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Map ISS



PROLOGUE


"Okay, folks, you know the drill. Ten-minute break then we're back online. Get some coffee, stretch your legs." Dr. Dietrich Gensheimer, Flight Director at the Columbus Control Center in Oberpfaffenhofen near Munich, straightened up and looked over the edge of his eight interconnected monitors that formed a wide semicircle in front of him. His colleagues at the other workstations rolled their chairs back and made a beeline for the small door in the left wall, barely visible because it had been installed so seamlessly. They filed out in single file, and you could be forgiven for thinking that everything was perfectly normal. Actually, it was. As planned, the ISS had passed through the ZOE (Zone of Exclusion), the area over the Indian Ocean where the TDRS (Tracking and Data Relay Satellites) could not detect it and where there was a liberating ten minutes of radio silence. After the last failed Soyuz launch, everyone was a little nervous about even the slightest deviation.
The control room for the European "Columbus" module of the International Space Station ISS was no bigger than a spacious classroom, with a total of six workstations. They were squeezed between the wooden paneled wall at Dietrich's back, covered with posters of the module, and the screen that took up the entire front wall. It showed the empty module with its many drawers and panels hiding complex research equipment and materials - a prime example of European understatement. The image could easily have been mistaken for a live feed, were it not for the time display at the top right, which reminded him that it was frozen. Tired, he arched his back and stretched. A mighty yawn urged him to open his mouth until his jaws cracked, but he suppressed it, paying for his self-control with watery eyes. His vision was blurred as he looked at the old-fashioned egg timer in front of his row of screens, but he managed to press the pimple-like button to count down the ten minutes.
Tick-tock-tick-tock-tick-tock.
"We still have no signal," he heard his COL-DMS (Columbus Data Management System) colleague say and jumped in surprise. His egg timer had ten seconds left. Everyone was back at their desks.
Man, I'm really tired!
Even though his colleague was sitting just a few feet away - only two of the semicircular workstations separated them - his tired voice came through the headphones of his headset. Every word was recorded. "The new signal should be coming through now."
Dietrich waited anxiously, resting his chin on his propped-up hands so he could see the large screen over his monitors. The countdown was already at minus thirty seconds and flashing reddish with a hint of urgency.
"No video feed, no telemetry data, neither KU nor S-band," his colleague said with the appropriate calm, but a hint of tension was in his voice. The ZOE, the blind spot in NASA's satellite system that reroutes all communications to ground stations, not just the International Space Station (ISS), was usually predictable to the second.
"A slight delay can happen," Dietrich explained calmly, trying to maintain his slightly deeper boss voice. Relax, I'm here and have everything under control. "We'll wait. I'll make another call to Houston, but the signal should be back online soon." He typed on his keyboard. In the silence of the control center, where only the computers hummed like a swarm of bees, the keystrokes sounded almost crude and disturbing.
"Eurocom?" he asked into his headset when the red minus numbers exceeded three minutes, and Veronika, their mouthpiece to the astronauts, virtually connected from Cologne, replied with a hum.
"Nothing, no connection to the relays. I have nothing in my ears."
"All right, keep listening." Dietrich paused with his finger over the button for the direct line to Houston and his colleague Charles Maxdorff then lowered it again. In recent days, the Prometheus mission has become a source of concern at the Columbus Control Center (COL-CC), plagued by a series of small to medium-sized issues. The relentless stream of damage and emergency reports had resulted in more sleepless nights for the team than the entire three years since his promotion to Flight Director. Despite the challenges, they had successfully navigated every issue without facing any disasters. Indeed, had it not been for the excessive stress and severe lack of sleep, the Flight Director might have taken pride in advancing his career through adept crisis management
Do you call now and risk looking hysterical in front of your American colleagues? Or do you relax a bit, rub your temples, and repeat your mantra that the delay in contact is a minor problem? he thought. After all, a six-month mission isn't going to fail because of a brief loss of communication. The chances of that are ... slim anyway. Just as his sense of duty was winning the battle against his pride, and he was about to press the direct line button, a call came in: Mission Control, Houston.
With a furrowed brow, he pressed the button to answer.
"Charles, you took your time. Did you have to send someone up with a wrench?" he asked in English.
"Munich," a voice with an American accent answered. It didn't belong to Charles. "This is Director Jameson." Dietrich immediately stiffened. A flurry of excitement hit him like an electric shock. "We have a problem."
"I'm receiving a data transmission," Bastian shouted from COL-DMS farther ahead, and images that were being transmitted directly from NASA appeared on the screen. Dietrich's throat suddenly felt raw and scratchy as he stood up and leaned over the monitors as if he couldn't believe what he was seeing.
"We just got these satellite images in after we lost contact with the space station," the NASA director continued in his ear. "It looks like there was an incident during the timeout. Do you have the images yet?"
"Yes," Dietrich croaked barely audibly, clearing his throat briefly.
"Yes, I can see them."
"The PROM module is no longer there and the rough shading you see could be damage from a blast-off. Also, one of the Soyuz capsules is missing."
"Have you been able to establish a connection with the Soyuz?" asked Dietrich, again trying to keep his tone calm.
Keep calm. Just another problem in a chain of many.
"No, unfortunately not. It's silent, just like the ISS itself. Maybe the systems have failed, we don't know, but that's not all."
Unpleasant knots formed in Dietrich's shoulder muscles. "That's not all?"
"The station seems to have started to wobble and is slowly losing altitude. Precise calculations are still pending, but my people are certain that it will crash if it can't be stabilized," Director Jameson replied.
"I suggest we leave the line open and share our data in real time."
"Of course." Dietrich muted the connection and then tapped a button that connected him to all the personnel currently on duty working in the control center.
"This is COL-Flight, there has been an incident on the ISS. All personnel are being called to their stations immediately!" He pressed another button. "Bastian, wake them up."
"Who?" came the reply from the data specialist.
"Everyone!" Dietrich didn't wait for an answer and pressed the next speed dial button instead. He had to call Paris and Darmstadt before the control room erupted into chaos.
Just another problem to solve, he kept telling himself in his mind as the dial tone beeped in his ears. He would have liked to believe it.



PART I
SPACE ODDITY
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AMINA, DAY 1, PARIS


Amina,
If you're reading this, you've probably already heard. Our time together in Cologne was the best of my life and yet I understand your desire to take the next step in your career. Perhaps Paris is the better place, and mission and crisis management the better job. I sense that you're staying because of me, but that you're facing obstacles in pursuing what you're really passionate about - your career. It pains me to see you compromise your dreams because of me. I made this decision for us, and you may feel it's unfair because I made it for you, too. I hope you know me better than that. I will never forget you and you will always have a place in my heart.
I promise.
Signed. Jules, May 21, 2018
Amina lowered the lined note, now yellowed with age, back into her lap and stared across the living room table at the television. The screen was dull and black. In the background, the wall clock ticked in time with her heartbeat, exuding a sense of loneliness and isolation, as if to remind her that the world outside still existed and that she could not escape it. It was no longer just the content of the note written in the handwriting she was so familiar with - curved serifs and straight majuscules - that made her stomach clench each time. It was the paper itself. Discolored and faded, it reminded her of how the merciless grip of time had taken everything and dragged it like a vortex into the past. But not this feeling in her stomach, which sometimes felt like she had swallowed a stone and sometimes like someone had punched her in the stomach. People liked to say that time heals all wounds, but she knew, not only from the letter, that people also liked to lie.
I promise, she repeated lamely in her mind. Her eyes wandered to the framed picture of a crossed-out cigarette pack held in a slender hand - it was her own - and the date, May 31st, 2018, from last year.
The soft meow cut through the viscous mass of her dark thoughts, abruptly bringing her back to the reality of the intrusive ticking of the clock.
"You're hungry, aren't you?" she asked in a hushed voice, scratching behind her cat's ears. Bazaraki meowed contentedly, shaking his red fur as he bumped his head against her palm and began to purr. Amina looked at him for a while, enjoying the feel of his soft fur against her skin. "There is something good in everything that happens, don't you think?"
Bazaraki answered with a disinterested purr and closed his eyes.
"A silly calendar saying?" She nodded and tried to banish the feeling of heaviness in her limbs. As if someone had poured lead into her bones, the grief pulled at her like an endless reminder that every wound left scars. "He couldn't have been more wrong with that pseudo-poetic crap."
"Meow!" complained Bazaraki, trying valiantly to regain her attention by pawing at her knitted sweater with his claws.
"Two years is enough time? I know that myself. But today is Sunday and I can't go to work on Sunday, remember?" She grabbed the heavy cat with both hands, surprised again at how heavy it had become, before setting it down on the floor and walking around the sofa.
Who would have thought that Sundays would become the thing I dreaded most in life.
The kitchen was separated from the living area by a high bar and looked almost as antiseptic as an operating room. Shades of gray and white were offset by a black stove that she hadn't... she couldn't even remember the last time she'd used it. Time to cook was the last thing she needed right now.
Before she had rounded the concrete pillar between the kitchen entrance and the hallway to her bedroom, a buzzing sound pulled her out of her thoughts. She took a step around the pillar and saw her smartphone dancing across the smooth marble surface of the counter to the rhythm of the vibrating alarm. She grabbed it like a fisherman grab's his rod when he has a bite and glanced at the screen before sighing and answering the incoming call.
"Hi, Mom."
"Hello, dear, it's Sunday and..."
"You always call me on Sundays, I know. But you know it's not even six in the morning, right?"
"Otherwise I can't get hold of you! Besides, you're always up at the most ungodly hours," her mother complained, sounding rather grumpy - but that was nothing new. Some people in her home country even thought that this way of speaking was part of Welsh culture. But she was sure that only a mother could utter that loving mixture of complaint, criticism, and tenderness.
"I love my work," Amina replied, shrugging as she opened one of the cabinets and awkwardly tried to wedge the flat phone between her shoulder and ear.
"You don't like anything else!"
"Then it's a good thing my work takes up a lot of time. It's good for my career, you know," she countered, pulling out the box of dry food next to the cereal, which Bazaraki commented on with an expectant meow. He stroked her legs restlessly, pacing back and forth between her bare feet and the cupboard.
"When are you coming home?" her mother wanted to know, and although she made an audible effort to make it sound like a casual question, the fact that they had lived together for over forty years was enough to make it clear that there was clear criticism in her voice. When Amina heard the word home, she felt a painful pang in her heart.
"I..." she replied in a hoarse voice and cleared her throat. "I have to see when I can take my next vacation."
"You haven't had a vacation in over a year! It's not right!"
"There's just a lot going on here at the moment," she lied, dropping an avalanche of unpleasant-smelling chunks of dried rabbit and lamb into Bazaraki's bowl. The cat had already pounced on it before she finished, and some of the food took a detour around his ears.
"It's Jules, isn't it?"
Amina placed the carton on the counter next to her and stared out of the small kitchen window at the rooftops of Paris. Thick clouds, saturated with gray moisture, hung over the city like a stained shroud, as if to emphasize her gloomy mood.
"That was two years ago, my love. Besides, he's still working in Germany and you're in Paris." Her mother paused. "Well, he's not with you anymore, and there are plenty of men out there."
If you only knew how long two years can feel, Amina thought and let out a long breath. She replied aloud, "Mom, that's the oldest saying in the world.
An intrusive beep announced a second caller. She removed her smartphone from her ear and looked at the display: an incoming call from Raphael Bertrand.
"Why, on a Sunday?"
"And that's why old sayings are more helpful than some therapy sessions. After all, aunt - what?" her mother interrupted herself, and only now did Amina realize that she had spoken her thoughts aloud. The beep sounded again.
"Mom, I have an important call from work. I'll call you back."
"Hey, I don't believe a word you say! You just want to..."
"I love you, Mom. Talk to you later!" She didn't even feel guilty when she hung up and the new call was answered automatically. Her interest in finding out what Bertrand wanted from her was too great. He had never called her on a Sunday before, and she had been working at ESA headquarters in Paris for two years.
"Young," she replied in a decidedly businesslike voice.
"Hello, Amina. This is Raphael Bertrand," the ESA Inspector General said.
Even without her trained ears, she would have heard immediately that he was worried. His voice vibrated like an arrow shot into a tree with too much force.
"You need to come to the office right away, there's been an incident."
"An incident?" she asked, and both the hoarse crunching of dry food between Bazaraki's teeth and the sound of the clock ticking automatically faded from her mind. Suddenly galvanized, she stopped pacing the kitchen like a tiger and frowned. "What kind of incident?"
"After the last scheduled communication interruption, the signal didn't come back online."
"Hardly a surprise given how the Prometheus mission has gone so far, a few more satellites having short-term glitches," she said tersely.
"Then Houston sent us satellite images of the station showing the PROM and one of the Soyuz capsules are missing."
"What?" she asked incredulously. "But ... why?"
"We don't know. But that's not all," the Frenchman continued breathlessly, sounding like he was in the middle of a long run. His accent had become much more pronounced and slurred over the course of their conversation, an unmistakable sign that he was really upset. "There is still complete radio silence, and the station’s orbit is undergoing orbital decay. It is lurching uncontrollably and will crash."
"It's crashing?" Amina had to clear her throat, because it suddenly felt as if she had swallowed a dry cloth.
"Oui. Come right away and pack some things, I don't know when you'll be able to go home again ..."
She kept the smartphone to her ear and went back into the living room to turn on the TV. The remote suddenly felt very heavy and her hands seemed smaller than usual.
"... so it's best not to take any more calls. I don't have to tell you how delicate the whole situation is and what's at stake for me ... for us."
"I'm on my way," she replied, hanging up absently as the first images of the ISS flickered across the screen. A newsreader - behind her a video recording of the intricate space station with its tubular modules and leaf-like solar panels - stood in the studio and explained some facts about the most expensive structure in history. Her professional, unemotional voice contrasted sharply with what she was saying: that the international joint project was in danger of burning up in the atmosphere in the near future, and that there was currently no information about the three missing crew members.
Amina changed the channel. On the screen, a woman appeared beside an image of the ISS, silhouetted against Earth’s dark terminator line—so strikingly similar to the previous ageless presenter that she warranted a second glance.
"The press offices of both the European Space Agency (ESA) and NASA are currently refusing to comment on the incident, which only became public a few minutes ago. When the Columbus Control Center in Oberpfaffenhofen was asked directly by the broadcaster for comments, they simply said that they could not comment on the current situation. The Columbus Control Center in Germany is used for direct communication with the European astronauts on board the ISS, and it is assumed that the information about the incident was released from there," the newscaster explained, as the image switched to another view of the space station against a glowing starry sky. Lines marked with numbers and vectors were superimposed. "Since its construction began in 1998, the International Space Station has been in orbit about two hundred and fifty miles away, fluctuating between 230 and 285 miles, circling the Earth once every 92 minutes. In doing so, it reaches an orbital speed of about 17,400 mph, which ensures that it does not crash back into the planet, but rather passes by it. However, due to friction with the atoms in the upper layers of the atmosphere, its altitude drops by up to 492 feet per day, requiring regular maneuvers to stabilize its orbit. Corrections from cold gas jets also keep the station stable in its orbit. However, these mechanisms have now failed for reasons that have not yet been explained. The station is losing altitude and falling. We can only speculate about the possible causes at this point, but based on the information currently available, it appears to be caused by the loss of the PROM module, which NASA, in cooperation with the BAEL Corporation, recently inaugurated as the latest addition to the ISS much to the media's interest. In addition, information from Oberpfaffenhofen, which has not yet been confirmed by official sources, indicates that one of the Soyuz capsules in which the current crew, led by German astronaut Thomas Ehrmann, flew to the ISS is missing. This could mean that there was an emergency on board and the crew, or at least part of the three-man crew, tried to get to safety. Until we ..."
Amina was startled when Bazaraki jumped onto her lap. She flinched and the cat jumped back to the floor with an indignant hiss. It sounded so high-pitched and loud, as if it came from invisible speakers. She hadn't even realized she'd sat down.
"Damn it!" she exclaimed, jumping up quickly. Adrenaline coursed through her veins like boiling oil, making her skin tingle. She had no time to lose. The disbelief and shock that Bertrand hadn't just made a bad joke - which wouldn't have been his style anyway - but that even the news was running the story had paralyzed her.
Amina ran frantically into the bedroom and stubbed her foot on the bedpost. She grunted in pain and turned to the closet. She hurriedly opened the mirrored door and tugged at the small overnight bag until it tumbled toward her between a couple of handbags and then fell onto the carpet. She hurriedly threw in a selection of underwear, various blouses, pants, and a couple of ESA-branded windbreakers, then shoved them all under the zipper. Fingers trembling with anticipation, she wrestled with the tiny metal clasp, pinching her skin in the process, until it finally closed, only to realize she'd forgotten her toiletry bag.
"What a bl ..." she started to curse again, but instead shooed Bazaraki away, who was sitting in the doorway with a disapproving look that only a tomcat could give, growling angrily. When she stormed towards him, he reluctantly moved out of the way and scampered off. In the bathroom, she grabbed her toothbrush, toothpaste, and tongue scraper from the jar and tossed them into her brown leather bag on the shelf next to the sink. After glancing behind the mirrored door, she grabbed the dental floss, painkillers, and tampons, then swept back into the bedroom like a whirlwind to stuff everything into the travel bag.
When she finally stood in front of the door to the hallway, her coat and scarf thrown carelessly around her, she mentally reviewed everything.
Charger, she thought and ran back.
Finally, she shrugged, sure she had forgotten something, and took the car keys from the small pegboard next to the intercom.
Bazaraki started to follow her, but shrank back when she shut the front door in his face. She dialed a number on her smartphone and scurried down the hall to the elevator.
It rang a few times, and each of the unexcited beeps seemed sluggishly slow to her, until finally a brittle old voice answered.
"Yes? Hello?"
"Hello, Mrs. Moreau. This is Amina Young, your neighbor."
"Oh, how nice, dear Ms. Young. Are you well? Did your mother..." the old lady, whose door she had just hurried past, began in her unhurried, storytelling manner.
"I'm very sorry, madam, but I'm a little stressed at the moment," she interrupted her neighbor with a twisted mouth. She hated it when she had to interrupt, knowing that she was dealing with a woman steeped in old French decorum, who valued politeness even more than her own husband. But some things could not wait. She could have phoned from the car, but if the police caught her with a cell phone to her ear again, she would lose her license. That was even worse for her career than being late in a crisis. "Could you do me a favor and look after Bazaraki for a few more days?"
"Are you all right?" asked Madame Moreau worriedly.
"Yes, everything's fine, I just got an important call from work and have to get to the office quickly," she assured her.
"Oh yes, I've seen it on TV. It's really bad what's happening!"
"Madame, I..." Amina kept pressing the elevator button, rolling her eyes impatiently.
"Come on, you fucking thing!"
"Excuse me? I don't understand English, dear Ms. Young," the old lady crowed.
"Oh, no, that's all right. If you could take him, that would be very kind."
"But of course, dear, don't worry about it."
"I appreciate it. I'll make it up to you."
"Oh, that won't be necessary."
The elevator announced with a ding that it had finally reached her floor, and the gray doors slid aside. Amina jumped in and punched the "ground floor" symbol and then the door lock button. "But don't give him any Camembert, will you? It gave him diarrhea last time, and his histamine tablets are in the kitchen in the second drawer to the left of the refrigerator. He always gets his food from me in the morning and after work around 10pm."
"Don't worry, dear," Madame Moreau assured her. "I'll take good care of the little fellow. He can watch the Lonteau Quiz with me, he likes it so much."
"Yes, of course," Amina replied quickly, adding before hanging up: "I'm in the elevator now and the reception is breaking up."
She exhaled a sigh of relief and leaned her head against the elevator wall for a moment. The almost overwhelming force of habit made her reach without thinking into the breast pocket of her coat, where until two years ago a pack of cigarettes had been. At least in extremely stressful situations, and she was pretty sure she would be in a lot of stressful situations in the near future.
The thoughts in her head swirled around, rolling like an avalanche into the valley of her consciousness, unleashing a veritable maelstrom of worry, speculation, and nervous tension. Tension mixed with a subtle note of excitement because something unusual was happening, even though she knew that human lives were at stake. Bertrand had been informed that there had been an incident on the ISS and that it was now losing altitude. The astronauts were trying to get to safety or had lost a Soyuz, she thought in the midst of the mental storm. But why does he need me, and why does he need me now?
After so many years, would he have listened to her mantra-like suggestions that important press releases should go through the hands of an experienced psychologist in order to direct the media coverage correctly? She could hardly imagine it, because the Inspector General was not a man who liked to change his mind. Like most men. Sure, maybe Bertrand just wanted to have her at the center to calm things down and be there as a contact person in case of a crisis, but then he wouldn't have called her personally. There had to be something else he hadn't told her on the phone. Something she couldn't see yet. But what could it be?
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AMINA, DAY 1, PARIS, ESA HEADQUARTERS


ESA's temporary headquarters were located at 26 rue du Général Bertrand, a small side street off rue de Sèvres, one of the arteries of the chaotic traffic in the center of Paris. From there, it was easy to reach the Eiffel Tower, Napoleon's tomb, and important points of contact such as the embassies of the member states. The "Bertrand" headquarters was only one of three in the metropolis, along with "Miollis" and "Daumesnil", and temporarily housed the offices of the Director General and his subordinate directors. All top-level administrative decisions were made there, while the other two were occupied with the more mundane concerns of a space agency. The building looked somewhat disappointing. While Miollis and Daumesnil were much more impressive office buildings with a modern aesthetic, Bertrand was a more restrained counterpart: a seven-story section of typical Parisian terraced houses made of red brick and sand-colored columns. A short row of balconies above the second floor adorned the facade in the same black color as the window frames and doors. Above the narrow entrance door was an inconspicuous sign that read "esa," lined with smaller signs bearing the national flags of the member states. The section of the narrow street directly in front of the building was cordoned off with mobile railings, and a police car was parked directly behind them. The policeman was having a lively conversation with the doorman and the security guard, who were smoking together and standing in front of the entrance.
Amina drove her Renault 208 up to the much too small garage door and pressed her remote control button, causing the black iron gates to slide inward, opening the way into the garage. She parked her car between Bertrand's swanky Mercedes CLS and the much simpler VW Passat of the German managing director. She took the stairs to the corridor leading to the secretary's office, where she attempted to check in, but Madame Brochart, the receptionist, waved her away with frantic hand motions, so she went straight to the elevators. Bertrand's office was on the sixth floor - one floor below the Director General's "executive floor" - a fact that bothered him.
The elevator doors opened with an obtrusive "pling!", revealing a long, unadorned corridor with several doors between which, for the first time since she had been working in Paris, there was a flurry of activity. Normally, the directors who happened to be on the premises and not busy with meetings or traveling would brood quietly at their desks, meet occasionally for coffee, and otherwise be relieved of any annoying matters by their secretaries, who guarded the anterooms like bulldogs, intercepting everything and everyone. The deathly silence of a typical administrative unit in an Art Nouveau building with high ceilings and stucco had turned into a veritable beehive.
All the doors leading off the central corridor were open, and men and women with access cards and name badges around their necks scurried between the offices. A cacophony of conversations in various languages emanated from the open doors, mixing with the incessant ringing of telephones and the hustle and bustle of assistants and secretaries.
For a moment, Amina just stood there, like a foreign body in the middle of a storm, before she heard her name called by someone on her right.
"Amina!"
She turned to see Bertrand sticking his head out of the door to his office, waving frantically at her before disappearing again. She followed him with quick steps, trying to avoid a young man with stacks of files in his arms, which he had extended forward like a forklift. He came out of a door like a rocket and they collided violently. The files flew through the air like a flock of pigeons and scattered all over the corridor.
The man who had been hit cursed something in Spanish and bent down to pick everything up. Amina was about to help him when she heard Bertrand's voice again: "Amina! Come on, now! He can pick up the damn papers himself, putain!"
"I'm sorry," she mumbled and got up, but the young man ignored her and she slipped through the door to Raphael Bertrand's reception room, which had "Dr. Bertrand, Inspector General" written on the door. His secretary, a young blonde who looked as if she had stepped out of a fashion catalog, sat behind her long desk, holding two telephones to her ears at the same time. She was alternately shouting "yes" and "no" into the receivers in German and French. Straight ahead, Bertrand stood in the darkened doorway to his actual office, waving impatiently.
"Hello," she said, walking past him to one of the two chairs in front of his curved aluminum desk. His study was the size of a school classroom and furnished like a designer's studio: the desk and two chests of drawers beside it were steel gray, and a filing cabinet on the other side was whitewashed like the radiators under the darkened windows through which she could see the rooftops of central Paris. From the ceiling hung a huge television, showing the BBC.
Bertrand rounded his desk and sat down in his swanky chair. The Inspector General was of normal height and wore an Armani suit, as if to add a touch of sex appeal to the dusty image of the European Space Agency. He wore his hair short and neatly trimmed. His three-day beard was more of a "I work too hard" statement than carelessness, shaved neatly at the edges with meticulous care. With his prominent chin and dark eyes separated by a slightly aquiline nose, he looked extremely attractive.
"I saw it on the news," she said as he sorted through some papers in front of him as if suffering from OCD. He was obviously trying to compose himself, which worried her. Raphael Bertrand was not usually known for choosing his words carefully, which did not bode well. "What do we know unofficially so far? And who..."
"Putain!" he interrupted in French, grabbing the remote from the desk. He pressed a button and the sound came on. "Sarah! Close the door!"
Before his secretary could obey the order, Amina turned to the television in surprise and swallowed hard when she recognized who was on it: Jules. She found herself clenching her jaw so hard her teeth were grinding, but out of the corner of her eye she saw Bertrand scrutinizing her. Despite the turmoil of emotions inside her, she didn't allow any to show.
Jules Sonneur, ESA Communications Officer at the EAC Astronaut Center in Cologne, stepped onto a platform in front of a blue curtain and stood behind a desk emblazoned with the crest of the Russian space agency Roscosmos and the Russian flag. Tall, broad-shouldered, with the sleepy yet intense look of a French beauty, Jules had deep circles under his eyes that stood out sharply against his pale skin in the glare of the flashbulbs. She knew his expression all too well; he was tired, exhausted, and stressed, but most of all, worried.
What is he doing in Baikonur? she thought, and was so puzzled that for a moment she forgot the stone in her stomach that the sight of him was making heavier and heavier. On a ticker tape below the picture, a continuous message ran from right to left: "European Space Agency (ESA) emergency press conference, live from Baikonur, Kazakhstan."
"Good morning," his voice came through the TV in English, and the shouts of the journalists in the audience, invisible behind the cameras, fell silent. His French accent was much thicker than usual - like Bertrand's, an unmistakable sign of his exhaustion. "As you already know, there has been a serious incident on the ISS, which I can officially confirm on behalf of ESA. Due to an unplanned separation of the Particle Research and Observation Module PROM, recently installed on the International Space Station by BAEL Corporation in cooperation with NASA, the ISS is currently in an unstable flight pattern. It is currently orbiting the Earth without an atmosphere - and without its crew."
The invisible crowd of journalists began to murmur loudly and individual shouts could be heard. Jules raised both hands to calm them. They looked small and wrinkled.
"I can tell you that Russian and American radar systems were able to detect the Soyuz capsule as it re-entered the Earth's atmosphere, even though it was not visible on the first satellite images. Apparently the crew, or at least part of it, managed to leave the damaged station and return to Earth. The Soyuz capsule is about to land in the Kazakh steppe, its re-entry angle was stable and from what we can see from the outside, everything seems to be going well. However, as we have not been able to establish contact with the crew, it is not yet possible to say anything about the condition of astronauts Ehrmann, Michaels and Raschkin. As for the ISS, it is currently under the control of NASA in Houston, where Mission Control has managed to stabilize its trajectory enough to give it a few more days before it crashes. Due to the severe damage to the station, there is nothing more that can be done from Earth at this time. The unexplained separation of the BAEL commercial module caused the ISS to spin violently, nearly destroying its entire structural integrity. Only the heroic efforts of Mission Control personnel averted disaster. However, much of the station's cold gas reserves for maneuvering were used up in the process. If there is a way to save the ISS, it must be found quickly."
More shouts were heard, this time with more emphasis and excitement.
"Is mankind's most expensive project going to burn up?"
"Did the astronauts die?"
"Who survived?"
"When will the Director General hold a press conference?"
"What will happen to the astronauts when they land?"
"Are there any signs of sabotage?"
"Why is ESA holding this press conference and not NASA?"
Jules raised his hands again to silence the chatter, which he barely managed to do. His next words were barely audible: "Right now, as I speak, hundreds of people from NASA, Roscosmos and ESA are busy trying to find a solution to the problem. We are determined to do everything we can to save the space station. As you know, the ISS is not only mankind's most expensive project, it is also an important scientific research facility and a sign that people from different nations can work together on a common project. We cannot afford to lose it, and we are doing everything we can to make sure that does not happen. Thank you very much."
With that, Jules Sonneur folded the note he had brought with him and left the podium to a thunderous storm of protest. As the TV picture switched back to the BBC studio, the sound faded and a crossed-out speaker symbol appeared in the top right-hand corner.
"Not even I knew the exact time of Jules' appearance," Bertrand growled, shaking his head, which in Amina's eyes looked like a kind of bust representing the focus of a successful career: perfectly crafted and designed to conform to an artistic ideal - and just as artificial.
Everything crossed the general manager's desk. No wonder he doesn't like it, and it is a sign that we really are in a minute-by-minute crisis, she thought.
He paused for a moment to catch his breath before leaning forward and digging his elbows into his desk like an anchor as if preparing to leap.
"You know I don't like to beat around the bush, so I'll be brief: I'm sending you to Moscow."
She frowned, half surprised, half alarmed. Her gaze wandered back to the TV and her eyes narrowed to slits.
No one has been to Moscow since 2022.
When she managed to nod outwardly, she was proud of herself.
Bertrand raised an eyebrow, then opened a drawer before placing a recorder on the table between them.
"I'm going to record everything, I think you understand why." Without waiting for her reply, he pressed the red button. "Present is Dr. Raphael Bertrand, ESA Inspector General, and Amina Young, Project Review Office Psychological Specialist. Time," he looked at his wristwatch, "7:11 a.m., Bertrand Headquarters." He emphasized the name of the headquarters just enough to make it stand out without seeming pretentious. She knew how much he liked to let everyone know that the name in the address and his own were the same. "What we are about to discuss is classified, do you understand and agree?"
"Yes," she replied, folding her hands in her lap to keep herself from tapping them impatiently. Sure, this was a sensitive matter, certainly the most serious crisis in the history of ESA and perhaps even human spaceflight, so it was certainly appropriate to record this conversation. But she also knew Raphael Bertrand. He didn't want to make a mistake, and if anyone could see an opportunity in a crisis, it was the Inspector General.
"Good," he said with satisfaction, his expression becoming a little more serious. "We're sending you to Moscow to the Cosmonaut Center, where you'll be interviewing astronauts Thomas Ehrmann and Patricia Michaels individually..."
Now Amina found it difficult to keep her composure. She was to interrogate two astronauts from the disastrously failed Prometheus mission?
"... the two are currently being flown by helicopter to the Russian Cosmodrome in Baikonur and then flown directly to Moscow for quarantine."
"But I thought the Soyuz hadn't even landed yet," she interjected, pointing at the television.
Bertrand raised an eyebrow again and shook his head.
"And quarantine? That's ... more than unusual." She thought for a moment. "Wait a minute. You said interview Thomas Ehrmann and Patricia Michaels. Thomas is one of us, but we have no jurisdiction over Patricia. And what about Oleg Raschkin?"
"Only Thomas Ehrmann and Patricia Michaels have returned," Bertrand said, and Amina held her breath.
Raschkin is dead? Her mind raced as she tried to comprehend the implications of the death of the most famous astronaut in history and a Russian national hero. None of the scenarios that flashed through her mind were even remotely pleasant.
"I don't have to explain to you what Raschkin's death could mean for the future course of international space travel and relations between ESA, NASA and Roscosmos, let alone our countries," the Inspector General continued, clasping his hands theatrically under his chin. "We are already on the brink of war as it is with Ukraine and all."
"They don't want to release Patricia Michaels, do they? That's what the Russians mean by quarantine."
"That's a guess. The fact is the Russians are holding both survivors for the time being. NASA isn't happy about it, of course, but my suggestion to get ESA involved as a neutral mediator smoothed things over a bit and bought us a few days." The way Bertrand pronounced the words "my" and "I" never ceased to amaze her. It was almost as if he was rounding out their egocentric meaning with each letter, like an artist rounding out his work of art.
"Of course," she replied, nodding. She felt sick at the thought of seeing Jules - just because she longed for it so much - but if she played her cards right, she could follow Bertrand's career plan and use it to her advantage to finally make the breakthrough she had come to Paris for. "May I ask what NASA has to say about us interrogating their astronaut?"
"Questioning," he corrected her sharply. "Both NASA and Roscosmos hardly talk to each other. After the launch of the new US ISS crew for the PROM module failed a few weeks ago, there was already a dispute between the two agencies. Even the presidents got involved, such was the public outcry. Then there were the emergencies on board: the power failure, Raschkin's near drowning, the hole in the PROM module and the Russian's health. The word "espionage" was mentioned more than once behind closed doors. Bertrand opened another drawer and slammed a newspaper down on the table. On the front page was a picture of the ISS with the French headline: New Cold War in Space? "This was a misguided attempt at sensationalism, but if this thing goes badly and both sides continue to make accusations and withhold information, this is what we'll be reading outside the tabloids."
"Do you think Michaels is being held hostage by the Kremlin?"
"You said it," her superior replied thoughtfully.
"Officially, the quarantine is to protect the astronauts, and I'm not paid to get involved in political intrigue. I am only interested in resolving this conflict."
Amina had to force herself not to roll her eyes. She would have liked to suggest that he make a promotional video of himself - but just not in her presence, please.
"I understand," she said simply. "I'm sure the Russians would like to know what happened to Raschkin before they do anything."
"I suppose they do. Besides, the interviews and clarification of the events could help save the ISS, since both the U.S. and Russia are currently refusing to provide the necessary funds for a rescue mission. Both sides accuse each other of being to blame for what happened, and neither the secrecy surrounding the PROM module nor the Russian solo operation with the survivors is very helpful. If we can't resolve this, not only is the ISS lost, but so is the gateway program for NASA's 2024 lunar mission."
"Both sides would rather bury their joint projects than give in or show weakness on this issue," she summarized, mentally adding, like stubborn children. Or men.
"That's speculation," the Frenchman said, but leaned back as if to encourage her to continue. She looked at the recorder and stifled a snort.
"The incident could even play into the hands of both sides: they would have a reason to end the cooperation without losing face and then proceed with their own nationalistically motivated projects," she thought aloud. "America First is booming across the pond right now, and in Russia we're hearing more and more about a joint lunar base with China. NASA has been suffering for years from the growing influence of the US government in its activities, and its recent tendency to go it alone has culminated in the PROM. A module that comes from the private sector and to which only American astronauts have access? That decision alone nearly brought down the entire ISS project. The only reason they've pulled themselves together is because of the Chinese, who are not only catching up in space, but threatening to overtake everyone."
"In your opinion, both NASA and Roscosmos are merely pawns in a competition between the White House and the Kremlin," Bertrand summarized, nodding in confirmation, which of course would not be audible on the recorder. "If that is the case, it is all the more important that you, as a neutral mediator on the ground, find out what really happened on the ISS. Cooperative space travel must be protected if at all possible. This is the highest priority, do you understand?"
"Yes."
"Write a neutral, objective account of what happened, based on hard facts, and dig as deep as you have to - within reason." The Inspector General paused and leaned forward again, while she still agonized over terms like within reason, which couldn't have been more vague. Whatever the situation on the ground in Moscow, it was already a dance on the knife's edge, where any mistake could mean the death of her career.
"I could only negotiate 30 minutes per astronaut per day. That's how long you have access to Ehrmann and Michaels. Use that time wisely, and I can only recommend that you record every conversation in minute detail."
"I will, thank you. Is the General Manager..."
"Already flown out. You're following behind on Air France. I know you're the right person for this, Amina," Bertrand added, and she had the feeling he was trying to tell her something. Something she couldn't see at the moment. But she was sure she would understand, and when she did, whether she would like it was another question.
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AMINA, DAY 1, PARIS


Amina's index finger hovered over the call icon under Jules' name. In the back of the cab, as she headed for Charles de Gaulle Airport through the heavy rush hour traffic, the leather upholstery squeaked unpleasantly with every movement. It sounded almost whiny, like a dying animal, and it suited her mood perfectly. She knew that this crisis could be an opportunity - not just for her career, but for space travel as a whole. Disasters, as bad as they might be, always offered the chance to create a new system that was better than the previous one by recognizing the negative effects. The ISS project desperately needed a fresh perspective. The political intrigue between the US and Russia and their long arms in space - NASA and Roscosmos - had increased to such an extent that it had become almost impossible to work normally. The new business as usual consisted of mutual suspicion, accusations of mistakes and recriminations. Unfortunately, there had been enough incidents and failures in recent weeks to increase the frequency and intensity of these speculations. Both parties were like snipers lying in wait at a distance, just waiting for the other to break cover so they could take the kill shot.
If there was a glimmer of hope in the current catastrophe, it was that she could help put an end to this horrible situation. The odds were against her, the circumstances were bad, and the omens were extremely unfavorable. On top of that, she had to make contact with the person she least wanted to talk to or see. At the same time, she wanted nothing more and was angry with herself. She had worked for two years to make her career a kind of substitute for her failed relationship, even giving up smoking. A kind of new beginning to a life where everything would be better. Now fate had brought her to a point where the next possible step in her career at ESA was through Jules. If there was a God, this was further proof that he either had a dark sense of humor or was fundamentally evil.
Amina took one last deep breath and then pressed call. The dial tone rang exactly three times, and there were a few cracks and scratches.
"Sonneur?" came Jules' smooth voice, which sounded like silk being rubbed together. She wondered if he was answering neutrally because he hadn't looked at the display due to his stress or because he was trying to feign normality. As if talking to each other for the first time in two years was no big deal.
Stop being so childish, she mentally admonished herself, instinctively squaring her shoulders. This is about your career and the future of space travel, so get a grip!
"This is Amina," she said stiffly.
"Amina," he replied, sounding surprised. "How is..."
"I'm on my way to the airport," she cut him off quickly. Her voice had taken on a wooden tone, and she tried to cover it by speaking a little faster. "My plane leaves in two hours and twenty minutes. I land at Moscow Sheremetyevo at 12:11 local time. I need some information and documents to prepare for my interviews."
"Of course." Jules sounded like he'd swallowed. "I just found out an hour ago, I really didn't know..."
"My first interview will be with Thomas. You've always been very close friends, has that changed in the last two ... recently?"
"No."
She could almost hear him shake his head through the line. "Good, do you have any information about Thomas' condition or information about what happened that I should be aware of? I don't need to remind you what's at stake for us all."
"Yes..." Jules hesitated. "I happened to be in Baikonur preparing an event for the German trade press when I heard about the incident. I was one of the first to arrive at the landing site of the Soyuz capsule."
"The Russians let you tag along?"
"Everything was chaotic. The whole spaceport was in a frenzy and I just went along in one of the helicopters. Moscow is really pissed off at the U.S. and NASA, worse than you can imagine, but we still have some credibility as neutrals. I hope it stays that way, because that's your only advantage in the interviews. Neither Thomas nor Patricia have been very forthcoming about what happened up there."
"What do you mean?"
"Patricia seems to think it's her patriotic duty to exercise her right to remain silent, and Thomas is still a little freaked out about Oleg's death. I've never seen him so emotional," the Frenchman explained sluggishly, as if about to fall asleep.
Amina could only imagine how tired he must be if he had been caught up in the drama all this time, and one of his best friends was at the center of it. "Is he even fit for questioning?"
Jules hesitated. "Yes," he finally said. "I think he's stable enough. You're a pro at this, but knowing him, there shouldn't be any problems beyond the expected complications of the situation."
"Good."
"One more thing, Amina," Jules added, and when he said her name, it felt like she was being pricked by an invisible needle.
"What is it?" she asked a little too quickly.
"Thomas was not only the commander of the Prometheus mission, but also the commander of the ISS, and not without reason. He's an extremely upright and stable character, and if there's one thing I respect most about him, it's his honesty and reliability. But you know all that yourself. From the past. He may seem a little introverted, but that's just because he chooses his words carefully and doesn't want to leave anything out. You should give them the weight they deserve, if you ask me."
"Thank you," Amina replied neutrally. "If you have anything else, send it to me - anything. Anything can be helpful."
"Of course."
Amina was about to hang up, but hesitated when he continued: "How... how are you?"
She was silent for a moment, not knowing what to say, then bit her lower lip. "I have to go, or I'll be late for the plane," she finally said and hung up. With puffy cheeks, she let out the breath she had been holding and let her head fall back onto the backseat cushions.
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INTERLUDE, DAY 1, AIRSPACE OVER ORENBURG, RUSSIA


