad isn’t one of them, okay? He would nev—”
“Wait, you’re Leo Harmon?!” Lorraine asked, stunned to be saying it. “Xavier Harmon’s son? Xavier Harmon who founded and operates this whole Sunset Stays community!”
“I’m also Beth Harmon’s son, but no one ever leads with that…” Leo said with a laudable attempt to inject a moment of humour. “Richardson. God. Oscar damn Richardson. Head of medicine. Head of medicine, with the keys to the kingdom, and he does this!”
Leo’s anger was understandable, but four words in particular caught Lorraine’s ear. “Keys to the kingdom…” she said. “Leo, you must have the computer override codes, right? Or if not, surely your dad will?”
Walking like every step was a colossal effort, Leo positioned himself in front of Richardson’s computer and entered the override code. Just like that, he was in.
“The son on a bitch has had a dozen calls with Colin Nelson this week,” Leo reported within a few seconds. “All auto-recordings deleted. Jesus.”
“Nelson… Nelson. Should I know that name?” Lorraine asked.
Leo, still ‘the chaperone’ in her mind, shook his head. “No reason you would, I suppose, but he’s Sunset Stays’ CFO. From what I can see this is between him and Richardson. Operating profit drives Nelson’s bonuses and there’s way more than enough left over to pay Richardson to make this happen. I can’t believe how detailed this all is: look at it! They have spreadsheets on spreadsheets covering expected death dates and whose they can most easily bring forward without raising any suspicions. The more I look, the worse it gets. Oh God, Ivan… you were right. They killed Ivan. And it goes back, all the way to…”
Leo couldn’t even finish the sentence.
“It’s over,” Lorraine said. “Just make sure all of the data on the systems and local drives is secure, then everyone who should pay for this will pay for this and everyone who’s innocent will be cleared.”
“You’ll trust me to do that?” Leo asked.
Lorraine nodded. “I know you didn’t know. You’re not like him, Leo, you’re good. I saw that in your eyes right away and I still see it now. If you think your father is clear, I’m not going to second guess that. The data won’t lie.”
Although she did trust Leo, Lorraine very sensibly stopped short about telling him of all the cameras she had placed in the room, which would monitor his actions on the computer and catch any fast-and-loose data deletion a less trustworthy man might engage in. She really didn’t expect anything like that, not for a second, but with so much on the line she felt that it would have been criminally irresponsible to leave any stone unturned.
“I’ll get Vito to a secure location,” Leo said. “You and Linda are free to join him there, or you can go about your daily business and pretend nothing has happened here. Similarly, you can both take credit for this if you want it — or you can continue with your lives while we ensure the culprits are punished. I would ask that you keep quiet until Richardson has been reprimanded, which will be by the end of the day and just as soon as we have a strong enough case to call in the Augusto security corps and make sure the detention centre is ready. They aren’t exactly used to a high turnover of perps, you know? Nothing like this ever happens here. And thanks to you, this won’t happen again. I’ll secure this data then get out of here and make sure everything he says and does for the rest of the day is monitored. When he can’t find Vito, the very least we’ll get as an incriminating call to Colin Nelson.”
That the resort’s Chief Financial Officer was implicated showed just how bold the scheme had been, and like Leo himself Lorraine could only hope it wouldn’t be shown to have run even higher.
“Could you maybe open the drawers before I go?” Lorraine asked. “Just so we can see what kind of stuff he has in there? I’ve come this far…”
Leo gladly obliged, but within a few minutes of hurried browsing they were in agreement that only standard medical records were housed in the physical drawer unit. Some were no doubt called upon in making the gruesome decisions that were fully documented on the computer.
“I kind of expected the worst stuff to be in here,” Lorraine said. “On TV shows, the bad guys usually keep the most incriminating documents and data offline, you know?”
Leo shrugged. “I think in real life, no one who’s crass enough to do something like this is wise enough to worry that much about getting caught.”
“Makes sense.”
Winston walked snugly past Lorraine’s right leg several times, recognising from her movements that she was about to leave and clearly hinting that he wanted to go with her. She crouched to pick him up, still surprised by how light he was.
“And seriously, Lorraine,” Leo said,” I could never thank you enough for uncovering this. What you’ve exposed could kill our whole Sunset Stays project, but at least Oscar Richardson can’t kill another single one of our residents.”
“I didn’t do all of the work,” Lorraine replied humbly, “I just got here at the right time.”
Leo smiled. “Either way, I’m damn glad you did. Now if you could work with whoever else got it rolling to keep this son of a bitch out of here for another half-hour while I take care of everything…”
“On it,” Lorraine said. “Good luck.”
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Trusting Leo Harmon and reassured by the presence of her own army of cameras and bugs, Lorraine Greene cut a spritely figure as she walked with Winston towards the breakfast canteen where she expected to find Barbara still distracting the red-handed Dr Oscar Richardson.
Little Winston yelped as they arrived. At first it could have looked to an observer as though he was barking at Richardson, somehow knowing of the man’s evil ways, but it soon became apparent that he was instead concerned for the largely concealed Barbara.
Barbara was putting on a good show and had earned a good crowd to match, but her faux-dazed expression brightened when Lorraine came into her eye-line.
“Sue!” she said. It took Lorraine a second to remember again that she was Sue, as far as Barbara knew. At the same moment, and in the nick of time, she remembered that Barbara went by Linda here.
“Linda, are you okay?” she asked, feigning an appropriate level of concern.
“Oh Sue, it was awful! I fell on my, you know, the foot, but this kind Dr Dickson has been helping try to—”
“Richardson,” the soon to be arrested murderer corrected. He shook his head in impatience. Lorraine, with a keen eye trained in the right place, could just detect the presence of a pinhole camera on the front of his collar.
Nice work, ‘Linda’, she smiled to herself.
Lorraine assisted in the distraction by countering every suggestion Dr Richardson made, such as encouraging Barbara to grip a chair leg tightly when he told her to do so loosely and stating her belief that sitting down for another few minutes would be wiser than standing too quickly.
“Too quickly? I’ve been here for almost forty minutes!” Richardson lamented.
Lorraine tried not to smile, but Barbara could sense the news was very good.
Around ten minutes later, far quicker than Lorraine had expected and even more surprisingly for Barbara who didn’t yet know about Leo Harmon’s intervention, two burly Augusto Security Corps officers arrived on the scene.
Something undeniably incriminating had clearly come up in Leo’s data analysis, and he had wasted precious little time in calling it in.
“Oh, Officers, are you here to help me?” Barbara asked, really nailing the ageing damsel in distress act to perfection.
One replied gruffly: “We’re here for your friend, ma’am. Oscar Richardson, you’re under arrest.”
“What’s the meaning of this?!” he protested furiously. “You jumped up bodyguards don’t—”
Knowing full well the depravity of what Richardson had done, one of the guards stunned him with a taser. “That’s for big Ivan,” he muttered.
As Richardson hit the ground, Barbara stepped up and brushed the dust from her clothes. “About time,” she joked to Lorraine. “What kept you?”
“Come on,” Lorraine grinned as the guards leaned down to lift Richardson and take him away. “I’ll fill you in. Everyone else, you guys’ll hear soon.”
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The hours after Oscar Richardson’s highly public exposé and takedown were less dramatic than the days that followed, when a vast network of investigators from various areas of Augusto came together for a full sweep of Sunset Stays’ computer system and deep interrogation of every staff member.
A belated full analysis of Richardson’s most recent victim, Ivan Bannerman, suggested low-grade poisoning over the course of several weeks followed by some kind of delayed shock in the hours after his final visit to Richardson’s office of death.
More would be learned as time passed and deeper analysis of everything the demented doctor had touched was conducted, but the pattern was already fairly clear.
Leo ‘the chaperone’ Harmon’s account of what he did in Richardson’s office and the smoking gun he found on the computer was true to the letter, as proven by the surveillance footage Lorraine’s cameras captured to confirm that her trust and faith in him had been well placed.
The smoking gun came in the form of an undeleted call between Richardson and the crooked CFO whose bribes funded his evil, a call which candidly exposed key elements of their plan in succinctly explicit detail.
Leo’s father Xavier made the rare step of addressing the community via a video message from Earth, such was the gravity of the situation, and he somberly relayed the news that his disgraced CFO had been handed over to Earth-based law enforcement officials and would be tried as an accessory to murder.
A final decision on whether Oscar Richardson would be returned to Earth or kept incarcerated on Augusto was a matter for international governments rather than himself, Xavier said, but he wanted Richardson as far from Sunset Stays and its residents as possible.
No one watching the video disagreed.
Xavier took a moment to thank Linda Young and Lorraine Greene, which drew a confused look from Linda given that until this very moment she had always thought of Lorraine as Sue. Lorraine grinned, but they would discuss it after the video announcement.
Xavier Harmon concluded by making an offer to every resident of Sunset Stays: anyone who wished to return to Earth could do so on the next flight out, leaving the very next day, and would receive a full refund of every penny they’d paid for their space — regardless of how long they had been in the community.
The harrowing events and understandable erosion in trust among some residents meant both that Xavier had to make this offer and that dozens felt compelled to take it, but an overwhelming majority of residents opted to stay in their picturesque community.
Among them was Lorraine Greene, but she wasn’t sure which way Barbara would go.
Aside from the obvious, everything Lorraine had seen of Sunset Stays was not just pleasant but wonderful. The residents got along brilliantly and no one ever looked sad or alone; two points which may not have been the case if they had been left to see out their final years alone on Earth, often with no family nearby and no surviving circle of friends.
The physical environment was unmatched, too, with a permanently comfortable temperature and no threat of any extreme weather phenomena. This was a big plus point for Lorraine, a veteran of more tornadoes than she would care to count.
When the video announcement finished, Lorraine and Barbara left the huge public hall for a quieter talking spot: the barn.
They didn’t quite have it all to themselves but they certainly had their privacy, with only Winston sitting within a few metres. Lorraine surprised herself by not even thinking about whether or not to chat with Barbara now that their work together was complete. She wouldn’t have described them as friends — at least not yet — but the depth and gravity of what they had been embroiled in together had certainly tempered the feelings of burning rage and sometimes hatred that had taken so much of Lorraine’s energy over the past thirty-five years.