Jules Sonneur sank back into the seat of the Tupolev and closed his eyes for a moment. The outline of the phone had dug deep into his hands and he reluctantly put it down. He hadn't heard from Amina in two years, and now, of all times, their paths would cross again. If there was a God, this was further proof that he either had a wicked sense of humor or was evil to the core. Difficult had just gotten more difficult. Raphael Bertrand's incessant chess game was reaching new heights, and even now, in the face of impending disaster - if this situation wasn't already one - he was moving his pieces around the chessboard. The Director General was unavailable at the time and had undoubtedly asked Bertrand to handle the interviews. After all, he had managed to negotiate the 30 minutes per day per astronaut. So leaving the selection of personnel to the German ESA chief was certainly a kind of small reward. Amina was Bertrand's protégé in Paris. She had no contact with the Director General, except for a few official meetings, and was the Inspector General's apprentice. She was extremely career-oriented, which made her easy for Bertrand to appreciate and control. Apart from that, she wasn't a threat to him because, as a psychologist, there were a few doors open to her, but not the one Bertrand was aiming for: the top floor of the headquarters. He had everything to gain and nothing to lose with his decision. If Amina failed, he would portray it as an impossible task anyway, or he would unapologetically place all the blame for the failure on her. If she succeeded - and she was good at her job, there was no doubt about that - then he would certainly enjoy portraying himself as the great savior and decision-maker at ESA, who had a good instinct when it came to his employees and used them skillfully.
He snorted disdainfully and sorted through the jumble of papers on the large table in front of him. The military plane had been converted into a comfortable office above the clouds and served as a service plane for high-ranking generals of the Russian Air Force. As a result, he was one of only three foreigners among the twenty passengers, and he was assigned a seat in the back where there was considerably less room to spread out. Besides, he was only sitting there because the Russians hoped that his cooperation and interviews would give them international legitimacy to take action against NASA. This starting point was dangerous, as if they were trying to balance on a powder keg with sticks of dynamite without being able to see the burning fuse.
The heavy seat, with its typical Russian ornate leather covers, creaked as he leaned over and pulled a file from under a pile of papers. Before he could open it, the satellite phone rang again, relaying his private cell phone number. He glanced at his watch and grimaced. Time was running out.
It had to be Amina, with whom he had just exchanged a few text messages. "Amina, I..."
"This is Mirage," a female voice introduced herself in English. She had a slight accent that he couldn't immediately place.
"Who? Where did you get this number?" he asked, taking the bulky phone from his ear to look at the display. Unknown number.
"Is that really relevant? The fact that I have it should be proof enough that this conversation is important."
"Mirage, did you say?" Jules thought feverishly. His skin prickled with excitement at the thought of being called by a stranger who worked under an alias and had come into possession of his number.
"Yes, Mirage."
"You dialed the wrong number."
"Come on, Jules Sonneur," the female voice replied with a hint of mockery.
When he heard his name, he winced.
"Let's skip this part."
"Which part do you want to skip?"
"I'm interested in information about the fate of the missing cosmonaut Oleg Raschkin, if..."
"You're not the only one," he interrupted, snorting and shaking his head. "Don't call again. We've given the press all the information we have right now, so..."
"I'm not from the press."
Jules was about to hang up when he had a flash of inspiration. "Wait a minute! You're the whistleblogger who broke the NASA fuel scandal two months ago! You were also the one who leaked parts of the contract between NASA and BAEL Corporation online! M1RAG3!"
"Yes. If you help me, I'll help you," the voice said. It sounded young and yet hard-boiled and deep. "Give me what you have, and I promise to return the favor in the form of information."
"Forget it!" he rebuffed her harshly. "I am neither authorized nor willing to share internal information with a third party. If you have any decency, keep your nose out of this, it's politically charged and too important to abuse for likes and followers on your social media channels. This is serious."
"I'm aware of that!" Mirage sounded annoyed now, and her calm facade seemed to crumble for a moment before she fell back into her monotone. "If you won't work with me to find the truth, I'll do it on my own, and I promise you: I always find the truth! When I do, I won't share it with you, I'll release it immediately - on my own terms and with my own interpretation. Then it will be too late."
"Don't call me again!" he said firmly, and the connection was cut from the other side. He stared thoughtfully at the display, which went dark again after a few moments and dropped the phone on the empty seat next to him.
Why did complicated situations always tend to get even more complicated?
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AMINA, DAY 1, MOSCOW


After landing at Moscow's hectic Sheremetyevo Airport in the north of the metropolis, she was met by two policemen who took her through passport control for diplomats and subjected her to a brief security check. After making sure she was who she said she was, the two men took her to a waiting SUV. They drove straight through a side gate of the terminal and onto an expressway heading east.
Amina had never been to Moscow and had only visited Russia once when she had flown with a study group to Lake Baikal in the far east of Siberia. She had quickly fallen in love with the pristine nature and the sense of absolute isolation that prevailed there. Whatever was going on in the world, Lake Baikal was a world away, as if it were another planet. As the two uniformed men looked quite serious, she made herself comfortable in the back seat and let one of the largest cities in the world flash by. The contrast to her impressions from Siberia could not have been greater: Instead of a sea of trees, they drove through a sea of grays and browns. One prefabricated building followed the next. The facades were dilapidated, some covered in black mold. Crumbling balconies and peeling plaster completed the picture of a broken nation where the disintegration of the once mighty Soviet Union was still visible in every corner. Passersby dressed in dark clothes, trying to protect themselves from the cold with hats, scarves, and pulled-up collars, walked along the largely deserted sidewalks, going about their daily business.
Amina felt like she was looking into a kaleidoscope of depressing hues and shades that blended with a dirty sky and passed her by, only to repeat the same images over and over again.
The Star City, Svyozdny Gorodok in Russian, was located in the northeast of Moscow, half an hour outside the outer ring road. The gated community of just under 6,000 people was adjacent to Shcholkovo, a large city that still belonged to the Moscow Oblast and had almost merged with the capital since the end of the Soviet Union. The entire complex was off-limits to foreigners and Russians alike and was heavily guarded. Until ten years ago, the military had been in charge there, and the entire complex had been under the control of the Ministry of Defense before Roscosmos took full control. Since then, security had officially been in the hands of the police, but she saw heavily armed men when they arrived and had their vehicle checked. Either the police here were extremely militaristic, or they took security very seriously - probably more so than usual under the current circumstances.
They drove down a long access road and through several crossroads and intersections toward the Yuri Gagarin Cosmonaut Training Center, which consisted of a central avenue and buildings with flat and domed roofs arranged around it. In the middle was a strip of unkempt grass, and in the background were the residential towers that had housed the cosmonauts and their families during the Soviet era and the heyday of Communist space travel. Everything here screamed apparatchik and Soviet, with rustic construction that prioritized functionality over aesthetics. Some of the tall and long buildings looked like they were made of corrugated cardboard, and one they had just passed was covered in dark brown tiles, most of them cracked and tarnished from decades of weathering. Apart from a few policemen and figures bundled up against the cold, scurrying from entrance to entrance along the grass verge and road, there was hardly anyone to be seen. If she hadn't known where she was, she might as well have been a tourist in Pripyat, the city near Chernobyl. Here, too, there were many trees without leaves, spread out in bare forests between the different parts of the city. But the impression of a lack of activity was deceptive. Amina knew that behind the - at best inconspicuous - facades lay modern facilities and a wealth of invaluable experience. The GCTC, as the cosmonaut center was known, housed replicas of all the Russian space shuttles, including the famous Soyuz and Buran. There were also replicas of Mir and the entire ISS to prepare astronauts and cosmonauts as thoroughly as possible for their stay in orbit. One of the massive domes also housed the world's largest centrifuge, capable of producing 12 g of acceleration at 36 rpm. In short, when it came to perfecting the training of astronauts, there was no getting around the GCTC.
They finally stopped in front of a long building that looked like an old school with its tall rectangular windows. A wide entrance with concentric steps leading up to it was guarded by two smoking guards with ear flaps.
"Go inside, they're waiting for you," the policeman in the passenger seat told her without turning around. His accent was heavy and rolling.
Amina nodded and smoothed her jacket before opening the side door and dragging her briefcase and suitcase out into the cold. She took one last look at the dark, cloudy sky and then walked up the steps to the guards. They motioned for her to continue without comment. One of them shrugged and opened one of the doors for her after she looked at him pleadingly - she didn't have a hand free.
"Spasiba," she murmured and slid shivering into a small reception hall. Opposite was a wide counter of dark wood, the walls paneled and decorated with the heroes of Soviet and Russian space travel. Yuri Gagarin was placed in front of and above everyone like an ancient savior. Around his picture hung colorful wreaths of flowers, the only splashes of color in the room, which was obviously a deliberate choice.
"Ms. Young?"
Amina flinched and snapped her gaze from the cosmonauts to a young woman with pinned up blonde hair in a tailored pantsuit. She was blessed with the sublime beauty typical of Russian ladies and smiled professionally.
"Yes, izvinite."
The woman nodded politely and pointed to a door on the right.
"The interview room is ready. Thomas Ehrmann is waiting there. The thirty minutes will start when you enter the room."
Amina frowned and followed the Russian towards the room. Obviously they didn't want to waste any time. She had expected to speak to some Russian officials first, or to Jules - someone. Apparently she was wrong. They walked down a long, wood-paneled hallway with a morbid East German charm, finally stopping at a door where a man in jeans and a leather jacket stood. He didn't look like a policeman or a security guard, he looked like he was just standing there.
My God, it's like a police station, Amina thought and straightened her shoulders. The whole thing was getting more and more suspicious, like she was in the wrong movie. She felt as if she had just gotten off the plane. She nodded at the man and he opened the door. Somehow she couldn't shake the feeling that this was important.
"Thirty minutes."
"Understood," she said in a low voice and slipped into the small room where there was a table with a lamp and two chairs. Like an interrogation room. At least Thomas Ehrmann wasn't handcuffed. More frustrating, however, was a pane of glass that bisected both the room and the table.
Wearing a blue ESA overall with a mission badge, the German looked infinitely tired and worn out. He was half a head taller than her - and therefore not particularly tall - and had a stocky build. His hair was short and a strong, long nose split a calm face in two, dominated by bright eyes and an asymmetrical mouth. His gaze was as deep and penetrating as she remembered, but this time there was a shadow behind it as if he had seen a ghost. ESA astronauts were subjected to intensive testing and training, including psychological tests that she herself had helped to develop and adapt. Only the smartest, most even-tempered, and quickest to react could pass them - men and women who could make appropriate decisions even under extreme stress and who did not panic or become depressed or moody. If something had affected this man to such an extent that he had reached his limits, she could not imagine what it might have been. Of course, the death of his friend and colleague Oleg Raschkin was one of those things, but she couldn't shake the feeling that something more must have happened to push him over the edge.
"Hello, Thomas. May I call you Thomas, even though Cologne was a long time ago?" she greeted him. Personal level, professional distance, not much, but an appropriate distance. Just a hint that they knew each other, albeit distantly, mainly because of her relationship with Jules.
"Hello," he replied in fluent English with a slight American accent. "Amina Young, right?"
"Yes. We last saw each other in Paris when you visited headquarters."
"Ah," he said without clarifying if he remembered. "You're Jules' ex-girlfriend."
"I'm the one who wrote your psychological tests and care manuals for Eurocom."
"I never met you during the tests." His voice sounded deliberate and measured, with a hint of impatience. She hoped she hadn't let her own tension show.
"That's what our colleagues in Cologne are trained for. I spend a lot of time behind desks in my management role," she explained with a smile, pulling a file from her briefcase and placing it on the table in front of her. She didn't open it yet.
"Nevertheless, you have been sent for this debriefing," the German said. His voice showed no sign of approval.
"That's right. Raphael Bertrand sent me." Ehrmann merely nodded.
She took that as a sign of his dislike for Bertrand, which was true of many ESA employees.
"I'd like to record our conversation if you don't mind. Given the official and highly sensitive nature of the situation, it is to your advantage." Amina said it in a way that made it clear that it was a rhetorical question, and he nodded again - this time almost absently, as if dwelling on a thought.
She placed the recorder on the file but didn't press the record button, making sure he noticed. She closed the file, a sign of familiarity and an informal manner that pushed the dictaphone into the background. Looking straight ahead, hands folded on the table. Normality.
"How are you?" she asked, and he looked up until their eyes met across the table. "I know that you were close friends with Oleg Raschkin. I'm really sorry."
"If I told you I was fine, I'd be lying. His death hit me hard."
"Are you nervous?" Surprising question out of context. Provoking an unfiltered response.
"Nervous?" He frowned, and his fingers moved across the tabletop for a tiny moment, as if playing a fast-paced piano piece. But they quickly rested calmly on top of each other again. He didn't seem to notice.
Nervous but controlled, she made a mental note. This had to mean something.
"Jules Sonneur sends his regards," she changed the subject again, knowing that Thomas and Jules were very close friends. "I spoke to him on the phone before I got on the plane in Paris. He's really worried about you and the whole situation, you know?"
Will he tell me himself? How open will he be?
"I can imagine," he replied neutrally.
Not particularly.
"Jules was the first to welcome you back to Earth after you landed," she said succinctly, as if it were nothing special, but she had added a crucial detail. Interspersed detail, establishing a conversational hierarchy. Casual exchange of information. "That must have felt good: The familiar face of a friend after such a disaster."
"Yes," Ehrmann confirmed, nodding and looking at her more intently for the first time, as if waking from a dream.
"It was good to see him. I guess I was lucky he happened to be there."
He didn't deny it, so Jules was indeed the first person he'd spoken to. I wonder if the two of them exchanged information before someone interrupted them.
"Are you a lucky man?"
"Excuse me?"
"Would you consider yourself a lucky man?" she clarified her question and looked at him expectantly.
"One of my best friends just died, on my first mission as commander." Three long furrows formed on the astronaut's forehead before smoothing out again. "So I can hardly answer that question in the affirmative right now."
"But you come from a wealthy family, you passed your studies with flying colors, and you were able to beat ten thousand applicants in the astronaut selection process, all of whom were of similarly high caliber," she summarized. "Your first space flight went off without a hitch, and you were sponsored by the most famous astronaut in history. That's impressive. Fate must be on your side."
"If you say so," he replied tonelessly.
He’s closed down, annoyed, she mental analyzes him. He's not as controlled as he'd like to be, so he's more upset than I thought.
"What do you think the reason is that your luck ran out? The way your file reads," she tapped the closed cardboard folder, "you always have everything under control as long as it is under your control. Did something happen up there that was out of your control?"
"Control is not a fact, but an approximation," Ehrmann replied, shaking his head. "The station may look like a perfect technical marvel of human engineering, but in reality, it's a small controlled bubble in the midst of the unpredictable."
"What do you mean?" she asked, knowing exactly what he meant. But he seemed to be coming out of his shell more with this topic, so she gave him space to loosen up while she prepared to take advantage of it.
"We work up to 16 hours a day when we're on the station. I mean, when we're were on the station. In those 16 hours, we do a lot of maintenance and experiments, all under controlled conditions, but their results and progress are uncontrollable. Besides, unforeseen things happen all the time."
"Do you mean something like coolant leaking into an astronaut's helmet during a spacewalk, as in Raschkin's case?"
"Yes."
"Isn't it unusual that the first person you met after landing in Kazakhstan was Sonneur?"
"Yes. Jules was just there. If I had landed on time and Tanja wasn't heavily pregnant, I'm sure she would have been there waiting for me. Under the circumstances, however, I would have been very surprised to see my wife right after landing - although I would have been delighted, of course. That's the way it was with Jules."
"But isn't it unusual for the head of communications to travel to the landing zone?" she asked, adjusting her voice to sound more curious than probing.
"It is unusual," he admitted. "I think he wanted to be there so I would see a familiar face."
"But he didn't know at the time that Raschkin had been in an accident, did he?" She noticed immediately how his eyelids twitched slightly when she used the word accident. Another assumption, and she had triggered something in him. But what? Had it not been an accident, or had it just been an accident, and he was wondering what she really knew?
"No, but he knew there was an emergency because by then Mission Control was aware that the ISS was unstable."
"I see," she replied with a shrug as if that was the end of the matter. "He's a good friend."
"He is."
"Were you a good commander?" she changed the subject again. If he was surprised, he certainly didn't show it.
"I don't know, I tried to be."
"If I had asked Michaels and Raschkin, what would they have said about your abilities as a commander?" Circular questions.
"Oleg is dead," the astronaut said with a hint of sarcasm.
"And Michaels... I don't know. I think she's someone who's quick to recognize room for improvement. It says in your file that you did particularly well on concentration tests."
"If it says that, it's probably true. We all have that ability when we go into space."
"Would your colleagues say that you excel at concentration?"
"Possibly. I think that was one of the reasons I was chosen for a command."
"I see." Amina casually pressed the record button on her voice recorder and opened the file. Official character. Pause in the conversation.
Ehrmann straightened a little in his chair.
"You were originally commander of the Soyuz team on the flight to the station, and then you were temporarily appointed commander of the ISS because the American crew were delayed by the failed Soyuz launch. How did that affect you?"
"We are prepared for such situations and I accepted the responsibility. Things only work up there if you work as a team anyway," he evaded.
"I have an audio recording here from the ISS that I listened to on the plane to Moscow. Jules sent it to me," she said, taking her smartphone out of her pocket and placing it neatly on the table. Yes, Jules and I are still in touch, and he gave me some information. She could see it in Ehrmann's controlled expression. The signs were well hidden, but this was her playing field and she knew every single rule of the game. "I would like to listen to this recording with you and then discuss it. Agreed?"
He nodded and she pressed buttons on her smartphone. It buzzed for a few seconds, then an alarm sounded from the phone's speakers - hollow and hoarse, as if far away and yet very close.
Michaels: "Damn it, Tom, what happened?"
Ehrmann: "The alarm woke me up and I went straight to the PROM where I saw Oleg."
Michaels: "In the PROM?" The American astronaut sounded shrill, as if she was approaching a state of full-blown panic.
Ehrmann: "Yes, he was locked in there screaming at me to find you and evacuate immediately."
Michaels: "What? We have to go back and save him now!"
Ehrmann: "No! Not enough time!" the German shouted immediately, sounding very determined. "We evacuate! Now, otherwise we'll die! That's a direct order!"
The alarm continued to sound. Amina pressed the "stop" button and searched for Ehrmann's eyes. He looked away from her smartphone slowly, as if it were something dangerous.
"Why didn't you try to get your friend out?" she asked.
"There wasn't time."
"I mean, why didn't you try to get him out of the PROM module he was obviously in?" she clarified calmly. "He wasn't supposed to be in there, was he?"
"I tried when I found Oleg there after I was awakened by a noise. In fact, only American astronauts are allowed in the PROM. Oleg said there was a fire in the module and Patricia and I had to evacuate immediately." Ehrmann paused and his nostrils flared briefly like a shy horse. "Otherwise we would all die and the ISS would be destroyed."
"You were awakened by a noise? In the audio recording you talk about an alarm," Amina asked without adding any particular urgency to her voice. A small detail, not very important.
The German paused for a moment, his shoulders shrinking almost imperceptibly. "Yes, you're right. I was just concentrating on what had happened and not so much on my exact choice of words."
"I thought you were particularly good at concentrating, even under stress?" she asked, seeing a twitch in his cheek.
"It wasn't important information, and I must admit I'm still shocked by the fact that I had to leave Raschkin behind. What many people forget: Astronauts may be more robust than ordinary citizens, but they are still human. Something like that doesn't leave anyone unscathed - not even me. He was my friend."
"I understand," she said sympathetically, trying to keep her tone warm. "Losing someone close to you is one of the most challenging and difficult things we can face as human beings. There are few things that can relieve that emotional burden. But there is relief, I can promise you that." She paused for a moment, giving him time, even if it was precious as the time was almost up. "One more question, if I may?"
"Yes," he said in a strained voice.
"What caused the fire that led to the evacuation?"
"I can't say," came his reply, and he leaned a little closer to her across the table. He looked unhappy. "I really can't say, but I hope you find out soon."
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AMINA, DAY 1, STAR CITY, RUSSIA


After the first interview, Amina paced up and down the corridor outside the claustrophobic interview room, repeatedly dialing Raphael Bertrand's number. It took ten minutes before he finally answered.
"Amina, do you have any news for me?" he asked, without beating around the bush.
"The conversation with Ehrmann went well under the circumstances, but he seems to be very emotionally distressed."
"Given his situation, that's probably not unusual."
"No. But I can't shake the feeling that he knows more than he's letting on. From what he's told me, there was an accident in the PROM that trapped Raschkin in the module and he couldn't get out. A fire. That fire was the reason for the evacuation and Raschkin's death."
"Keep digging," Bertrand ordered curtly. "Find out what Ehrmann knows. Did you record the conversation?"
"Yes," she confirmed, reaching into the breast pocket of her blazer. Her fingers didn't feel a pack of cigarettes, but they did feel the recording device.
"Good. Your interview with Patricia Michaels - when is it?"
"In ten minutes."
"Good. Don't be too confrontational, you hear? NASA and especially the US government are not happy with the way things are being handled. In their eyes, their astronaut and social media icon is being held hostage in Moscow. The fact that they agreed to allow us to conduct the interviews is nothing short of a miracle and just goes to show that they have enough faith in Michaels to resolve the situation. The permission from Washington and Houston can be withdrawn at any time," Bertrand told her.
"It's because of the PROM and all the secrecy, isn't it?" asked Amina, leaning against the wood-paneled wall whose scent reminded her of pine trees in the sunshine. She let the back of her head fall back for a moment and closed her eyes.
"Yes. The BAEL Corporation has everyone and everything covered with non-disclosure agreements. Even Houston has gone completely silent. Best to keep the subject out of it as much as possible, okay?"
"Sure," she said, not believing she could do that. Once she was involved in a conversation, she would use every weapon in her arsenal and focus completely on her target. She couldn't do her job any other way. The way she saw it, Ehrmann was the easier person to talk to. They were both from the same agency. "I have to go now."
"Good luck and keep me posted." Bertrand hung up, and Amina opened her eyes again and walked back into the interview room.
Ehrmann had disappeared, and without him the dimly lit room seemed eerie and cramped. She nodded to the guard and took a seat on her side, where she neatly arranged her cell phone, the file, and the recorder next to each other, and then massaged her temples. A nagging headache had plagued her since boarding the plane.
"Hello," a feminine voice from the direction of the glass pane snapped her out of her thoughts and Amina looked up, startled. A tall, well-trained woman in a NASA jumpsuit entered and nodded at her. Her skin was dark brown like cocoa, and her face was plump and soft without appearing fat. Almond-shaped brown eyes and a straight nose with a playful curve at the tip gave Patricia Michaels a sympathetic yet perky look. Amina was not at all surprised that NASA had no trouble establishing her as a new rising star on television and social media. Everything about her seemed perfect. She was beautiful, but not intimidatingly beautiful; she was attractive, but not stunning.
"Hello, Mrs. Michaels," Amina greeted the astronaut, standing up and instinctively reaching out to shake her hand until she saw her own reflection in the glass and sat back down.
"Please call me Patricia," the American requested before she too sat down and gave the Russian in the doorway a disapproving look. He retreated and locked the door behind him. "We're being bugged anyway, I suppose, but this kind of prison behavior annoys me."
"I understand that. I'm Amina Young from the ESA."
"I know who you are." Michaels' expression darkened like clouds in a gathering storm. "What I don't know is why I'm being held in Moscow and interrogated by an ESA psychologist."
"Questioned," Amina corrected her with a mild smile.
"I get it."
"The situation is no less difficult for us. We're caught between a rock and a hard place, trying to mediate to save the ISS. If we fail, the global space program will be set back decades. I don't have to explain that to you.
Michaels crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back in her uncomfortable chair, her mouth tightening.
"I would appreciate it if you would cooperate with me so that we can put this whole situation behind us as quickly and efficiently as possible and get you back to the U.S.," Amina continued. "We don't have much time, so I suggest we put aside our frustration with the current situation and focus on the solution. I'm only interested in the truth and I have no agenda."
"Everyone has an agenda, especially in the space industry. Astronauts want to be better than their colleagues, fight for the few places on missions and then for the space missions. Agencies and authorities have financial interests in the political centers of power, and private companies are no longer just fighting each other for technology and contracts, but now the agencies themselves, if you want to call it a fight. If we're honest, the corporations have long since won, and it's only a matter of time before everyone realizes that." The American shook her head.
"Speaking of time, it all depends on our time and therefore yours," Amina admonished her interviewee, who snorted and raised her hands in surrender.
"Good."
"I need to record this conversation. Do you agree?"
"Do I have a choice?"
"As you know, you always have a choice." Amina shrugged and pressed the record button as Michaels folded her hands on the table.
"What can you tell me about the final moments before the evacuation?"
"Tom came to me and said that Oleg was trapped in the PROM. A fire had broken out and we should evacuate immediately. I protested because I wanted to save Oleg. Tom said there wasn't time and ordered me to get to the Soyuz immediately."
"Where was that?"
"What, the fire?"
"No, your conversation with Ehrmann," Amina clarified, mentally preparing her next question.
"In Node 2, where the PROM is docked and where I slept. Four of the six sleeping cabins aboard the station are there."
"Node 2? That's Node 2, where the SpaceX spacecraft are docked, isn't it?" she asked, more to get Michaels talking than out of curiosity, knowing how the ISS was structured.
"Yes."
"Where did he come from?"
"Supposedly from the Zvezda. That's where the two Russian sleeping quarters are. Tom and Oleg slept there because the planned PROM crew was supposed to sleep with me in Node 2. The Zvezda is..."
"...the Russian module at the other end of the space station," Amina finished the astronaut's sentence. Shows I've done my homework.
"That's right."
"So he came from quite far away, or not from his sleeping quarters. Ehrmann said he was awakened by the alarm."
"Hard to imagine, don't you think?" Michaels shook her head. "He must have been awake already. I don't see how else he could have gotten from the Zvezda through the Destiny module to the PROM so quickly."
"So he wasn't awoken by the alarm? The Destiny module is between the Russian part of the station, where Ehrmann slept, and the American sleeping quarters, right?"
"Yes. How could that be? Besides, I was awakened by the alarm, and he was practically right there in front of me. Can you tell me how that is possible?" The NASA astronaut crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head again to emphasis what she was thinking. "It's bullshit, like some of the things he said during the mission."
"Are you referring to the series of incidents that have occurred over the past few days and weeks?" Amina wanted to know.
"Yes. I don't think he's telling the truth."
"I am aware of the various incidents. The power outage..."
"Fault in the power supply," Michaels corrected her abruptly.
"The fault in the power supply, the coolant in Raschkin's helmet, the hole in the PROM..."
"Great, you read the memos, congratulations. But I didn't see you up there, did I? How much of what really happened can you possibly know?"
"You said Ehrmann wasn't telling the truth. Could you clarify that?" Amina changed the direction of the conversation so as not to give her interviewee a chance to become any more cynical.
"I started to distrust him when the fault in the power supply led to a temporary power outage," the woman gushed. She seemed genuinely upset. That was good and could be useful for gathering information. "Nothing has changed since then. On the contrary, his behavior has become even stranger."
"Stranger?"
Michaels shrugged. "Look, you seem to have done your homework, and are certainly doing your best, but there's information that I unfortunately can't share with you because you haven't signed the appropriate confidentiality agreements or have the right pay grade. This conversation alone is already a tightrope walk for me.
"Confidentiality agreement? You mean the BAEL Corporation, right?"
Michaels remained silent.
A dead end. For now. Amina had to change direction, find a new weakness in the wall the astronaut had surrounded herself with. Obviously, she had patched the previous leak far too quickly.
"Because of the fault in the power supply, that was about two weeks ago, wasn't it?"
"Thirteen days," the astronaut confirmed.
"What can you tell me about that event?"
"Surely you have all the official documents and records relating to the incident, don't you?"
"Yes, but as you said, such documents are no substitute for the first-hand experience of those who were there," Amina added with a serene expression. She had scored that point, but she didn't want to drive Michaels away with a triumphant cheer. "I'm interested in your personal point of view. After all, this is your first opportunity to talk about it face to face with someone."
"I've already made an official statement about the incident and I don't see any point in repeating it. Our time is limited, I thought?"
"Yes, you seem to realize that," Amina replied. And that's why she's stalling. She wants to wait it out.
"The only thing I realize is that despite the official explanation that it was a short circuit caused by increased solar activity, something else must have caused the short circuit."
"Oh?" Amina's eyes widened. Showing surprise and interest. Tell me more about it, I believe you.
"Solar activity is cyclical," the American explained, tracing a kind of sine curve in the air. "Sometimes the activity is in a phase of larger prominences and the sun emits more extensive plasma tails. Then it goes back to a low energy phase."
"During the short circuit, there was one of these periods of low activity..." Amina thought aloud.
"Yes."
"But NASA, Roscosmos, and we at ESA measured and confirmed the burst," she pointed out. "A scientific fact, albeit a very unusual one, recorded by three independent parties. I'm surprised at your vehement rejection of this explanation."
"That may be all it was, but why would such an unlikely solar flare only damage the electrics in the PROM module, huh? The only place on the station that had become the subject of ridiculous speculation and conspiracy theories."
"The Mobile Servicing System MSS was also damaged," Amina pointed out.
"Yes, a robotic arm needed to dock the planned SpaceX supply capsule. What was supposed to be aboard the capsule?" Michaels asked, and Amina gestured to encourage her to answer and spare herself a rhetorical retort. "Parts for the PROM module, the last ones needed to make it fully operational."
"You don't think Ehrmann was woken up by the alarm, and you don't think the short circuit was caused by a strong solar wind," Amina summarized, looking the young astronaut straight in her fawn-colored eyes. It was strange to sit across from the media icon, who ran one of the most successful Instagram accounts, and engage in a kind of eye duel with her. "Do you think Ehrmann had something to do with the short-circuit?"
The American held her gaze and remained silent for a while.
Amina grew restless as she watched the clock on her smartphone from the corner of her eye, time slipping through her fingers like sand. At the same time, she knew that this moment could be important and that she couldn't ruin it by not allowing the pressure to build. When there was only a minute left and she was already expecting the knock on the door, she broke the silence.
"There are things you don't want to talk about. Am I right?"
Michaels broke eye contact and looked conspicuously at the recorder that lay like a brick between them. She gave a slight nod, just visible enough for Amina to barely catch it.
"I suggest," the astronaut said, "that you talk to your superiors or Tom himself if you want to know more."
There was a knock at the door and they both got up. Michaels turned and walked out without saying a word, while Amina sank back into her chair and rubbed her aching temples again.
An hour later, she was sitting in her hotel room, one point two miles outside Star City in an ugly Soviet prefab. From the outside, the Uralskaya Four Star didn't look like much, but inside it flaunted the opulent splendor of communism. Her room was large, with a wide double bed and a bathroom big enough for a bedroom. She jumped in the shower and then wrapped herself in the brocade-like bathrobe as she plugged her ears with cotton buds, unpacked her laptop, and threw it on the bed. Five new messages flashed on her phone. One was from Jules.
Press conference in ten minutes.
She glanced at the time of his message and then at the time on her phone.
"Fuck!" she cursed and punched her PIN into the keypad. She frantically opened the browser and clicked on the link to the ESA website. The press conference had already begun. Jules was standing behind a desk again, this time in the Cosmonaut Center, where she hadn't been able to see him. The bouquet of microphones was much denser and showed the station logos of countless countries.
"... to announce that astronauts Thomas Ehrmann and Patricia Michaels have been recovered from the Soyuz capsule. Both are unharmed and in good health." He paused and seemed to catch his breath like a fish out of water. "Unfortunately, Russian cosmonaut Oleg Raschkin was not in the capsule, he died during the incident on the ISS," Jules explained.
Amina expected a barrage of questions from the press, but her ex-partner stood in complete silence in front of the blue wall framed by the Russian flag on the left and the Roscosmos flag on the right.
He continued in a low voice: "Ehrmann and Michaels are currently in quarantine here at the Yuri A. Gagarin Cosmonaut Training Center near Moscow. This is for their own protection and is mostly standard procedure."
"How did Raschkin die?" an angry female voice suddenly shouted into the silence, followed by a barrage of other questions. The words die and Raschkin appeared more frequently than usual, though most of the fragments were barely intelligible.
Jules raised his hands to silence them. "I can't add anything specific to what I've said so far. We're still processing what happened during the incident and what led up to it. I can assure you that our best people are working hard to get an accurate picture of what happened. Please understand that out of respect for Oleg Raschkin, one of the greatest astronauts in history who left behind a family, we do not want to spread false information. As ESA, in cooperation with NASA and Roscosmos, we are focused on providing hard facts and not speculation.
"Will there be a rescue mission to stabilize the ISS?" someone else called out, a raspy-sounding male voice.
"We think we'll be able to launch a rescue attempt shortly," Jules said, and Amina pulled the cotton bud out of her ears. She held her breath in surprise as more shouts echoed through the livestream.
Jules raised his hands again and waited until it died down. "ESA Inspector General Bertrand has sent a highly decorated investigator from our agency, an experienced psychologist, to interview and care for the two survivors. Amina Young is highly trained in this type of crisis intervention. She will be an important, if not the most important, part of the investigation into this incident. Once we shed more light on the situation, I'm sure we can put this unpleasant situation behind us and ensure it doesn't happen again.
Amina stared at the screen, her thoughts spinning faster than a merry-go-round. Why had he mentioned her name? Was he trying to put more pressure on her shoulders, or was she really the reason for his optimism? Had Bertrand urged Jules to mention her so that his investigator would be discussed in public? She could already see flashpoints in the news, where all sorts of information about her would be dug up and dissected, and Bertrand, in retrospect, would make himself out to be a great leader and hero.
She thought of Ehrmann and Michaels, who had seemed so distraught, withdrawn, and at the same time agitated, as if playing a strange game between light and shadow. What had she gotten herself into? She couldn't shake the feeling that everything she had learned today didn't fit with what had happened in orbit - two hundred and fifty miles above their heads.
What had happened up there?



PART II
PAINT IT BLACK
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FLASHBACK – INTERNATIONAL SPACE STATION, LOW EARTH ORBIT