Learning not only what Barbara had been through — both on and since the fateful day of the crash — but also hearing the level of her remorse, Lorraine couldn’t help but regret having held on to the violent ill-feeling for so long. It hadn’t brought Nathan back and had at times threatened to drive a wedge between her and her usually more pragmatic husband Bill, and in the end a game of hatred was a game with no victor.
“So, Sue… if that is your real name,” Barbara laughed. “Oh wait, it’s not. Are you staying or are you going home? I know you just got here but I don’t know which way that swings it.”
“I’m staying,” Lorraine said. “You?”
Barbara hesitated. “I prevented further death here, but that doesn’t change what I did on Earth. I’m going to go home. I’m going to turn myself in.”
“No,” Lorraine said, speaking without even considering the response. “That helps no one. Trust me, it’s not what anyone would want.”
“Huh?” Barbara asked, unable to hide her confusion. “What does that mean?”
Lorraine reached into her pocket. “All of the equipment… I brought it to get incriminating proof of something someone did a long time ago. I’m glad I brought it, because it helped us against Richardson, but that’s not who I came here for.”
“I don’t know what— wait…” Barbara said as it began to sink in. She still couldn’t fully believe it; not until the change in Lorraine’s expression from neutral to sorrowful sealed the deal.
Without another word, Lorraine placed two photos face-up on the table. Both images were 35-years-old, one of Nathan Greene and one of Barbara Louden.
Barbara’s face lost all colour.
Tears then welled in her eyes more voluminously than Lorraine had ever seen, somehow without falling, at least until a firm blink brought a sustained trickle and then a more explosive flood. Barbara lifted a hand to cover her deepening sobs, which Winston’s concerned yelping somewhat masked in the sparsely populated barn.
The cows outside were mooing every now and again but some of the other residents present did hear the crying, which the emotional roller coaster of the past few days apparently explained sufficiently without any particular suspicions arising.
“I’m so sorry,” Barbara said, taking a single sharp breath and simultaneously pinching the bridge of her nose in a bid to ward off any further waterworks. “I’ll never stop being sorry.”
Lorraine nodded. “Neither will I, but I know you’re sincere. And Barbara… you can feel guilty in a prison cell on Earth or you can feel forgiven here.”
These words, reworked from a statement made by Barbara’s lawyers all those decades earlier, packed a powerful punch. Only now did she realise that just as Barbara had lived with the weight of guilt for so long, her own life had been weighed down by a hatred that often crossed a line in wishing for vengeance rather than justice.
“Barbara, nothing can bring back what’s been lost,” she continued, “but we can always fight to keep what we have. You can always fight to keep what you have. Winston, the cows, and your friends here on Sunset Stays. All of them.”
Barbara forced a nod. “I’ll stay,” she said. “Thank you.”
As Lorraine exhaled slowly and peacefully, a loudly ticking grandfather clock punctuated the long overdue move from one stage of her life to another.
In one fell swoop, two weights were lifted.



My fourth standalone Sci-Fi Sizzler, Pumpkin Splice , is available to order now. Click here to order via Amazon.
Pumpkin Splice
The strange sounds. The weird lights. The ever-increasing security around Farmer Johnson's barn...
When Tobias and Kira raise the alarm from the next farm over, they're dismissed as two meddling kids with two overactive imaginations.
But as the Halloween festival draws near and tourists flock to their usually sleepy town of Hallow Creek, those two meddling kids' one crazy idea might be the only thing that can stop disaster in its tracks.
No tricks. No treats. Just a pumpkin splice shockoccino with a dash of danger and a sprinkle of terror...
Click here to order Pumpkin Splice via Amazon.





Author’s Notes
Thank you for reading Sunset Stays, the fourth of my new standalone Sci-Fi Sizzlers. Next up is Pumpkin Splice, an exciting new story you can order now on Amazon by clicking here.
Sunset Stays is an idea I’ve been excited about for several months and it’s great to be able to share this story with you now.
More than any of the other Sizzlers so far, this is the one that I’ve felt could most naturally be written as a longer form work. The world of Augusto might be a few hundred million miles from Earth, but in terms of potential my long-term readers might agree that it’s not a million miles away from Terradox.
If you haven’t yet checked out my space opera/exploration based Terradox series, there are four full novels waiting for you beginning with the bestselling first book. You can pick up Terradox by clicking here, or dive into the full Terradox Quadrilogy box set for a great-value discount price.
Please let me know what you think of Sunset Stays. Reviews and word-of-mouth recommendations are the oxygen of modern publishing, so every kind word is greatly appreciated and really does make a difference.
To reach me directly, discuss anything related to my books, keep up to date with what’s coming next and even have a chance to read some of my work before it goes public, you can click here to join my Facebook fan group.
If you haven’t done so already, for general updates you can sign up to my email newsletter by clicking here.
But don’t forget, my Facebook group is the best place to go for discussion and info.
Thanks again for checking out Sunset Stays! I hope to see you next month for Pumpkin Splice.
Craig A. Falconer
— Scotland, September 2020
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