"I was commander on my second spaceflight too, you know," Oleg Raschkin said cheerfully as they floated through the Destiny module.
"Of course I know that," Tom replied with a broad smile. The many cream-colored covers, wiring harnesses, and panels glided past them in slow motion. They reminded him of the old computers of the nineties, which always looked yellowed, but had been extremely practical. The same was true of his current environment, and he wouldn't have had it any other way. "Everyone knows that."
"Oh, people don't know anything." The Russian made a dismissive gesture with his hand as they reached the passage that led to the observation deck, while they held on to a railing. Every movement in weightlessness had consequences, creating a new direction of rotation or momentum - and it was better to plan for them carefully. If not, you learned quickly - usually during the first few days on board the station - by constantly bumping into something or hitting your head. Parabolic flights during astronaut training helped prepare them for weightlessness, but nothing could prepare them for the orientation problems. There was no up or down in space, only the three-dimensional space around them. At an altitude of about 250 miles, the ISS was in orbit, but still under the influence of 98 percent of Earth's gravity. The only reason they did not feel it was because they were hurtling past the Earth at 17,400 miles per hour, simulating a constant fall. The gravitational pull of their home planet was still exerting an iron grip, they just didn't feel it because of the artificially created weightlessness. This ensured that there was no gravitational pull to press their feet to the ground and automatically turned the other side into a ceiling. There were only walls, and they were littered with panels, access points to maintenance bays, electronics, drawers, and important everyday items. Even at 357 feet long, there was no room to waste on a project as expensive as the ISS, and every inch had been meticulously planned and used.
"So, what do you want them to know?" Thomas Ehrmann waited in front of the Earth-facing observation module, which was used to relax and occasionally operate the robotic arm. There was no better view in human populated space.
"Oh, they just have all these fascinating images in their heads, you can hardly blame them. But they're not thinking about the condom catheters for the Soyuz flight. They don't want to think about the shitty diapers, especially after a dozen hours crammed together in the capsule. They don't think about the cramps in your fingers after six hours in space or the daily blood tests. The crook of my arm already looks like a junkie's." Oleg slid past him into the cupola, the small observation module with the armored windows.
Tom followed, stabilizing himself with his hands on the paneling until he was floating in place again.
His Russian colleague pressed a few buttons and the thick armored panels in front of the windows reluctantly separated from the glass like baked dough. Like a flower opening its petals to the morning sun, the protective panels that shielded against cosmic radiation and micrometeorites moved outward, revealing a view of Earth. White bands of cloud glided lazily across the deep blue Atlantic Ocean, linking Europe and America like silken jewels. The terminator line approached from the east and quickly carried the night across the Urals toward the Old Continent. This sight alone, shared with each other, meant that friendships between astronauts lasted forever and were stronger than any material engineers could devise. Nothing could compare to this experience. No words could come close to what the impression of this cradle of life, this oasis in the middle of a hostile, cold nothingness, could do to a person.
"My second mission was to Mir," Oleg continued, as they tilted their heads back and gazed spellbound at their planet, which seemed to glow from within like a gemstone. "As commander. But that wasn't much of an accomplishment, since there were only two of us on the mission. Mir was more like a shoebox compared to our ISS. At the time, the whole world was waiting for the Cold War to end, and Mir was a symbol of the rigid balance of power. Americans were on the moon first, but we had the first space station. That's what it was all about, even if it was just a box in orbit that was terribly uncomfortable.
"And now you're on your seventh trip to space."
"Yes." Raschkin sighed and picked up his digital SLR camera to take a few pictures. "My seventh trip. Five missions after my first command, and instead of waiting for a new era of hope and reconciliation, we're facing a new Cold War. It's frustrating."
"All the better that Patty, you and I are up here showing the folks back home how cooperation and cross-national friendship work," Tom countered.
"It's great that I got to come back up here at my age," the Russian cosmonaut suddenly changed the subject, his fatherly baritone dropping a note. "But it's also a little sad, to be honest."
"Why?"
"Because I still had to come up in a Soyuz." Tom grinned and shook his head carefully. The weightlessness punished him immediately and he had to hold on to a control panel to keep from staggering.
"Nearly forty years and we have made little progress. There are still only three of us flying up here. Not much has really changed. It's frustrating when you think about how fast technology is advancing."
"What's wrong with you? Are you getting nostalgic?" Tom asked, and his friend turned around so they could look at each other. His good-natured smile widened a bit.
"Oh, I'm just an old man, that's all. There are a lot of good things about it. The ISS is a five-star hotel compared to Mir, Russian technology is still old-fashioned but reliable, and space is a much better place than Earth, just like it used to be!"
"Is that so?"
"No war, no noise, no greed, no petty politics, no fighting over resources," Raschkin declared in a rolling Russian accent.
"Amen," Tom returned thoughtfully. "Just the work of advancing our civilization."
"A Russian and a GDR nostalgist," Patricia Michaels' voice came over the loudspeakers from another part of the station, like a distant proclamation. "It's making my ears bleed."
Oleg and Tom grinned at each other.
"On my second mission, I'll be sitting in a brand-new SpaceX Crew Dragon. The most modern thing man has ever built, with touchpads instead of toggle switches, lots of legroom, and a good view. That's what I call progress," continued the American, who performed her duties inside the Destiny module for up to 16 hours a day. She had never made a secret of the fact that she would have preferred to fly to the station in a Dragon rather than a Soyuz. The whole thing with the good will towards Russia seemed to be a purely political gesture from the outset – which it was.
"Not only that, but I guess you'll be going to the moon in it," Oleg said. "I hope there is enough room on board to accommodate the envy of an old man like me."
"I wish you could come with me." Patricia sounded disappointed for a moment before her voice brightened again. "With any luck, I'll be commander when the time comes."
"You certainly have what it takes," Tom interjected with honest affection.
"Thank you. I've learned from the first and second best I could find up here."
Oleg started to chuckle and Tom couldn't help but grin.
"Tom only became commander because he was trained by an experienced Russian," the cosmonaut said with feigned self-satisfaction. "If you stick it out to the end, you might even learn a thing or two. I may be old, but I still have the most experience, and there's no substitute for that."
"Times have changed, my friend," Tom said.
"Your knowledge can be looked up, but these days you don't just have to be an astronaut, you have to be a social media face and an influencer."
"Influencer?" Raschkin asked with a furrowed brow as all the lights went out and the subliminal hum of the air conditioning died down.
"Power failure!" Tom exclaimed in a professional tone.
Oleg nodded, illuminated by the bluish reflections of the oceans far below them, and turned on his axis like a seated Buddha, one hand on the window above his head. With his free hand, he tapped the hatch control panel. It opened. "Obviously not station-wide."
"Partial," Tom agreed, sliding through the opening into the pitch-black Tranquility node. There was still light coming from the Destiny module next to it.
Patty hovered in front of a touch screen protruding from the wall and turned to face them like a fish in water.
"Hey, my silly comment was no reason to turn off the power," Raschkin quipped as another alarm began to blare. It merged with the first to form a wailing siren.
"Patty?" Tom asked calmly but worriedly.
The NASA astronaut turned to her screen, her back to them.
"The oxygen supply has been affected by the power outage." She paused. "That's a problem."
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Ehrmann sat back in his chair, his hands folded on the tabletop in front of him. Amina once again had the recorder, the file, and the smartphone in front of her - like the interrogation trinity. The sharp-edged paper of the documents was right next to the reflective glass that separated them.
Interviews, she reminded herself, and smiled matter-of-factly. The German's expression remained expressionless, except for a brief twitching of the dark bag under his right eye.
"Did you sleep well?"
"No. I haven't slept well since my return."
"Because you have a lot to think about?" Amina asked curiously, casually pressing the record button on the dictaphone.
Ehrmann shrugged. "After a long stay in space, everything is very ... strange. There is up and down again, gravity feels merciless and it's hard to get your bearings. It doesn't help when you want to sleep."
"I understand," she replied, not really understanding. Did he look at her the same way? Like a person who couldn't understand him anyway, so the questions were pointless? "I would like to talk to you about the first unusual incident during your mission."
Ehrmann remained silent.
Amina opened the file and glanced at the first page of the document before raising her eyes again. "If we start chronologically, I'll probably get a better understanding of what happened, how and what the overall situation was. That should help unravel the problem and evaluate it correctly." Technical words, rational and clear - just the way the astronaut archetype likes it.
Her interviewee nodded barely perceptibly. He didn't like sitting here, but he didn't refuse. It wasn't much, but at least she could work with it.
"Of course I have already seen the incident with the partial power failure, both on television and in the ESA files. Yesterday I learned from you and Patricia Michaels that despite many details, there are always big differences between what is written in the protocol and what actually happens. None of us down here can understand what it's like to be up there and experience all that.
"I wish more people would realize that," Ehrmann said.
Creating common ground, she thought, satisfied. So far, so good.
"I want you to tell me exactly what happened," she continued, demonstratively closing the file - the only reason she had opened it in the first place. "What can you tell me about it?"
"As you pointed out, the power outage didn't affect the entire station, only parts of it. Our instruments and analysis programs identified a short circuit in the electrical system as the cause," the astronaut explained in a sluggish voice, as if he was having trouble remembering. "According to protocol, we immediately reported the incident to Munich, Mission Control and Moscow."
"Munich, so the COL-CC at Oberpfaffenhofen?"
"Yes. There's usually a EUROCOM there to talk to us astronauts, but you know that. However, Mission Control in Houston was the first to respond and told us that the short circuit was probably due to increased solar activity," Ehrmann continued. "A known danger for us astronauts and the ISS. Accordingly, such a power outage is a problem that needs to be resolved quickly, but is nothing unusual."
"So it wasn't an act of sabotage, as some in the media have suggested?" she asked, sounding as if she didn't believe it herself.
"No." Ehrmann shook his head vehemently. "If it had been tampering, I would have reacted accordingly - and what would be the point of such sabotage? Patty and Oleg reacted professionally and quickly and helped solve the problem. Working up there is a constant balance of routine tasks, challenging exceptions such as certain experiments or field assignments, and solving problems large and small. There's nothing special about us."
"I understand," Amina replied. The astronaut had spoken for most of the time so far and had become more vocal compared to yesterday. That was good, because her interview plan had been well prepared and everything had gone exactly as she had imagined. It was time to set the last trap for today: "Why did you lie when you said that the alarm woke you up? The fire, you know." An accusation. Strong noun. A statement, not a question. Sudden change of subject out of immediate context. If any spontaneous emotional reaction could be elicited from an astronaut, this was it.
She was not disappointed.
Ehrmann's pupils dilated slightly and the corners of his mouth twitched - only briefly, but unlike him, she had been prepared and noticed it immediately.
"What do you mean?" he asked evasively, his voice slightly lowered, as if he could speak so softly that the recorder would not hear him.
"You told me you were awakened by the alarm, but your sleeping quarters were in the Zvezda module. That means you had to leave your bunk and the Russian module to cross the entire Destiny module to get to Node 2. There, Michaels just woke up and looked right into a face: yours." Amina paused meaningfully to let her words sink in. She put on a curious expression. "Explain that to me."
"There's an explanation for that." Ehrmann hesitated barely noticeably - so briefly, in fact, that it would be almost imperceptible on the audio recording. "Since the days before had been very stressful, I hadn't slept very deeply. I was expecting the next alarm to go off at any moment, because so many things had gone wrong. Even the smallest sounds woke me up, even the previous nights. You are always tense as an astronaut, but even more so as the commander. That adds to the responsibility. Especially since Oleg hadn't been feeling well the last few days and I was waking up at night because of him."
"So you were awake when the alarm went off," Amina summarized without letting any reaction sound in her voice. She didn't believe him.
"Half asleep, but I was immediately awake at the first sound of the alarm and rushed out of the sleeping quarters. I've spent a lot of time in zero-G and can move around the station pretty quickly, so I went straight to Node 2, expecting it to be the PROM. So far, almost every problem has been with the private module." It didn't take an expert to pick up on the fact that his particular emphasis on the word private was tinged with disapproval.
"And Michaels was a very heavy sleeper, I suppose?" This time, Amina made no effort to filter the irony from her voice.
"Apparently so. Unlike the sleeping quarters on the Zvezda, the cabins on the Harmony are soundproofed, and Michaels often wore headphones when she slept."
"Headphones?" She raised an eyebrow in his direction, but his face remained expressionless as he shrugged.
"Some astronauts do."
"A malfunction?"
He obviously doesn't want to lie, but he's not telling the truth either, she mentally summarized. What game is he playing?
There was a knock on the door. Her time for the day was up and she wasn't surprised when he got up immediately.
An hour later, Amina had finished writing her notes from the meeting. She sat down in the deserted cafeteria, which was now slowly coming to life. Employees from the cosmonaut center streamed in and spoke in hushed tones. The steel shutter in front of the food counter was pulled up to reveal two Russian matrons dressed in white with rolled up sleeves. The smell of freshly fried pierogi was irresistible.
Amina tidied up her documents and stuffed them back into her briefcase one by one. Since she sat at the end of one of the four long tables, it was relatively quiet around her while the men and women of Roscosmos lined up at the counter and spread out at the tables with full trays.
No one sat down next to her, and aside from a few smiling faces, she was met with nothing but evasive glances. Soon she was the only one sitting alone, surrounded by a ring of empty chairs.
Amina wasn't hungry, even though her stomach was rumbling. She blamed the excitement. She fished her smartphone out of her purse and was about to unlock it when a shadow moved across the tabletop in front of her. She looked up to see the greasy face of an elderly Russian with watery eyes and sagging cheeks.
"Hello," the man greeted her, holding out one chubby hand. He leaned on the table with the other, as if he had trouble standing upright. "I'm Colonel Pyotr Beregowoi..."
"... Director of the Cosmonaut Training Center," Amina finished his sentence and shook his hand. "Nice to meet you. Thank you for the invitation."
"I apologize for not being able to greet you immediately upon your arrival. As you can imagine, my current duties mean that I can hardly get away from my desk."
You're not here at my request, and I hope you didn't expect me to pretend to like you being here," she mentally translated his supposedly friendly words and smiled before making a dismissive gesture with her hand.
"If you spent your time on official formalities in a crisis like this, you wouldn't have become the director of such an important institution," she replied seriously, nodding in understanding. It would have been polite, but you are not polite, which was hardly to be expected from a reserve colonel under the overbearing control of Roscosmos.
Beregowoi not only looked like a soft, slightly simple-minded official, he seemed to embody exactly that, for his small eyes flashed triumphantly in their deep sockets and he straightened as if after a knighthood.
"That's right, that's right. If you need anything, don't hesitate to contact my office."
You're not important enough for me to deal with you directly, but my secretary will forward everything to me so I can respond when I see fit. So probably never, she translated again and nodded.
"That's kind of you, thank you," she said and sighed. "More time with the astronauts would be helpful."
The director laughed like a Buddha and held his bulging belly. A few heads turned in her direction and Amina giggled wildly.
"You have a sense of humor, I like that," Beregowoi grumbled good-humoredly, nodding at her. "You should eat something. Next to my mother's, the pirashki are the best I've ever had. Good luck, Ms. Young."
With another nod, he walked back to the door and disappeared into the hallway, where his aide was waiting with a clipboard under her arm, handing him a cell phone.
Good luck, she repeated his last words to herself. The fact that he had not wished her success was in line with the general opinion of many Roscosmos employees that the Russians and Americans would not come to an agreement in this case. Especially since it was no longer a secret that the Kremlin preferred to cooperate with China in the future rather than continue relations with the U.S. and/or Europe. She had not expected that anyway. Nevertheless. Something about the way he had said it left a bad taste in her mouth.
No time for that, she reminded herself, and unlocked her smartphone to open her social media feed. With practiced thumb movements, she scrolled through the messages and posts until her gaze lingered on a picture of Samuel Tanner's face, with its long nose and high, receding forehead. His piercing blue eyes seemed to stare directly at her through the screen.
"Brother Sam sends his condolences to the family of the late cosmonaut Oleg Raschkin," she read aloud and looked at the accompanying link. It was Tanner's personal YouTube channel. The philanthropist and CEO of the Boston Alternative Energy Labs Corporation - BAEL for short - was something of a tech messiah of the new millennium. Like Elon Musk, he was a visionary and entrepreneur, but also a colorful media personality who had taken his viewers from Indian ashrams to climbing Mount Kilimanjaro. While Musk, with whom he reportedly got along very well, was primarily concerned with Mars and manned space travel, Samuel Tanner was playing on an entirely different field: global energy supply. With BAEL, he had conjured out of thin air a nuclear fusion test reactor that had already attracted billions of dollars in investment before the company had even gone public. Investors from all over the world seemed to have the utmost confidence in him and showered him with money. In addition, he was so well connected in business and politics that he had achieved the impossible: a private research module on the ISS to which only BAEL-authorized personnel had access. Just a year ago, this would have been unthinkable and outrageous. But many things were considered impossible until they suddenly became a reality.
Amina pressed the link with her thumb and the video buffered for a moment. Tanner was standing in front of a dark blue curtain. Blue, the color of confidence and consistency, she thought, marveling as always at how meticulously the American had rehearsed his performances. Even his makeup was so perfect that he managed to look both fresh and energetic, as well as suitably tired. Combined with his affected expression, it was a thoroughly staged performance.
"On behalf of BAEL Corporation and all of its employees, I would like to extend my deepest condolences to the family and close friends of Oleg Raschkin. We at BAEL work hard every day to make life on Earth better and more livable, to create a future where there is room for dreams. Oleg Raschkin did the same, out of our sight, far above us in space, in a place more dangerous and lonely than any place down here on Earth. He dedicated his life to progress and cross-national and cross-cultural cooperation, and was an idol and role model not only to me, but to millions of people around the world. People who saw hope for their own futures in his good-natured and forward-looking manner. I still remember the first time I read an article about Oleg in SPACE magazine.
..." Amina had to nod in recognition at how casually he mentioned the Russian's first name, as if they had been good friends. ".... I was twenty-three years old and had just graduated from Stanford University..."
Yeah, you're really smart, she thought, forcing herself not to dissect his speech in detail so she could concentrate on the content.
"I had a head full of ideas, armed with a naivete and drive that was matched only by my cockiness," Tanner continued, lowering his gaze for just the right amount of time before squaring his shoulders and looking straight into the camera. "I wanted to be like Oleg Raschkin. A rock in the surf, someone who faces danger and hardship to make the world a better place and give people hope for peace and international understanding. Oleg Raschkin, hero of the Soviet Union, the Russian Federation and every man, woman and child interested in science, research and space, was the reason why I set myself a goal: enough energy for each and every one of us. A lack of energy in the broadest sense and electricity in the narrowest sense is the root of poverty, hunger, disease and armed conflict. Without Raschkin's example, I would never have found the strength and courage to walk this difficult path, and I thank him from the bottom of my heart. We are all indebted to him, whether we know it or not. So..." Tanner paused and Amina stared at her small display. At just the right moment, he seemed to have turned the corner from emotional to something concrete. A moment of delay par excellence. "For this reason, I hereby pledge my personal support to the family of this great man. Whatever they need in these difficult times, they shall have. No amount of money or assurance can undo the loss of a loved one, but I want the Raschkin family to know that they are not alone in their grief." Tanner paused and seemed to think for a moment.
It seemed spontaneous, and with his charm, Amina even reflexively believed that he had stopped to think.
When his eyes cleared, he nodded once, as if he had just realized something. "I am aware that the secrecy surrounding our PROM module does not reflect well on us in this situation, but I can assure you that it is unavoidable in the interest of an important goal: solving the energy crisis in the U.S., and by extension, the rest of the world. Our company is doing nothing but working hard on this day and night. To do that, it is essential that our technology be protected from any kind of misuse. What we research up there should only be used for peaceful purposes - to generate energy - to make the world a better place. Cheap, emission-free electricity is what not only our devastated environment and climate need, but also millions of people around the world. We categorically reject any political or even military use of our research, which is why the secrecy surrounding the PROM has never been negotiable for us," explains Tanner with a firm voice and a slightly raised chin, as if preparing for a fight. Determined and unwavering, the symbol of a rock in the surf. "I assure all our investors and you out there who see this and share our vision of a better Earth: This incident and Raschkin's death are tragic and fill me with sadness. However, we at BAEL Corporation will not stop working hard and with determination toward our goal of a better future. The tragedy of what has happened reminds us that we are on the right path and must move forward more courageously than ever. It is always dark before the sun rises - and it will! One day, when we have achieved our goal, not only will Earth be a more livable and equitable place, but the exploration of space will be cleaner, more sustainable, and safer. That is my promise. For Oleg Raschkin."
Tanner gave the camera one last hard look, then the video ended with the BAEL Corporation logo, a reclining figure eight in front of a rising sun.
Amina was thinking about the charismatic CEO's perfect performance when the cell phone in her hand vibrated. She looked at the display. Unknown caller. She frowned and answered the call.
"Hello?"
"Amina Young?" asked a female voice that sounded young. At first she thought it was American, but there was an audible accent she couldn't immediately place.
"Who is this?" Amina asked cautiously.
"Mirage. I'm an ally trying to find out what happened to Oleg Raschkin."
Amina stiffened and lifted the smartphone from her ear to check the number again. Yes, still unknown. Mirage? How did she know that name? How did this woman get her number?
"Raschkin? How did you get my number?"
"Does it matter?"
"Yes."
"I have my ways," the woman on the other end of the line evaded. "I don't think it's important. I'm interested in the truth, just like you, I imagine."
"I'm not authorized..."
"This line is secure."
"And I believe you because...?"
"Because I was able to get your number. It's not on your social media channels, in any directory, or on the official website of your employer, the ESA."
Amina's mouth tightened. "I see."
"Good, like I said, I'm an ally."
"Allies usually know each other, because an alliance consists of at least two equal sides," Amina replied. "I don't know who you are or who you work for."
"I promise you that I only have good intentions in this matter. I want to find out the truth. I have been following every detail since the Prometheus mission began - in some instances even before," the caller assured her.
"There is still the issue of the alliance and equality. For me, trust doesn't depend on nice words."
"I have a proposition for you," the voice in her ear said after a short pause. "Test me, then you can see if you can use my help."
"Test you?" Amina asked, confused.
"Ask me a question and you'll be able to see if I'm a useful ally."
Amina didn't have to think long: "There was a power outage on the ISS that became public - it was neither secret nor investigated. The case has officially been closed by NASA, ESA, and Roscosmos alike. Do you have any information about the incident that is not in the official files?" This question was innocuous, as it revealed nothing except that she was interested in the incident, but that didn't mean anything. "So?"
Mirage paused, and Amina thought she had hung up when she started to answer:
"All right: did you know that NASA and BAEL had been notified that Raschkin had entered the PROM module the day before the blackout without authorization? The report was transmitted at exactly 04:41 GMT."
Amina froze as if struck by lightning. No, I didn't know that!" she wanted to shout, angry and horrified at the consequences of this information if it was true. Did Bertrand know? Did anyone at ESA or Roscosmos know? If there had been a breach, who had told NASA about it? The most obvious choice was Michaels, of course.
"I'll call you back," Mirage said and hung up.
Suddenly Amina was alone, left with the emotionless beep in her ear before she disconnected and put the phone down on the table in front of her. The canteen was now deserted and the steel shutter had been lowered again. She hadn't even noticed the people around her eating and then disappearing.
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Patricia Michaels' second interview began a minute later than planned because Amina had made a wrong turn in the maze of corridors. The brown paneling made everything look the same, and she was annoyed at her own lack of direction. There seemed to be no room in her head for anything but this puzzling puzzle, the pieces of which were in front of her, but she couldn't put them together into a coherent picture. At least not yet.
The young American woman sat on her side of the table behind the pane of glass that looked like a blade cutting the room in half.
"You're late," she remarked.
"As late as I need to be," Amina replied, folding her hands on the table in front of her, having only placed the recorder on the polished wood. She looked Michaels straight in the eye. "You said that you didn't believe Ehrmann or the official explanations from the space authorities about the power failure, and that it was illogical that a solar storm could have caused the short circuit."
"Yes," Michaels confirmed, her eyes narrowing into slits. Where are these questions leading? they seemed to want to ask.
"Is it because the day before the incident you reported to your superiors in Houston that Raschkin had entered the PROM?" Amina dropped the bombshell and watched the young woman's expression falter. It didn't satisfy her to draw her interviewee out of her shell; she just noticed that her tactics were working and was happy to have taken another step toward the truth.
"I don't know what you're talking about," Michaels replied after her features had settled.
"Oh, I have the documents," Amina bluffed, watching the astronaut's eyes widen. Had NASA made it official? Was it someone from Houston who had secretly gone to the press? How well connected was Amina Young? She pulled the file out of her pocket and held it in front of her so Michaels couldn't see inside, pretending to read something. "Ah, yes. According to the report, the message was received in Houston at 04:41 GMT."
The astronaut is grinding her teeth as if trying to crack an imaginary nut.
She is assessing her situation. She has had no contact with the outside world, or at least not much, I suppose. She wants to know what I know and how, Amina thought. Her bluff had been a risk, but it had obviously paid off. She had learned two things immediately. First, Mirage seemed to be a useful source of reliable information. Second, Michaels had indeed reported and tried to cover up the fact that Raschkin had illegally gained access to the PROM - the day before the blackout.
"How do you know that?"
"Oh," Amina replied with an apologetic look. "That's information I'm afraid I can't share with you." She paused. "It's above your pay grade," she added, alluding to Michaels' statement at their last meeting. A punch in the gut, now it was time for a helping hand to get her back on her feet. We don't have to be enemies if you don't want us to be. "Not that I care about pay grades."
"Stop recording," Michaels urged her, but Amina shook her head firmly.
"No, I'm sorry. I already know, and stopping the recording now would only make things worse for you."
The astronaut thought about it. Finally, she nodded reluctantly.
"During my sleep cycle that night, I was awakened by an incoming call. It was from Houston. I was informed that there had been an unscheduled entry into the PROM. They wanted to know if it was me, since the plan was for me to be asleep. As I was the only person on board authorized to enter, Mission Control was nervous."
Amina gestured for her to continue with a circular motion of her right index finger, and Michaels took a breath.
"I left my room to check out the PROM, which was in Node 2, so it was very close. As soon as I opened my door, I saw Oleg walking around the corner to the Unity module."
"So towards his own quarters."
"At least it was the right way to the Zvezda module, as it was to pretty much every other area of the station," Michaels confirmed. "Since the rumor mill on Earth was already churning at this point that the failed Soyuz launch of the American PROM crew might have been due to Russian interference, I became suspicious. After all, this meant that the PROM could not be put into operation as planned.
"So you reported Raschkin to your superiors at NASA."
"Yes. I felt it was my duty, given the politically explosive background. But I was ordered not to do anything for the time being."
"Ordered?" Amina asked, frowning.
"A habit from my military days. Old habits die hard. I was told to do nothing," the American improved.
"And that's what you did," Amina guessed aloud.
"Of course I did. I follow my instructions and protocol, anything else up there could be fatal. We rely on Mission Control, and Mission Control relies on us."
"So, according to protocol, you did nothing - whatever that might have been - and you informed Ehrmann about the incident as your mission commander." Amina nodded knowingly and leaned forward. Now it was getting exciting.
"Yes." Michaels nodded weakly. "I respected him and followed protocol."
"What did he say?"
"He didn't take me seriously and thought I must have been tired," the American muttered, her dark eyes suddenly glowing as if a fire were burning behind the pupils that barely protruded from the iris. "He didn't feel the need to ask any questions or take any precautions. That was the first time I suspected something was wrong."
"With Ehrmann, you mean?"
"Yes."
"I have to admit I'm a little surprised, if not shocked, that you received instructions from NASA that apparently went through a private, encrypted channel," Amina changed the subject, jabbing her index finger at her closed file like an eagle at its prey. "Tell me, what did Houston mean when they said you shouldn't do anything for now?"
"How should I know?" Michaels asked snappishly, her face hardening like ice you could watch freeze over. "You'll have to ask Mission Control."
Amina sighed and slumped back in her chair.
"Instead of wondering about the method of communication used by our people at NASA," the astronaut surprisingly took the floor again as she stood up, "you should be wondering why Tom hasn't talked to anyone or done anything even though I told him about the situation." Turning on her heel, she walked to the door on her side, pushed the handle down, and disappeared into a brightly lit corridor behind it.
As Amina sat in the back of the car that was taking her back to the hotel like it did yesterday, she looked out of the window, lost in thought, staring at the passing lights of the starry city. In the darkness, the Soviet buildings looked like massive Bauhaus giants in yellow dresses of light and exuded something like romance - a romance you couldn't even imagine during the day.
When her phone rang, she was startled and had to interrupt the stream of unbridled thoughts about what she had heard and all its implications by clearing her throat before answering. It was Bertrand.
"Amina," he began. He sounded agitated. "Have you been contacted by someone called Mirage?"
For the second time that day, she froze like a child caught by her parents after doing something bad - a reflex no one seemed to lose, no matter how old they were.
"Mirage?" she tried to buy some time with a harmless question and waited a moment. Fortunately, Bertrand's agitation did the rest.
"Mirage is a well-known whistleblogger, known for uploading sensitive information to her blog to feed her damn social media channels. A battle for likes and followers using dirty hacking methods!" Bertrand sounded like he had steam coming out of his ears. But he hadn't addressed her directly or suspected her. "I hope I don't have to remind you that any leaks in this matter will have serious consequences."
"Of course not," she said evasively, but her superior didn't seem to hear her.
"In general, you are not to talk to anyone, not even the press, understand?"
"Understood."
"Good, everything stays under lock and key and you still report directly to me every day."
"One more question," she interjected hastily, because he sounded like he was about to hang up again.
"What is it?"
"Have you given me all the information you have access to about the Prometheus mission?" she asked frankly. "By that I mean past incidents, such as the power outage on the space station two weeks ago."
"Yes, I've told you everything I know," Bertrand assured her. "Why do you ask? Are you talking to Michaels and Ehrmann about these things?"
"Yes."
"Why? I want them to clear up the bullshit incident that led to the loss of Raschkin and the PROM! The damn ISS will be the biggest fucking shooting star in the night sky in a few days if I don't deliver results soon!"
If we don't deliver results," she corrected him mentally, swallowing her displeasure.
"I think it's likely that there's a connection between the past incidents and the current disaster. The conversations with Ehrmann and Michaels are helping me build a holistic picture, I just need a little more time."
"We don't have that," Bertrand replied brusquely. "I suggest you focus on the current incident in the little time you have. Besides, you still haven't answered my first question."
Amina grimaced. She had hoped he had forgotten in his fervor. Now she was annoyed with herself for underestimating him.
"Yes, I was contacted by Mirage," she confirmed reluctantly.
"I see. Did you share any information with her?" the Inspector General asked in a dangerously quiet voice.
"Of course not," Amina replied with some indignation.
"I turned her down and didn't tell her anything."
"Let's keep it that way! I have to go now." With that, Bertrand hung up and she put down the phone.
Back in her hotel room, she fell onto her bed, exhausted, without taking off her coat or shoes, and scrolled through her social media feed again. Alongside a few posts from friends thrilled with their kids, or a colleague who had added countless hashtags to the latest photos of her dives in the Maldives, her gaze lingered on a video post. She clicked and the video loaded.
It was an old recording from the ISS of Thomas Ehrmann explaining the power outage shortly after it happened.
"An unusually strong solar wind has overloaded two of our MBSUs. That stands for Main Bus Switching Unit. In simple terms, it is something like a central power distributor, so that every device gets the right voltage and the right amount of power. Up here, the power supply is the most important thing in our daily life and therefore our survival," he explains in a calm and very likeable manner. Amina could imagine him as a storyteller in a children's program. No wonder his posts and videos were shared hundreds of thousands of times on social media. He wasn't a superstar like Michaels in the U.S., but he was a famous and popular personality in Germany. "These overloads resulted in a partial power outage that primarily affected the BAEL Corporation's PROM module and the MSS. The MSS, which includes the famous Canadarm robotic arm, is our Mobile Servicing System and is essential for servicing and maintaining our station and most field operations. When it is powered, it can travel on a rail along the station, moving astronauts and equipment back and forth, it can travel on a rail along the station, moving astronauts and equipment back and forth. This is very convenient for our work. But I can reassure you," Ehrmann added with a relaxed smile, "there was no serious danger for us here on board, and even if you have heard or seen reports to the contrary in the media, which would like to report more drama up here, it wasn't all that spectacular. As the mission commander, I am well aware of the situation and can say that nothing unusual has happened. There are always solar winds and the oxygen supply up here is reliable. The mission is proceeding as planned, even if we have to wait a little longer for the SpaceX delivery. Our next step is to repair the two damaged MBSUs. To do this we will soon be preparing for an unscheduled spacewalk. This will be a challenge, even though a spacewalk always sounds simple. But my team is in good spirits because it means we'll get a little break from the daily grind up here. Greetings to you at home watching the feeds, and best wishes to my wife and - surprise! - our son, who will soon see the light of day."
Ehrmann ended with a broad smile, expressing confidence and serenity, which froze on the display as the video stopped.
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"Good morning," Amina greeted Ehrmann as they looked at each other through the glass window of the interview room early the next morning.
The German nodded and seemed as distracted as the day before. "Good morning."
"Raschkin gained access to the PROM the day before the power outage," she got right to the point. She needed results soon if the ISS rescue mission was to have any chance of success. "And you knew because Michaels informed you."
"That's right," he admitted after a moment's hesitation.
"But I understand you didn't feel the need to do anything about it."
"No." He shook his head.
"Can you explain that to me, please?" Amina moved the recorder a little to the side so that she could rest her forearms on the tabletop, as if she could hear him better that way.
"Yes," he replied with obvious reluctance and sighed.
"I'll have to elaborate a bit, though."
"We have time," she said instinctively, smiling weakly. "At least a little."
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THOMAS, ONE DAY BEFORE THE BLACKOUT, ISS, LOW EARTH ORBIT (LEO)


I wandered around the station looking for Oleg. I finally found him in the Zvezda, where he was sewing his sleeping bag back together because it was too small. You'd think something like that wouldn't happen on such meticulously planned missions. But it did, and you get cold quickly at night, despite the constant temperature in the station. Having a long enough sleeping bag to pull over your head is essential to any astronaut's survival. Patty's words from earlier were weighing heavily on my mind as I couldn't figure out why and how Oleg had broken into the PROM.
"Oleg?" I asked in a lowered voice.
"Ah, Tom! Have you finished the Cyprinil experiment?" The cosmonaut turned his head briefly and smiled at me without stopping his sewing. He had hooked his feet into the frame of his sleeping cabin so he wouldn't float away with the movements of his hands. It was always impressive to see how Oleg could move in zero gravity. He was like a fish in water, nimble and agile despite his imposing stature.
"Not yet, I needed a break."
"You and a break?" Oleg snorted with a chuckle. "What's on your mind, my friend?"
Feeling like I'd been caught out, I took a deep breath before getting right to the point. I've never been one to put things off. "Did you enter the PROM without authorization?"
"Yes."
I was about to continue when I realized what he had just admitted.
"You were inside the PROM?"
"Yes," Oleg confirmed without stopping his sewing. I stared at his broad back in the blue one-piece.
"Why?"
He finally stopped and put the needle and thread into the sleeping bag, which rippled gently as Oleg let go and it floated against the wall. He turned to me and looked at me gravely.
"I'll tell you, but promise me you'll keep it a secret."
"Oleg, I'm the commander here, you know as well as I do that secrets have no place in space," I replied. "We only work as a unit, we have to be able to rely on each other with every breath we take. You drilled that into me, remember? Don't turn space into Earth."
"I know, I know..." Oleg reassured me and floated over to grab me by the shoulders and look me earnestly in the eye. "But this is different. Trust me, okay?"
"You know I don't trust anyone as much as I trust you. But I don't like it when you put me in a situation like this."
"I didn't put you in this situation. That's why I didn't tell you about it."
"Oleg, I need to know why you were in the PROM, as commander and as your friend," I insisted, and a queasy feeling spread through me. I was beginning to get the impression that there were things going on in the station that I knew nothing about - in my station, under my command. It was as if Patty and Oleg knew everything, but I did not. How can I command when I’m kept in the dark about what’s happening in the station?
"All right, I'll tell you, and I've never lied to you before, but you have to promise me that you won't talk about it, especially not to Patty," Oleg repeated firmly. There was a short pause during which we just looked into each other's eyes. "Obeshchayesh?"
Obeshchayesh?, I repeated in my head, knowing only one answer: Ya obeshchayu. The Russian phrase had been our running joke during our training for the Prometheus mission and something like the acoustic bond of our friendship that developed back then. Every step in the immersion tank had to be confirmed, and one of us was always alternately in the water and at the controls in the monitoring area. Ya Obeshchayu was our very personal confirmation away from protocol and meant more than just a promise. It described the rock-solid bond between us and that no piece of paper would come between us when we promised each other something. It had come about because Oleg had helped me learn Russian, which is mandatory for any astronaut going to the ISS. Over time, this had meant that ya obeshchayu no longer just meant I promise, but that we now spoke to each other outside of protocol. As friends.
"Ya obeshchayu," I finally confirmed. The uneasy feeling in my stomach didn't go away, but I must admit that it calmed me down a bit and I knew that Oleg would never do anything stupid.
"Come inside," he said, waving me inside before floating forward, through the narrow passage in the Sarja module that Node 1 faced, and then back to me. "I needed your promise because I'm not sure Patty would understand my intentions."
"Your intentions?" The mineral, nutty smell so characteristic of the station seemed to suddenly intensify in my nose, and the whisper of the air conditioning seemed like an endless scream.
"Yes. As the ship's engineer, it's my job to constantly monitor all systems. My eyes are usually glued to the monitors. We Russians are practically the janitors up here. You always joke about it, but for me, it's both a duty and a way to relax, making sure everything is running as it should be."
"Let me guess: You are paying special attention to the PROM's maintenance feed," I interjected, a little more critically than I intended.
"Of course. A module on the ISS built by a private American company. That's not only a first in the history of the station, but also a potential security risk," Oleg confirmed. "I was concerned that there might be compatibility issues with the interfaces between the station hardware and the PROM hardware. BAEL has no experience with the ISS other than supposedly working with NASA for years, but that's not first-hand experience. Then the installation: all American, no cooperation with any other participating country. I'm sorry, but that stinks to high heaven like old Plemenis!"
"So why were you in the PROM then?" I urged him to get to the point, and he made a soothing gesture, one hand outstretched, the other clamped to the frame of the square passageway.
"Patience, Tom, patience. Looking at the monitor, I noticed some strange electrical spikes in the PROM line readings. I was concerned that the MBSUs might burn out if the solar sails were exposed to too much sunlight. When a glass of water is full, you don't add another liter. Something was wrong with the pipes, and the constant discharges had to have an origin," Oleg explained in a lowered voice. "I went to the PROM to see what was going on."
"You should have talked to Patty first," I grumbled.
"She was asleep."
"Then you should have talked to me as Commander!"
"You were asleep too!" Oleg shook his head. "I wanted to check first to make sure it wasn't just a small thing."
"And then what?"
"Then..." The Russian hesitated almost imperceptibly before jutting out his broad chin. "Then I gained access."
I gasped. "You broke in, you mean!"
"Hey, we live and work up here, not the people down there, not the managers who keep everyone quiet with non-disclosure agreements. We can't afford that here!"
I agreed with him, but I didn't like the direction this conversation was taking.
"You weren't allowed to do that!"
"I'm aware of that," Oleg replied calmly. "After I return, BAEL is welcome to sue me. Until then, I don't care what they say I can or can't do up here. My first priority is the safety of the station in general and the crew in particular. Safety first, that's what we both learned, remember?"
"Yes, but..."
"No buts when it comes to safety," I was interrupted. "I'm not risking my life, let alone yours, just because some greedy businessman unleashed his lawyers. That's just business. It was annoying on Earth, but it has no place up here."
"That's not our decision," I pointed out, but I could see from Oleg's expression that I had no chance of convincing him that he had made a mistake. In fact, I secretly agreed with him on all points - personally, as commander, I wasn't allowed to.
"They don't want it to be our decision. Until recently, at least we were asked or at least informed about everything.
"How did you manage to get into the locked module?" I suddenly changed the subject, the question of how haunted my mind like a ghost that wouldn't let me rest.
Oleg smiled wearily. "A magician never reveals his secrets."
"But..."
"Listen, Tom. I know this station like nobody else. I've studied all the blueprints, I've mended all the cables, you don't really think it's difficult for me to get access to a module, do you? No matter what the kids at BAEL and NASA have come up with, they haven't been here yet. Don't forget what you promised me.
"I haven't forgotten," I murmured thoughtfully. I hated the situation he had put me in, but when I made a promise, I kept it. If I was honest, it even made me feel a little better to know that someone on my crew knew how to enter the secret module in an emergency. The fact that we had docked something we had no control over had bothered me from the beginning. "At least now I'm a full-fledged commander and have access to the entire station I'm responsible for in case of an emergency."
"See?" Oleg grinned brightly. "How are you supposed to run a command when there are no-go zones?"
"Now that you've been in the PROM," I asked, suddenly curious. "What's in there anyway?"
"Surprisingly little, considering the whole module is so top secret and all access is forbidden. When you enter, there's a small anteroom with a wall and a door. Behind it ... well, after all that I expected to find something else, but instead there are just some computers, a few instruments and microscopes, and a large blank wall panel on the side." Oleg snorted contemptuously. "It wasn't hard to get inside. Another sign that the module must have been a rush job. Instead of spending time with their lawyers, they should have worked with those who know what they're doing. Government-backed American business bullshit. They couldn't even get their idiotic wall on the Mexican border right.
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"Thank you for your report," Amina said, trying to massage the wrinkles out of her forehead that had formed during Ehrmann's story. "But I still don't understand why you didn't report Raschkin's entry into the PROM as required. He had a well-intentioned motive: the safety of the station. The energy spikes on his maintenance monitor also gave him a reason."
"We all knew from the speculation on Earth that the failed Soyuz launch with the American PROM crew had not yet died down and was still hotly debated," Ehrmann explained, his eyes fixed on his hands. "If I had reported his trespassing, I would have added fuel to the fire unnecessarily, and that was the last thing I wanted to do. We all know the Russian pilot was blamed."
"That's interesting," Amina said, "because the way I see it, speculation has never been as rampant as it is now."
"I know, but it's not what I wanted."
"We often create exactly what we least want."
"It wasn't my intention that these absurd conspiracy theories continue to be fueled by things that are taken completely out of context back home. Patty, Oleg, and I were up there, and only we know what really happened," Ehrmann insisted, opening his eyes to study her with dilated pupils.
Trying to keep a neutral expression, she nodded as if they both knew something the others did not.
"You didn't want to get caught in the crossfire yourself, did you?" she followed an intuition and watched him closely. She needn't have worried about his sincerity, though, because he nodded.
"Yes." He looked at her questioningly. "What makes you think that?"
"What do you mean, you didn't want to get caught in the crossfire?" she asked a counter question, and now he looked genuinely confused.
"You asked and I said yes."
"Which is basically the same as if you had said it. So what do you mean by it?"
Ehrmann hesitated, and for a moment she feared she had scared him off with her rhetorical feint, but his gaze quickly cleared.
"There was another unauthorized access to the PROM," he told her, and she swallowed in surprise before she could smooth her features.
"Access? You mean someone else gained unauthorized access? Before or after? Raschkin?"
"Yes. He went back into the PROM after the blackout."
Amina said nothing for a moment, taken aback by this new twist in the story. Ehrmann seemed to take her silence as an invitation to continue.
"I sent him there."
"Excuse me?"
"The two MBSUs that were damaged in the solar wind. According to Oleg, the PROM was the reason they couldn't withstand the added stress of the blast," Ehrmann explained in his sonorous voice, and it almost sounded like one of his social media videos again, if not for the tense undertone, as if a string had been struck wrong and you only realized it when it vibrated out. "An EVA is always a risk - the most dangerous thing we astronauts can do. Not only are we at the mercy of micrometeoroids and tiny fragments of space debris, but in the event of an emergency, help is very far away and a lot can go wrong."
"You were going to try to repair it from the inside," Amina thought aloud and nodded thoughtfully. "If the problem can be solved that way, you'll save yourself the outboard mission."
"Yes," the astronaut confirmed, and for the first time his intertwined fingers opened in a gesture of relief. "As I said, an EVA is risky, but an unplanned EVA is even riskier. Normally, everything is meticulously planned and practiced with a strict schedule and clear assignment of tasks. Spontaneous EVAs should be avoided at all costs, and not without reason.
"So you sent Raschkin into the PROM to look for a solution from the inside, knowing that he had already been in there and knew where everything was," she concluded, massaging her temples. Each conversation untangled the Gordian knot, but at the same time added another twist. She felt like she was surfing on a Moebius loop, condemned to dive back down every time she surfaced and start all over again without knowing where the beginning and end were.
"Yes. I told Oleg to grab a flashlight and see what he could fix from inside the station. He did, and this time he seemed to have found a way to avoid getting detected."
"Tell me as much as you can," she urged him, wanting to smash the glass wall between them as if that would make things go faster.
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THOMAS, ON THE DAY OF THE BLACKOUT, ISS, LEO


"I'm in now," Oleg whispered from the PROM.
I was right in front of the entrance to the Columbus, with the open hatch to the PROM to my right. From there I could see Patty's sleeping quarters and just hear Oleg's voice. I felt like a little boy who was doing something wrong and had been ordered to stay by the door.
"What do you see?" I hissed back.
"It's pitch black, but at least I can find everything with the flashlight," came Oleg's muffled reply. He sounded conspiratorial, but maybe I was just imagining it, because despite my conviction that I was doing the right thing, I couldn't shake the feeling that I was making a mistake. In fact, I was, because I was breaking several of the mission's rules. "I'm going to open the big wall panel that says "Main Research Unit."
The central research panel, I thought, and the sinking feeling in my gut intensified.
"My God," Oleg gasped, and concern for my friend shot through my veins like liquid fire. The cold station light in Node 2 suddenly became harsh and unpleasant. Then I heard a powerful sneeze that sounded as loud as a gong. My eyes instinctively jerked in the direction of Patty's sleeping quarters, after allowing myself a quick glance at the half-open PROM hatch.
"What's going on, old friend?" I whispered when the door to the sleeping quarters remained closed. "You need to be quieter!"
"There's black dust everywhere under the cover! It must be from the short circuit. Something burned out and broke into particles. I think it was the insulation. The stuff smells like burnt wires, at least. The shit is floating off in all directions and is now clinging to the inside." Oleg paused and sniffed peevishly, as if he had a cold. I knew this was typical of him when he was nervous on the rare occasions it happened. "I'll close it again quickly before the stuff flies all over the module."
"Yeah, close it again," I mumbled redundantly, just to say something and let him know I was at least close to him. "I don't want that stuff flying around in the air conditioning."
"Thanks, no. One speck of dust in your eye and you'll freak out up here." I heard the sound of metal on metal and then the hollow whir of a cordless screwdriver. Oleg wasn't done yet, though, and went into a whispered tirade against American amateurism, as he liked to call it. "These Yankees can't even get the wiring right. But by all means, get the private yahoos on board and lock out the ones who actually know what they're doing. Screwing up my beautiful home above the clouds with their shitty garbage."
I thought feverishly about what we could have done, but we couldn't avoid an EVA. If we tried to repair the panel from the inside, we would flood the air conditioning system and the PROM with soot particles, charred cable, and debris, which was not an option. So we were back to an EVA.
"Well, I guess we can't avoid an unscheduled walk," I finally said with some disappointment. "Not a word to Patty, okay? We haven't found anything anyway, and it's pointless to worry her now and cause her to worry about a thousand things or talk to NASA."
"If you say so, Commander," Oleg replied lightly, and his easy way of dealing with everything in our way helped me smile away my enormous burden, even though I didn't feel like laughing with the EVA looming.
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"I regretted sending Oleg in," Ehrmann finished his report, looking genuinely dejected.
"It hadn't produced the desired result, and now I was no longer just the commander who had overlooked a break-in, but the person in charge who had actually ordered an unauthorized entry." The German paused, and his nostrils fluttered briefly as if he were sobbing. "I wish he had found a solution there, not for me, but because then the EVA would not have been necessary not to mention everything that happened afterward."
"I read the report," Amina said sympathetically, feeling sorry for her interviewee. He looked a bit like a beaten dog. She was about to say something else when her smartphone beeped and the doors on his and her side opened simultaneously. "I'm afraid our time is up. I'll see you tomorrow. And ... thank you for sharing this with me."
She gathered her things and left the room. Waiting in the hallway was the blonde receptionist who had shown her to the interview room on the first day.
"Ms. Young? Your office is now ready for you," she announced with a professional smile and a heavy accent.
"Oh?" Amina was surprised. The fact that they hadn't set up a workstation for her yet could be dismissed as an oversight, an insult, a political maneuver, a sign, or just plain scatterbrained. She didn't care, the only thing that mattered was solving this mystery. "Lead the way."
They walked down the hall to the end and stopped at the last door. Her office was a tiny room that looked more like a storeroom into which a desk and a chair had quickly been squeezed. At least they had taken pity on her and put in a heater that smelled of charred hair, and the faded pastel floral wallpaper hadn't even peeled off.
"If you need anything, please don't hesitate to ask me," the lady said.
"I wouldn't even know where to start," Amina let slip before she could filter her words.
"Hm?"
"It's okay." She waved her hand and the woman smiled again before disappearing. Amina placed her briefcase on the wooden table and then sank into the creaking office chair. She put her feet, which were in thick boots, on the tabletop and leaned back, her eyes fixed on the ceiling. The milky whiteness helped her sort out her thoughts and go over everything again. The amount of information she had received today was almost too much to put into a meaningful causal chain.
Her cell phone chirped just as she thought she had found a reasonable starting point, and she suppressed a curse.
Unknown caller, the display informed her, and she thought of Bertrand's warning, which made her thumb pause for a moment. Finally, though, she opened the connection.
"Do you have access to a laptop or computer?" Mirage asked, and Amina removed her feet from the table so she could bend over and fish her laptop out of her bag.
"Why do you ask?" she asked as she turned it on.
"Do you know the Bit-Herald news site?"
"Everyone knows the Bit-Herald," she replied.
"Good, then you should read the news there." Mirage paused while Amina typed. "In the future, I would be willing to share such information with you first and not release it to the press, but only on the condition that you share your findings from the interviews with me."
"What are you talking about?"
"One hand washes the other, and we are both looking for the truth. I'd rather work with you than make your job any harder than it undoubtedly already is."
"What are you talking about?" Amina repeated. "What have you done?"
"I apologize for possibly ruining your day, but I need to find out what happened to Raschkin. What I've done will hopefully help speed things up a bit and finally bring the truth to light," Mirage said without answering her question, while Amina misspelled the web address several times as she could only type with one finger. "Instead of distrusting me," the blogger continued, "you should be questioning your superiors and their agenda in this matter. They either don't have access to important information, or they're not forthcoming with it, and I'm not sure which version I should find more disturbing."
Amina started to ask something else, but Mirage beat her to it: "When you're finally ready to talk to me, leave a comment under the last post on my blog. Feel free to use an anonymous account and just write Oscar in the comment and I'll know it's you."
Click! and the connection was cut. Carelessly, Amina put the phone aside and stared at the first entry on the popular web news site. It was a news flash video with the headline: Data Leak at NASA and BAEL! PROM Secret Revealed?
The video started, showing images and archival videos from the ISS. A male voice from off-screen began to speak in typical hectic news jargon as if the fate of humanity depended on sharing all the information in the shortest and most dramatic way possible:
"A few hours ago, a data package from the notorious whistleblogger M1RAG3 reached our newsroom, and we have since verified all of its contents for authenticity. The data consists of secret documents and emails about the PROM module, which has recently been at the center of debates about the freedom and equality of international space travel and exploration, as well as the privatization of space. The revelations show that BAEL's PROM had been in use for some time and was not, as previously thought, inactive. NASA apparently measured unusually high energy levels in the module. Among other things, just before the power outage on board the ISS, which briefly kept the world in suspense until the new crew led by Thomas Ehrmann was able to solve the problem."
"Holy shit," Amina muttered, ruffling her hair. The PROM had been active all along? NASA and BAEL had not only tried to keep the other nations out of it but had apparently lied about the module and its use. This case was becoming more and more like an out-of-control balloon, and she had the feeling it was about to burst. When it did, she hoped she'd gathered enough information to mitigate the worst effects. However, she wasn't sure if that was even possible if the frequency of new revelations continued to be so high. No matter what she found out, her findings were always overshadowed by newer facts.
"Mirage, who currently has a warrant out for her arrest in the U.S. and has always been one step ahead of the authorities, is celebrated in various forums for defending democratic values and freedom of information, while official bodies in several countries are critical of the alleged irresponsible dissemination of secret information. In this case, however, the political press offices remain conspicuously silent. Mirage herself had included a personal statement with the data package, which also went to the New York Times, Der Spiegel, Reuters and the Guardian," the spokesman continued, as images of the ISS alternated with images of NASA in Houston and BAEL headquarters in Boston. "She accuses both the U.S. space agency and Samuel Tanner's company of knowingly misleading the public and the ISS crew by blaming unusually strong solar winds for the power outage. The latest revelations have been the subject of much discussion on social media and news channels around the world. The conspiracy theories about the Prometheus mission and the PROM, which have only recently begun to die down, are likely to be revived by this latest leak, and it is still unclear how the nations involved in the ISS alongside the U.S. will react."
Amina reached for her phone on the table and checked her social media feed. The very first post was about a theory that had already been shared thousands of times, and the numbers continued to skyrocket. She clicked on the article from a popular blog and scanned it quickly. Basically, it said that the United States and BAEL, a company with close ties to the Pentagon and the various branches of the US Armed Forces, had conducted a top-secret weapons test in orbit. What followed were details of hypothetical microwave lasers that had been discussed since the 1980s and Ronald Reagan's often ridiculed Star Wars project. The newly created Space Force under Donald Trump was also mentioned. It was apparently believed to be capable of doing almost anything.
She switched to the New York Times website and found a long article about the data leak. Her hopes that it was fake or a mistake crumbled before her eyes.
"What a crock!" she cursed, dropping her head into her hands, her elbows driven into the tabletop like anchors.
If this story gained momentum, Raschkin's death could be interpreted as a failed attempt by the Russians to spy on an American weapons system, she thought, closing her eyes so tight they burned. Raschkin had been sent to find out how the weapon worked but was killed in the process, which in turn could be interpreted as the murder of a Russian spy by the Americans, disguised as an accident. They were determined to prevent their latest weapons technology from being discovered at all costs in the latest arms race that had already reached space.
She continued scrolling through her feed and got stuck on a few English-language, Russian, or anti-American bloggers and news outlets. She quickly scanned their content and nodded, her lips pressed together.
"That's what I thought..." she mused aloud into the room. "Raschkin, the victim of an American assassination attempt, and Michaels, a contract killer controlled by the US government in the service of the CIA."
This theory was fueled by the recent EVA to repair the two MBSUs, during which Raschkin nearly drowned in the coolant in his helmet. The incident is still not fully resolved - which is why conspiracy theorists around the world are now rushing to investigate it all the more thoroughly. Amina typed several addresses into her laptop and frowned. The NASA, BAEL, and White House web and social media sites didn't even mention the leak. The most recent entries she found there, which were directly related to the ISS and the incident, referred to the fact that a rescue mission to the space station could only be funded once the cause of the disaster had been clarified.
"Great," she grumbled, closing her laptop. "No pressure on me at all."
She wanted to go back to the hotel and hide under her bed until this was over - one way or another. But since that wasn't an option for her career or the people and agencies that were counting on her, she had to get back to work.
"Fuck it, if I'm going to be treated like a leper, I might as well act like one." Amina got up from her chair and turned to the back wall. The pastel flowers on the wallpaper had faded so much that it almost looked white. She took a blue marker from her bag and arranged the current information as a mind map on the makeshift screen. "Let's see how we can best tame this beast before it drags down not only the ISS but the whole damn space industry."



PART III
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FLASHBACK, INTERNATIONAL SPACE STATION, LOW EARTH ORBIT


The airlock, with the sonorous name Quest Joint Airlock, looked like a Lego brick with two buttons sticking out into the vacuum from the American Unity module. Before it was added in 2001, U.S. astronauts could only perform extravehicular activities when a space shuttle was docked. Until then, the only other EVA link was provided by the Russians with the Zvezda module. But because of the design of the American EMUs (Extravehicular Mobility Units) compared to the Russian Orlan suits, it could only be used by Russian cosmonauts.
"You know," Oleg said over the radio, "we are docked with the Quest to the Unity module, which connects our Russian Zvezda and the American Destiny module. Unity - oneness. We eat there together, three times a day. Today, this name is only a reminder that there were better times, when people dreamed of a more peaceful future.
"Don't be so pessimistic," Tom admonished him indulgently, continuing to check his fastenings. Raschkin hovered in front of him in the squat outer chamber of the airlock, doing the same with movements that seemed to be in slow motion. He looked rather strange in the American EMU. So far Tom had only ever seen him in his Russian Orlan. Two thick connecting cables with white plastic covers protruded from their anchors on the walls and were attached to the confusing jumble of connectors, rings, and hooks on his hip like bulging umbilical cords. It was so cramped that Tom felt as if the walls were closing in on him. The Quest actually consisted of two sections, the Equipment Lock, a larger structure connected to the Unity, where the spacesuits were located. There, with Patty's help, they had gotten dressed and ready to slide into the smaller Crew Lock, the actual airlock from which they went outside. The structure could be compared to a double sink. The water collected in the basin itself and was then sucked into the drain, where it flowed out through a hole into the darkness.
"I'm not a pessimist," Oleg corrected him. "I am an incorrigible optimist and would like to see a time where we work together instead of a new Cold War."
"My gauges are all green," Tom changed the subject as he read the readouts on the instruments strapped to his chest. He and Oleg floated like marshmallows in full gear inside the sealed crew lock, waiting for Patty to unlock the small hatch that stood between them and the infinity of space.
"Confirmed," Patty radioed from the equipment lock, where she was monitoring the exit of her two colleagues.
"Mine too. All green," Oleg confirmed in his calm, experienced voice.
"Good, let's go through the steps again. Outboard mission to repair two main bus units after solar wind damage. Planned deployment time of EVA: seven hours."
"We'll exit the Crew Lock and head for Starboard Zero - S0. When we reach our destination, I'll repair MBSU 1 at the top of the main line to reconnect the Mobile servicing base to the power circuit. Meanwhile, you repair MBSU 2 on the underside to reconnect the PROM to the power supply from the solar sails," Oleg summarized, chuckling. "Do you think BAEL and NASA also put a little padlock on the outside of the maintenance access to their module?"
Tom chuckled politely and briefly, then cleared his throat.
"Enough with the provocations. The outside cameras may not be working and watching us, but we're still connected to Earth by radio, remember. We're not here to add fuel to the fire, we're here to repair our station. There's a job to be done, and we're going to do it."
"I understand, Commander," Oleg replied. "I'm just a little nervous because, as you know, I don't particularly like field missions. I don't know why you're all so keen on it. Especially when it's such an impromptu one. Adequate planning and training are crucial—they’re not to be taken lightly."
"Who’s whining now?" Tom joked, snorting. "You sound really old, buddy."
"I am old! Besides, I have enough experience to know that an outboard mission is dangerous and not just something you rush into to get an asterisk on your resume." The Russian paused and then let out a long sigh. "Oh, don't listen to me."
"I'm with you and I've got my eye on you, old friend. Even though we're working on different sides of the line, I've got my eye on you."
"You can't even see me over there!"
"I'm attuned to you, my friend," Tom assured him earnestly, and they looked at each other for a moment through their giant visors. "Ya obeshchayu."
"Hatch unlocked," Patty radioed, and Oleg slowly turned to the round hatch beside him. The mission had started.
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AMINA, DAY 3, STAR CITY, RUSSIA


"I take it you found out about the information leak?" Amina asked, looking questioningly at Patricia Michaels through the glass. She had folded her hands on the tabletop in front of her and watched the 30 minutes ticking away on the egg timer out of the corner of her eye. She had taken the old-fashioned device from the cafeteria. The recorder was blinking reddishly at reassuringly regular intervals.
"You're talking about the Mirage allegations?" Michaels asked, her full lips twisted into a scornful grimace. Her simple beauty gave way for a moment to an almost disgusted expression that didn't really suit her.
"I mean the information released by Mirage," Amina corrected the astronaut calmly.
"Microwave lasers on the ISS? Secret NASA and Pentagon weapons projects? People being targeted by an invisible radiation weapon in some major city?" Michaels snorted and sat back in her wooden chair. Her hands made a dismissive gesture, as if pushing something large away from her. "Please."
"But you don't deny that there were unusually large energy spikes in the PROM before the blackout?"
"I deny that the PROM is weapons technology or even remotely a weapons research project. The module was built for particle research and observation. Particle Research and Observation Module - PROM for short."
Amina ignored the provocative tone, which sounded like a teacher talking to a stupid student, and blamed it on the astronaut's palpable anxiety and the pressure of the circumstances.
"Just a harmless research module," she said, apparently taking her cue from her interviewee, and smiled when Michaels nodded. "I'm just wondering why NASA didn't allow anyone other than you, an American astronaut, access to the module - after all, this is an unprecedented event in the history of the ISS. Not to mention that not even your colleagues on board the station were informed that the PROM was operational. Oh, and there's also the question of why your employer has never reacted to the information leak and refuses to comment".
The American swallowed and her mouth suddenly tightened. She had scored a hit, now she just had to make sure not to alienate her interviewee, otherwise she won't be able to get any more information out of her.
Amina leaned forward a little. "Listen to me: I'm only interested in resolving this situation as soon as possible." She tapped the glass with the knuckle of her right index finger. "I'm sure you'd rather go home today than tomorrow, and you don't want the ISS to burn up in the atmosphere above us any more than I do. Help me to figure out the puzzle and get a clear picture, otherwise there will be no winners in this matter, but a lot of losers."
"BAEL paid for the module, but also for the research team, all the training, transportation, and the facility. We at NASA get free access and share in the results," Michaels finally explained, and her expression relaxed a little.
Amina noticed that her eyes were no longer focused on the recorder. That was a good sign, maybe there was a chance for real progress here. But she had to remain silent, give the woman space, and swallow the urge to follow up impatiently.
"BAEL has been given a kind of free pass thanks to their generosity and their excellent contacts with the most important people in the government. This means that although NASA is officially in charge of the PROM mission, BAEL makes the rules. That's the way it is, and I'm just following orders. It's as simple as that." Just the good obedient order follower, Amina thought disappointedly. That won't get me anywhere. Something personal was needed. Michaels was emotional, she had shown that several times, and her overall body language, with its sweeping movements and uncontrolled facial expressions, which made Ehrmann's look like it had been carved from stone, gave her away time and again. She had to make pointed jabs, not at her employer or the PROM issue, but at her. It was just a matter of calibration - the balloon had to deflate a little, but not burst. Not an easy task, but easy tasks didn't help you climb the corporate ladder, that was for sure.
"There's also the public accusation that you're a CIA assassin hired to kill Raschkin and make it look like an accident."
"That's ridiculous!" Michaels said brusquely, and her face suddenly darkened.
"Perhaps. But Raschkin is dead and it appears to be an accident," Amina pointed out.
"I've already grown accustomed to absurd conspiracy theories and accusations like this after the EVA." The astronaut waved away her annoyance. "This whole EVA conspiracy theory is ridiculous. When I read and hear things like this I begin to doubt humanity."
"You mean the coolant that leaked into Raschkin's helmet during the EVA to repair the MBSUs?" Amina asked, frowning.
"Of course."
"But the cause of the accident and Raschkin's near drowning has not yet been officially determined. The reports speak of material failure, which, of course, leaves room for speculation, or even opens the door to it." Amina tilted her head and studied the astronaut closely. "So if there's one thing that can spark conspiracy theories, it's an unexplained accident during an EVA. Especially now that Raschkin has died in space."
"So? I was originally scheduled for the outboard mission, not Oleg!" Michaels replied in a shaky voice, pulling at her braid with one hand as if she wanted to tear it out. She didn't seem to notice. "It was Tom who insisted on going out with his friend. He wanted him to help with the repairs, so he used his position as commander to replace me with him."
"Ehrmann insisted?"
"Yes. If I had really wanted to kill Oleg," Michaels' voice left no doubt what she thought of the idea, "then I hardly would have sabotaged the spacesuit I was supposed to wear right before the EVA, huh?"
"Did I understand that..." Amina began, only to be abruptly interrupted by the ringing of her phone. The intrusive, rising triad made her jump. It was Raphael Bertrand. A glance at the egg timer told her that she had twelve minutes left.
Damn, she cursed inwardly and smiled outwardly. "We'll take a short break."
She left the room quickly, but not frantically, before taking the call. "Young?"
"This is Raphael," her supervisor announced gruffly. "How are things going? Are you making progress, Amina?"
If you didn't interrupt me, I could get a lot more done!
"I'm in the middle of an interview."
"Ah. And? What did you find out?"
That you don't even have the decency to apologize or tell me to get back to work. You're fucking wasting my time! Aloud, she said, "I think the EVA is central to the whole conflict."
"You mean the EVA where Raschkin nearly drowned because of the coolant in his suit?" asked Bertrand.
"Yes. From what I know so far, the EVA may be the crucial link in the chain of events."
"I told you to focus on the loss of the PROM! The station is about to crash and I want to know why! NASA and Roscosmos are breathing down my neck like two drooling dogs!" Bertrand grumbled. "I can smell their damn breath already, do you understand?"
"I understand," she replied calmly, although she wanted to throw the phone down and return to the room with Michaels.
"No, you don't! I can't get a drop of information from the Americans, and the Russians are getting more and more insistent that someone be found responsible for Raschkin's death. They want to see someone bleed, and soon. This guy was a fucking national hero!"
I already know that, thank you.
"I have to admit," the Frenchman continued, his voice becoming a little calmer. But it wasn't a measured calm, but a dangerous one, she heard immediately, "that I'm not sure whether I underestimated the situation or overestimated your abilities.
"Really?" she retorted, releasing some of her anger, like the controlled opening of small sluices in a dam to keep it from bursting. "That may be so. But the fact is, I'm doing my best, and I'm sure that the events leading up to the last one played a crucial role and by understanding them, we can unravel what happened. It's all connected, I just don't know how yet - but what I am sure of is that this EVA is at the center of it all. Call it a qualified feeling that I can back up with evidence.
"Feelings have no place in this," Bertrand grumbled, but she just ignored him.
"As I said, I am doing my best, and I would suggest that you do the same, Raphael. I am not only the best you have, I am the only one. You have publicly attached your name to mine, and my success stands or falls with yours. It would be wise if you get what I mean if you tried to help me for a change instead of making passive-aggressive accusations all the time. Accusations that are completely pointless because I can't change the current situation."
"What are you talking about? I..."
"What am I talking about? About the information leak at NASA, for example! I could have done a lot with the information published by that Mirage if I had found out about it earlier and not just from the media," Amina hissed.
An angry reaction, an accusation, and an apparent loss of emotional control. If he starts to worry that he's just gone too far and that I'll throw in the towel, I've almost got him where I want him.
"I didn't know anything about that! The Yanks are like wretched seashells, they don't let a morsel escape. I had no idea," the Inspector General defended himself, sounding offended that he had been kept in the dark. "That's because of BAEL's damn secrecy and NASA's lack of cooperation. This leak caught me as much by surprise as it did you, and I'm getting the shit kicked out of me. You have no idea what's going on here in Paris and the situation I'm in." He paused and Amina remained silent.
She wouldn't give him another hint. He had to walk the rest of the way alone.
"Listen to me, Amina. Just do what I asked you, please: Find out what caused the loss of the PROM and the imminent crash of the ISS. Oh, and do me a favor - don't make an enemy of Michaels."
"Michaels?"
"Yes, she's already complained about you to her superiors at NASA."
"Those damn Yanks. I understand. I'll get back to you," Amina replied and hung up. Complained, you say? I haven't even started yet. She turned to the door and was startled to see the burly Russian who was always waiting for her when she arrived in the morning, opening the door for her as if she couldn't do it herself. Unlike usual, however, his face was no longer a fixed mask. He was grinning broadly.
"Bloody Yanks," he repeated, two gold teeth flashing in his upper jaw. "You have twelve minutes, Ms. Young."
"You stopped the clock?" she asked in surprise.
"Yes, honey, make the most of it."
She didn't need to be told twice and went back into the room that was half interrogation room and half quarantine zone. While still trying to figure out what had triggered the Russians' sudden cooperation, she took on a blank expression.
"Problems with your superiors?" Michaels asked smugly.
"Oh, quite the opposite," Amina replied with a satisfied smile, settling back down before the time on the egg timer began to tick down again. The hint of confusion on the American's face was admittedly satisfying. "So Ehrmann didn't want you on the EVA. Why not?"
"I already told you: he preferred to have Oleg at his side. Supposedly because he had more experience and that was the most important factor."
"It would have been your first extravehicular activity, so it seems to have been the right decision. Normally astronauts only go out if they are well prepared."
"That's true," Michaels reluctantly admitted. "There was no EVA scheduled for me during the entire Prometheus mission, so there was no special EMU for me on board."
"In your size, you mean?" Amina asked, trying to keep her interviewee talking without making it sound like a monologue. That would only make her feel like she was saying too much.
"Yes. Tom said that he didn't want to take the risk of sending me out there with equipment that didn't fit perfectly. Especially as it was going to be my first EVA. I didn't want to accept that, so I contacted Mission Control in Houston."
"Why did you do that?"
"I wanted to know if what he said about the suit was true. After all, there was an astronaut on board before me, Nicole, who did her EVA in the same EMU. Granted, she was a little taller than me, but I couldn't remember her exact measurements in enough detail to be sure Tom wasn't just making an excuse," Michaels explained, her eyes shining as if she was still annoyed about the whole thing.
"Mission Control confirmed that the EMU was indeed a bit too big for me, but they also said that it wouldn't be a problem if I used it."
"Nevertheless, Ehrmann decided against it."
"He did, even though the Russians don't even use our suits. They have their own, the Orlans. Nevertheless, he insisted that Oleg go with him, and in the end, he spoke to his superiors on Earth, who ultimately had the final say. You already know who carried out the outboard mission." Michaels crossed her arms over her chest and glared defiantly at Amina.
"There have been several occasions when Russian cosmonauts have gone out in American EMUs," Amina objected.
"Yes, but how many times? Three times? Four times?"
"Why did you want to go out so badly? As you said yourself, no EVA was scheduled for you, and these missions are extremely demanding, exhausting and dangerous - especially when they are improvised and rushed like this one."
"You don't know much about astronauts, do you?"
Amina decided to ignore this provocation as well, blaming it on Michaels' emotions and her age. There was no point in arguing anyway.
"We live for these missions. We are ambitious, especially me. Of course, I wanted to take the opportunity to prove myself - especially in such a challenging situation. I knew before the mission started that I would take every opportunity to go on an EVA and show what I could do. You can't imagine how disappointing it is to go up there for the first time and not get to do the really challenging tasks."
"That's because of the risk that this could be the first and last mission to the ISS," Amina interjected, nodding in understanding.
Michaels relaxed a bit and nodded as well. "Yes. Even six months before departure, you worry about every little thing. You exercise only cautiously, because even a sprained ligament means you're out before takeoff. You eat only potatoes and rice so that you don't have to sit out because of a simple upset stomach. Even a mild case of the flu can result in the first replacement being called upon. There are a handful of people who trained with me, went through exactly the same thing, and were considered just as good. They were all ready and eager to take their chance when it came. You have to make yourself indispensable, and to do that you have to have a certain ego. And that ego wants to show what it can do."
"The best way to do that is to go on space walks."
"Exactly. Every mission there's a scramble for EVA slots. Everybody wants to get out there." Michaels held out an open palm and poked at it with the index finger of her other hand. "But besides, it wasn't just me who wanted to go, NASA wanted me to go too."
"Why?"
"We agreed that an American should be there when it came to repairing the MBSUs."
"Because they are directly connected to the PROM," Amina thought out loud.
"Yes. Why would we want a Russian, who was already suspected of illegally accessing the module, handling its power supply?" the American asked. "After everything that had happened so far - think of the failed Soyuz launch, the power outage, and Oleg's unauthorized entry into the PROM - we had plenty of reason to believe that the EVA was part of a Russian covert operation with orders from the Kremlin."
"Sounds like a conspiracy theory, doesn't it?"
"What do you think?" Michaels returned the question, giving her an expectant look.
"I don't think it makes any sense unless the PROM really was a test lab for some new kind of weapon. Otherwise, the Kremlin would have little reason to turn an astronaut and national hero into an intelligence agent," Amina said, shaking her head.
"Oh, come on," the astronaut grumbled, rolling her eyes. "Like my country or Russia needs revolutionary weapons or facts to start a war. Sometimes it's far more effective to make life a little more difficult for the other side and destabilize the status quo than to start a war directly."
"You're alluding to Russian interference in the 2016 U.S. election, I assume?"
"You're right about that. You don't really believe that the Kremlin has to suspect a weapons system in the PROM to be interested in infiltrating it and stealing its secrets. The secrecy of BAEL alone, which financed the entire mission, should have been enough to make all eyes in Moscow go wide. These days, it's not about better weapons like in the Cold War. It's about protecting and exploiting intellectual property. Technologies, knowledge advantages, market dominance. It used to be about ideologies and who had the better answers to social and religious questions, Ms. Young, but today, today it's all about one thing..." Michaels rubbed her thumb and forefinger together in a clear gesture. "Profit."
Amina pondered, absent-mindedly examining the fine lines and furrows on the American's forehead that ran through the dark brown of her skin like the veins of a tree. The quagmire of mutual accusations and suspicions was becoming deeper and deeper, and yet she had the impression of seeing small islands of land flash up, seemingly all stretching in the same direction toward a clear horizon. These islands were still nothing more than fleeting impressions, perhaps mere mirages, but she had been in the game long enough to know when to put all her eggs in one basket.
"I have one more question: how did NASA react to Ehrmann's recommendation to take Raschkin on the EVA instead of you? I know what they decided, and yet you must admit that the decision by your superiors was not necessarily the one you would have expected in this situation."
"Tom discussed the whole thing openly with them, we were able to overhear," Michaels explained. "He was pretty convincing, I'll give him that. Objective and calm, the perfect image of an astronaut and commander acting and arguing rationally, just as you would want him to be in Mission Control. When Mission Control announced their decision after a short deliberation, they agreed with his opinion that "Oleg going was the safest option." She hesitated for a moment and Amina frowned. "But there was a compromise that Houston demanded: Ehrmann would make the repairs to the MBSU attached to the PROM, and Oleg would make the repairs to the unit attached to the MSS - it was at least the lesser of two evils in a difficult situation."
"So they wanted to keep Raschkin as far away from the PROM as possible," Amina summarized, nodding to herself. "Given the tense situation at the time, it made perfect sense."
"It did. I was surprised, though, that Tom seemed nervous after talking to Mission Control."
"Nervous?"
"Yes, I didn't understand why. However..." Michaels leaned forward until her nose almost touched the glass between them, and Amina did the same without thinking. Even though the sound came from speakers and not through holes in the glass - which would have made the quarantine absurd - it still created a moment of seeming secrecy. "But then I thought about it. Tom was behaving differently than I'd expected when he hadn't reported and questioned Oleg's intrusion into the PROM. Now he was insisting that Oleg go out with him to fix the MBSUs and thus the PROM. It was at this point that it occurred to me for the first time that if there was a Russian covert operation, Tom might be involved in the Kremlin's plans. That would mean that he might have his own plans for the EVA, and that thought made me really nervous, you know?"
"Are you seriously saying that you think Ehrmann is a spy who was working with Raschkin for the Russian government to sabotage the PROM or steal its secrets - or even both?" asked Amina with a raised eyebrow. "That's not only a very serious accusation, it's a bold theory."
"I didn't say I was accusing anyone of anything," Michaels objected, sinking back again. The moment had passed, and her features locked like the cogs of a complicated lock. "I merely expressed my distrust of a person - namely Thomas Ehrmann - who seemed to me to be behaving in an unusual and suspicious manner. That is all."
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AMINA, DAY 3, SHCHOLKOVO, RUSSIA


Amina shuffled out of the shower into her bedroom and had made a plug with her towel, which she now used to alternately poke around in her ears. Naked as she was, she looked at the chaos in the room and sighed. Her suitcase lay open between the dark wooden dresser and the luxurious bed. Its innards - lots of blouses, pants, and underwear - were strewn about as if a monster had gutted its prey. The bed itself was unmade and ransacked, like a bed rutted by a plow, and her briefcase, which she had carelessly placed on the small table by the door upon her arrival, had fallen over. All the files and notes had fallen out and were scattered liberally on the floor.
"Damn it!" she cursed and threw the towel back into the bathroom. She searched through the chaos around the suitcase and dug out her panties and bra before returning to the bathroom and pulling on a robe. "What a mess."
Haven't you always said that a clear mind can only thrive in the midst of order?
"Yes, I have," she replied to herself, throwing her clothes back into the suitcase while stacking a pile of dirty laundry next to it. Before she was halfway through, her smartphone vibrated somewhere in the middle of the mess.
Brrr. Brrr. Brrr.
"Where's the damn thing?" She stood up, joints cracking, and looked around.
Brrr. Brrr. Brrr.
It couldn't be on the bed, the noise sounded more like her phone was on wood or stone.
Brrr. Brrr. Brrr.
"Damn it!" she cursed, amazed at her own hypersensitivity. The sound of the vibration was driving her crazy, it was so intrusive and uncomfortable. Finally, her briefcase, of all things, gave away the location of the wooden vibration when, with the next brrr, it slid to the right across the tabletop next to the door, as if it had lost its grip. Amina reached over and pulled the bag away, causing the cell phone underneath to fall to the floor with a dull thud.
"That was to be expected," she grumbled, and as she picked it up, she noticed that her fingers were shaking slightly. She ignored it and looked at the screen. A missed call from Jules Sonneur.
"Hm." She unlocked the screen and was about to call back when the phone vibrated again and a text message arrived. It was also from Jules, and just reading his name made her throat tighten. The message was just a single sentence with a link:
"Check out the following website:" She clicked on the link and was redirected to a news portal with a countdown in the top right corner. Below it read: Time until ISS crashes into Earth's atmosphere. Her eyes wandered back to the ticking time and her limbs suddenly became heavy as lead. Amina swallowed and opened the first news article on the page.
There is still no official statement regarding the latest data leak published by whistleblogger M1RAG3. This lack of communication from NASA is causing increasing concern and accusations from Russia and on social media. The scandal has now reached the political arena. Several representatives of the ISS partner countries have called on the US Space Agency to issue an immediate statement clarifying the matter.
Amina continued to scroll, and the continuous text was interrupted by a video window that loaded automatically. The BBC Live logo was displayed in the upper right corner. A dark-skinned newsreader stood in front of a screen showing the ISS - presumably an archive image. The image zoomed out to reveal a second person, a slightly shorter man with gray hair and horn-rimmed glasses.
"I'd like to welcome Armin Heugens, senior materials scientist at the European Space Agency (ESA), to the studio," the host introduced the man, who nodded and smiled into the camera. "Mr. Heugens, what exactly happens when the ISS falls below the critical altitude?"
"We're talking about a loss of orbit, which would be the worst disaster imaginable for the space station," the scientist explained with a German accent, as an animation of the ISS burning up and falling apart over Asia appeared on the screen behind the two men. "In a controlled crash, parts of the station would burn up as it entered the atmosphere. You have to understand that the ISS travels at about 17,400 miles per hour, the ISS has a very high so-called orbital velocity. Unlike a vacuum, the atmosphere has a relatively high pressure and slows down any object entering the atmosphere accordingly. This converts an enormous amount of kinetic energy into heat in a very short time. Plasma, a mixture of atomic-molecular particles of charged ions and electrons, is formed from gases - in this case, the atmosphere - and reaches one thousand eight hundred and thirty-two degrees Fahrenheit and higher. The American space shuttles, like the Russian Soyuz capsules, had special heat shields, mostly made of ceramic, to protect them from burning up. The ISS, due to its shape and structure, was never designed for re-entry and therefore has no heat shield. In a controlled crash, large parts of the station would simply burn up and the rest would fall over the South Pacific, where it is highly unlikely to cause any damage. However, such a maneuver is only planned for the decommissioning of the space station, which will take place in 2024 at the earliest."
"You mentioned a controlled crash," the anchor continued. "What happens in the event of an uncontrolled crash?"
"Well, that would be an even bigger disaster, increasing the risk of any remaining debris falling over populated areas. They would hit like small comets and could cause major damage and even fatalities."
"A tragedy for manned spaceflight, wouldn't you say?"
"Oh, it would be," Heugens said, shaking his head sadly. "The ISS is a marvel of human ingenuity and engineering. It is a sign of what humans are capable of creating, even in a place as hostile and difficult to reach as orbit. Don't get me wrong: a controlled crash would be the lesser of two evils, and no one would have to worry about a burning piece of metal falling on their house. But it would still be a colossal loss. A massive waste of hundreds of billions of dollars, countless human efforts, research, experience, and opportunities to improve life on Earth. Many viewers don't realize it, but some of the most important medical and agricultural experiments, which are enormously important for our life on Earth, took place on the ISS".
"Let's get back to the current situation," the anchor changed the subject, pointing to the repetitive crash animation behind them. "It doesn't look like a controlled crash right now, does it?"
"It's too early for that at the moment," the ESA scientist tried to evade. "However, if the current loss of control continues, then there is a very high risk that the ISS will indeed crash uncontrolled, and in that case, we will only be able to predict where it will land at a very late stage."
"Then human casualties and material damage cannot be excluded?"
"No," Heugens admitted, shaking his head. "The worst-case scenario would be debris falling over a major city."
"Then let's hope it doesn't come to that," the anchor said, turning to the main camera and thus directly to the viewers. The image zoomed in on his torso and face. "We're going to take a short break and then we'll be back with you, focusing on the ISS."
Amina jumped as the phone in her hand vibrated and the video disappeared. It was replaced by a call icon and Raphael Bertrand's name underneath it. She sighed in surrender and answered the call.
"Young?" She straightened her shoulders, bracing herself for her boss's next tantrum. He was getting anxious and probably felt like he was losing control, which was about the worst thing that could happen to an egocentric career man with narcissistic tendencies.
Amina cleared her throat before replying. "I already knew about Raschkin's breach into the PROM."
"Que voulez-vous dire par là?" Bertrand asked in French, and the switch from their official language to his mother tongue did not bode well, but she had expected something like this.
"What I'm trying to say is that I already knew about it," she continued quickly. "There was even another breach by Raschkin - after the power outage."
"What?"
"He did it on the orders of Ehrmann, who didn't report it either. But you will get all the relevant information with your next report, which I will prepare and send to you in the next few hours," she explained firmly. She couldn't show any weakness now and had to sound confident and clear so that he wouldn't soil his pants in his office in Paris and say something stupid.
"How did you get this information?" Bertrand wanted to know.
If I tell him now that it was Mirage, he'll fly off the handle and do something stupid in his anger, she thought feverishly. She didn't need a discussion about her contact with the whistleblogger any more than she needed Bertrand's false speculation about her contact. Then she had an idea.
"Michaels. She mentioned it in one of our interviews," she lied.
"Is that so?" he asked, and the pause that followed seemed to burst between them like a bomb. Maybe he believed her, maybe he didn't. It didn't matter now. He seemed to know that as well. "Inform me earlier from now on, yes?" From now on, I want two reports a day, evenly spaced, so I'm informed earlier."
"Of course."
"You of all people who complained about not being informed quicker and more efficiently should understand why this is necessary. We don't have time to waste. The ISS doesn't have time. I was willing to help you and took your criticism to heart, so I reached out to all my contacts and called in favors, and I looked into past incidents to dig up anything that could help you in Moscow. You, on the other hand, didn't seem to feel the need to share such important information with me right away."
"I'm sorry," Amina replied with sincere remorse, and she felt guilty because he was right. "I assumed you already knew."
"You shouldn't assume anything from now on, do you understand?" he replied brusquely. "You will work closely with me and keep me informed of every damn fart, understand? If something like this happens again, I'll have to think about removing you and taking over the investigation myself. Otherwise, I don't see any other way to avoid further setbacks. This is about saving the damn ISS." With that, he hung up, leaving her alone in her hotel room, thousands of miles away from Paris, with the rapid beep of her smartphone.
Is that his goal? To take over the investigation and put all his eggs in one basket? His reputation, she thought. High stakes, but an equally tempting prize if successful. Is the whole thing just a charade, a setup for what he had planned all along? She wouldn't put it past him.
With nervous hands, she fumbled in her breast pocket, only to realize that she was still in her robe and that there were no cigarettes in her jacket either.
"Well, fabulous..." she growled.
The next morning, Amina sat in the interview room with damp hair, which she had pulled back into an uncomplicated pinned-back style, and with forced calm placed her file, smartphone, recorder, and egg timer on her half of the table, just as she had done the days before. Ehrmann sat across from her as she set the alarm and began the sonorous ticking that had become something of a familiar background melody for her during the interviews.
"Good morning," she said in German when she had arranged everything correctly, and Ehrmann greeted her in his native tongue.
"What do you have to say about the public discussion about the data leak at NASA? Unusually high energy spikes, exaggerated conspiracy theories ... You must have your own view of things."
"My guess is that the instruments in the PROM malfunctioned," the astronaut explained calmly, raising his shoulders. "In my experience, it's the simplest explanations for the most complicated problems that end up being correct, especially when the speculation of sensationalist crowds and the media is running high. Under ideal circumstances, a sensor can quickly spit out incorrect data if something changes in its environment or if there is a bug in the software. This is because a sensor may look extremely simple, but when you see the bits and bytes behind it that make up the software that makes the hardware useful, things look different."
"A malfunction? Right at that moment, just before the power went out?"
"Oleg had already observed the charging irregularities in the PROM's power grid before that, and in the end, the entire module was destroyed by a malfunction. So it stands to reason that it had happened before," Ehrmann reiterated his opinion and seemed to want to elaborate: "The entire Prometheus mission was accompanied by frequent malfunctions. Also, according to Oleg, the PROM was cobbled together in a comparatively hasty and amateurish way, and I wonder if there weren't actually compatibility problems with the station's hardware, and that's why we got false results. The module was apparently already in use, and since neither the rest of the components nor the PROM crew ever arrived, I honestly wouldn't be at all surprised. How far-fetched does that sound to you?"
"That's entirely possible," she evaded, opening the cover of her file very slowly. "I'd like to talk to you about the EVA and the fact that you didn't want Patricia Michaels with you."
"I'd rather not talk about it," Ehrmann replied, his eyes closing like a ship's pressure bulkhead.
"Why not?"
"Because it reminds me of my dead friend," he replied, and indeed his whole face suddenly expressed sadness - the kind of sorrow that could neither be faked nor hidden. "I ... I gave detailed information about the course of the operation. It's all in your file, I guess, because I wrote the report right after the EVA and sent it to Mission Control and Munich Station."
"I think a personal report could contain other details that you might consider less important than I do," Amina pointed out.
"Repeating the same facts doesn't help you, me or the ISS. I see no reason why the EVA should have anything to do with the current incident, which is what this is all about."
"I understand," Amina assured him indulgently and closed the file again before putting her hands on top of it. It's not about the formalities, it's about the two of us. Here and now.
"Look at it this way: this could be your chance to take a fresh look and let me help you shed some light on the matter. Now you're not dealing with a typing program, you're dealing with a person who's trained to listen and care about astronauts. That's my job, you know. Besides, this would be a good opportunity to dispel the absurd rumors about the EVA. Amina watched Ehrmann's face as he tried to decipher the meaning of her words. Just as well. "I am referring specifically to Patricia Michaels' concerns and fears about your background and motives in the matter."
"My motives?" the German asked irritably, his eyebrows drawn together in a dark expression like storm clouds.
"Yes."
"I have no motives and nothing to hide, if that's what you're insinuating!"
"I don't want to insinuate anything, I want to find the truth and not rely on the statements of one person," Amina replied.
"As I said. I have nothing to hide," the astronaut repeated, crossing his arms over his broad chest.
"That's good, thank you for your trust." She pressed a few buttons on her smartphone before looking up again. "This is an audio recording from the station, just before the EVA. I'd like you to listen to it, and then we can discuss it. It's just audio, but I think you can help me fill in the blanks. Agreed?"
Without waiting for an answer, she called up the prepared audio file and pressed start.
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"Why, Tom?" Patty asked angrily, hovering like a sparkling meteorite of flaming rage in the circular connector between the Unity and Destiny modules. Tom sighed and held on to the panel of a drawer with a piece of tape labeled Soup stuck to it.
"Why are you taking Oleg instead of me? Why don't you want me with you?"
"The EMU is too big for you, and it fits Oleg perfectly. Putting you in it would be an unnecessary risk in an already risky situation," he explained calmly, and the noise of the computers and circuits that surrounded them behind and partly in front of the white panels swelled to an unpleasant roar in their ears.
"You've already said that, but I've spoken to my superiors at NASA and they assure me that the size difference is not a serious disadvantage or even a safety risk," she replied gruffly.
"You called Houston to question my decision?" Tom gritted his teeth so hard his jaws cracked. "I thought our conversation about your private channel with NASA made it clear how I feel about secrecy. It has no place aboard this station."
"Why?" Patty repeated impassively, making no move to get out of his way.
"You weren't supposed to do an EVA on this mission anyway," he grumbled, and after a deep sigh continued a little more calmly, "Besides, I'm not willing to risk the life of an outstanding astronaut on her first trip into space just to boost her ego. There are real risks and dangers involved and this is no longer a training mission, do you understand?"
"I was the best in my training group, and even though I wasn't originally slated for an EVA, I went through intensive training more recently than you and Oleg." Patty's mouth turned into a thin line. "Besides," she added angrily, "Houston not only informed me that there was no problem with me using the EMU, but also recommended that I perform the EVA for BAEL. Oh, and one more thing: you were never supposed to be commander of Prometheus, you only became commander because the actual commander's Soyuz launch failed and we're up here alone. NASA, on the other hand, has always been and still is in charge of the station. And BAEL pays most of the bills, remember? You have to accept what Houston says. I'm going out there."
"I can't believe how you're acting right now," Tom replied indignantly, his next words little more than a mixture of hiss and growl. "Whatever NASA or BAEL told you, they're down there and I'm up here. That means I'm in charge here and now, not them, and that means I'm making the only sensible and logical decision, and Oleg Raschkin will be wearing the EMU."
Patty started to respond, but he kicked his foot against the hinge of the small table that folded out of the wall and floated right in front of her, catching himself with his hands on the door. Their faces were very close now and he spoke a little more quietly.
"My decision is final and I don't want to hear another word about it. If you want to contact Mom and Dad at NASA behind my back again, go ahead. I'll be happy to talk to them directly and take full responsibility for my decision. For you, this may be an ego trip and a chance to make a name for yourself and show your social media followers how good you are. But it's not about feeding an ad campaign and putting yourself in the spotlight, it's about fixing and saving this station, understand?"
"I..." she began, but he did not let her get a word in edgewise.
"I," he cut her off, his voice barely a whisper, "demand your complete concentration and flawless cooperation during the entire EVA. You will be the only astronaut on board the station when we're out there doing our job. We are relying on you, do you understand?"
"Yes, I understand," Patty replied with a straight face.
"Good." He gestured with one hand toward the open hatch that led into the first part of the Quest module. "Now check the EMUs and make sure they're both fully operational and not spitting out any errors."



19


AMINA, DAY 4, STAR CITY, RUSSIA


Amina stopped the audio recording and looked at her interviewee, who had spoken throughout the interview, but, unlike the argument, had shown little emotion. Only when Michaels said he hadn't originally been considered for the command did his right eyelid twitch.
"I know what I said in that conversation," he explained, shaking his head. "This recording was played to me several times during the EVA investigation. Why do we need to listen to it again?"
"Well, since you ask, based on your amazing persistence in choosing Raschkin over Michaels - even though NASA had previously given the green light to the American - one might get the impression that you and Raschkin were pursuing your own agenda. Even as far as the EVA was concerned," Amina remarked somewhat vaguely, watching to see what effect her provocation had on Ehrmann.
Surprisingly, hardly any, except that the corners of the German's mouth turned down slightly.
"You have to admit that your behavior before the outboard mission, coupled with Raschkin's unauthorized intrusion into the PROM module and your decision not to report it, puts things in a different light," Amina said. "Add to that your direct order to Oleg to enter the private module a second time."
"Please," the astronaut said, his face growing darker. "Oleg was the flight engineer and had more experience than Patty and I combined. Besides, we had known each other for many years, worked together several times, including on EVAs, and trusted each other blindly. In an improvised situation like this, it was important to have and feel that knowledge behind you. It was the safest and most rational decision I could make at the time, and my judgment would be the same today. Our lives depended on the success of the EVA, because if we hadn't solved the problem with the blown MBSUs, another solar wind could have caused a complete blackout. The oxygen supply could have been compromised, and I don't need to explain what that means."
Amina gave him a moment to calm down, thinking about his words coupled with his body language. He really seemed to believe what he was saying. The indignation in his face and his whole demeanor had been spontaneous and erupted in a way that, for a controlled character like him, was an unmistakable sign that he was convinced of what he had said.
"You know, I was nervous about the situation," he admitted in a much more controlled voice, shaking his head as if regretting something unspoken. "The two MBSUs were similar in design, but different in construction. Unlike Oleg, who knew practically every screw and wire on the station by heart, I had to study my assigned unit and memorize its layout. After NASA insisted that we switch jobs so that Oleg, as a Russian, had nothing to do with the PROM, we - especially me - had to improvise. More than I would have liked. I didn't want to make any mistakes, you know? If Patty had come with me, I would have had to worry about her too, and that wouldn't have made my job any easier."
"I understand," Amina assured him in a conciliatory tone. He sounded sad.
"I'm very sorry that Patty distrusts me and is making such absurd accusations against me," Ehrmann continued in a strained voice. "If we stick to the facts, playing the blame game would actually make her look bad. She is the one most likely to be suspected."
"Michaels?" Amina asked, at the same time realizing what he was getting at.
"Yes. She would have had a motive. She was determined to do the EVA herself and may have thought, or still thinks, that Oleg was a Russian spy. She was offended because she wanted to go outside and do the repairs herself instead of him. That's the only reason I had to talk to NASA and make the stupid compromise that Oleg and I would switch positions. As you heard on the audio, it was Patty's job to do the final check on the two spacesuits. She was also the one on the station who supervised the mission and was responsible for Oleg's and my safe return."
"Are you saying that Michaels might have had something to do with Raschkin's EVA accident?" Amina asked.
Ehrmann shook his head. "No, I do not engage in speculative accusations and theories. I would never make an official accusation." He looked pointedly at the recorder and then back into Amina's eyes. "What I'm saying is that Patty's behavior at the time, combined with what happened during the EVA, objectively makes her look a lot more suspicious than I do. If she's smart, she'd better not start pointing fingers."
Amina returned his gaze and pursed her lips. "What happened during the EVA from your point of view?"
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While preparing for a spacewalk, we spend countless hours in the Quest module's equipment room. There, the two EMUs are attached to the walls like people stuck in time, surrounded by the many cables and hoses that make the first part of the unit look so messy. Next to the two suits is a laptop connected to the processor unit of each EMU. We are constantly plugging and unplugging connections, reading and checking values, and moving back and forth in order to complete the vast number of tasks in as few hours as possible. The EMUs have brown bags over their helmets like prisoners who want to be kept hidden. The whole thing always looks a little strange on video, but most of all it is exhausting because the preparation requires a lot of concentration. Sometime later, when Oleg and I floated into the vacuum of the crew lock, the outer area of the airlock with the exit hatch, there was no trace of the hectic process. The walls are tidier there, and you can't see any wires except for two tether lines about the thickness of a child's forearm that look like they're wrapped in white tape. We took one last look at the data screens on our displays, which are attached to small ports on our chests and stick out far enough that we can see them through the visor when we look down.
As Patty gave us the final go, Oleg opened the hatch at his feet, grabbed the top edge with his chunky gloves - from my perspective - and carefully pulled himself out. Since we carry a lot of hooks, eyes and tools around our waist and abdomen, the risk of getting caught is greatest here. That's why it's best to move carefully and almost creepily slowly during an EVA. The same goes for arms and legs, which can be used with much less precision and skill than on Earth. Weightlessness does not forgive a single impulse, no matter how small. Every finger you move has a Newtonian consequence that is immediately felt.
Oleg pulled himself out and I followed. I pushed aside one of my safety lines, which slithered away like a snake in a vacuum, caught in an endless pulse of waves that only took on a new direction when it hit the wall. Once in front of the open hatch, I grabbed the metal edge and allowed myself a quick look outside. With the opening facing away from Earth and the light from the white crew lock blinding me, all I could see was the deep blackness of space, circling in front of me like a giant black hole without an accretion disk. Then I pushed my feet out first and turned around to face the station. Below me I could see the Earth, glowing faintly blue and shimmering on the horizon. The Terminator was moving away to the west, heralding the darkness that would fall in a few hours.
I conscientiously closed the hatch to the crew lock - the Quest Joint Airlock, as the module is called - after properly hooking the safety lines to the outside.
"I'm outside. Hatch closed. Ready for transit to target," I radioed, hearing the echo of my voice in my helmet.
"Playing outside is healthy, my mother always said," came the reply from Oleg, who was shimmying along the Quest to my right. The outside of the entire station is littered with copper-colored handholds, some longer, some shorter, making it relatively easy for us to move along the station.
From the platform of the airlock, which looked like an inflated Coke can with hinges, I could see to the right the interconnected Russian Zvezda and Zarya modules with their own solar sails. These in turn were directly adjacent to Unity and Quest, which in turn were connected to the elongated base of the ISS via the American Destiny. About two hundred and fifty miles below me, I could see the green-brown outline of Madagascar, framed by the shimmering blue Indian Ocean. I remember that it was an amazingly cloudless day down there, and as always, I was surprised at how much detail I could see even from that height: The reliefs of jagged mountain ranges rising like spines from forests and steppes, rivers flowing leisurely like lifelines, and scattered wisps of cloud reminiscent of thin flocks of sheep clinging anxiously to the land masses. I could even make out stretches of beach and places where forest fires were raging.
"She probably didn't know you wanted to be an astronaut," I replied, continuing to shimmy along the handholds, always about seven feet away from Oleg.
"She probably wouldn't mind if we finally invented something cool like magnetic boots."
"I'd rather trust my hands than electrified shoes that could suddenly fail," I replied. We crossed ESP-2, the external charging platform next to the Quest module, and then split up. Oleg went to the top of the central segment of the ITS, short for Integrated Truss Structure, which forms the backbone of the ISS, aligned at right angles to the station's flight direction, and to which the large solar arrays are attached. His job there was to repair the MBSU-1, which supplies power to the Mobile Servicing System and the robotic arm.
I went to MBSU-2, which was located on the underside of the S0 segment, which I reached via the American Destiny. Unlike the area around the robotic arm, which stuck out of the station's transverse segment like an overlong, curved finger, the Destiny looked almost tidy. While the base of the MSS seemed to have all sorts of grids, tubes and smaller covers flying around, Destiny was a tubular segment of unattractive drabness between Unity and Harmony, where the European Columbus and the Japanese Kibo were plugged in. The PROM, on the other hand, was a bit more striking, looking to me like an unfamiliar foreign body. Although it basically resembled the Harmony, from which it seemed to protrude like a smashed torpedo, it was smaller and had a dark glass shell on the side that looked like a nondescript observation deck. What surprised me was that the window was milky. Unlike the rest of the station, which shimmered metallically in the sunlight, the rest of the PROM's hull was matte, casting a subtle, shimmering charcoal sheen.
I had to constantly rearrange my safety line so it wouldn't accidentally get tangled in my arms or legs. Every breath I took was accompanied by a rushing echo in my helmet, which was a tiny capsule of breathable air in the middle of this gigantic, ice-cold, airless environment where not a sound could be heard. As always, we worked in absolute silence, except for my breathing and occasional radio messages, which were mostly announcements from Mission Control and more like formalities in the EVA process. Even Oleg was silent when he started his repairs.
Everything in space happens very slowly, as if you're working in slow motion.
The work began with a cordless screwdriver to unscrew the maintenance access cover. It is important that not a single screw is lost, because even the smallest part can become a deadly piece of space debris for satellites and spacecraft - all the more reason to proceed with caution in space.
The repair took six and a half hours in total, and just before the end, as I was checking the last of the soldered joints, my fingers hurt like I'd had a gout attack. Since the gloves are also under pressure and are cumbersome and stiff, every movement is like squeezing one of those hand exercise machines. As a result, I was shaking with every movement and my fingertips were burning from the effort. I had to keep reminding myself not to keep staring out of the corner of my eye at the gloomy PROM, which, like the entire station, was now in total darkness, like a menacing monster. I didn't like the BAEL module, and the fact that my only light was the circular spot of my helmet lamps, which barely illuminated the work area, didn't help my mood. A similar distraction was the band of stars, which was overwhelming in the absence of the sun, which was now completely obscured by the Earth. I had seen and photographed the myriad glowing points countless times from the observation deck, but nothing compared to the experience of seeing them with my own eyes without a restrictive dome. The Milky Way lay like a white sheet over everything, and the individual stars shimmered so close together that the unimaginable distances between them, unfathomable to the human mind, seemed like whispered lies.
"I'm done," Oleg announced, just before I had attached my cordless screwdriver to my belt. I was startled, as it had been quiet for some time after several hours of instructions from Mission Control. "The MSS should be back on line now."
"Roger that," Patty radioed in a neutral tone from the Quest module. "Good work."
Relieved that although Oleg's repairs had taken a long time, they had been successful and that Patty was being professional, I let out a long sigh.
"Good work. I need a little more time, but not much longer. The main part is done," I radioed, breathing heavily and blowing a drop of sweat from the tip of my nose. A glance at my chest gauge told me I had two hours of oxygen left. More than enough.
"You see, Tommy, it wasn't so difficult after all. You didn't have to worry so much, especially about yourself," Oleg said in a static-filled radio message. "Back to the airlock now."
"That's good," I said. "Really good work, both of you. I'll let you know as soon as I'm done."
"Did you notice that even though I'm older than you, I finished before you?" I could hear Oleg grinning. "Looks like you didn't have to worry about your performance, but you were a little slow. Then again, the MBSU you were assigned wasn't your original assignment. I guess some problems with the procedure are normal. Of course, they don't call me Rushin Raschkin for nothing, haha! If you want, I can come by and finish your job as well."
"You'd better make your way to the airlock before your geriatric incontinence sets in and you wet your diaper," I radioed back with a strained smile. My joke was meant to cover up what all three of us knew: NASA and BAEL didn't want my friend anywhere near the distribution board that powered their secret module. Fortunately, Oleg confirmed in a relaxed tone, and I was about to pick up the maintenance access cover when he spoke up again in a much less relaxed voice.
"Something's wrong here," he radioed in a tinny voice.
"What's wrong?" I wanted to know.
"I can't see anything here. What happened?" Patty asked at the same time from inside the station.
"Nothing here either," Mission Control from Houston interjected.
"I have fluid in my helmet and I'm sure it's not from my incontinence." Oleg paused and swore in Russian. "Mission Control, I have a serious problem here!"
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I heard a gurgle, interrupted by what sounded like short bursts of wet hissing over the radio, and began to sweat even more.
"Oleg? Talk to me!" I said, even though the rational part of me knew I'd better keep quiet so that Mission Control in Houston could take over direct emergency contact with Oleg.
"Bliaxa muxa!" he cursed, making a slurping sound like someone blowing on too-hot tea. "I'm trying to get back to the airlock! What a bloody mess!"
"This is Mission Control," the mission leader interrupted.
"Tom, stop what you are doing immediately and assist Oleg."
"Got it!" I yelled in alarm, hooking the cordless screwdriver into my harness more quickly than I would have liked. The cover wasn't fully screwed on yet, but it was tight and I couldn't see it anymore, so I looked up instead. I couldn't see Oleg except for the glow of his helmet lights in the total darkness, their pale brightness turning the outlines of the station in his immediate vicinity into dancing shadows. "On my way, Mission Control. Oleg, hang in there!"
"My helmet's starting to fill up," Oleg grumbled. "And it's definitely not vodka."
"Can you see anything?" I asked to keep him talking. It would help to keep him from panicking, even though I knew I was more at risk than he was.
"Not for long."
"Patty, get ready, we're going to need your help," I ordered.
"I'm in position," came the breathless reply from the American.
Breathing heavily, I climbed up the metal structure towards Oleg. At this point, Oleg disappeared from my view, and for a moment I saw nothing but the small circular patch of light in front of me, surrounded by impenetrable darkness. Handles, screw hubs, and covering foil appeared before me like surreal props in a disaster movie. Despite my hood, my entire face was now covered in sweat, and the drops ran down my nose and chin. They tasted salty on my lips, which I kept brushing with my teeth to find an outlet for my fear for Oleg.
A bubble sounded on the radio, followed by a sentence that cut to my marrow, and not just because it was shouted:
"GUYS ... THE ... HELMET ... IS FILLING UP ... FASTER THAN EXPECTED! MUST ... REMOVE ...". Oleg groaned and it bubbled again, then his voice became a little clearer. He kept shouting. "I HAVE TO CUT THE LINE AND PUSH OFF, OTHERWISE I WON'T MAKE IT TO THE AIRLOCK FAST ENOUGH!"
"Oleg, that's too dangerous!" warned Mission Control, and although I knew that their contact in Houston was doing the right thing by staying calm, at that moment I wanted to yell at him to realize the seriousness of the situation. "I repeat: too dangerous. Do not let go of the safety line!"
If you do and slip, you'll drift lost through space until your oxygen runs out and you suffocate, I added mentally. I cursed my hands for barely having enough strength left to grab the handles. I slid across the outside of the MSS, frantically shining my light up where I could just make out the outline of Oleg's EMU - ghostly and indistinct, but I was sure it was him.
"I ..." Another bubbling sound, followed by a wet cough.
"I'VE LOST CONTACT WITH THE STATION. I AM DISCONNECTED. COULD NO LONGER ..."
Another pause in which I held my breath, afraid he might have already drowned. "COULDN'T RECONNECT."
"Use your SAFER jetpack!" I yelled over the radio, ignoring the fact that emergency communications were reserved for Mission Control.
"SAFER... NOT WORKING! ERROR... ERROR FUNCTION," Oleg replied. He sounded exhausted and seemed to be speaking partially through water. The pauses between his words grew longer and frightened me.
Stay calm, I thought to myself. Your friend is drowning in his suit's coolant and has lost contact with the station. Worst case, but not the end. As long as he's breathing, there's still hope. I tried to fight my panic by taking deep breaths. I feverishly considered my options as I worked my way forward, but the answers that surfaced in my mind gave me little hope.
"I'm on my way, my friend," I whispered exhaustedly, forcing my muscles, which were begging for mercy, to summon their last reserves and to go from a snail's pace to a tortoise's. It was so frustrating to see how slowly I was progressing in weightlessness, even though every fiber of my body was screaming for speed. "Ya obeshchayu, ya obeshchayu."
There was no reply from Oleg, except for the gurgling sound of water from his helmet. Then I remembered something.
"Patty!" I shouted breathlessly. "You can operate the Canadarm again, can't you? You should have a visual on him from the dome. Try to grab him, or at least get the handle in front of him if you can find him, then he'll have something to hold on to if he..." If he's still conscious, I wanted to say, but I didn't dare say it out loud.
"I can't do that."
"Excuse me?"
"According to the emergency protocol for EVAs, I have to stay in the airlock and prepare for an emergency rescue," she replied, and I gritted my teeth in anger at hearing that. "Besides, I haven't finished the systems check, and I don't even know if the external cameras are working again."
"Patty..."
"The risk is too great if I can't see him and have to operate the Canadarm blind!"
Another bubble from Oleg, followed by a hiss that made our argument seem even more urgent.
"At least try!" I barked angrily. "This is an emergency, not a protocol!"
"The protocol was created specifically for emergencies like..."
"We have to improvise, goddammit!"
I thought I heard what sounded like mumbled attempts at speech from Oleg, swallowed by the water like a drowning man trying to scream, and then a hiss that sounded like an electrical discharge. While I pondered how it was even possible for there to be a short circuit inside the helmet, Patty continued to justify herself. Her voice was shriller than usual now, but still unyielding and harsh.
"We have to hope that he..."
I couldn't hear what followed, because the omnipresent bubbling from Oleg's helmet, which had been transmitted the whole time, suddenly stopped. The water must have reached the second microphone unit above his head, and his helmet must have completely filled with water.
"OLEG!" I shouted hoarsely as I reached the upper edge of the main segment and stared at the long cross structure that formed the outer skeleton of the space station. I could only dimly make it out as my lights suddenly lost power - not completely, but enough to leave me in the dark. I thought I saw a light flicker on in the middle of the darkness, which was so thick that even the glow of my lights was lost in it. It was as if someone had put black foil over my visor, and I had to turn my whole body and look at the night side of the Earth to make sure I could still see the glowing cities in the depths.
Suddenly I heard something again that wasn't coming from Patty or Mission Control: a sound like someone swallowing something in a hurry.
"C... can you hear me?" Oleg coughed hoarsely, and I almost let go of the handles in shock and surprise.
"OLEG?"
"Yeah... I don't... argh... I don't have much time." His voice sounded like withered leaves. The hiss of a deep breath, then a wet cough. I understood what he had done, and it shocked me to the core. He must have drunk a lot of the coolant to be able to breathe a little longer. "I don't feel well."
"We're coming to get you, buddy! I'm coming to get you. Turn your head so I can see your light," I said, my voice cracking. Mission Control and Patty said something too, but I don't remember their exact words. It was like it was just him and me. Out there in space, alone and isolated, the last people left. You can't put that loneliness into words, you can only experience it, and then hope that shadow never rests on your soul again.
"I ... I feel like my whole body is on fire from the inside," Oleg gasped, his voice sounding a shade weaker than before.
As soon as he spoke, I saw a shadowy silhouette, a delicate silver lining in the blackness against the shining canopy of stars, and assessed my chances. That was the moment I unhooked my own safety line and watched it float away like a shaped wave.
"Fuck it, Patty! I'll get him myself. Stay in the airlock!"
"What?" she sounded horrified.
"I've untethered myself. I see Oleg. I see you, buddy, I see you!" I replied, pushing off with both hands.
"You can't do that!" protested Patty. "Attach yourself again right now!"
"I haven't attached the second tether - the line will be too short."
"The risk is too great!"
"No risk is too great to save Oleg," I objected, pulling as hard as I could with both hands to propel myself forward, over the black abyss between the edge of the Quest module and the protruding airlock section. I sailed through the void for what seemed like an eternity, while I heard Oleg's helmet bubbling and gurgling again over the radio, and realized he could no longer speak. Apparently his helmet was completely filled with liquid and he was drowning, giving me only a few minutes, if that.
The endless jump ended abruptly when I collided with what I vaguely recognized as Oleg's EMU. It was almost like driving at night on a country road at too high a speed and suddenly a deer appears in your headlights. You want to jerk the wheel and swerve to avoid it, but I instinctively grabbed hold of him and a moment later we were spinning together in a wild spiral into the eternal darkness of space. I groaned as I tried to hold Oleg and activate my SAFER jetpack at the same time, but I could barely move with his body in front of my chest. When I finally felt the controls under my fingers, I activated the cold gas jets and with silent corrective thrusts we glided back to the station. We crashed into the side hatch of the airlock. Before the counter-pulse could catapult us in the other direction, I grabbed one of the handholds in what I guess you could call a lucky grab. I grabbed it and didn't let go, like a predator biting into its prey. My fingers screamed with pain and fatigue, but they remained tightly wrapped around the metal. The hatch opened, and as if in a dream, I pushed Oleg inside, before following, closed the bulkhead, and saw from the light that Patty had already restarted the pressurization.
I ignored the safety protocol and immediately opened his helmet. Oleg's face was enveloped in a fluid that cocooned him, but it was on the verge of freezing as the heat and atmosphere had only been partially restored. I grabbed his torso and tilted him backward, allowing the fluid to come off his face in large and small globules that floated away. I used my gloves to wipe away the remaining droplets until he finally gasped for air. His skin was fiery red and his eyes were wide with terror, but he was breathing.
He was breathing.
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"As agreed with NASA, Raschkin repaired the MBSU on the top of the ITS and you repaired the MBSU on the bottom that powered the PROM," Amina went through the events again after she had collected herself.
Ehrmann had told her about the EVA so vividly that she was caught in a kind of maelstrom that she couldn't allow to happen again. She couldn't imagine how terrible it must have been to be so helpless and so close to death, further away from humanity than anyone else.
"Raschkin finished before you and told you that liquid was seeping into his helmet. He was practically drowning in his suit's coolant and reported that he had to untether himself to move faster. He then lost contact with the station. You then ordered Michaels to use the newly repaired Canadarm to try to catch your colleague. However, Michaels officially refused the order, citing protocol and expressing concern about whether it was safe enough to use the repaired MSS. After a brief argument, you disengaged and jumped to intercept Raschkin while he was floating away, using your SAFER jetpack to return to the station and reach the airlock together. By this time, the Russian's helmet was completely filled with liquid. Fortunately, you reached the airlock, managed to hang on, and got him in and removed the helmet and liquid before he drowned."
"Yes," Ehrmann confirmed with an absent-minded look and closed his eyes for several heartbeats. When he looked at her again, she could almost physically feel his fear at the memory of what had happened.
Amina opened her file and flipped a few pages to a green marker. "The official EVA report states that both the SAFER jetpack, a maneuvering unit with cold gas jets strapped to one's back, and one of the seals in the coolant system had completely failed."
"That's correct." The German nodded. "That's what Oleg's own check after the EVA showed, and that's what the official report says."
"Raschkin checked his EMU himself. Unusual after that kind of accident where he almost drowned earlier, don't you think?"
"He insisted on it. But he didn't find any evidence that his suit had been sabotaged, so he concluded that he'd just had a lot of bad luck and that it was actually two simultaneous cases of total equipment failure. As unlikely as that may be, it's not impossible.
"How did Raschkin take it?" Amina wanted to know.
"You're actually asking if he expected something else."
She didn't answer.
"He just said: shit happens, if that answers your question."
"Thank you. What do you think?"
Ehrmann didn't seem surprised by her question and took his time answering. His jaw muscles were working and he chewed his lower lip several times.
"I have to admit I was skeptical of Patty during the incident and after. It was her job to check the suits before the EVA and make sure everything was as it should be - including the functionality of the jetpacks and the cooling system. She confirmed that both suits were working perfectly and that there were no problems. Ehrmann leaned forward, closing the distance between Amina and himself, even though the glass pane was like a wall between them, impenetrable and disturbing. "There's also the matter of the refused order. She should have used the Canadarm to save him and not force me to take such a huge risk. If it hadn't worked, Oleg... he would have died right there. I don't understand how she could refuse, when my order had a real chance of succeeding. That's what puzzles me."
"So you're not saying that you think Michaels tampered with Raschkin's suit, but that the whole course of events surrounding the emergency makes her look very suspicious and maybe even guilty."
"Yes, it bothered me then, and it still does now," Ehrmann admitted with a straight face. He began to shut down again, perhaps because the memories had affected him so much that he found it difficult to think clearly. But maybe also because he was once again aware of the situation and the recorder. She wouldn't try to change his mind, because their time was long over anyway. No one had escorted her out of the room.
That was progress.
Two hours later, Amina was sitting on her bed, showered and dressed in her bathrobe. She had propped her back up against the headboard with a pillow and was surrounded on all sides by files and lots of printouts of reports, official ESA documents, and personnel files. They all revolved around the PROM incident and everything that had happened in the two weeks leading up to it. CNN was playing on the TV hanging on the wall to the right, behind which was the bathroom - once again an endless focus on the ISS. She put aside a spreadsheet with Ehrmann and Michaels' training results from their last training sessions and closed her eyes for a moment. She massaged her temples with firm pressure and took a deep breath. The fatigue from too little sleep and too much stress tightened around her skull like an oversized handcuff. The desire for a cigarette was almost overwhelming, just to stop the whirlwind of thoughts in her head - or at least slow them down a bit. It was getting harder and harder to weave her thoughts into a logical chain, one that built upon the other, one that was unbreakable and linear.
And preferably lead me to a logical conclusion, Amina added to her thoughts and let out a long sigh. She was inclined to believe Ehrmann and to be suspicious of Michaels herself, because her actions during the incidents, as well as her uncooperative and uncontrolled behavior during the interviews, didn't reflect well on her. At the same time, Amina could not risk letting dislike and a certain amount of anger at the American's snippy manner form the basis of her opinion. She had to remain professional and not be guided by feelings and impulses. If there was one thing she had learned from the conversations so far, it was to avoid jumping to conclusions.
When she opened her eyes again, she looked around her silent hotel room, sniffed at the jumble of papers around her, and looked up at the television. A journalist in a brown Duster, microphone in hand, was standing among chairs in front of a podium with a huge NASA and USA flag and a long table with microphones. Several men and women in suits were leaving the podium.
Amina hastily turned on the sound.
"... informed that scientists from the Boston Alternative Energy Labs have found a way to optimize the energy flow of the ISS solar panels," the woman explained in proper Oxford English. "This should allow the ground crew in Houston to use a little more power to keep the International Space Station in a stable orbit a little longer. According to Samuel Tanner's press officer, some parts of the station have been brought back online in this way. The surprise announcement should give the European Space Agency (ESA) a little more time for its investigations in Moscow, which are currently causing a diplomatic row between the White House and the Kremlin. Several officials from NASA, ESA and Roscosmos, as well as the Japanese and Canadian space agencies, have expressed hope that this could increase the chances that the U.S. and Russia will release the necessary funds in time to launch a rescue mission to repair and permanently stabilize the station. Without such a mission, Director Jameson made clear, "the ISS has no chance and its ground crew has no way of regaining full control of the station.
"Thank you, Michelle," the anchor said, and the picture switched back to him in the studio. He was standing behind a high table in front of a large screen that was playing a silent video of the previous NASA and BAEL press conference. His eyes turned to the camera. "The press conference is over, and in addition to the good news - a higher energy output from the solar panels - there was also a lengthy statement from NASA Director Jameson about a possible rescue mission. Even before the event, many people were wondering how expensive such a mission would be and how exactly the station could be saved. Jameson responded with a statement that appeared to have been prepared in advance. I want to discuss this current plan with our ESA expert Armin Heugens. Hello, Mr. Heugens. Good to have you back with us.
The image zoomed out to show the anchor next to a white-haired German, who wore a steel-gray suit without a tie.
"I would love to."
"Mr. Heugens, what exactly is NASA's plan and how do you, as a space expert, interpret what you've heard?" the BBC man wanted to know.
"Well, it seems that the mission has been divided into several possible phases, which is a good sign, because you can intervene and make adjustments at each step," the German engineer began his explanation, gesturing carefully. "In the first phase, an as yet unnamed crew of three astronauts will be flown to the ISS. NASA will use the launch window of the already scheduled SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket, which was supposed to deliver the remaining components of the PROM module to the ISS, and exchange the cargo capsule for a Crew Dragon capsule. When it reaches orbit, it has to reach the station's orbital velocity and follow a parallel course. This sounds simple, but it is an enormously complex and risky maneuver because all the parameters have to be exact. Crew Dragon must maintain exactly the same speed and stay on a very close, parallel course around the Earth, which is extremely difficult given the unstable condition of the space station."
"Why is this part so important?"
"Because a crew member on this mission will have to perform a space jump."
"So he or she will have to jump from the capsule to the station?" the anchor asked incredulously.
"Why is that? Can't they just dock?"
"No. Satellite imagery and station systems assessments indicate that Node 2 was damaged by the abrupt decoupling of the PROM and that some systems critical to the airlock failed. This could be related to the spontaneous depressurization caused by objects flying around during the loss of atmosphere, or to unexplained causes. The ISS had two so-called IDAs, which stand for International Docking Adapters, which are docking facilities for capsules and modules from commercial partners such as SpaceX. The PROM was attached to one of them. Neither seems to be working anymore. Heugens turned to the screen where an animation of the ISS appeared. A small capsule, like the tip of a cone, approached on a plotted vector line and then stopped. A red dot separated from it and glided toward the station. "If the astronaut's jump is successful, he or she must gain access to the station through the hole in the Harmony module and seal the station between Harmony and Destiny. They then have to get to what is called the Mobile Servicing System. In other words, the place in the station from where the MSS is operated. Using the Canadarm, a very large robotic gripper arm, they will attach the Crew Dragon to the MSS.
"To pull it into the station?" the anchor asked and Amina rolled her eyes.
"Why don't you shut up?"
"No." Heugens remained calm, shaking his head.
"The problem with the airlocks remains: One is broken and the Russian one is incompatible and only works with Soyuz capsules. The Canadarm only serves as a fixed connection between the two structures so that the two remaining astronauts can use it to get to the station themselves. Once that is accomplished, the primary task of the new station crew will be to convert the Destiny module into a sort of airlock by sealing the hatch to the damaged Harmony module. Only then can the rest of the station be pressurized and the life-support systems build up a breathable atmosphere and sufficient heat. Assuming the maneuver is successful. ESA and Roscosmos will then launch a Soyuz rocket to bring three more crew members and the first spare parts to the ISS, and then a fully loaded Ariane 6 cargo rocket to supply the new crew with everything they need on board."
"The astronauts don't have much time, do they?" the anchor wanted to know.
"No, they only have the oxygen from their suits and the Crew Dragon. That's their lifeline and their time limit for repairs. Before their oxygen supply in the suits is used up, they have to make the ISS habitable again - a big risk since we still don't know exactly how serious the actual damage is up there and what they'll have to deal with."
"That's probably why Director Jameson said that even phase one of the rescue mission would be a very difficult task?"
"I think that's a deliberate understatement," Heugens said with a touch of bluntness, shaking his head.
"It won't just be a difficult task, it will be the most dangerous spacewalk in the history of manned space travel."
Amina turned off the TV and sighed so loudly it sounded like the bleeding of a hydraulic brake. Then she picked up her laptop and set it on her lap. She closed some of the research pages she had skimmed through earlier and logged into the ESA cloud system. She navigated to the video documentation of the Prometheus mission and clicked through until she found what she was looking for. She opened the video and saw Ehrmann's face, with parts of the Zvezda module in the background. His face looked slightly puffy, typical of weightlessness. It was his official report about the EVA to the Munich Station.
"Oleg Raschkin was brought back safely, and after a few days of rest and medical care, he is back on his feet and ready to work." Ehrmann smiled thinly, as if happy about something only he knew about. "He even insisted on checking his damaged EMU himself and found that there was a malfunction in the cooling unit. A seal was damaged and the SAFER jetpack wasn't working properly either. I guess this is a tragic example of Murphy's Law. As commander, I must emphasize how exemplary Oleg behaved in the face of dire circumstances. He remained calm and responsive, acting thoughtfully yet decisively. I would even say that his behavior was heroic, yes, because he managed to buy himself enough time to be rescued by drinking the coolant in his helmet. Without this extreme measure he wouldn't have made it. I think," Ehrmann said with an exuberant grin, "that the Russian drinking culture helped him. All systems are up and running again, we have power in all areas, and the diagnostic routines have not spit out any errors or warnings. I would like to end this report by once again expressing my admiration for my colleague. He is a role model to us all, for every astronaut, as reliable as a Soyuz. It seems that nothing in the world and in space can beat a legend like Oleg Raschkin."
"I wish you'd been right about that," Amina muttered and closed her laptop with a sigh. She needed to get some sleep because she couldn't shake the feeling that tomorrow would be a special day. Before turning off the light, she grabbed her smartphone and scrolled through several English-language editions of Russian news sites and ended up on various social media channels covering the incident from a Russian and partly European perspective. In the end, she didn't sleep for more than four hours.
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AMINA, DAY 5, STAR CITY, RUSSIA


The next morning, Amina sat in the interview room five minutes before the scheduled time. This small gesture of change on the part of her Russian hosts seemed to mean something, but she couldn't put her finger on what it was. The fact was, until her last interview with Ehrmann, they had never missed an opportunity to show her that she was unwelcome - which surprised her. After all, she thought, she was here at the request of the Russians to investigate the death of Oleg Raschkin and to try to prevent the imminent loss of the ISS. It was conceivable that there were different desires and opinions between the Kremlin and the staff here in Star City. Whatever the reasons for the new friendliness, Amina was glad that some corners had obviously been turned and her hosts were much more cooperative.
They probably just liked where the suspicion was going, she thought, and at that moment Patricia Michaels stepped through the door in the wood-paneled wall into the other half of the interrogation room. Her cocoa skin glowed as if she had just applied cream, and her hair was in strikingly beautiful curls that fell to her shoulders.
"Doc," the astronaut greeted her, nodding with a neutral expression as she sat down a little stiffly.
"Lieutenant," Amina replied, and the American's brow furrowed in surprise.
"I haven't been called that in a long time."
"I feel the same way. I never got a doctorate."
"No? You seem so ... academic," Michaels said.
"Oh? That's not one of the accusations I usually hear from colleagues and superiors. Thank you for the refreshing change."
"What kind of accusations do you usually hear?"
"Well, the usual things women are told when they are better at something than their old male superiors who, even after several thousand years of patriarchy with endless wars, devastating capitalism and climate change, still think women are cute when they speak their minds," Amina explained, imitating a deep voice. "You're just too emotional, Ms. Young. This issue requires a logical approach, Ms. Young. You said that very well Ms. Young, great words, unfortunately the reality is a little different. Of course, Ms. Young, I'm sure you're right about your academic background, but that doesn't replace twenty years of experience like I have." She waved it off. "I think you know all about it."
Michaels, the corners of her mouth curving further into a knowing smile with each sentence, nodded. "You don't have to tell me. I was a doctor in the Air Force. What do you think you hear there? Machismo takes on a whole new meaning there."
"You called me Doc," Amina said after a brief exchange of knowing looks and a moment that could have been something like agreement and closeness between two women. But she didn't want to play that card, because such an obvious approach would only have cost her the respect of the alert and extremely intelligent Patricia Michaels. According to her previous judgment, professional respect was a much more valuable asset with the astronaut than a general: "Oh, don't we smart women have it tough?
"It seems so."
"You better check your sources, I never got my doctorate because I left university before I got it."
"Why?"
"Theoretical knowledge has its merits, but it often leads to an endless cycle of scrutinizing inconsequential details that offer little benefit. This is especially true if you want to step away from academic security and start earning money," Amina explained.
"You'd better check your sources too, because I'm afraid we're wasting our time here. You want to find out about Oleg Raschkin's death, how the PROM was lost, and why the ISS is about to follow the module." Michaels snapped her fingers as if she'd had an inspiration and pointed at Amina. "But you'd better ask Tom about that, he was Oleg's best friend and never missed an opportunity to point that out."
"Did that offend you?" Amina turned on the recorder and started the egg timer.
Michaels followed her every move with an attentive gaze. "No."
"No? You were very disappointed that you weren't allowed to prove yourself during the EVA."
"I was disappointed because I thought it was the wrong decision, but I was absolutely professional and acted correctly afterwards," the astronaut insisted.
"Are you also referring to your refusal to rescue Raschkin with the Canadarm when Ehrmann asked you to, citing the protocol?"
Michaels' lips thinned and her jaw muscles jutted slightly.
"What do you think caused the EVA accident?" Amina asked. A quick change of subject, from a veiled accusation to an open question. Interested, open to a new point of view. Slight smile, friendly look, relaxed manner of speaking. Too early to build pressure.
"There was a material defect in one of the seals of the cooling system and a malfunction in the SAFER jetpack."
"That's what Raschkin's report said after he inspected the defective EMU after the EVA." Amina nodded. The interviewee was distracted, now it's time for a quick return to the question at hand. Direct and unexpected.
"Why didn't you follow Ehrmann's request and try to save your comrade?"
"Because the protocol for such situations is clear..."
"No." Amina waved her hand and shook her head. "You've already said that, but to be honest, I'm not sure it's true. You're a soldier, and I've always thought that camaraderie and sacrifice for the unit are paramount in the military. Regardless of the situation on the ground, only the generals and ministers who are unpopular with the troops stubbornly stick to protocol."
"Where did you get that information? Top Gun and Navy CIS?" asked Michaels. "Protocols are so important because they bring clarity and order to chaotic situations. A good soldier remembers them in extreme situations and acts logically and by the book. That's why I didn't use the MSS, because I would have had to leave the airlock and would not have been able to react quickly enough to help Tom and Oleg out of their suits in an emergency. The protocol required me to stay in the airlock and monitor the entire EVA. Even Tom told me to do this beforehand. Given Oleg's situation, he became noticeably anxious, and it's important that the astronaut left behind remains calm and level-headed. If I had gone to the MSS at that point, I would have lost time and I didn't even know if the cameras were ready to go. The system had power again, which I was able to check during the EVA, but to reboot the sensors I had to go to Tranquility, and even then I probably would have been operating blindly and could have harmed Oleg. What if the reboot hadn't worked or had taken too long? No," Michaels shook her head decisively, "the risk was too great, and Tom would have known that if he hadn't been so upset.
Amina considered Michaels' words, but was interrupted by the vibration of her smartphone before she could form a clear thought. The vibrating alarm sent the small device dancing across the tabletop until she caught it.
Bertrand again!
"Excuse me for a moment, please," she said loudly, leaving the astronaut alone in the room. "Young?"
"This is Raphael Bertrand," her superior announced, his voice betraying a certain amount of excitement, sounding like an out-of-tune guitar string. Yet at the same time, he didn't give the impression of being angry, which she found to be a strange and dangerous combination.
"Hi. I'm in the middle of..."
"I've read your last reports and checked your statement with my colleagues at NASA, because you're not the only one drafting reports," Bertrand said, and Amina turned to stare at the door to the interrogation room, as if she could see Michaels sitting impassively behind the glass through the heavy wood. An uneasy feeling settled in the pit of her stomach and grew into a sharp-edged stone.
"I expect as much," she replied cautiously, breathing more shallowly so that he couldn't hear that her breathing was much faster than before.
"As it turns out, you knew about Raschkin's entry into the PROM before Michaels even said anything about it. In fact, it was you who confronted the American with the information in the first place."
Amina swallowed.
"If I remember correctly - and I think I do because our conversation only took place last night - you told me that you already had this information because Michaels told you," Bertrand summarized in a dangerously quiet voice.
"I..."
"Ah, ah," he interrupted her abruptly, and she let her jaw snap shut. "We'll talk about your new habit of lying to a superior. But right now I want to know one thing: If you didn't get the information from me or Michaels, where did you get it? You better tell me the truth, or I'm going to take you off this case and have you start writing job applications on Monday. The same goes for leaking internal information. If I have the slightest suspicion that you are talking to people I have not instructed you to talk to, then..."
"... I can start writing job applications on Monday," Amina finished his sentence and closed her eyes. She turned around again and let the back of her head fall against the wooden door. Shit. "I have my sources, just like you, and so far they've been very helpful. Much more useful than you, by the way."
Damn it, did I just say that out loud? she thought in shock, biting her lower lip until she tasted the metallic taste of blood on her tongue. The last few days had been a nightmare. She had lost control of herself and now she was paying the price. Her head was exploding with puzzle pieces flying around, and it was only getting worse.
"So that's the way things are," Bertrand said, all anger gone from his voice. She had lost. "I am no longer prepared to tolerate your disrespectful behavior. You are hereby ordered to complete all reports and hand over everything you have on this case to our office in Moscow."
"You can't do that!" protested Amina loudly. "I'm following an important lead, and I don't need more than two or three days to get to the bottom of it and unravel the mystery! The truth is within our grasp. Now that the ISS has been stabilized for a little longer, the chances of getting to the bottom of what happened has never been better.
"You are hardly in a position to make demands, not of me, NASA or Roscosmos. Your interviews end this week."
"But it's already..."
"Yes, exactly. Washington and Moscow want this matter settled by then, and not even I can do anything about it. The fronts are deadlocked, it's as simple as that, and the Russians and Americans expect a final report. I need proof for that report, and I need it now. So send me everything you have so far so that I can make a final determination and sign it. Once you've done that, I wish you the best of luck for the future. But don't ask me for a reference!"
Bertrand hung up, leaving Amina speechless and open-mouthed. "What a fucking asshole!"
"Trouble with the boss?" her Russian door guard wanted to know, and at the sight of his grin she wanted to resort to violence. Instead of acting on that overwhelming desire, she opened the door again and returned to her chair.
"Are you all right?" Michaels asked before she sat down.
She sounded smug, which did not bode well for Amina's self-control. "Fabulous," she replied flippantly and rummaged around in her breast pocket for her cigarettes. Unfortunately, there were none. "Bloody, filthy..."
"Should we stop?"
"No." Amina tapped the start button on the recorder with her index finger to continue and took a deep breath. "The mission data shows that the two RWS," she flipped open the file and opened a bookmarked page, "which stands for Robotic Workstations, were fully functional after Raschkin repaired the MBSU on the MSS. This includes the camera systems that feed video to the RWS LCD screens. But even if that hadn't been the case, surely you would have had time to at least give it a try, after all, it was a matter of life and death."
Michaels started to speak, but Amina raised a trembling finger in front of the glass. I haven't finished yet.
"I was sitting in my hotel room yesterday looking at some Russian news sites and social media forums. You, Patricia Michaels, are being publicly portrayed as the murderer of a Russian cosmonaut - not just any Russian cosmonaut, no, the first murder in space was of a national hero. Maybe you will just dismiss it as Kremlin propaganda and blame it all on paid trolls." Amina waved her hand contemptuously. "But I wonder what will happen if an official complaint is filed and a bunch of lawyers show up here to shed light on it. Would you rather talk to them than me? The transcripts I've seen so far don't paint you in a very favorable light."
Michaels seemed to be about to say something, but Amina interrupted her again with a curt gesture of her right hand.
"Your employer and Roscosmos want a final report, and my boss just asked me to finish up and hand over everything I have so he can write a final report and put his stamp of approval on it. Do you really want everything as it is now to go to the official authorities and the media? If that's what you want, I'll pack up right now." Amina quickly began to close her file and pull her bag towards her.
"Wait..." Michaels finally said.
Amina would have liked to smile at her triumph, but she was still too shocked and angry about her impending dismissal. Instead, she looked up with a serious expression and looked expectantly at her interviewee.
"Then just tell me what you really think and not what your damn superiors in Washington and Houston put in your pretty mouth!"
"I will admit that in the situation at the end of the EVA, I might have been better off following my intuition rather than protocol," the astronaut said carefully, looking around quickly as if they were not alone. "I'm aware of that and ..."
"... and what?"
"Oleg, he ... he told me exactly that after the EVA. He said: a good astronaut doesn't just memorize the protocols, but speaks the language of his intuition. That means not always paying attention to the rules, but to do what is necessary in a given situation.
"Go on," Amina urged her without reopening the file or pushing her bag away.
"After the EVA argument with Tom, about me not going out, I thought he and Oleg might have been conspiring against NASA and BAEL. But ... but after Oleg's accident during the away mission, I hated myself for thinking that," Michaels admitted, and for the first time her voice wavered, departing from its usual controlled and measured tone. She sounded genuinely upset.
"You mean because you would have been in the suit if Tom hadn't pushed his decision through Mission Control."
"Yes," the American breathed and looked into space. "I would have been in that suit if it had been up to me, and I would have almost died. But I had nothing better to do than to let all these events run through my head and draw conclusions that were... probably unfair. What Oleg had to go through after the EVA was much worse, and I was lucky I hadn't gotten my way. Hell, Tom was right, I didn't have the experience that Oleg had, and maybe that's what saved him. It was the only way he was able to stay so level-headed. I, on the other hand, would have been killed on my first EVA. It annoys and shames me that I could think that a man who almost died in my place could be a saboteur, but my..."
"Your what?" Amina wanted to know as Michaels clenched her teeth as if it caused her pain to say the following words. "What were you going to say?"
"I shouldn't..."
"Look, I'm at the point where I'm willing to get myself fired in order to solve this damn mystery you and Ehrmann are presenting us with. I don't expect this to bother you, after all, I'm a stranger with annoying tenacity. But you lost a comrade who didn't return with you, who left behind a family that wants answers. There are things worse than the death of a loved one, and that is not knowing how they died or why. Tell me what you wanted to say, or tell the lawyers. I don't care. But your self-respect should compel you to care.
Their eyes locked, sliding back and forth, and Michaels' facial muscles twitched in several places before she took a deep breath and nodded, barely perceptibly.
"My superiors at NASA, they... they put so much pressure on me not to let anyone into PROM and to keep their secrets that I got really paranoid. My paranoia went so far that I even thought for a split second that Tom wanted Oleg on the EVA because he knew what would happen to the suit. I know this sounds absurd, because it is, with everything that had happened - including Oleg's entry into the PROM - but you have to understand one thing: every space mission is an extreme situation where any probability can become a conceivable possibility at any time.
"Do you mean something like what happened after the EVA?"
"Yes." Michaels began to squirm in her chair as if on hot coals. "When I was informed after the away mission that a hole had been discovered in the PROM, I didn't know who or what to believe, and to be honest, I still don't."
Amina rubbed her palms over her face and burning eyes. "That makes two of us."



PART V
AMERICAN WOMAN
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FLASHBACK, INTERNATIONAL SPACE STATION, LOW EARTH ORBIT


Patricia Michaels floated through the Unity node that connected the American Destiny module to the Russian Zvezda, which was basically a small station in itself. Unity always reminded her of her old elementary school in Omaha, with the gray boxes on the walls, secured with thick cables so they couldn't float out. They looked like the old lockers she remembered, only much smaller and crammed together, like just about everything on the ISS. The door to the Sarja was square and the wall was copper-colored, which would have struck her as a deliberate Russian cliché if it hadn't been part of Unity. The Pressurized Mating Adapter (PMA), which served as the direct connection between the modules, reminded her of a child's crawl tunnel with its padded white edges and round shape. Beyond it was the Sarja, where everything looked twenty years older than the rest. The Russians continued to rely on old but proven technology and practical design - or they simply had different tastes from the rest of the world. She thought both were conceivable or even true. Although built in Russia, the Zarya had been purchased by the United States for storage, and just behind it was the Zvezda, where Oleg and Tom slept.
Before she could glide through the PMA, Oleg appeared and floated toward her.
"Ah, Patty," he said in a thick Russian accent. "Getting impatient?"
"I just wanted to give an old man the luxury of a house call," she replied, waving the ear thermometer in her right hand. She pushed the handle of the device, and it spun like a pinwheel in zero gravity before she deftly caught it again.
"Oh," he said, shimmying elegantly through the opening to join her in the Unity module. The two of them were now floating between the lockers. His face was flushed and his eyes looked watery. "Our people on Earth have chosen Columbus as neutral ground, it seems, so let's oblige them and go with the Europeans. We don't want to make them any more nervous than they already are, do we?"
"All right," she said, peering through the crawl tunnel into the Russian module. Normally, it was reserved for Russians - at least during the working day, which was pretty much every day of the year up here. As a result, she had seen the public uproar in Russia over the PROM and its restrictions on foreigners as a double standard.
Oleg caught her eye and looked back as well. "Not much to see. It still looks like an old Soviet canteen, all wood and white cushions. That's what my wife said once."
"That's all you need, because you Russian cosmonauts never have anything to do," she teased, and Oleg laughed.
"We Russians just appreciate silence - and a good ... what do you call it? Work-life balance."
"You're the janitors up here, making antennas out of old space suits when you're not taking pictures, while we work sixteen hours a day for the progress of mankind. You can talk yourself into a respectful silence, of course. In fact, you probably have to."
"Oh, that space suit thing..."
"... was just a rumor?"
"... isn't something we do every day, I was going to say," Oleg replied, and Patricia chuckled - a sound of exuberance and the first since ... she couldn't remember the last time it had happened. "Come on, Tom's on the treadmill right now, so we should be clear to use his beloved Columbus."
"What did you have in mind?" she wanted to know and let him go first. He shimmied deftly from handhold to handhold, then darted like a fish toward the Destiny module.
"I'm Russian, so of course it's vodka. We could also turn up the heat and turn the Columbus into a banya, that would be something! I miss a good banya."
"Isn't that the Russian version of a sauna where they hit you with nettles?"
In Harmony, which connected directly to the U.S. lab Destiny, they turned right into Columbus, Oleg in his gray Russian onesie that looked like a baby's romper and thick socks, as if they were going to a slumber party.
"It's good for the immune system," Oleg assured her, looking around the European module. "Where do you want the patient?"
Patricia liked the ESA module. It was spacious, and despite the fact that it was crammed full of instruments and supplies, it still looked well organized and tidy. On one side, four blue support poles sprouted from the floor, bare of writing or joints. Laptops hung from brackets on the other walls, along with more blue poles and many knobs connected by small cables. Behind each cover were drawers containing complicated machines and research equipment on which the European astronauts spent many hours a day conducting experiments.
"Hold still," she said, floating closer to him until she could put the small probe in his ear. "It's stupid we have to come all the way out here for this."
The device was already beeping happily and showing her a number.
"38.2 degrees Celsius," she read. "A bit of a temperature, even considering the higher core body temperature up here. You need more rest."
"I'm sure we could all use a vacation ... after everything," he said.
"Yes," she said simply, clearing her throat as the silence made her uncomfortable. "What about your blood samples? Your last one was supposed to be taken today, wasn't it?"
"Already done, sister." Oleg smiled and reached into the breast pocket of his jumpsuit and pulled out a small plastic tube. It was about half full of dark red blood. Patricia took the sample and smiled back.
"How are you feeling?"
"You're not asking about my old bones, are you?" As she moved her head from side to side, he sighed. "I've felt better, to be honest. I'm glad this is my last mission, I can assure you. I feel like Roger Murtaugh."
"You're too old for this shit?"
"Exactly."
"Actually, you didn't really answer me," she thought and let go of the thermometer. It floated away as if enjoying its newfound freedom. "You know, there's something I never told you."
"Oh, now it's getting exciting." Oleg turned to her and winked playfully.
Patricia, however, remained serious and the expression in his eyes changed as he sensed the new mood she was in.
"I was a real space nerd in elementary school. I was into the space shuttle, rockets, and collected stickers of Buzz Aldrin and Stanley G. Love."
"Good men."
"Yes, but I had a completely different idol, at least when I was in high school and my fascination for space and astronauts was unwavering: you."
"Me? An old Russian?" he asked in surprise, but closed his mouth when he saw how difficult it was for her to talk about it.
"You were actually the reason I learned Russian in school," she explained, giggling with relief. "The Cold War was long over, but there were exactly three of us in the class, and my classmates thought I was weird. But it was really awful for my parents, who still consider themselves ardent anti-communists and think red is the color of the devil."
"I don't know what to say," Oleg replied, giving her a friendly squeeze on the shoulder. "This is really an honor. To be honest, I feel a little bad that I said such chauvinistic things before the blackout."
"No shit." Patricia waved him off and nodded her thanks as he held her down, the thoughtless gesture having nearly sent her crashing into the wall above her head. A smile split her pretty face in half, like the sun splitting the horizon into a glowing top and bottom. "Basically, you were right: you do have a few tricks up your sleeve."
"Spasiba."
"... for an old man."
"Hey! That's no way to treat an old man!" he joked and laughed before he suddenly fell silent and his gaze became so still that she feared for a moment that he had lost consciousness.
"Oleg?" she asked worriedly, but he didn't answer, just stared through her with glazed eyes. "Oleg? Hey!"
She grabbed his hand and was about to pull him closer to examine him when he suddenly stirred and looked at her as if he had just woken up from a dream.
"I don't feel so good, I have a really bad headache," he explained, rubbing his wrinkled forehead with one hand.
"You don't look so good either." Patricia examined his flushed skin and placed a hand on his cheek. It was hot.
"I feel like I'm burning up from the inside," he groaned, puffing out his cheeks before taking a long breath.
"You really need to rest. I'm sure the medication will help, but the shock and the coolant seem to have done a number on your stomach. It's nothing to joke about, even if it's not life-threatening. As the ship's doctor, I say you need to go back to your quarters and get some rest." There was no room for discussion in her voice, but she sounded genuinely concerned. "I can inject you with another painkiller and a sleeping pill so you can rest and recover. And yes, I know how reluctant you are to take medication, but I'm seriously asking you to think about it."
Oleg hesitated and twisted his mouth into an unhappy grimace before his nose, mouth, and cheeks spasmodically contracted as if he had bitten into a lemon. It only lasted a second or two, but it was unmistakable evidence of the intense pain he was experiencing at that moment.
"I don't think I'll say no for once," he finally croaked, forcing a smile. "As long as the stuff doesn't kill me. That would look very suspicious in the current situation, I think." He paused again, ignoring her disapproving look at his joke. "Actually: I wouldn't mind. I can think of worse things than dying of a drug overdose right now."
"Nobody's dying on this mission," she assured him, pulling him toward the Harmony module.
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"You just said you were getting paranoid." Amina moved back a bit and pulled her bag closer to her. The conversation had gone on for quite a while now, but since no one was urging her to hurry, and since Michaels either didn't think about leaving or didn't want to, she would just carry on until the situation changed. She had nothing to lose now anyway, and if she wasn't here for Bertrand, she was here for the truth and the ISS, which still needed to be saved. She felt like an attack dog that had bitten into its prey and would not let go until she had answers to her questions. And she had a lot of questions. "And even more paranoid than before, because you'd heard about the hole in the PROM. I read about it in the reports, but I'd rather hear from you what happened."
"I got a call from Mission Control, again..." Michaels stopped herself, seeming to wrestle with herself. "Again on the private channel. My contact, Carl Wellington, informed me that there was a loss of oxygen in the PROM and that I should deal with it immediately. So I went in and looked for the cause."
"Did you need a space suit?"
"No, the pressure drop was measurable but not yet critical. With the help of a small cloth flag, I quickly found where the air was being sucked to: a screwed-on canopy over the main research unit, which I quickly removed with a cordless screwdriver. Behind it, I found a hole about three millimeters across in the module's casing. If I hadn't repaired it, the station would have lost its entire atmosphere within a few days."
"The entire station?" Amina asked, confused. "Can't the PROM be sealed airtight?"
"No." Michaels shook her head. "Everything was sealed on the outside, of course, but inside the station, the connection between Harmony and PROM was completely open. Since the PROM had a restricted access door, that was not a problem from a secrecy standpoint, and no one would have expected anyone to think of just cutting the PROM off. A seal was planned, but the equipment and experts..."
"... were scheduled to come with the postponed Soyuz launch and the delayed Crew Dragon."
"Yes."
Amina opened her file and paged back and forth a few times until she found the relevant report. She searched for a highlighted line with her finger.
"Ah. The official report says that space debris was most likely responsible for the hole. Is that what you concluded?"
"No," the astronaut confirmed her suspicion. "That report went through several hands beforehand, and I don't know what they hope to gain from such an explanation, but the hole my eyes saw was clean and had tiny diagonal grooves around the edge. It looked more like it had been drilled. If the station had been hit by a piece of space debris, you would have been able to tell by the texture of the hole. I would also have found small pieces of debris or pieces of cladding that had been blown off inside the module - between the hole and the canopy."
"Any small piece of debris, even a tiny asteroid, would surely have vaporized on impact, or its fragments would have been sucked back out of the hole," Amina said thoughtfully. "That would argue against you finding anything. Besides, if it really was sabotage, which a drilled hole would indicate, then logically there was only one suspect who could have done it, namely Raschkin. Besides you, he was the only one who had ever been inside the PROM and who obviously had access, albeit unauthorized access. In any case, Ehrmann testified that he had not learned how Raschkin had managed to penetrate the BAEL module.
"I don't think it was Oleg, because I was with him most of the time after the EVA, taking care of him medically after his accident."
"What exactly do you mean by taking care of him?"
"After the EVA, his physical condition was quite stable, and during working hours he was awake and apparently resilient enough to work."
"What exactly did he do?"
"It's hard to say because the Russian cosmonauts don't work with those of us from NASA or ESA. Except for eating meals together, they're hardly ever with us, they do their own thing. Nobody knows exactly what that is," Michaels explained. "But of course we had radio contact and talked from time to time, and he came to Columbus to have his blood drawn. But what I noticed, aside from the occasional temperature spikes in his body, was that he seemed to be deteriorating emotionally and at times physically. The whole thing must have taken more out of him than he was willing to admit. At one point he even agreed to let me inject him with a sedative and painkillers, and that was a really big deal for him, believe me."
"Emotionally deteriorating, you said," Amina repeated, tapping her pen on the chart. "What exactly do you mean by that?"
"He complained that he couldn't sleep well and had several panic attacks in his sleep."
"He woke up from panic attacks," Amina clarified.
"Yes, he called me and I gave him a shot of Lorazepam. I don't need to tell you that such reactions are quite common for normal people after a near-death experience, but they are very unusual for an astronaut. A tendency to anxiety and panic attacks is ruled out by intensive psychological tests long before you are even allowed into the diving pool for training.
"No training can prepare you for the brain's reaction to near death.
"Possibly, but I found it frightening and surprising at the same time," Michaels insisted, sighing sadly.
"Oleg had also started sleepwalking, which I was told by Mission Control, who also monitor the station's camera feeds during our sleep cycles when we're not in a timeout window."
"Did you notice any other changes in your comrade?"
"Yes, he got weaker and paler over the next few days, which worried me a lot. At night I had to inject him with sleeping pills after consulting Roscosmos."
"I thought he was weak? Shouldn't he have been able to sleep easily?"
"I wondered about that too. He seemed extremely unwell and restless, but his body was preventing him from going to sleep. So I made sure he could fall asleep, hoping to help him heal." The astronaut hunched her shoulders and shook her head sadly. "I tried to be a good doctor, and most of all, a good friend."
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"No one dies," Oleg repeated Patricia's words in a shaky voice, letting her pull him through Node 2 to the Destiny lab, where she stopped him at a handrail. "Go on." He grabbed it and held on.
The Destiny research lab was the American equivalent of the European Columbus. All four walls were littered with wires, control panels, screens, laptops, paper manifests, and more wires. There was barely enough room for them to float next to each other.
Patricia opened some drawers and pulled out a hypodermic needle and a vial. She removed the needle's protective seal and poked it through the rubber of the vial before pulling it up and squeezing the syringe until a single drop flew away like a tiny liquid planet in a micro-universe.
"If you agree, I'll start an IV right away so you don't look like a junkie," she suggested, and Oleg nodded weakly.
"All right," he croaked, his face contorted in pain, and she pushed aside the uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach that felt like an endless punch. He didn't even put up the slightest resistance, which worried her more than anything else.
With careful movements, she pushed the cannula into the vein in his hand, securing it with a band-aid and tape to protect it from the elements. Then she pushed the syringe into the access point in the vein and squeezed all the liquid into it. She waited a moment, then pulled it out and placed the syringe in a secure medical waste bag. When she was done, she hovered in front of him and gently took his arms.
"It will work in a moment, just a moment."
It took a few seconds for Oleg to open his eyes. They were still red and a little watery, but his features visibly relaxed. "I'm feeling a little better already. This stuff works really fast."
"Intravenously, everything works almost immediately," she replied, smiling in relief.
"Thanks for talking me into it," he said, flashing an exhausted smile. "Not bad for an Instagram astronaut."
"And ... he's back to his old self!"
"I don't understand what people see in social media, but I imagine you're a real role model for a lot of young girls. It might encourage more of them to go into science and eventually apply for their country's astronaut program," Oleg continued.
The noise of computers and ventilation settled between them like a blanket of soft tones, reassuring them that all was well, and for a moment it was. "Still..."
"Of course there had to be a still." Patricia sighed, then grinned.
"Still, I have to tell you honestly, astronaut to astronaut, that I think you're becoming too much of a ... what would you call it? A space monkey."
"Space monkey? I don't think they'd say that here, especially to a black person," she grumbled, almost laughing at his naive ways. "That's racist."
"Oh, nowadays it's even racist to say that the morning chair was dark," he objected. "In Russia you can say that, and up here - well, you can do what you want anyway."
They both laughed at the irony of his words.
"In Russia you can also say that homosexuals are sick and beat up other drivers if you don't like the way they drive."
"See? Which is the land of freedom and unlimited possibilities now, huh?" he joked, his smile turning into a serious expression.
"Seriously, what I'm trying to say is that I think you're too fixated on following orders and protocols instead of your gut."
"Regulations are..." she started to argue, but he waved her off, one hand fixed on one of the blue handles.
"Regulations change depending on the political climate on Earth. Governments come and go - at least for you - and even the opinions of dictators can change from one day to the next. Suddenly you are faced with new protocols and may be forced to make completely different decisions than before," Oleg explained emphatically. "But up here, the challenges are always the same. We are faced with situations that we have to solve, and we have to solve them immediately and do whatever it takes. That's a tip I'm giving you as a friend, Patty, and a recommendation from someone old enough to see."
"See what?" Patricia wanted to know as she pulled out an IV bag, an IV pump for use in weightlessness, and a tube from another drawer. She needed to give him an IV for the sleep phase so that the cannula would be flushed and not clogged by blood clotting.
"I have seen ideologies and entire power blocs come and go. Powerful personalities, dictators, politicians and corporations. Nothing on earth is permanent. Everything is in flux, in transition, at war and in competition. Space, on the other hand, is constant and always the same. For example, Christmas 1991, during my Mir mission, suddenly from one day to the next there was no longer a Soviet Union. I didn't even notice it, because up here there are not two sides, only one entity. If you understand that, you have the potential to become the outstanding astronaut that I see in you. If you want to fulfill that potential, you should get rid of your current image of being a NASA puppet and make the right decisions."
"In your mind, that probably includes ignoring orders when the situation calls for it," she speculated aloud, closing the drawer again, grabbing the bag and connecting the tube.
"Yes," he replied seriously. "Then you'll get the widespread respect you deserve. You could become the best of the best, a diamond. Still uncut, but a diamond."
"Thank you. That's kind of nice. For a Russian spy, I mean."
Oleg laughed and pursed his lips. "Now you're flattering me. I almost feel like James Bond. I'm sure I'll sleep like a young colt tonight."
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"Nevertheless, you had a guilty conscience," Amina continued, and Michaels nodded immediately.
"Yes. As I said, in hindsight, I think I should have at least tried to save Oleg with the Canadarm instead of following protocol. He himself would have done whatever it took to save me. He would have left no stone unturned, I'm sure of it."
"When did you change your mind?"
"When my childhood hero, when I was injecting him with medication, told me that he believed in me. That made me feel even worse." Michaels looked down at her hands, which she had clasped together on the table as if they formed a complex tangle that her eyes were trying to untangle. "That's why I promised myself right then and there that I would do everything I could to make it up to him."
"I understand," Amina said, thinking of Ehrmann. "What happened to Ehrmann after the EVA was over? I guess he was pissed?"
"Pissed is the wrong word, at least not openly. He's been distant ever since, probably disappointed or hurt that I refused to follow his order."
Amina searched the astronaut's face and found the dark, almond-shaped eyes in constant motion. "There's something else, isn't there?"
"I don't know. These are just speculations, I don't want to sound like a school kid."
"Any of these things could be important," Amina insisted. "Please."
"The fact that I spent so much time with Oleg after the accident, I don't think Tom liked that," Michaels explained reluctantly.
"You think he was jealous?"
"Yes. No. Oh, I don't know. Those were just my thoughts at the time."
"I imagine you were upset after everything that happened."
"That would be an understatement. I was completely confused at the time. On the one hand, I felt that Oleg couldn't be a saboteur, and I really didn't want to believe it. That's why I couldn't imagine that Ehrmann was someone who conspired with Oleg against me. Thoughts that had crossed my mind before now seemed absurd. Nevertheless, there was this slight doubt because there was still no explanation for some of the things that had happened. There were only three of us on the station, someone must have been responsible.
"One of you three," Amina agreed, and Michaels looked up to give her a questioning look.
Yes, I included you without mentioning you directly, she thought and smiled kindly. "A dilemma."
"The events were too unlikely to pass for coincidence," the American continued. "Even to invoke Murphy's Law, as Oleg did."
"What do you think now, after the last incident?"
"Not much has changed as far as my confusion is concerned, except that Oleg is now dead, and I'm not only more or less openly accused of trying to kill him, but of actually killing him." Michaels sighed, ran her hands through her curly hair, and shook her head. "Oleg would have told me to trust my gut, but it just tells me that Tom must know something he hasn't told me."
"What exactly do you mean?"
"I don't know. I just feel it."
Before Amina could answer, the door to her half of the room opened and Colonel Pyotr Beregowoi walked in.
"Time's up," said the head of the cosmonaut training center with a wagging chin, pointing in the direction of the corridor. Amina nodded and a dark foreboding spread through her. Bertrand must have called him, and after their brief conversation in the canteen, she was sure that Beregowoi would only be too happy to comply with the request to throw her out.
"I understand," she replied after clearing her throat and grabbing her documents. Michaels stood as well, and they looked at each other respectfully for a moment before the astronaut disappeared through her door.
"Come along, Ms. Young," the colonel called to her, pointing to her jacket hanging over the back of her chair. "Bring that with you. You can leave your other stuff here."
Her brow furrowed in surprise, but she complied, leaving everything behind except her jacket and phone. Together they walked in silence through the corridors to the lobby, with its small reception desk that reminded her of a hotel, and then out into the cold. Shivering, she pulled her coat tighter and blew warm air into her hands. The massive facility manager pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his jacket and held it out to Amina.
"Oh, fuck it..." she mumbled, pulling out a cigarette and placing it between her lips.
"Thank you."
"Sure." He took a cigarette as well, flicked his lighter several times, and held the small dancing flame up to her.
The tobacco ignited and thin clouds of smoke rose. He did the same with his, took a long drag, unlike her, and then looked directly at her.
"Is this my cigarette of mercy?" she asked, holding the burning cigarette in front of her as if it were an alien object.
"Bertrand called me," the Russian confirmed her suspicion, exhaling a mighty puff of smoke from his mouth that mingled with condensed breath. "Quite a bastard, if you ask me."
Amina's eyes widened, then she shrugged. "He's a glory-hungry asshole. Intelligent, but career-oriented and without a conscience."
Am I like that too? she wondered mentally, afraid of the answer her conscience would give her. But Beregowoi went on before she could listen to her conscience.
"It sounded like it. He personally informed me that I should send you back and that you have been taken off the case. I'll get the final report directly from him."
"I understand."
"Your plane leaves in three hours."
Amina slumped her shoulders and continued to look at her smoldering cigarette. Frustrated, she put it in her mouth.
"But unfortunately the plane will have a technical problem and the flight will be canceled, so you won't be able to fly until tomorrow evening at the earliest," the Russian continued, smiling meaningfully as she lowered her cigarette again and looked at him in astonishment.
"What, how? Just like that?" she stammered.
"That's Russia," he said lightheartedly, his huge belly wiggling as he laughed. Now he no longer looked like a corrupt local politician, but like a Buddha.
"I called the Kremlin and they granted my request."
"They have..."
"We are not your enemies, Ms. Young. We were against an outside person being put ahead of us in solving Oleg's death. He was one of us. I hope you understand. I've reviewed all the transcripts of your interviews and your extensive research, and I believe we have the right woman for the job. Patricia Michaels would never open up to a Russian, but she would open up to you, and you have shown yourself to be unbiased in this investigation. I'm not wrong about that, am I?"
"No," she whispered, clearing her throat as she dropped the cigarette and stubbed it out. It felt terrible and good at the same time. "No," she repeated in a clearer voice, smiling at his comment about her secret research methods. So she had hit the nail on the head with her assumption. "You're not."
"Good. You can think what you want about my country and the Kremlin, but we here in Star City are one thing above all else: scientists. We want the best for the Russian space program and for science, and above all, the best for the best of us: Oleg Raschkin. Complete your investigation and find out what happened to our friend and comrade. I'll back you up as long as I can, I promise, if you assure me that you'll hurry," Beregowoi suggested, extending his hand.
Amina, completely taken aback by the sudden turn of events, took it and even managed to smile. "Thank you! You won't regret your decision." After a spontaneous idea that made her grin, she added, "Ya obeshchayu."
Beregowoi smiled back benevolently.
"I know I won’t. At worst, I've spat in the soup of some arrogant French snob. I'll have to be bulldozed out of here before he can parade his vain ass in front of the camera, I promise you." The former colonel pointed to the stubbed out cigarette in front of her. "Since you've rejected my smoking friendship, I suggest you get back to work."
"Of course," she said quickly, running back into the building and the warmth that came with it. Her hands were nearly frozen and her face felt like an icicle.
Back in the interview room, she noticed that the man by the door was gone. She hadn't even asked him his name and now he was gone. It must be a sign from the facility manager. She quickly packed her things and made her way to her small office at the end of the hall, where she tore open a quinoa chocolate bar and devoured it in no time, she was so hungry and hypoglycemic. Or maybe it was just an act of self-indulgence after the near relapse with the cigarette.
Then she opened her laptop, connected to the internet and opened her newsfeed.
"ISS investigation still inconclusive," she read and scrolled on.
"Impending ISS disaster will test relations between Washington and Moscow."
Her fingers slid down and scrolled to the next story.
"Whistleblogger Mirage announces another leak. Hm." Amina opened the message and skimmed through the contents. It looked like a new release was planned for today on her blog. The theory on the internet seemed to be that it would be information confirming what most people feared: a new type of space weapon, a microwave laser, that BAEL was secretly working on for the Pentagon and that could be installed in the PROM ready for use. The PROM itself is a kind of control module for the weapon. In the article, the author also quotes a political scientist from the University of Vienna who warns against this kind of weapons technology. Such technology could potentially shift the global balance of power back to a monopoly by the United States, reminiscent of the 1940s when they were the sole nation to possess and deploy nuclear weapons. At the end of the article, there were even quotes from well-known supporters of Samuel Tanner that read rather optimistically: A new way of generating energy could be responsible for the spikes in the readings. Something that could make the global energy and poverty crisis a relic of the past. Nothing less than a positive turning point in human history.
Amina searched other news articles about the announced leak and found that there were also many who expected Mirage to publish something about Oleg Raschkin's death. In most cases, this meant proof that the US government had indeed ordered an attack on the cosmonaut and that Michaels had carried it out. In many forum posts and articles, her new nickname "Patricia Knox" was already used to allude to Amanda Knox. Amanda Knox was accused of murdering a fellow exchange student in Italy in 2007, in a trial that dragged on for years and was covered by news channels around the world. Even before her guilt was determined, she was dubbed the "devil with angel eyes" by the public. There were also many popular theories, such as the suicide of Raschkin, who was thought to be suffering from paranoia after the EVA accident - a secret operation by the Chinese to gain an advantage over the Americans in the race for a future lunar base. Even an attack by secret Nazi spacecraft from the far side of the moon was among the more absurd discussions, right up there with those claiming that aliens were the only logical explanation.
"Has the whole world gone crazy?" she wondered aloud, closing the newsfeed. She longed for a break from the deluge of information, yet she knew peace would elude her especially with her mind racing wildly in every direction.
"What does Samuel Tanner have to say about this?" she wondered, opening another newsfeed with the tags Tanner, Brother Sam, BAEL and PROM. The first entry piqued her interest, and she clicked on the corresponding YouTube link.
"Number three on Trending," she muttered, her brow furrowing deeper as she saw the number of views under the "Joe Rogan Experience" video. "The video's only been up for an hour."
As usual, Joe Rogan sat on his side of a massive wooden table piled high with all sorts of odds and ends. Massive headphones were clamped to his bald skull like screw clamps, and he was - as always - unshaven. A microphone was attached to a long swivel arm directly in front of his mouth.
"Boom, how are you, Brother Sam?" he greeted his guest, and the camera cut to none other than Samuel Tanner.
Tall, with an alert gaze and prominent forehead, he wore a loose cream-colored linen jacket that made him look both smart and like he had just come from a yoga class. As always, he was the perfect blend of upright aristocrat and smiling approachability that made him appealing in any setting.
"Thanks for inviting me, Joe. It's nice to finally be here. I wish I could give you the typical 'hey, it's cool' answer, but I can't." Tanner's gaze dropped for a moment and he shook his head somberly.
"You probably mean the recent conspiracy theories swirling around the Internet about Mirage's leak?" asked Rogan. "Heavy shit."
"Yeah."
"Giving you a headache? Does it worry you? Or is it not even reaching you in your CEO bubble?"
"There's no such bubble when you want to bring a vision to life." Tanner shook his head. "I'm not worried, because I know we're up there doing important and valuable research for the benefit of mankind. Whatever people say, if they had all the information and not just a snippet of it, they'd understand that there's nothing to all these conspiracy theories."
"Aren't you fueling this speculation with such extreme secrecy, which has already been criticized by other ISS partner countries?" Rogan wanted to know.
"Look," Tanner crossed his arms between himself and the microphone in a gesture of absolute patience, "our research must remain secret so that it can't be misused. People have always asked questions when something is kept from them, and that's a good thing. I think it's really good and necessary. It's a corrective, an important way to question corporations and governments. But my company's secrecy is based solely on the fact that we don't want to enable other companies or any other government to use our technologies for evil.
"So you're not making any crazy weapons up there?"
"No, quite the opposite. We keep our work secret to ensure that our contributions to humanity aren’t weaponized. Misuse would undermine our vision for a better world. "
"Shit, I'm glad," Rogan grumbled with a grin. "And a lot of those crazy conspiracy theorists probably will be, too, though many might think it's a joke."
"It's not about those people," Tanner said, shaking his head. "What's important to me are the honest, hard-working viewers out there who are doing something for their future and ours, feeding their families and helping out in their local communities. They are doing exactly what we do at BAEL Corporation, only on a national and global scale." The BAEL CEO paused for a moment. "I would also like to formally apologize to you and the ISS partner countries for running our PROM without you. Handling and working with the research materials in it is very complex and demanding and requires special training. For this reason, and to ensure that our technology becomes a milestone in the development of our nation, there was unfortunately no way around the secrecy."
"So it wasn't a mistake, looking back?" Rogan wanted to know.
"No, definitely not, and I'm convinced that history will prove us right in the end."
"But not about the fact that you lied: the PROM was already operational and active, not inactive as you said. How do you explain that to the people?"
"I explain it like this." Tanner paused for a long moment and bowed his head. "I am sorry. I apologize openly here and now that I did not have enough faith in the crew of the Prometheus and the public to go for full transparency in this case. The reason was my concern for our technology. I want to protect it from misuse at all costs. We at BAEL Corporation strive to do good, that is our principle. We solve problems, we don't want to create new ones. We don't always succeed, and I apologize for that.
Amina turned off the video, which still had over an hour to go, as she looked at the clock. She had to get to her next interview. Tanner's pained face remained in her mind like an afterimage burned into her retina. If every multi-billion dollar CEO in the world had the courage to admit mistakes, her blue planet would be a much better place.
Maybe he should train some politicians to do that, she thought.
"Hello, Mr. Ehrmann," she greeted the German as he sat down in his chair opposite the glass window half an hour later and nodded at her.
"Why don't you call me Tom? After all, we're playing for the same team at ESA, aren't we?"
Amina hesitated, wondering if he was trying to win her over, but dismissed the idea because he was too smart to believe that such an obvious approach would influence her. Besides, she no longer had to justify herself to Bertrand; she could kiss her career goodbye anyway. She tried not to think about what that meant; after all, her relationship with Jules had only ended because she wanted that career. Seeing the reason for a decision she had never wanted to make crumble before her eyes was so devastating that she had no choice but to sink her teeth into the case and put off the emotional consequences until later. Maybe she would get lucky and at that point - if it ever happened - a meteor would fall from the sky and hit her.
"All right, Tom. I'm Amina," she agreed and started the recorder. "I want to talk to you about the hole in the PROM that was discovered shortly after the outboard mission."
"What exactly do you want to know?" he asked calmly.
"What do you know about it?"
"I only found out about it a few days ago, just before our evacuation. Patty told me about the problem after she received another private message from Houston. I wanted to go into the module myself to inspect the damage with my own eyes; after all, it was a potentially dangerous situation for the entire station under my command. I also wanted to fix the problem as quickly as possible.
"But they still wouldn't allow you in," Amina recited the official report that had also been given to him.
"No, they wouldn't allow me in. I also felt that Patty was acting strangely towards me," Tom said, his eyes narrowing. "It seemed to me that she thought I might have had something to do with the hole, which was completely absurd since she was the only one with access to the PROM."
"Raschkin also had access - which he obtained himself," she pointed out. "So he could get in and out if he wanted to."
"No. Well, yes, but no." The German stretched, leaning his elbows on the tabletop. "I kept an eye on him the whole time. My friend wasn't feeling well and I watched his every move as best I could. I would have noticed and reported any further intrusions into the PROM."
"You were keeping an eye on him?"
"Yes. He wasn't feeling well and I was very concerned about his condition."
Amina jotted down key points on the same piece of paper she had written on during Patricia Michaels' interview. For once, they both agreed.
"Oleg seemed to be badly affected by the accident that happened during the EVA," Tom continued. "He couldn't sleep properly, looked sick and was alarmingly pale, although his blood work looked good. There were no abnormalities, not even in his CRP levels. Although these are always slightly elevated in astronauts in space, this marker of inflammation normally spikes immediately when you have an infection. But the worst thing was his mental state."
"You mean his panic attacks?"
"No, no. I'm thinking of what he seemed to be subconsciously processing. As you know, we slept next to each other in the Zvezda, and I woke up several times because he talked in his sleep. One of his nightmares in particular has stayed with me.
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I was lying in my bunk, the sleeping bag pulled over my head and the rubber bands tied in a bow under my chin. The whirring of computers and fans had a hypnotic effect. It was reduced to a soothing background melody by the warm synthetic fibers of the sleeping bag..
Eventually I woke up and, after glancing at the clock, realized that I was in the middle of my sleep cycle and still had three hours to go. Oleg hadn't arrived until later, but he slept much longer than planned anyway, probably due to the sleeping pills. I had been sleeping very restlessly since the whole incident. The rest we get when we sleep is important because the working hours are long and demanding. If things don't go well, it's like a vicious cycle throughout the day. So I was half asleep when I suddenly heard Oleg talking. Well, it was more of an incoherent mumbling that drifted over to me from his bunk. I got out of my sleeping bag and floated across the Zvezda to him. The sleeping chambers look like open coffins in the wall, and usually you're stuffed in there like a wax figure. Oleg, however, seemed to be in distress and was flailing around with his hands and feet like a madman. The sleeping bag caught everything and the straps held him in place, but it looked scary, especially since I knew he had been sedated by Patty. Normally, the sedatives would have prevented such vigorous movement..
"I WILL NEVER BE ABLE TO RETURN!" he suddenly shouted, nearly hysterical. His eyes were so wide open and rolled up that I could only see the whites of them.
"It's okay," I tried to calm him down. "It's okay buddy, it's just a dream."
"THEY'LL KILL ME IF THEY FIND OUT!" Oleg continued to scream as if I didn't even exist, thin droplets of saliva floating towards me. I tried to hold him so he wouldn't hurt himself, but my touch didn't seem to wake him up.
After that, he calmed down a bit and his rasping voice dropped to a whisper that I could still hear clearly: "They will use it as a weapon to kill everyone. A weapon they can't control."
"What are you talking about, buddy?" I asked, grabbing his face with both hands. "Calm down, please. Take it easy. Everything is fine. Everything is fine, Oleg. I'm here and I'm going to stay here until you wake up, ya obeshchayu."
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"He said that in his sleep?" Amina was surprised.
"Yes," Tom confirmed, his steel-blue eyes suddenly looking restless, far from the calm they usually radiated. "With Patty's behavior before and during the EVA, and the fact that she basically kept Oleg sedated after the accident, I began to seriously question her intentions."
"You mean you suspected her of being behind his condition?"
"Yes." He seemed uncomfortable with the words coming out of his mouth. "I was afraid that she might try to harm my friend, despite my best attempts to protect him."
"Because of the words he babbled in his sleep?" Amina asked doubtfully. "It's hard to take that at face value, especially while he was medicated."
"You can't fool a subconscious."
"Oh, you can. But I agree with you that what is said subconsciously often contains more truth than what people say in a conscious state."
"Oleg was still suspected of being a saboteur at the time, and I was able to confirm that he was the only one besides Patty who could access the PROM. The newly discovered hole in the BAEL module and the lack of explanation for its existence, along with what Oleg said during his nightmare, really worried me."
"You couldn't shake the feeling that he might not be a saboteur, as was feared on Earth and especially at NASA.
"Yes," he admitted, whispering. "I didn't want to believe it, but I at least had reason to believe that my buddy was more loyal to Russia than to our shared values as colleagues and friends. Hell, after everything that had happened, I even thought it was possible that both Patty and Oleg had been briefed and sent by their respective governments."
"I can understand that line of thought," she encouraged him to continue. She felt sorry for Ehrmann. Like a third wheel on the wagon, the only one in the equation who didn't seem to know what kind of calculation was involved, and at the same time the only one on board with a crown on his head that wasn't worth a damn.
"The situation I found myself in was bad. I thought I was caught between two fronts in a new Cold War being fought on a miniature scale aboard our station. The station, mind you, that I was supposed to be in charge of. But I didn't even know what my left and right hands were doing and at whose behest."
"I see," said Amina, making a note and underlining it in bold. "One more thing: the hole in the PROM. Michaels mentioned in the report that she was ordered to repair the damage, and that she did so successfully. But there's no mention of how she repaired the hole."
Tom smiled thinly and shrugged. "I don't know, because the PROM was off-limits to me, but I did tell her to seal it with duct tape."
She nodded absently and stared at her note. "I'd like to stop here because I need to make a phone call."
"Of course."
Outside in the hallway, Amina dialed Raphael Bertrand's number. Hearing his voice was the last thing she wanted right now. At least he was high on her top ten list - but she needed to know some things that only he could find out through the right channels for her. Besides, she had nothing left to lose, and she didn't want to become one of the Bertrand’s of the world who cared more about saving face than delivering real results, even if they weren't for her personal gain.
"Bertrand," he announced in his signature rehearsed I'm-busy-this-had-better-be-important tone that he always used.
"This is Amina," she said.
"Amina?" His voice cooled abruptly, as if it had been dipped in liquid nitrogen. "What do you want? I'm busy."
"I have a request."
"A request?" he snorted.
"Yes. Could you please talk to your contacts at NASA? I urgently need more information about the hole in the PROM."
"The hole discovered after Raschkin and Ehrmann's EVA?"
"Yes," she said in a neutral tone, swallowing the anger that each of her superior's words caused to rise inside her like a poisonous cloud.
"No."
"Excuse me?"
"No. No. No," he replied. "You've got a lot of nerve calling me, you know that? I wonder why you still don't understand what an order is."
"I know that, but I have my case to solve and..."
"No, Amina, it's not your case," Bertrand corrected her harshly. "Why are you still poking around, I've made myself clear, haven't I? You should pack your things and hand over all the notes on the case to the Moscow office immediately. Then take the next plane to Paris and hand in your resignation."
"There's still a chance to find out what happened, and there's too much at stake for bloody intrigue!"
"I agree with you for once."
"What does that mean? Does it mean that I..."
"It means," he ran his hand over his mouth, "that I'm personally coming to Moscow to close the case. If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself!"
"You're coming to Moscow to take over the case?" Amina asked incredulously, suddenly feeling sick.
"Yes, that's what I said. I'm going to finish what you couldn't."
"Not only do you want to kick me out, you also want to use the fruits of my labor to present yourself as the great savior?" she summed up, spitting out the words with contempt. "If that's the case, I'll take matters into my own hands from now on. I don't need to feel bound by orders anymore."
She hung up, hitting the hang up button with her index finger so hard that the phone almost slipped out of her hand. With pounding steps, she returned to the interview room and began packing up her things.
"Is time up already?" Tom asked in surprise.
"My time, yes, but I will not allow it."
She expected an answer from him, but instead the astronaut just looked at her and seemed to be thinking.
"It's late, we'll continue tomorrow. We have one more day," she said as she packed everything up and tucked her bag under her arm. Before she left, she pulled out her smartphone again and called up a website, scrolled down to the comments section and typed in five letters.
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Amina got out of the car that had brought her from Star City to her hotel and slammed the door with a flourish. The boxy building with its ornate plastic canopies over every window, which in Europe would have reminded her of a brothel, now looked dull in the fading daylight. Exactly how she felt. A semicircular staircase with a burgundy carpet soiled by the rain led to the wooden front door, behind which a promising light radiated warmth and security.
She would have liked nothing more than to run inside, go to her room, take a hot shower, and then wait for a call while she paced nervously and bit her nails. But that would only have made her think about buying cigarettes in the lobby. More problematic was another thought that had crept into her mind and wouldn't let go: she was being bugged. Maybe she was becoming delusional herself after all the paranoia of Ehrmann and Michaels, but the Colonel's statements had startled her. Letting him see things she wanted him to see was one thing, but the idea that her only safe haven might be bugged made her uncomfortable.
She turned toward the road, a four-lane main thoroughfare that ran like an artery through Shcholkovo, and walked over to a pedestrian crossing. So close to sunset, few people were out, and the few that were, were hidden behind hoods and caps pulled low over their faces to protect themselves from the cold. It was a sobering, depressing environment that didn't make her feel relaxed or even comfortable. She was a foreign body in the midst of an environment that was cold in every sense of the word, and one that you probably had to be born into to tolerate. It was the perfect analogy of her own situation: in a foreign cosmonaut center, as an outsider – that is to say a non-astronaut - she was trying to get the truth out of two astronauts who obviously didn't know the facts themselves. Astronauts, by the way, who were also stranded in a foreign country.
The call came as she crossed the street. Her cell phone vibrated in her jacket pocket like a wriggling fish, and when she looked at the display, which was picking up a few stray raindrops, it announced an unknown caller.
"That took longer than I expected," she said, looking around as she darted between the headlights of the waiting cars.
"I'm a little busy right now," Mirage replied. "You left Oscar as a comment on my blog, so I assume you're serious and have finally realized the benefits of working together?"
"I left the comment because I needed to talk to you, yes."
"Needed to?"
"Needed to."
"Well, here I am. I hope you're serious and this isn't just a ploy to fatten me up with misinformation because your superiors are getting jumpy about the planned leak," the blogger admonished her in a strained voice.
"I've practically been fired, so you don't need to worry about my bosses," Amina replied, running to the other side of the street, cursing and ducking under a dilapidated bus stop as a sudden downpour began, leaving her half drenched. She suddenly felt even colder than before and even more lonely and lost.
"I'm sorry to hear that. Now I know why you called me. The only question is why."
Amina smiled mirthlessly. "I need some information and would like to ask you if you know anything about it."
"Go on then."
"Do you know or can you find out anything about the hole in the PROM that hasn't been made public yet? Specifically, I need to know if Raschkin or Ehrmann had anything to do with it. I can't shake the feeling that I'm hitting a wall with Ehrmann, and I need a new starting point for the next interview, preferably now, because tomorrow night might be too late."
"I have what you need," Mirage said curtly.
"Damn, can you at least ... wait, what?"
"I have what you need," the voice in her ear repeated, and Amina almost dropped the phone in surprise.
"That's ... fantastic!"
"I'm also willing to share my information with you, Ms. Young, but I have three conditions."
"No problem," she assured the blogger, having to concentrate to keep her teeth from chattering. A car drove by, splashing her with a fountain of ice-cold, dirty water up to her waist. She stifled a curse and retreated further into the bus stop until she hit the back wall covered with old posters.
"Don't say yes too soon, you don't know the terms yet."
"Then fire away," Amina pushed between blue lips, shivering and stepping from one wet foot to the other.
"One: You will share all your information with me, especially anything you find out about Michaels and the PROM. Second, I can and will be the first to publish the truth about what happened to Oleg Raschkin. And third, we meet in person, in one hour. Bring your documents. A car will pick you up shortly, you'll recognize it by the number 2106."
"Wait, if we are meeting in an hour, then..."
"I'm in Moscow, yes," Mirage interrupted, "make sure you're not followed."
"I have to admit, I thought you were hiding somewhere in Mexico or South America."
"To be honest, I thought you were smarter than that."
"And I'd like to say I thought you'd be politer, but that would be a lie," Amina countered, clenching her free hand into a fist to do something about the icy cold.
"It doesn't matter where I live or where I am," the whistleblogger continued. "If you want the truth, you have to go where it is. Just like you have to come to me now."
"That makes sense. But I have one last question: why are you so fixated on Oleg Raschkin and information about Michaels and the PROM?" Amina asked, lowering her voice slightly. "And don't insult my intelligence by saying that Oleg Raschkin was the only victim. You thought I was smarter, but I hope you didn't think I was stupid."
Amina heard nothing more and looked at her display. The time was still running.
"Hello, are you still there?"
"Yes. I've just come across information that leads me to believe that Oleg Raschkin was murdered by Patricia Michaels - on behalf of the BAEL Corporation."



PART VI
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"Initiate sideburn," Oleg said, activating one of the old-fashioned pressure switches right in front of him with his metal wand. During the final approach phase, the sideburn would ensure that they did not collide with the ISS at high speed and destroy both spacecraft. Tom felt hot excitement coursing through his veins as he could hardly wait to set foot on the ISS again. This being his second mission, he was considered an experienced astronaut, but no space flight was ever "normal" or even routine.
The three of them had spent the last two days in the tiny Soyuz on their long journey to the ISS. After the many hours they had spent crammed into their seats, close together and right in front of the control panels, so tight that any claustrophobic would have died of cardiac arrest, it had been an incredible relief to unbuckle. The longest phase of the trip was the approach and speed adjustment with the ISS. Everything had to be done slowly and deliberately, the corrective jolts of the cold gas jets were just sporadic movements in an otherwise silent and seemingly motionless environment. A six-hour trip had been planned, in accordance with the newer rendezvous sequence in place since 2013, but two timing errors in the booster engines had caused them to miss the relevant time window. That meant the old-fashioned long approach was next. Fortunately, this was a calculated scenario and the Soyuz had enough fuel for this eventuality - but it was still not pleasant. The approach consisted of seemingly endless laps around the Earth, widening the orbit as they adjusted their orbital velocity to match the ISS. Now the last part of their Soyuz flight had finally begun, and the station could already be seen through the tiny windows.
Oleg sat in the middle as the pilot of the flight, with Tom and Patty on the sides. Tom was lucky enough to get the side with the best view of the ISS as they made a final adjustment after the next orbit.
The station consisted of an elongated side stretching over three hundred feet, the Integrated Truss Structure (ITS), which was remarkably slender and lined with solar sails that made up most of its silhouette. A total of 16 sails were located in the so-called truss segments, which were not used as working or living areas, but for storage and maintenance access in case of repairs or a crisis. The astronaut modules were docked roughly in the middle of this long tube. Facing away from them, Unity, Destiny, and Harmony grew out of the connector, ending as a T-piece with the European Columbus and the Japanese Kibo. On their side, now directly above them, the Russian part of the station formed the opposite side, consisting of the Pirs docking module for the Soyuz, which they were approaching, and Zarya and Zvezda, which formed the rest of the Russian part of the station. A separate solar panel was glued to the docking module like a grafted bouquet of flowers.
The whole station seemed to be on fire now that the sun was peeking around the Earth and illuminating the composite structure.
"Patty, how are you holding up?" asked Tom, turning his head as far as he could - which wasn't very far - to look at her past Oleg, who was sitting a little to the back.
"I'm fine, thank you," she replied cheerfully. "I'm actually excited that it's finally time."
"I'm glad to see you ... hey, Oleg, do you see that anomaly there?" he asked, pointing with his outstretched glove at the black and white monitor in the center of the console, on which new numbers were constantly jumping around in a coordinate cross.
"Yes, I'm trying to adjust." Oleg sounded calm, but as quickly as weightlessness allowed, he took the joystick for manual control in both hands and moved it. "The automatic controls aren't working as they should."
"Restart the engines?" Tom suggested. His hands were sweating slightly, but his nervousness was under control. Nothing happened that they hadn't already practiced.
"That's probably a good idea."
Tom pushed a button just above his knee. "Restart executed."
Oleg fumbled with the joystick again. "No change."
"Okay, let's stay calm. We'll get past this obstacle. Mission Control," Tom reported. "We have a problem with the engines. The current course deviation cannot be corrected."
"Standby, Soyuz MS-16, we see it and are working on a solution, give us a few minutes, will you?" came the reply from Houston.
"Sure, take your time," Oleg grumbled and looked over at Tom. "Nothing will come from them for a while. Take the controls and at least keep us on the wrong course as long as you can, I'll try to improvise something."
"Improvise?" Patty asked, a hint of excitement in her voice. "Shouldn't we..."
"Relax, little one. Sit back and enjoy the view," the Russian suggested with a grin, unfastening his seatbelt.
"It may not look like it right now, but we've got everything under control here. Even if Tommy here isn't as attractive as I am, he pretty much knows what he's doing and will rock the baby while I pull a rabbit out of my bag."
"That should be out of a hat," the American corrected him with a snort, and she could be heard grinning. "What is Tom doing anyway?"
"Oh, the right thing!" Oleg fiddled with the buttons and switches and breathed a sigh of relief. "Ah. Tom, I think I've found a solution. See if you can do a sideburn, just zero point three degrees, please. That should bring us back to the original vector."
"Sideburn in three, two, one. Looks good, that should work," Tom confirmed, suppressing a sigh of relief. Instead, he smiled in satisfaction. "Everything's under control."
"See, it's working. Don't worry, I'll get you to the station safely."
"Obeshchayesh?" Tom asked and Oleg grinned.
"Ya obeshchayu."
They remained silent for the next half hour, clutching the manuals in their hands and switching between the various markers as they went through the necessary steps according to protocol.
"Docking procedure commencing, Moscow taking control," Oleg said, following protocol, and pulled back his metal rod. The final docking phase was performed by a ground control operator in Russia using two tiny joysticks. Using the translational and rotational controls, he had to guide a small turquoise dot on his screen back on Earth exactly to the center of a white cross on a black background. They were trained to take over in case of an emergency, but in Tom's opinion, one unforeseen change of plan was enough for this flight.
"Station holding mode 492 feet," Patty announced over the radio from the right.
"Aligning with docking port," Tom added.
"Final approach ... now." Oleg hit three switches in quick succession and they finally aligned with their docking port. Bright sunlight flooded the window next to Tom's shoulder, illuminating the entire capsule inside like a lantern. "Velocity three point nine inches per second. Distance at sixteen feet."
"Trajectory looks good, direct line, target in center, speed nominal," Mission Control announced over the radio. "Stand by for International Space Station contact."
The Soyuz's elongated docking port slid smoothly into its counterpart on the docking module, and a gentle jolt went through the Russian spacecraft.
"Contact confirmed," said Oleg.
"Capture confirmed," Mission Control replied. "Congratulations and welcome home."
"Thank you, Mission Control. It's good to be back."
"Phew," Patty sighed in relief, and Oleg joined in.
"Oh, don't worry," Tom said in a low voice. "Look at it this way: so much has gone wrong now that we've used up all our bad luck, and the rest of the mission will go like clockwork."
"All right, Maverick." Oleg laughed and held out his hand. Patty put hers on his and Tom followed last.
"To Prometheus, to us!"
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It was twenty minutes before a taxi approached, slowing suspiciously early and seemingly heading for her bus stop. Amina squinted at the approaching headlights, trying to make out the license plate.
2106, she read and pulled out her smartphone. Her hands were trembling and she couldn't tell if it was from the excitement or the bitter cold. Her clothes were soaked from the waist down, and the temperature couldn't have been much above freezing, as snowflakes were already mixing with the rain.
"I'm Amina Young, and this is an audio recording of my meeting with Mirage, in case anything happens to me," she dictated into the microphone of her cell phone, then slipped it back into her jacket pocket with the app open.
The taxi pulled up beside her and Amina climbed into the back of the modern Mercedes. The black leather seats creaked protestingly under her wet butt. The driver was a burly man in a dark jacket and cap who wordlessly signaled and merged back into traffic.
"Uh, hello," she greeted the chauffeur, but he didn't answer.
What on earth are you doing here?" Amina thought, and suddenly she felt queasy. She was sitting in a stranger's car on her way to meet someone she didn't know, who was wanted by several governments for leaking secrets, and no one knew that Amina was going to meet her. She watched the driver's small eyes through the rearview mirror and fumbled for her cell phone. She quickly glanced at the display and cursed.
No signal.
Damn it! The door locks were engaged and she was trapped, but even if they weren't, she couldn't jumped out of a moving car.
"Could you please turn up the air conditioning? I'm cold," she asked the driver, and to her relief, he did. Silently, but he did, and that calmed her a little.
If you were going to kill someone, you wouldn't warm them up first, would you?
The drive took over an hour and took them through the industrial suburb of Shcholkovo into Moscow, where they used the outer ring road. She noticed how high-quality the interior of the car was, luxurious.
What blogger has enough money to have a car like this and a driver on call? she asked herself, the lump in her throat swelling. What if this wasn't the real Mirage at all, but a Kremlin test or a deception? Was Beregowoi playing a double game with me? He certainly had the resources to pull something like this off, and the expensive car and the taciturn guy at the wheel were just a tiny part of the expense account. He had canceled an entire scheduled flight with a single phone call, as if he had just canceled a restaurant reservation. Did he just want to keep me in the country to get rid of me quietly and in secret? Amina looked out longingly at the flashing lights of the bustling metropolis and cursed herself for her naivety. When had she become so careless, especially in such an explosive environment as the current ISS crisis?
She could already see herself in the torture chamber of some run-down house, where mean-looking guys in muscle shirts were ripping a sack off her head and working her over with a rope, when they suddenly stopped at the side of the road.
"What...?" she began in panic, but was cut off by the opening of the door to her left. The sound of passing cars and rainwater hit her like a drumbeat, and then a small figure slid into the back seat. "Who...?"
"I'm Mirage," she heard the familiar voice of the blogger, who at that moment pulled the wet hood of her burgundy fur-trimmed jacket from her head and held out a slender hand. A flood of dark blonde curls spilled out and fell onto her shoulders. She had distant Slavic features with strikingly large blue eyes, a high forehead, and strong cheekbones. A delicate nose with a playful curve at the tip sat above a wide mouth with a dominant lower lip.
Amina cleared her throat and gripped the woman's delicate fingers. "Amina Young."
"I thought so." Mirage closed the door and tapped the driver on the shoulder before she said something in Russian and he nodded. The car accelerated again.
"Your own driver?" asked Amina. "A fancy car. Being a blogger and influencer apparently pays off."
"What did you expect? A teenager in the backyard with her hands in her pockets and a hood down over her face? Please." The young woman shook her head and held out an open hand. When Amina looked up in disbelief, she rolled her eyes. "Your smartphone, please."
"I..."
"Either you give it to me willingly," Mirage said, holding her free hand forward where the driver reached into the glove compartment and handed her an object that looked like a metallic sponge, "or I will fry it."
Amina eyed the device and reluctantly reached into her jacket pocket to give the blogger her cell phone.
She nodded in satisfaction and handed it to the man in front of her, who tossed it carelessly into the glove compartment.
"So, nice to meet you in person. I would have liked to work with you sooner, but obviously you only accepted my offer when you had no other choice."
"I'm not experienced in dealing with criminals," Amina replied, raising an eyebrow when Mirage laughed out loud.
"Is that how you start every conversation? Bring the other party down first so you can take the lead?" The young woman chuckled amusedly.
"It depends. When I'm dealing with someone I'm interviewing, I usually do that, yes."
"Status is the most important starting point for a conversation. If you start a conversation with a goal, you must decide beforehand whether you need to be a pawn or a king in order to achieve that goal. At the start of the conversation, you decide whether you will be the pawn or the king, but you cannot change roles during the course of the conversation. A pawn will never become a king, and a king will never voluntarily become a pawn. So determine your status carefully in advance," Mirage quoted, and Amina's mouth fell open in surprise. "Yes, I read your article entitled The Key to Successful Negotiation. I like to prepare myself for my interviewees."
"I would say the same, but you don't make it easy."
Mirage pointed a finger at her. "Touché. My driver will be driving around in circles for half an hour, then our time is up. Let's make better use of it." She pulled a large envelope from the inside of her jacket and held it out to Amina.
"What's this?"
"Read it yourself."
Amina opened the flap and pulled out a multi-page document with the ESA header and a confidentiality notice.
"You've never seen it, have you?"
"No. I haven't. But it has never been made public."
"Of course not. It says that Thomas Ehrmann requested a private line to Eurocom in Cologne the day before the hole in the PROM was discovered," Mirage explained in a somber voice. "He said, according to this recording, that he saw Oleg Raschkin leave the PROM."
"Damn it all," Amina cursed. "It says that Ehrmann had doubts about Raschkin's true agenda, but specifically asked that NASA not be informed."
"Because he didn't want rumors and assumptions to start until he had spoken to Oleg himself."
"Until then, he wanted to watch Raschkin and find out why he had entered the PROM a third time." Amina put down the report and stared at it like a foreign object that might catch fire and burn her at any moment. "It's an official ESA document, so Bertrand must have known about it. That fucking bastard."
"Now do you understand why you should have teamed up with me sooner?" Mirage wanted to know defiantly.
"Yes." Turning to you was the only option left to me in this situation, that has now become clear, she added mentally. The burning anger in her stomach made the lump in her throat melt away like a snowball hit by a flamethrower. "Thank you for this information."
Amina reached into her pocket and pulled out a flash drive, handing it to the young woman.
"Is this what I want?"
"Yes," she confirmed. "It contains everything I've found out so far - including the transcripts of the conversations."
"Thank you."
"One question: Why do you think Raschkin was killed? Do you have any information on that? And is this the leak you announced that the Internet is going crazy about?"
Instead of answering, Mirage pulled a smartphone out of her jacket and tapped furiously. An audio file with the familiar voice of Patricia Michaels played.
"Is the line secure?" a male voice asked. Hoarse and raspy, but at the same time rich and commanding.
"Yes," replied the astronaut. "I saw Oleg come out of the PROM after I got your report and went to check who might have entered."
"Stand by," the man - presumably a NASA employee - told her. There was a crack and scratch on the line, like someone pulling the microphone over wood, then it rattled and a new voice spoke.
"Hello, Patty. This is Samuel Tanner."
Amina's eyes widened and she stared at Mirage in disbelief. The blogger's expression remained frozen, her gaze fixed on the smartphone she held between them.
"Uh, hello, sir!"
"Patty, thanks for talking to me. I know you have a very busy schedule," the CEO of BAEL Corporation said amiably. His voice sounded like butter melting on a warm croissant. "We are a little concerned about your colleague, Oleg, because we have pictures and video footage of him meeting with his friend, the Russian President, shortly before the mission. We are concerned that he may have received direct orders to collect data on our module, perhaps even to take samples or destroy it."
"Sir, that's really..."
"I know, it's disturbing," Tanner seemed to agree with her. "It is therefore of the utmost importance that Oleg does not go near the PROM again under any circumstances, do you understand? Do whatever it takes to make sure of that. This is vital to our national security. It is also of vital importance to humanity as a whole that our module be completed as soon as possible and that its technology be kept top secret".
"Of course, sir," Michaels assured him, her voice as strained as if she had a dry rag in her mouth.
"Just so you understand what an important service you're providing us up there, Patty, the technology in the PROM is far more complex and important to us than the Manhattan Project was in World War II. It will be the single most important step in restoring the United States to world leadership as the most powerful, advanced, and most importantly, peacemaking nation on the planet."
"Sir, I understand, but may I ask you a question? What exactly do you expect me to do?"
"Patty," Tanner replied in a friendly, almost fatherly manner. "You were chosen for this mission because you are a loyal patriot and because you are well aware that America's reputation and status in the world has suffered in recent years. You have trained hard in the past and have achieved outstanding results that make us all proud. As a patriot, you believe in the greater good of a worthy cause. I am confident that you will make the best decisions in the field that will lead to the success of our mission. I, for one, have every confidence that you will prevent Oleg from stealing information or even samples from the PROM."
"Thank you, sir, that's very kind of you. However, I do have one more question, because in order to comply with your request, which I am happy to do, it would be helpful to know exactly what it is I have to protect," Michaels explained carefully. "What exactly are the experiments in the PROM? I'm also a little uncomfortable because up until now I've taken my orders and instructions directly from NASA, not from a CEO in the private sector. I don't mean to offend you, sir, but this is highly unusual."
"Patty." Tanner still sounded friendly, but Amina didn't miss the barely audible edge that had crept into his voice. "The only thing you need to know is that my company operates in strict compliance and cooperation with NASA, the U.S. government, and the U.S. armed forces. I have been delegated full authority in this matter by Uncle Sam himself, otherwise your operator would hardly have put the phone in my hand. Yes, that is correct, I am on the ground in Houston. The best thing you can do for your country right now, Patty, is to comply with my request.
There was a brief pause, and Amina completely blocked out the street noise around her until there was only a bubble of absolute silence around her, Mirage, and the smartphone.
"I understand, sir. Acknowledged," Michaels finally assured the CEO, and the recording ended.
"I stole this file from the servers at BAEL," Mirage explained, her voice shaking slightly as if she was struggling to filter out anger or sadness.
The recording unnerved Amina - she would have to think about what it meant. But not now.
"If I release this, NASA and Roscosmos will be forced to react quickly."
"They hope to release the funds and hold both BAEL and Michaels accountable," Amina concluded, nodding absently. "But I have my doubts that Michaels is a hired killer. This recording," she pointed to the cell phone in Mirage's hand, "at no point explicitly answers what is meant by do whatever it takes to ensure that."
"Unless there is another, better explanation, I think this recording is extremely clear," the blogger insisted stubbornly, pulling the smartphone back toward her as if Amina were trying to take it away. "At least it seems clear to me. In this era of fake news and altered facts, an approximation of the truth, or a truth we create for ourselves based on clear evidence, is the best we can hope for."
"Listen, when we create reality ourselves, it only takes one missing piece of the puzzle to distort the whole picture so that it doesn't add up. You can talk about this misperception all you want, but when the missing piece finally appears, you will have to face and live with the consequences of your rush to judgment," Amina pointed out to the young woman. "That's why I urge you to at least wait until I've talked to Michaels and Ehrmann one last time."
Mirage hesitated, looking first at her smartphone, then at Amina, and chewing on her plump lower lip.
"Look at it this way: you said you were interested in the truth, and that's exactly why I came to you. Everyone around me seems to have their own agenda, but it has nothing to do with the truth. I thought you and I had the same goal. If I'm not mistaken," she placed both hands on the blogger's forearm and lowered her voice a bit to make it sound warmer, "then perhaps I can take the final step towards the truth with this information. If I fail, you can publish your version with my blessing. Then we will have done everything in our power to get to the bottom of what really happened. For my part, I don't want to be responsible for an ambitious and still officially innocent woman being made a scapegoat for political and economic bullshit. The idea that an unsuspecting Patricia Michaels will be thrown to the vultures by fucking greedy managers and fat-cat politicians, so that nothing hits them, disgusts me".
"I understand what you're trying to say, but..."
"Besides, I want to prevent the ISS from crashing. We must protect this amazing human project. A total loss would be a catastrophe. But can we sacrifice the truth? Give me the opportunity to hold those last interviews. Even if the ISS doesn't make it, it can still be rebuilt. What we have done once, we can do a second time. All it takes is money and time, and as BAEL has shown, money is ready and waiting to be spent. But rebuilding a woman's life that you destroyed in a rush to judgment is another matter, especially in the cold social media world we live in today."
"Damn it," Mirage grumbled. "I'll give you 24 hours to get back in touch with me via my blog."
"Thank you," Amina said with a sigh of relief. "Thank you."
"I have to go now - and keep my head down. With this material," the blogger tapped the bag in which she had stashed the smartphone, "I could become an even bigger target for the CIA than I already am." With that, she pulled the hood back over her head and reached for the door handle when Amina grabbed her arm and held her back.
"Wait!"
"What?" asked Mirage without taking her hand off the handle,
"Why are you so interested in this subject, and Oleg Raschkin in particular? It's not your usual area of expertise, judging by your blog."
Mirage paused for a moment, as if fighting an internal battle, and bowed her head. She exhaled deeply and began to speak in a fragile voice while her eyes remained fixed downward, as if sinking directly into a dark past through the dark leather upholstery of the back seat.
"Once upon a time there was a young girl. Shortly after she was born, her father left her and her mother. Later he told her that he had to leave because he had found a new home. A home in heaven where he could fulfill his destiny. The girl had no idea what he was talking about, but she loved her father for his sincerity and was happy for him. Mirage let go of the door handle and seemed to collapse a little, like a puppet whose strings had lost their tension. "Supposedly he had to leave the family because it was for the greater good. The girl was 13 when he locked the door of his new home in heaven behind him for the last time, and it was a tearful night when his house burned up among the stars. It broke the girl's heart to see his destiny go up in flames. At the time, she was desperate to do something to save it for him. Others saw a shooting star, but the daughter saw her father's dream turn to hot cinders. Now the girl is 32 years old, and she has to relive her father's house being burned to ashes. Mirage sniffed and wiped tears from the corners of her eyes, her mouth twisted in defiance. "Not this time. I won't let it happen this time, not again. I'm not a child anymore and I have the power and the means to save it for him - even if he's not alive to notice. It breaks my heart even more that he may have died believing that his home was lost again."
"You are his daughter. Oleg Raschkin's daughter... how is that possible?" Amina breathed, feeling as if her brain had turned into a swarm of bees, buzzing so loudly that she could no longer think her own thoughts.
"As long as the ISS is in the sky, it will remain a symbol of something higher, better than the total sum of humanity. As long as it orbits above us, my father's dream, his destiny, is alive," Mirage continued.
"He left me for a good reason, I understand that today as a grown woman searching for her own purpose. I have to accept that I will never see him again, but I cannot and will not accept that everything he believed in and left me and my mother for is being sacrificed because of greed and power."
"I'm so sorry," Amina said with genuine sympathy, gently squeezing the arm of the young woman whose eyes were lakes of sorrow. Mirage looked down at her hands, her nostrils flaring.
"I have lost him many times in my life, but if his legacy and his spirit go down the drain too, then I have nothing left of him. Nothing, do you understand? It would all have been for nothing. And if he left me for that, all these years, what would that do to me?"
"You mustn't think like that!" Amina bit her tongue as soon as she had uttered the words. She had acted out of reflex, as a psychologist and psychotherapist and not as a business partner, which in a way they were now.
Mirage wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and her features hardened again. "My driver will take you back to your hotel." With that she pushed the door open roughly and got out of the car. Before Amina could say anything, she slammed the door shut, and after a brief roar of traffic, silence fell again.
"Shit." She tapped the chauffeur on the shoulder.
"Can I have my phone back, please?"
The man remained silent, but leaned over to the passenger side, opened the glove compartment, and pulled out her smartphone to hand it back to her.
"Thanks," she said, looking at her watch. Her fingers were still tingling from the extreme cold. Now, in the warmth, she felt it even more clearly.
She knew the number she was dialing by heart and Amina had no trouble punching it in quickly despite her numb fingertips. Then she noticed that she still had no reception.
"Excuse me, please. If you have activated some kind of device so that I can't get a signal - I urgently need to make a phone call!"
The man didn't answer, turned onto the outer ring road and leaned back again.
She was about to continue talking to him when he pressed the wheel and loud dialing tones came from the speakers.
"Da?" a familiar female voice answered. The driver let out a stream of Russian words and heard another "da" in response. After hanging up, he flipped a toggle switch in the center console that appeared to have been retrofitted.
Amina looked at her phone's display and saw that she had a connection again. She pressed redial.
"Amina?" came a painfully familiar voice.
"Jules. I need to tell you something urgent. It has to stay between us, promise?"
"Oui. I promise. What's going on?"
"Mirage has announced a new leak."
"Yeah, I heard about it."
"She's going to release an audio recording in 24 hours that will feature Patricia Michaels and make the astronaut look like the murderer of Oleg Raschkin," she explained, speaking so fast that she almost lost her breath. "Unless I uncover the truth about the incident within the next 24 hours."
"That's not much time," Jules said thoughtfully. "Amina, I also wanted to call you because I have news for you as well: I've been instructed to prepare an official press conference about the end of the ESA investigation. The conference is scheduled for tomorrow morning."
"Tomorrow morning already?"
"Yes. But that's not all. Bertrand is already on his way to the airport in Paris. He wants to finish the report himself and assumes that you're on your way home. As soon as he gets here, he'll deny you access to Tom and Patricia and put you on the plane himself."
"I know. He fired me," she replied, surprised at how much her voice resembled the growl of a beaten dog. "But I didn't know he was already on his way, so that gives me even less time. Thanks for the heads-up, Jules. We should stay in touch and share everything we find out."
"I promise," he replied wearily, and they hung up.
"Driver? Please take me directly to Star City, I don't have any time to waste!" She didn't wait for his answer, but dialed Colonel Beregowoi’s number.
"Beregowoi," he answered in his typical rumbling voice, and she could almost see his bulldog cheeks moving up and down through the phone.
"This is Amina Young."
"Ah, Ms. Young. A little late, isn't it?"
"Colonel, I have a request. Do you remember our conversation this afternoon?"
"Of course, it wasn't that long ago. I look a lot like Boris Yeltsin, but I don't drink until after lunch."
"I need something from you. I need to talk to Michaels and Ehrmann again," she ignored his joke and clamped the phone between her shoulder and ear so she could rummage through her briefcase.
"Now?"
"Yes. My superior is on his way here, the arrogant prick. When he gets here, he's going to take over and finalize everything, and it's not going to end well, believe me."
"I'd be happy to give you access, Ms. Young, but since they're two foreign astronauts, I can't force them to talk to you," Beregowoi pointed out.
"If you could ask them if they will talk to me, that would be wonderful," she said.
"Would you like me to pick you up at the hotel?"
"No, I'm traveling in my own car."
"Oh?" The facility manager sounded surprised - or disapproving, she didn't know him well enough to tell. "A car will be waiting for you at the entrance."
"Thank you."
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The driver took Amina to the gate of Star City, where two policemen stopped her car. She got out without saying a word, holding her leather bag over her head to protect herself from the rain and fumbling for her visitor's pass with her free hand.
"The colonel is expecting me," she called through the pattering rain. One of the men checked her ID, then waved her through the small pedestrian entrance. On the other side was an old VW minibus with the engine running. She got in the back and the driver drove off.
"Welcome back, Ms. Young," the man greeted her. She recognized him. He had driven her back and forth on her first day.
"Thank you."
"Stressful investigation?"
"It's never stress-free." She sighed and brushed the raindrops off her jacket. Thankfully, the driver stepped on the gas. He seemed to recognize her urgency, which was good because she knew she could be obnoxious when she was pressed for time and others were dawdling around her.
Seven minutes later they reached the main building where the interviews were conducted.
"Thank you!" she called quickly, pulling open the side door of the minibus and running up the short sidewalk, weeds sprouting through the concrete slabs, as if her life depended on it. A man and a woman stood outside the doorway in the dark, talking in hushed tones as they puffed on their cigarettes. They murmured something to her, but Amina ignored them both and stormed through the door and down the hall to the interview rooms.
Please let Ehrmann and Michaels have accepted, or even just one of them, she thought pleadingly, and ran down the hall to the third door on the right, her heels clicking.
When she opened the door and burst into the room, her eyes immediately went to the left, to the glass window, and her heart leapt when she saw Thomas Ehrmann sitting there.
"Thanks for coming," she said breathlessly and sat down without taking off her jacket. Instead, she pulled out her recorder and smartphone and placed her file on the half of the table in front of her.
"It's not like we have much to do here," he replied with a hint of a smile. "Besides, maybe this will convince you that I really do care about saving the ISS."
"There have been new developments that are forcing us to hurry," she explained without further ado, having to concentrate to calm her breathing, which seemed to be racing along with her pulse.
"New developments?"
"Yes. For example, that you reported to Eurocom on a secret private channel that Raschkin had entered the PROM a third time after the EVA."
Ehrmann's features froze like an Arctic lake.
"I know about it, so the whole world will probably know about it soon."
"It's true," he admitted hesitantly.
"Tell me about Raschkin's entries into the PROM."
"It looked like he was using the TDRS timeouts during our sleep cycles to get into the PROM without triggering an alarm."
"Nasa's Tracking and Data Relay Satellites," she thought aloud. "You mean the communication interruptions scheduled in the daily schedule during the transitions between satellites?"
"Yes. I had a hunch that Oleg might have used this form of privacy for his breaches," Ehrmann explained. "So there was no direct alert to NASA or BAEL. If they had found out and given Michaels orders to do something to Oleg, my friend's life would have been in real danger."
"You chose the private channel to protect your friend," she summarized, raising both eyebrows skeptically.
"No. I wasn't sure if he was a saboteur or had simply discovered a new problem with the PROM that needed his attention. Due to the hasty and imperfect design of the private module, that was a distinct possibility."
"What kind of problem would that have been after you repaired the MBSUs during the EVA?"
"I didn't think of the possibility until the next day when I found out about the hole in the PROM. I assumed that Oleg, who was constantly monitoring the station's status like a man possessed, might have been the first to notice the pressure drop in the module - even before the ground crew." Ehrmann paused and rubbed his face with both hands as if he had just woken up. After a long sigh and a short pause, which Amina did not want to fill with empty words, he continued: "However, the facts were not in his favor. I was still convinced that Oleg would have had no reason to punch a hole in the PROM unless he had lost his mind, which I have to admit was a conceivable possibility at that point."
"Crazy, you mean?" Amina asked in surprise when her phone rang.
It was Bertrand.
"Great."
"Are we done?" asked Ehrmann.
"No, no. Please wait a minute." Amina's eyes fell on her file, which contained the psychological profile of the German she had read so many times before. She had to make a decision and she hoped she had assessed him correctly.
You're a professional, she reminded herself and made up her mind. She pressed accept.
"Why are you still in Star City and not on the flight back?" Bertrand wanted to know right away.
"My plane had a technical problem and the flight was canceled," she replied calmly, thinking, "How does he know I am here? Can he track my phone?
"They're outside, Amina. Outside. Hand over everything you have immediately and I warn you, if anything is missing or falls into the wrong hands, I will find out! I'm already on my way to Moscow."
"I haven't finished my investigation yet," Amina insisted. Her eyes wandered to Ehrmann on the other side of the window. "If I don't get more answers, Patricia Michaels will almost certainly be held directly responsible for Oleg Raschkin's death. That means she will be convicted here in Russia for lack of exculpatory evidence."
Ehrmann's eyes widened and he tried to look as if he wasn't paying attention to the conversation.
"That would be a disaster for the astronaut and lead to further political tensions, the defamation of Raschkin as a Russian spy by the U.S. government, and the end of Michaels' promising career. Not to mention the public outcry over the first space assassination in history."
Amina watched as Ehrmann clenched his hands and his knuckles turned white. Maybe she wasn't wrong about him after all.
"What makes you think that?" Bertrand wanted to know. In the background she heard airport announcements. To her it sounded like the ominous ticking of a clock. "Oh, it doesn't matter! My priority is to save the ISS. Some things are more important than the fate of individuals. The damn Russian government is breathing down Roscosmos' neck because they want to see results. They want to see heads roll over the death of their national hero, Amina."
Just like you, she thought.
"If this case can't be closed with facts that prove otherwise, they'll blame it on the U.S. to have leverage for political sanctions," Bertrand continued angrily. "NASA has done what it can, but the U.S. government seems willing to sacrifice Michaels before they'll make any concessions or even risk BAEL pulling some of its considerable funding from the space program."
"They're willing to sacrifice Michaels? That's disgusting!"
"It's politics," the Frenchman countered. "Because of this damned speculative reporting in the media, this incident has become a political powder keg. Neither side seems willing to seek a diplomatic solution at this point. Be prepared for NASA to have no say in any action taken against Patricia Michaels. So whether you refuse to follow my instructions or not probably doesn't matter anymore. I've been in this business long enough to know what is going to happen.
"I don't think so," Amina dropped her net and shook her head as he walked right into it. Vain men, who liked to boast about their supposed cleverness, were so easy to get to talk too much.
"Because she lacked experience. They'll paint Michaels as a patriot who acted on her own and overreacted when she found out Raschkin was trying to sabotage the PROM. An eye for an eye, the Russians will understand that."
"And the Russians can then be framed as spies conspiring against the U.S."
"Then, in response, both sides will end their cooperation in space. Thanks to Airbus and SpaceX, NASA no longer needs the Russians anyway, and besides, the whole Soyuz saga has been humiliating for many US politicians in Congress. The Russians and us can now fly to the ISS and the Moon on our own."
"The Americans would rather rely on BAEL's money than continue to make pacts with the Russians anyway," Amina added, looking at Ehrmann, who was avoiding her gaze but consciously or unconsciously clenching his jaw.
"So you understand, Amina: even if I would have preferred a different outcome - if this is what it takes to save the ISS, I have to accept it. If you ever find yourself in a leadership position, you will understand," Bertrand said with a healthy pinch of self-satisfaction.
"This version of the truth won't hold up," she replied, with Mirage's impending revelation in the back of her mind. "There's still time to look for another option, the real truth."
"Let it go once and for all and accept that it's over for you!" With that, Bertrand hung up. She put the phone down and looked at Ehrmann until he looked up and their eyes met.
"I'm officially off the case."
"Why?" he asked cautiously.
"Because I'm interested in the truth about what happened," she replied with a sigh. "Not the truth that suits some politician."
"What happens now?"
"I'm not sure, but either way it looks bad for Michaels."
"What exactly do you mean?"
"The best outcome for her is that she loses her job. The worst is that she'll go to jail or be sentenced to death. For Michaels, there's probably no difference between the two, unless I'm wrong about her." Amina pointed at Ehrmann. "I urgently need to speak to her while there's still time."
"Now?"
"Yes."
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Ten minutes later, Patricia Michaels entered the room on her side of the glass. She wasn't wearing her NASA jumpsuit but a jogging suit and looked tired as she sat down with stiff limbs.
"Thank you for agreeing to talk to me again," Amina greeted her, opening her file before starting the recording. This will probably be my last interview with her, she thought. No pressure at all. "I really want to help you, Ms. Michaels. You haven't done so well so far. I know about your secret conversation with Samuel Tanner." Michaels tensed instantly and Amina leaned forward until her face was just a hand's breadth from the glass that separated them.
"If this becomes public, many sides will paint you as a murderer. Even if there's no legal grounds for it, the public won't care. You're a social media whiz, you know how it works."
"The orders I received from Tanner were not an order to kill!" Michaels growled. "If you know about the conversation, then you know that he only told me to keep an eye on Raschkin and prevent him from entering the PROM again. I never even thought of hurting anyone."
"That may be, and I may believe you. What do you think the public will think of you? After all, you are a soldier," Amina objected.
"I was a soldier," the American corrected her, and her angry expression softened a little as she continued: "This may sound strange to you, but I became an astronaut for a reason. I wanted to get away from war, away from violence and towards science, towards doing something good and advancing humanity".
"Just like Oleg Raschkin," Amina said, alluding to their last interview, in which Michaels had described the Russian as her idol.
"Yes, and as for Tanner, I have had the pleasure of meeting him personally, and he is one of the kindest, most intelligent people I have ever met. He is the embodiment of peace."
Amina tried to weigh the astronaut's words. She obviously seemed to be a fan of the dazzling billionaire and tech guru, although she didn't strike her as someone who behaved like a groupie. "You mean the perfectly orchestrated ashram tours in India or the fundraising trips to Bangladesh?" she asked, snorting. "Oh, come on. I've seen TV shows with him where he has journalists hitting a brick wall."
"He plays the tough guy sometimes," Michaels admitted. "Even though he is appreciated and sometimes revered for his humanistic attitude, he is still a billionaire and the CEO of a billion-dollar company. You don't become a billionaire and stay a billionaire unless you develop a thick skin over time."
"Being a billionaire makes you a little bossy and dramatic. I guess that's part of the super-rich personality, huh?"
"Yes."
"Oh, come on. You don't believe that."
"It doesn't matter what I believe. I don't understand how the media has managed to sensationalize a space flight, which until recently was boring nerd stuff to most people, into a new Cold War," the astronaut huffed, throwing her hands up in surrender. "They're turning a terrible accident into a crime story that half the world is talking about now."
"And they're making you the culprit," Amina whispered. Michaels looked as if she wanted to ask what she had just said, but instead Amina kept talking, the clocks ticking in her head. "Ehrmann reported another Raschkin intrusion into the PROM before the hole was discovered."
"Excuse me?" Everything seemed to drain from the American's face. She didn't know.
"Yes. The day before. Does that mean anything?"
"No. Maybe. I don't know. That night I sedated Oleg with a lower dose because he seemed fitter during the day."
"Fit enough to drill a hole in the PROM?" Amina asked, and the lamp above them flickered briefly, as if startled by the question.
"Possibly. But I don't think Oleg is responsible."
"You really don't believe it, or you don't want to believe it?"
"Is there a difference?"
"I'd like to find out from you."
"I'm a lot more skeptical of Tom now that you've told me about the breach," Michaels grumbled, smoothing out her hoodie as if to rid herself of something. "He was in charge of the mission and yet he didn't officially report this serious incident. At least not to me or NASA, which would have been his job."
"Ehrmann testified that, like you, he couldn't believe that Oleg Raschkin was a saboteur. He didn't want there to be any prejudice based on a one-sided account of events," Amina explained, tilting her head. "There will certainly be investigations into Ehrmann's misconduct and his disregard for mission regulations, but no one will be interested in that because the focus will be on someone else, you must realize that. Your case is different: You have two governments in conflict, fueled by the media, broadcast after broadcast, report after report. They are using every detail of the incident for their own agenda, and the reports and findings so far provide enough fuel for a story."
"A story?"
"Yes, the one about Patricia Michaels sabotaging Oleg Raschkin's suit, which led to the EVA accident. The story about Patricia Michaels killing Oleg Raschkin, for example, by giving him drugs that drove him to suicide - the second attempt to make his death look like an accident."
"Sounds like you're reading from a Reddit thread," Michaels scolded, but her obvious anger could not hide the fact that her features were threatening to crack with dismay. She had reached the limits of her self-control, it was clear to see. Now she needed tact, not a sledgehammer. "NASA will always support its top astronaut and will not allow them to be unfairly criticized by any government or private company, let alone the media."
Yes, they will. Bertrand recently confirmed it, and I'm afraid he's right, Amina thought, wondering if she should tell Michaels. In the end, she didn't dare, afraid that the information would hit the astronaut harder than she could handle right now. This woman lived for her job, believed in NASA, and believed in the good of her country. You don't pull the rug out from under someone who's stumbling.
"Is there anything else you haven't told me? Anything I can work with to exonerate you?" she asked instead. "Proof that the PROM was not a secret weapons facility, which would mean that Raschkin was not a spy, and you had no reason to kill him. A story about a malfunction due to human error, perhaps? Either could mean the end of your career, but at least you'd still have a life and could start all over again."
"I know what you're doing, Ms. Young," Michaels replied in a conciliatory tone. "I understand that you want to help, but I've told you from the beginning that I'm honest and loyal, and lying will never be an option for me."
"But there is something you are not telling me, isn't there?" Amina knew that there was something unspoken. She felt it like a constant tapping behind her forehead, so urgent and uncomfortable that she couldn't ignore it. "Don't throw your life away for the wrong people."
"There is information I have not shared with you before, but it is strictly confidential." Michaels' lips quivered, and a tear trickled from her right eye and rolled down her cocoa-colored cheek to her chin, where it lingered for a moment before dropping. "I have nothing more to say, except that I firmly believe this information is so vital to all of our futures that it cannot fall into the wrong hands. It's more important than you or I. I also believe that in the end truth will prevail. Whatever that truth is, it's the reality we face, and it's what I'm dedicated to. So I have to face it. For the ISS, for Oleg - who I'm sure would have done the same - and for my country." The astronaut got up and left the room. Amina cursed and pounded her fist on the table with such force that her hand throbbed with pain.
The door opened and Beregowoi's greasy face appeared in the small crack. "Shall I send Ehrmann back in?"
"No." She shook her head dejectedly. "I must collect myself first. I've lost the plot."
"Don't you know what to do?"
"Yes, I do," she lied. "I just need to prepare my strategy."
"All right, then. Let me know when." The director disappeared again and the door slammed shut. All that remained was silence and her screaming frustration. After a few minutes, this disillusionment turned into an uncomfortable thought loop that she had to break before she could move forward.
Amina picked up her smartphone and scrolled through her newsfeed, worried that Mirage might have reneged on the deal and already published her leak. But it didn't look that way. Instead, the BBC website announced that an ESA press conference was scheduled for tomorrow in Moscow - Bertrand's show, she guessed. By announcing it, the editor seemed to be making sure that the investigation would be concluded soon, increasing the chances that the ISS rescue mission could begin shortly.
Amina clicked on an embedded interview video and saw an anchor standing next to Alexander Gerst. The German astronaut was wearing simple jeans and an ESA jacket with a mission badge on it, smiling in a friendly manner. The segment seemed to start in the middle of the conversation, as he immediately began to speak.
"During quarantine, Tom and Patty will be alone a lot. It's a very difficult situation for them. After such a long time in space, you want to be back with your family and recover as quickly as possible, because the first days and weeks after your return are demanding on your body and mind," the German astronaut explained.
"How do you think they are coping with the current media reports and the pressure they are under?" the presenter wanted to know, and Gerst put on a sympathetic face.
"As astronauts we go through intensive psychological tests to find out our suitability for the job and to make sure we are fit to do the job again and again. We learn to deal with a lot of psychological stress and still function in a clear and structured way, there's no other way to put it. Isolation in space is like nothing else, you have to be able to rely on each other and be there for each other. But the current situation is completely different from what they usually have to deal with. Losing a comrade is a bitter blow, because you become more than friends when you go into space together and endure something so dangerous and challenging together."
"Different in what way?"
"On the station and during transfers, we face problems that we can and must solve. We have trained for all eventualities and have solutions for everything. But now Tom and Patty - and especially Patty - are faced with situations that no one can prepare for. Worse, Patty probably has no control over the outcome, and that's a really new and scary situation for anyone. The charges against Patty are serious, and that won't be lost on her. Meanwhile, she's in quarantine in another country."
"Thank you for your assessment, Mr. Gerst," the presenter said with appropriate seriousness. "Thank you for taking the time to be with us today. Would you like to say a few words to your colleagues or the audience?"
"Yes." The German looked earnestly into the camera. "I wish my colleagues and friends Tom and Patty all the best. I firmly believe that Oleg Raschkin, whom I knew well, was not a saboteur, and that Patricia Michaels, although I don't know her as well as Oleg, is certainly not the person the media is now portraying her to be. What's important now is the truth - not speculation or a hasty judgment."
"Are you also referring to Thomas Ehrmann?"
"Tom is a man of integrity and is still the commander of the mission. He will have done everything in his power to save his crew and the station, and I'm sure he will continue to do so."
Amina closed the app and thought briefly about what she had heard before navigating to the call log and going to the penultimate number she had dialed.
"Jules?" she asked when her ex-boyfriend answered.
"Amina, is there any news?"
"I've spoken to Ehrmann and Michaels, but they haven't given me anything to work with. Ehrmann still seems to be hiding something, and Michaels even openly admits that she's not authorized to share certain information with me. I'm tearing my hair out. Bertrand called, and now I know that not only will I have to look for a new job on Monday, but I've sacrificed my career to come up empty-handed instead of with the truth," she lamented, and suddenly the emotions pent up under stress and self-control shot out of her like water from a burst dam. She began to cry, sobbing so hard that her whole body began to shake. The warm light of the lamp suddenly seemed cold and cruel to her. "Michaels is a good woman, I'm sure, but she will pay an unfair price for her well-intentioned stubbornness. She's being used as a pawn by her own country - the country she wants to protect at all costs. And there's nothing I can do about it!" She was interrupted by a sob. "Nothing! I know there's something there, but I have no way to find out. I have..." She hesitated. "I have failed."
"Amina …"
"Can you imagine? She's willing to take a bullet from her own people, for her country and what she believes in! Instead of revealing what was in the PROM, she keeps quiet. It would be such a small price to pay compared to the end of her career and her life!"
"Does Patricia know what Bertrand told you? That both NASA and BAEL and the government are going to throw her to the wolves?" asked Jules, and she had feared that this question was coming.
"No, I didn't have the heart to tell her," she admitted reluctantly, wiping the tears from her eyes with a sniffle.
"You didn't want to take away her hope."
"Yes. That seems to be the only thing keeping Michaels on her feet. Hope and her bloody loyalty." All at once, she felt anger and determination rise within her, and she clung to this new emotion amidst the chaos of her emotions. "I cannot and will not accept that this is how it should end! Jules, I didn't call you to cry on your shoulder..."
"Hey, it's okay!" he assured her.
"I called you because of your special relationship with Ehrmann. You were the first to talk to him privately after they landed. Did he tell you anything useful? He's your best friend! Anything to help me get Michaels out of this damn line of fire?"
Jules said nothing, and it remained silent in her ear. Until she wondered that the connection had been lost and looked at the display to check. The call time continued.
"Jules?"
"Yeah ... yeah, I'm still here," he said hesitantly, clearing his throat several times. "You could try talking to him one last time, if that's possible. Tell him to remember something."
"Remember something?" she asked, confused. "Remember what?"
"Obeschchaniye vechnosti."
Before she could pepper him with a barrage of questions, he had already hung up. She looked at her watch: 11:40 p.m. She hastily opened her browser and searched for current flights from Paris to Moscow. The next one left at 1:50 a.m. with a stop in Prague. Arrival in Moscow at 7:40 a.m. She still had time until 10:00 a.m. to collect her bags and drive to Star City. Next, she checked the ESA website and suppressed a curse. The press conference was scheduled for 13:00 local time in Moscow.
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FLASHBACK, SOYUZ RESCUE CAPSULE, LOW EARTH ORBIT


"Patty, once we're through the upper atmospheric layers and the flame tail is gone, keep an eye on the laser distometer and variometer, okay?" Tom ordered his colleague in a tense but calm voice. He was now sitting in Oleg's place in the middle, unlike when they arrived, and his absence hit him hard. It was like the phantom pain of a lost limb. "I need to focus on the critical phase of re-entry and stay at the helm. We're lucky to have made it to the capsule at all, but the Soyuz was damaged during the emergency separation."
"No communication with Mission Control or anyone," Patty summarized, pushing aside her manual of hundreds of A4 pages to press a few buttons. It floated against the porthole and returned to her. She fished it out of weightlessness, and the movement of her arm, along with her growling voice, was just another sign that she was pissed.
"Right, I have to fly manually, but I've trained for this!"
"Did you also train to just leave one of us behind?" she hissed back. Her face was lined with pure rage, a volcano about to erupt.
"Look at me!" he demanded, repeating himself as she looked away with quivering lips before finally looking back at him with her dark eyes. "We did everything we could. Everything! No, don't look away! We did everything we could, and now I will do everything I can to save you and get you back to Earth safe and sound."
"If, like with Oleg, all this leads to..."
"We don't have time to argue! You need to concentrate on the task at hand, and that is to get this Soyuz capsule back to Earth safely. Without the right entry angle, we'll either be bounced off the atmosphere like a bouncing ball, or we'll get fried in here on re-entry. I want to avoid both scenarios."
"Understood," she grumbled, opening a new page in the manual with quick movements of her long fingers, pressing a few buttons, and staring back at the monitor directly in front of her.
"Altitude?" he asked without taking his hands off the controls.
"103 miles."
"Almost there, then. Speed?"
"18,779 miles per hour."
"Close your visor," he ordered, pulling the helmet cover over his face. Immediately after the bumpy decoupling, they had slipped into the bulky Sokol spacesuits, a process they were only allowed three minutes for in training - in the dark. It had taken longer, though, because a violent bucking of the station had turned the separation into a more or less harmless tear-off. But they had made it, strapped in, protected by the suits, and managed to stabilize the Soyuz. They would enter the atmosphere soon. He pressed a button to the left of his monitor, which looked like a small crosshair with too many numbers and green symbols. "Shit."
"What is it?" Patty asked in alarm.
"Main engine has failed. It must have been damaged during undocking as well." Tom thought feverishly. Returning to Earth looked simple - like a stone falling from the sky - but the procedure was extremely complicated and difficult for both man and machine. Too low an angle of inclination would send them into a spin, literally crashing into the air in the midst of unimaginable heat. If the angle of inclination was too high, they would simply bounce off the atmosphere and be hurled into space at high speed. It was like surfing a wave: he would have to make constant small corrections to maintain speed and position ahead of the wave and not get buried in the crashing spray. But even more important was the main engine for braking, because anything falling to Earth at 18,641 mph would not slow down significantly on its own.
"We could activate the DPO-B Altitude Control Thrusters manually, but I have to calculate the correct firing frequency, but that's usually done ..."
"...by Mission Control with computers, yes," he replied bitterly, nodding even though she couldn't see it in his helmet. "Good idea. Can you do the calculations yourself while I steer?"
"I think so, but I'll have to use live feeds and be fast," she mumbled more to herself, and the radio started scratching and clattering.
"Just do your best. I know you can do it. I'll try to keep us stable manually." A slight shudder went through the capsule, and Tom looked up at the altitude control, while Patty hurriedly flipped through her manual for DPO-B, pressing the buttons in front of her like a person possessed. "Altitude 125,000, separate modules."
They were unaware of the separation of the orbital module in front of them and the service module behind them as they flew along the long Hohmann ellipse, hoping to fall out of orbit on it.
"Hang on!" he shouted. "There's going to be some turbulence!"
Tom clutched the controls as if his life depended on it - and it did. He snarled like an animal as he gritted his teeth and was tossed back and forth in his harness as if they were on a giant vibrating plate. The first flames licked at the now tiny capsule and the portholes seemed to explode with deep red light. The fireworks of dancing photons intensified visibly, like an optical exclamation mark to the violent turbulence. The atmosphere seemed to be pushing against them with everything it had, as if it didn't want its children back. But Tom was determined that no one else would die today.
The whole process took what seemed like an hour, during which time he sweated profusely and avoided looking at Patty, who seemed to be making her entries despite the vigorous movements. Then, suddenly, it calmed down and the hellish glow outside the windows turned to pleasant shades of white and blue. The moment was brief, however, and then they were violently thrown backward - at least that's what it felt like. They crashed into their harnesses as if struck by a blow as the braking chute was ejected and their rate of descent was drastically reduced.
Only then did it get really quiet.
Tom pulled up his visor and breathed a sigh of relief. The air in the capsule smelled like burnt steak, but he was breathing.
"We did it!" Patty cheered. "We really did it!"
"Good work, Patty," he said breathlessly. "Damn good work. I have to admit, I wasn't sure we'd make it this time, but the way you did the calculations based on the real-time data ... that's really impressive."
"Thank you. But you also..."
"No. We wouldn't have made it without you. Thanks for getting us down safely. I'm sure you'll make an excellent commander someday."
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AMINA, DAY 6, SHCHOLKOVO, RUSSIA


Amina's alarm clock rang at 4:30 a.m. and she jerked up in bed as if she had a spring in her back. She had only slept three hours and felt as if she had just dozed off. Her dreams had been restless and full of abstract impressions of documents, faces, ticking clocks, and menacing approaching airplanes. Then there was a scene in which she swam next to E.T. in a mountain lake and handed him a baguette. However, the alien complained that the yeast content didn't match that of the atmosphere and that he'd probably get an upset stomach if he ate it.
Shaking herself, she threw aside the heavy blanket to swing her legs out of bed and stumbled groaning to the bathroom to brush her teeth and quickly wash her face. Then she hurriedly dressed, grabbed her prepared briefcase, coat, and scarf from the table by the door, and dashed to the elevators.
In the reception area, the receptionist snored in her chair, her head tilted back at an awkward angle as if her neck was bent backward — yet it was resilient enough to withstand the strain. The faint glow of the night could barely dispel the darkness that seemed to creep into the warm room like a living organism made of shadows, slithering through the dirty windows overlooking the street. To Amina's relief, she saw the red taillights and yellow headlights of a car down by the sidewalk and pushed the door open with her shoulder. Immediately, a blast of bone-chilling cold blew in, ushering her into the early Russian morning.
"Good morning, Ms. Young," she was greeted by the driver of the white VW minibus from the day before, who had driven her back to the hotel.
"Morning," she muttered, yawning so hard her jaw cracked. She had reluctantly left just before midnight, when all the staff had left the building except for three night watchmen, Ehrmann, and Michaels. The first employees didn't return until five in the morning, so Beregowoi had advised her to come back early in the morning, in view of the deadlocked situation, so that she would still have enough time for an interview. However, since neither Ehrmann nor Michaels had shown any interest in further discussion, she didn't have high hopes.
Despite the possibility of failure, she was compelled to try. Success was not guaranteed, but her conscience would be clear if she explored every possibility, no matter how insignificant it seemed.
"I think today is going to be a wonderful day," her driver said cheerfully.
Bertrand will be here in a few hours, and the fatal press conference will take place shortly thereafter, she thought. Michaels will be made the fall guy, and it will destroy her, and the U.S. and Russia will end their cooperation. Sure, the day will be wonderful.
When she didn't answer, the driver drove silently until they reached the gates of Star City, which was still in total darkness. Only a few lights shone behind the dark trees of the complex, far beyond the high fence. The two policemen trudged reluctantly out of their small hut by the gate, and one of them made a circular motion with his finger, causing the driver to roll down his window and show their identification. The other lawman stalked around the car, shining his light inside. Amina grimaced and grumbled impatiently.
Finally, they moved on, the gate sliding aside as they drove down the long avenue toward the cosmonaut training center. The vast stretches of forest that passed them formed a trellis of shadows that matched her gloomy mood. However, she had no intention of letting the meager light of her hope go out. She had a trump card in her hand, and it was Jules' words. Whatever Obeschchaniye vechnosti meant to Ehrmann, she hoped it was some kind of magic word that would make him talk, because Michaels was definitely not going to open her mouth again, she had made that abundantly clear.
After a few minutes of impatiently tapping her feet, they turned onto the dual carriageway with its desolate grass verge, lined on either side by the buildings of the Yuri A. Gagarin Cosmonaut Training Center. Only a few windows were lit, leaving everything looking closed and lifeless. But the bottom floor of the interview building seemed to be full of life.
Before the car came to a complete stop, she pulled open the side door and jumped out. She hurried up the stairs to the entrance and pushed against the door, only to find it locked. Her speed nearly broke her nose as she hit the glass hard.
"Good morning, Ms. Young," a familiar voice greeted her, and Amina spun around, startled. Beregowoi was standing by the front door, his face lit by the red glow of his cigarette like a nocturnal demon.
"Damn, you scared me," she said, taking a deep breath. "Why is it still locked?"
"I got a call from Rogozin last night."
"From the head of Roscosmos, Rogozin?"
"Yes. Apparently, someone high up in your agency has been exerting a lot of pressure. I have been ordered to deny you access to the interview rooms."
"Bertrand," she growled angrily, clenching her hands into fists. The leather handle of her briefcase creaked in protest.
"Could be."
"So you're going to throw me out?"
"I'm not allowed to let you in the interview rooms with the astronauts, but you can go to your office and pack your things," the facility manager clarified.
"But I need to talk to Ehrmann!" she protested, looking around helplessly.
"Apparently your people don't want that." Beregowoi looked at his wristwatch and held the cigarette closer to his hand so he could read the time. "Ehrmann should be awake by now."
"I don't understand."
"Do you know what a typical day looks like for Patricia Michaels and Thomas Ehrmann? Here with us, I mean?"
"No, I don't know why ..."
"Michaels is especially ... guarded," the Russian interrupted her, continuing to talk while taking a drag on his cigarette. "But not Ehrmann. He can move about relatively freely. His discipline is amazing. He gets up at 5:30 every morning. His room is on the first floor at the back, to the right of the staff entrance."
Amina frowned, remembering Beregowoi's glance at his watch. She did the same: 5:44 a.m.
"There's always a guard at the staff entrance during quarantine, but I let him sleep in today, although his replacement isn't exactly known for his punctuality."
"Thank you," she whispered in disbelief. "Thank you so much!"
"For what? We haven't spoken." Beregowoi stubbed out his cigarette and became a black silhouette again. "If we had, I would have told you it had better be worth it." He turned and walked to the door, opening it with a jingling bunch of keys.
"Colonel," she called after him, and he stopped without turning around. "Why are you helping me?"
"The wall in your office," he said. "Actually, I think it's rude for someone to graffiti other people's property. You might even think it's pretty ungrateful, especially when they're a guest. But the mind map of your thoughts and your conversation strategy... Let's put it this way: it convinced me. Of you."
Amina remained silent.
"Comprehensible and extremely well structured, even for an outsider..." Beregowoi turned, and she thought she saw a smile on his lips in the twilight. "As if you hadn't created the mind map for yourself."
Amina smiled in reply and ran back down the stairs, circling the long building. Before she reached the first corner, her smartphone rang and she jumped. In the silence, the ringing echoed ominously like a distress signal, and she instinctively felt like she had been found out as she pulled her phone out of her pocket and saw that the call was from Bertrand. She dismissed the call.
“Bertrand? How can he be calling me when his plane isn’t due to land until seven o’clock?” she wondered, a flicker of hope arising that he might have missed his flight. However, she couldn’t afford to be sidetracked by this thought. She continued to hurry along the wall of the building, feeling as though she were in a spy movie—except she doubted a spy’s heart would be pounding in their throat as hers was. Nevertheless, her resolve remained unshaken, and she carefully placed one foot in front of the other, mindful not to stumble in the dim light.
Before she reached the next corner that led to the back of the building, which faced a large wooded area, her phone vibrated once. It was an incoming voicemail. After switching the phone to silent, she listened to Bertrand's message without slowing her pace.
"Amina!" The Inspector General was seething with anger. "Where are you? I just landed in Moscow and noticed you haven't turned in your report and files yet. I moved the press conference up to ten o'clock because I have both NASA and Roscosmos breathing down my neck! And now this! I have to prepare an urgent statement. I'm warning you, Amina! The consequences will be far worse than you just losing your job. If you so much as whisper a word about this case, I will make sure that your downfall is so catastrophic that you won't even find work as a cleaner at McDonald's - not even at a Russian McDonald's! Bertrand bellowed the last words before abruptly ending the call.
Why has he already landed, she thought in horror. Press conference at ten? That's in four hours! Damn ...
Amina reached the staff entrance, a simple metal fire door with an old chair next to it. She carefully pushed the handle down and exhaled deeply, her cheeks puffing out as she released some of her tension and opened the door. Without a second thought, she slipped into the hallway beyond and rubbed her hands to get the cold out of her fingers. Again, there was a chair in front of a paneled wall, similar to the one in the hallway that led out of the interrogation room.
No one was around and it was dead quiet. When the door slammed behind her again, it suddenly went pitch black, and only then did she realize that the only light on was the one above the door - on the outside.
Suppressing a curse, she turned on the flashlight on her phone and cautiously walked down the short corridor until she reached a much longer one that seemed to cross the building from right to left. Cautiously, she shone the light in both directions to dispel the darkness and make sure no one would jump out at her, then turned right until she reached the first door. It was made of glass and had Cyrillic writing on it. Amina pulled it open and gasped.
"Quarantine my ass," she whispered, keeping her phone pointed at the right wall until she recognized the outline of a wooden door. She straightened her shoulders and walked toward it, pausing briefly before taking a deep breath, then knocked and pushed the handle to enter.
The room behind it was brightly lit and small. There was a bed, a closet, a desk with a chair, and a carpet on which Ehrmann was doing push-ups in nothing but underpants and an undershirt. He was startled when she entered with a knock and jumped to his feet.
"Ms. Young?" he asked, surprised. "What are you doing here?"
"I need to talk to you one last time, but they won't let me have another interview with you." She closed the door behind her and went to the small desk to take off her jacket and put down her bag.
Ehrmann followed her with his eyes, seemingly oblivious to the fact that he was half-naked. "You're not even supposed to be here!"
"I just said that, didn't I?" she grumbled, pulling the recorder out of her briefcase and placing it on the tabletop. "But there's no alternative unless you want to be responsible for Patricia Michaels being unfairly portrayed as an enemy of humanity and her life destroyed."
"You're alluding to your alleged phone call yesterday." Ehrmann shook his head and went to his bed to pull on his tracksuit bottoms and throw on a zip-up sweater.
"Alleged?" she asked, confused, then grimaced as if she had bitten into a lemon. "You think I staged this to put pressure on you?"
Ehrmann didn't answer and continued to dress in silence.
"I'll tell you what: your comrade only has four hours before the hammer falls. Four hours, I give you my word. And that everything I've said is true. I'm committed to the truth, and I've lost my job because of it, so remember that the next time you call me a liar."
"I didn't say you were lying, just that it was possible that you..."
"We don't have time for finger-pointing," she urged, hitting the record button on the recorder.
"There's an ESA press conference at ten o'clock, and a final report is going to be presented there, one way or another. You know what's at stake. Are you sure you have absolutely nothing to add to your previous statements? Michaels will be publicly crucified!"
Ehrmann avoided her gaze and sat down on his bed. He buried his face in his hands like an exhausted athlete and let out a long sigh. "I'm really sorry."
"Sorry for what?"
"This whole awful situation."
What is that supposed to mean? she thought, wanting to say something in anger, but controlled herself. She couldn't let her anxiety and impatience get the better of her and cause her to make a mistake. Ehrmann seemed genuinely upset, but he still didn't speak. Why not?
"Are you just going to remain silent?" she asked with honest disappointment in her voice. "Are you serious not going to say anything more? Despite everything?"
The astronaut looked up and met her eyes.
"Even if I wanted to say something, I wouldn't even know how to put it into words." He shook his head and went to bury his face in his hands again, but Amina took a step toward him and grabbed his hands to stop him. Surprised, he stared at her hands and then up at her.
"Thomas, I've lost my job and I'm risking much more by being here with you," she said forcefully, not avoiding his piercing blue eyes.
"I'm ready for the truth, and to save a presumably innocent young woman from public execution, I'll live with the consequences. You're an astronaut, wouldn't you do the same in this situation?"
Ehrmann didn't answer, but she could see that his eyes were wet. He was clearly struggling with himself.
"Yesterday I had the opportunity to be honest with Michaels, to tell her what was in store for her. I'm in possession of information that leaves no doubt that NASA and the US government will betray her to save themselves. But I couldn't do it because I didn't have the heart to do it. I was afraid it would destroy her to learn that the people she believes in and is willing to sacrifice for would not do the same for her. Now I have no way to reach her and undo my mistake. You are my last hope to save Michaels from her terrible fate. Amina squeezed his hands and Ehrmann's mouth tightened. She could sense that he was about to give in, and she prayed that he would, for her every word echoed what she was thinking and feeling. "I talked to Jules last night because I trust him one hundred percent, just like he trusts you one hundred percent. Do you know what he told me?"
"What?" Ehrmann asked dejectedly.
"He told me to remind you of something: Obeshchaniye vechnosti. That means promises for eternity if Google Translate isn't fooling with me," she replied, and his eyes widened as if she had hit him. "I know you and Oleg used the word promise a lot when you were in radio contact and it was about something serious. It's in every other report. Your friend died on a mission under your command, and you came back willing to talk, but you don't want to lie and are remaining silent about something I know nothing about. Putting one and one together, I bet you made a final promise to Raschkin, one that Jules seems to know about. Whatever that promise was, please tell me so I can make sure Michaels doesn't get unfairly blamed. It will soon be too late. Please, you are still the commander of the Prometheus mission, and Michaels is still a member of your crew. Save your crew member and save the truth - the whole truth.
Ehrmann held her gaze, but she could feel his fingers trembling in her hands. His face worked like a complex machine of conflicting emotions.
"The last time I saw Oleg float out of the PROM - after the EVA - I watched him closely for the next few days. I had already reported his entry to Eurocom on the private channel and was still unsure if he was a Russian spy," Ehrmann explained slowly, as if he had to force his vocal cords to continue speaking. "But what no one knows is that during our last sleep cycle on the ISS, Oleg stayed awake until he thought both Patty and I were asleep. He left his sleep chamber and made his way to the PROM, just before a TDRS system timeout, as he had done before. I followed him to the PROM and decided to confront him face to face and finally find out the truth.
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THOMAS, ISS, LAST DAY BEFORE THE EVACUATION


I unzipped my sleeping bag just as Oleg floated through the open hatch to the Zarya module. I quickly removed the straps and peeled myself out of the fabric. A bad premonition seized me and I felt terrible. It's a terrible feeling when you distrust a friend and you appear to be right. There was still a minute to go before the communication timeout with Mission Control, and if any of the ground crew were still monitoring the video feeds, they would think that Oleg probably just needed to go to the bathroom.
What surprised me as I slid through Zvezda and Zarya, carefully pulling myself through weightlessness by the handles, was the agility with which Oleg moved. Before he fell asleep, Patty had injected him with a sedative and he had looked like a walking corpse. Now there was no sign of that. Granted, I couldn't see him the whole time because I was constantly hiding to prevent him from spotting me, but there was no sign of weakness.
When I reached the entrance to the PROM in the Harmony module, I hovered right in front of the door and stopped with my hand in front of the open button, which was green. I knew I wasn't allowed in, but I had to confront Oleg - and this was my chance. So I opened the door and found him in his Sokol space suit. He was hovering in front of the tidy-looking paneling on the side wall, behind which the secret instruments and research materials were being hidden until the PROM crew arrived. I knew from my EVA that the strange black-spotted glass dome I had seen must be behind it. Nothing else in the module looked remarkable, it was more reminiscent of the bare state of the Columbus before every wall was crammed full of equipment.
"Oleg," I said. "What are you doing here?"
My friend turned to me, and I could see him smiling through the visor. His face was flushed and pale at the same time, as if drawn with pastels.
"Ah, Tom. I needed a change of scenery."
"Enough with the jokes! Tell me the truth. You've been stringing me along long enough. I thought we were friends."
Oleg sighed and opened his visor. His smile faded. "I was monitoring the electrical charge ratios in the conduits after the EVA. I noticed that something is still not working properly. There are still regular power spikes that are pushing the relays to their limits."
"You mean like before the blackout?" I asked anxiously.
"That's right. It seems that only my ancient instruments can register the spikes, which is why the official data sent to Earth didn't show any abnormalities," Oleg continued, and I realized what he was implying. The data was deliberately not being sent or even recorded. Oleg hesitated.
"What?"
"Sorry, buddy, but I'm afraid the MBSU connected to the PROM was not repaired properly during the EVA."
"You mean I made a mistake and the unit isn't working properly?" I asked incredulously. "Why didn't you tell me that?"
"Because I wasn't 100 percent sure, and I didn't want to accuse you of making a mistake without making sure you did. The situation is already difficult enough for you." Oleg hesitated and pursed his lips. "Besides, I realize how much the accident has taken a mental toll on me, and I prefer to double and triple-check serious things like this to be sure. I didn't want to cause any more chaos. I've noticed that you've become more and more suspicious of me, Tom."
"I..."
"Don't deny it. You are always looking over my shoulder, watching my every move. I wish I could say it doesn't bother me, but it does. Still," Oleg hovered closer to me, "I assure you, I don't hold it against you. Hell, I probably would have done the same in your place."
"Thank you," I said, still feeling bad.
"I knew you would feel guilty and blame yourself if I blurted out that you might have made a mistake in repairing the MBSU that went unnoticed. It wasn't even your fault because you had to stop before you could finish to save me, which I will never forget.
"That was only natural, you would have done the same for me."
"Anyway, I was looking for a solution to solve the problem from here, just like the first time, that's why I came back to the PROM. But again, I can't find a solution without knowing the details of the technology used here," Oleg continued, looking gloomily at the walls on either side. I noticed how watery and sickly his eyes still looked.
"Thank you. I understand that you wanted to do me a favor, but we're all only human and there's no need to protect me. Mistakes happen, and as you said yourself, I had to stop working in a hurry. We should report the problem and prepare for another EVA if that's what it takes."
"No." Oleg shook his head in his typically slow way in weightlessness. "It's too late for that now. I couldn't sleep and was staring at the readings on the small display in my sleeping quarters the whole time when I saw another extreme energy spike inside the PROM, along with a sharp rise in the temperature of the wiring."
"A fire?" I asked, half horrified, half confused since I couldn't see the source of the fire, but a fire was about the worst emergency that could happen on the ISS.
"Yes, it must be smoldering behind these covers," Oleg was sure. He grabbed a handhold with one hand and pointed vaguely around with the other. "We're still 15 minutes into the timeout and out of contact with Mission Control, which means no one will know about it until it's too late. You know how unlikely it is for something like this to happen when we're in timeout, right? Especially now, when we can't call for help. Looks like Murphy's Law has struck again.
"We seem to have had a lot of that on this mission," I replied evasively, before grabbing Oleg by the arms of his thick suit. "We need to act quickly and get the fire extinguishers immediately so we can deal with it before it spreads."
I was about to turn around when I saw him shake his head out of the corner of my eye.
"No, we have to disconnect the PROM. The temperature in the pipes is just another consequence of an electrical overload spike, and it's happened several times before. We'd just be postponing another problem," the cosmonaut explained.
"The next discharge could destroy the entire station network, and then we'd have far bigger problems than a fire."
"We have to react to what's in front of us now," I protested desperately and tried to float out, but he grabbed my arm and forced me to turn around.
"Tom. I've spent countless weeks on this station. This is my home and I'm not willing to see the entire station compromised or even destroyed with my friends aboard. I came here to disconnect the PROM." His face was split in half by a broad, humorless smile. "Can you believe there's only one lever inside the module for manual decoupling?" He pointed to a recess in the wall where a red lever with a safety catch was located.
"If anything, we'll decouple it through the station network!"
"I've already tried, but the PROM won't respond to system commands because the seal hasn't been installed yet. So it can only be done by good old-fashioned manual labor, using the decoupling mechanism from the inside. Either the BAEL engineers are just plain stupid, or their damn paranoia goes so far that they can't even consider putting a lever under the station's control. This is the stupidest design flaw I've ever seen."
"You can't be suggesting that you operate the mechanism from in here!" I protested, shaking my head firmly. "Out of the question."
At this point, I began to smell something charred.
"There's no other way, Tom," Oleg said sadly but firmly, and he had that stubborn look on his face that I knew so well. "I'm going to stay here and make sure the station is kept safe by cutting off this diseased cancer. You know that's the sensible thing to do."
"No, I will not accept that. I'm ordering you to leave the module so we can evacuate. The three of us! If anyone stays behind, it's me as commander and the one who made the mistake while repairing the MBSU."
"Don't be an idiot. I'm an old man who spent half his life in space because he felt that Earth had become a planet he no longer wanted to live on. Up here," Oleg gestured expansively, floating like a beacon in the module, "Earth looks a lot friendlier, like a better place than it really is. I was the last cosmonaut on the Mir, and they had to kick me out because I didn't want to go. I always knew I would die up here, and thanks to you that didn't happen during the EVA. It wouldn't have been a great death for a cosmonaut. Still, I've felt like The Walking Dead ever since. The universe has obviously decided that my time has come, Tom, it was just postponed for a little while. Thanks to you saving me, I now have the chance to make my death count. What could be better than saving the lives of my friends?"
"Please, Oleg!"
"As I said during the EVA, I'm getting too old for this shit. To be honest, I don't want to go through the stress of re-entry anyway, not after all the bad luck we've had the last few weeks. Wouldn't be surprised if an alien ship shows up and rams us by accident. Oleg grinned, but I didn't return the gesture. I just didn't want to accept what he was saying. Before I could say anything in response, however, the Russian looked at the watch on the outside of his suit sleeve. "We have to hurry. I was just about to lock the PROM from the inside when you arrived, and then I was going to set off the alarm before I uncoupled, so you'd have time to save yourselves. Now that you're here, though, I'm glad to have the chance to say goodbye to you."
I began to cry and my vision became blurred as the tears gathered in my eyes. Without gravity, they stuck to my eyes like a transparent paste, and I had to blink several times to make them fly away in small balls.
"Get out," I sobbed. "Come on, get out!"
"No." Oleg grabbed my shoulders. "Tom, I want you to make me a promise, a promise for eternity. Obeschchaniye vechnosti."
"I'll promise you anything if you just..."
"Promise me that you won't try to stop me. I have to do this, I want to do this. Please don't take this away from me."
The smell of burning grew stronger, and I saw the first wisps of smoke rise from the joints of the cladding panels and drift away. Oleg's gaze was transfixed for a moment as if he saw something not of this world. "You know, after all these years in space, ironically, my fondest memory is of Earth, which I always wanted to leave. I'm talking about the feeling of holding my little girl in my arms for the first time. There really is nothing like it, I can tell you that. It was so overwhelming that it turned my entire perspective of the world upside down in one fell swoop."
"But you left her," I murmured, my voice shaking.
"Yes. I didn't know how to deal with this new situation of being a father. I know how to fix a damn MBSU, but not how to raise a daughter, isn't that crazy?" Oleg snorted. "I convinced myself and her that I needed to go to my house in the sky for the greater good, but if I'm honest, I was just indulging my ego because I was afraid. I was afraid of the responsibility, afraid of the unknown. But at least my daughter can see this station every night, like a silver lining on the horizon, the reason for my going, and she knows that I am doing something meaningful. If I go with you now and the ISS is destroyed, it will take a toll on my little girl too, Tom, and I can't let that happen. Help me make up for my mistake, at least this one, I beg you. You've always been like a son to me, you know that, and I would never forgive myself if you didn't return to Earth and witness the miracle of your child's birth. Don't make the same mistake I did. That's what I want you to promise me forever: Don't repeat my mistake. Never put your ego before your child, otherwise you will only become a false role model and deny yourself the most beautiful thing in the world. If you do, the earth will never be a better place.
I was overwhelmed by my emotions, I wanted to cry, scream and be reverently silent at the same time, I was frustrated by the finality of the situation and the pressure to make an impossible decision. But I made the decision. We hugged and squeezed each other as the smoke grew thicker and the first tongues of flame came out of the joints. Tiny balls of fire detached from them like fireballs suspended in time.
"One more thing," Oleg whispered in my ear. "You also have to promise me that you won't name your son Oleg, even if it's the name of the greatest space hero in history, because that would be a really stupid name for a German child."
I had to laugh - through tears, but I had to laugh. It didn't stop until he hugged me to his chest with a final smile of warmth before pushing me away causing me to sail back into Harmony through the open door. Before I could grab anything, I heard the mechanical click of the latch. Oleg had locked himself in.
At that moment, I knew we didn't have much time. Tears fell from my eyes, liquid witnesses to my grief, which were left behind with my friend, as I pushed myself away from the PROM door towards the sleeping quarters of the Harmony module. At that moment, a shrill alarm sounded throughout the station, so loud it hurt my ears.
Patty was immediately startled out of her sleep and opened her eyes like an unconscious person being revived with a defibrillator.
"What's going on?" she yelled at me over the alarm. I was already undoing her restraints, and after a brief moment of confusion, she helped me unzip her pants.
"I heard the alarm and went straight to the PROM." I gestured to the BAEL module behind me and almost yanked her out of her sleeping bag as soon as I unbuckled the last strap. "Oleg has locked himself in there and said we have to evacuate immediately!"
"What, he locked himself in? We have to get him out now!" Patty cried in horror and tried to push off toward the PROM, but I held her back and turned her roughly toward the Destiny module and the Unity node, beyond which was the Russian area and the rescue Soyuz.
"No time! Fire!" I barked.
"We can't let him..."
"Too late!" I snapped at her. "As commander, I order you to evacuate immediately before it's too late and we all die!"
"But we can retreat to the Zvezda according to the contingency plans and close the safety hatch, then the pressure will be..."
"No! Oleg is decoupling because there could be an overload that could destroy the whole station! And if it goes into overdrive, we'll be crushed in here!"
Patty hesitated one last time, her face a single expression of inner anguish and turmoil. Reluctantly, her eyes wide with shock, she finally gave in and we hurried to the Soyuz.
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"No one, including you, ever asked me if I had properly repaired the MBSU assigned to me or if I had even completed the work," Ehrmann finished his report. "After the EVA, everything seemed to be normal and working properly, so obviously no one cared - including me."
"Why do you think that is?" Amina wanted to know, still a little dazed by the astronaut's explanation and the actual fate of Oleg Raschkin.
"After Oleg's accident during the away mission, he was busy and distracted double and triple-checking all the station's systems. He was desperate to eliminate the possibility of anything happening to his crew again. But that was my job as commander," Ehrmann said dejectedly, shaking his head repeatedly. "I couldn't tell you what really happened because I felt guilty. I failed as a commander, I failed my job and my duty because I was too busy suspecting my friend of sabotage and being angry with Patty. I should have been focused on the mission, just like Oleg. And when we got back, I didn't want to admit that my friend, who had been a mentor and father to me all these years, had given his life because of my mistakes as a commander."
"Saying it would have been like admitting guilt to yourself," Amina murmured sympathetically and squeezed his hands.
"Yes," the German breathed. "I had hoped that the investigation would proceed in such a way that it would look like an accident, another example of the bad luck that had occurred during the Prometheus mission. Murphy's Law as Oleg would have said." Ehrmann laughed humorlessly. "So I didn't have to face the painful truth. Or so I thought. It was all too much for me."
"But you told Jules."
"I desperately needed to talk about what had happened so that I wouldn't have to carry it around with me like a piece of hot coal. That's why I confided in Jules in the brief moment we had together. He promised me it would stay between us unless there was absolutely no alternative but to tell the truth."
"Tom," Amina said in a warm voice, waiting for him to look up and meet her eyes. "I understand how you feel. What you have experienced is very painful, if not traumatic. It's a natural reflex of the human psyche to push it away or bury it so deep inside that it quickly becomes taboo. You were a good commander, as your honest admission just now shows. It's not too late, you can still be that good commander by doing the right thing now. Don't let Patricia Michaels be crucified for what happened, because she's not to blame."
Ehrmann hesitated, his nostrils flared, and he trembled as he took a deep breath. When he finally spoke, it was barely audible, he spoke so quietly: "If I do this, it will be the end of my career.
"At worst, yes. But if you don't, it means the end of Patricia's career - who is innocent." Amina paused and moved a little closer to him. "Besides, you have a family waiting for you, a child who will soon need a father. That's what Oleg wanted you to do: not repeat his mistake. You promised him, and I think you owe it to him to keep that promise."
A lone tear trickled down Ehrmann's cheek as he began to nod slowly.
"I'll make a statement at the press conference," he finally decided.
"Thank you!" she said, standing up. "I'll get everything ready right away!"
Amina picked up her things from the small table and paused once more at the door. She thought for a moment and then turned around. Ehrmann was still sitting on the bed, staring into space. He looked up at her now and frowned questioningly.
"But there is one thing I still don't understand: In the last five days, you had several opportunities to tell the truth and exonerate Michaels. But you didn't take any of those opportunities even though you knew Michaels was facing dire consequences plus you knew how the world would react. Why didn't you take the opportunity to tell the truth sooner?"
"We astronauts are considered very emotionally stable, and we probably are compared to the average person," he explained after taking a deep breath. "But we are still human beings with a heart beating in our chest, and trauma is still trauma. Everyone has a breaking point, and after all the bad luck, emergencies, and worries during the Prometheus mission, I think we've all reached the limits of our capacity for suffering and resilience to stress. This was certainly true for me, at least when Oleg died. I'm afraid I lost a part of myself with him on the ISS.
"There's more of Oleg Raschkin in you than you thought, huh?"
"Yes," he whispered sadly. "I did what I have often done in less dire but more demanding situations: I imagined how Raschkin would act and think, and then I did it. To become an astronaut and being an astronaut has always been my calling, my life, my dream. Telling the truth is like burying my own life, you know? Of course, I wanted to hold on to my dream at all costs. I didn't want to lose my best friend and surrogate father while throwing away my own life.
"But you have a wife and are expecting a child with her," Amina objected. "How can you say that?"
"To be honest, that is something else I have in common with Oleg: I'm afraid of becoming a father. And like him, I believe that the Earth is becoming an increasingly dark and dangerous place where good people are being sacrificed for power, greed, and profit."
"Like Patricia Michaels."
"Corporations like BAEL have now conquered even the last unexplored corner of humanity, space, in their quest for profit. They will turn space into a place of selfishness, greed, and self-interest in their pursuit of profit, doing to it exactly what they have done to Earth. We are seeing the results of this right now. Our planet is dying under their weight," Ehrmann said with audible frustration, clearing his throat. "I was wrong to keep silent because it was selfish and exactly what I am accusing BAEL and the politicians of. I'm ashamed of that." He looked up and met Amina's eyes.
"But I will tell the truth at the press conference for the whole world to hear, I promise you. It's time to stop trying to be Oleg and become myself, maybe even go beyond what he did and embodied - or at least be a better father to my child."
"I'm sure that's what you'll do, Tom."
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The press conference took place a few hours later in the building next door. A dozen cars and several broadcast vans from Russian and international news stations were parked on the asphalt in front of the building, between the weed-covered sidewalk and the bare grass verge. Like a glimmer of hope, the sun broke through the otherwise dense cloud cover with faint rays, giving the area the look of a run-down movie set.
Amina waited between the cars and the entrance to the boxy building with the tall rectangular windows, letting the journalists with their harried expressions, wrapped in thick jackets, flow past her like water around a rock in a river. You could see the expectation and hope for news and maybe even a scandal in their makeup-covered faces.
Bertrand must have been inside for a while because she hadn't seen him enter. And that was a good thing because she had been racking her brain for half an hour, wondering how he would react at the sight of her.
Another car pulled up, a dark gray VW Passat with tinted windows. Amina puffed out her cheeks and stamped her shoes together to drive the chill out of her toes while at the same time having an outlet for her nervousness. The passenger door opened and a man got out. She didn't recognize him.
"Phew," she said with relief and was about to turn back to the entrance of the cosmonaut center with its many buildings when the back door of the car opened and Jules Sonneur stepped out into the cold. Amina's breath caught as if she had swallowed something, and she felt as if a whole colony of ants were crawling down her spine.
Jules was taller than her, handsome with a boyishly shaved face and discreetly styled hair that covered half of his ears. Even under his smart coat with the collar turned up, you could see his well-toned body.
Stop it, she admonished herself, clenching her hands several times before summoning the courage to walk up to him.
"Hello, Jules," she greeted him as he spoke to the other man from his car, who handed him a bag. He turned to her and his face lit up - a fact that made her stomach tingle.
"Amina," he said, half surprised, half pleased, and moved a little closer, as if to hug her. Her eyes widened and, after a slight hesitation, she wanted to approach him as well, but he apparently noticed her reluctance and held out his hand to her instead. They shook hands somewhat awkwardly and he pointed in the direction of the entrance. "Shall we?"
"Yes. Though I might still be ... well, pretty much fired."
"You're still an ESA employee."
"Thank you," she replied, smiling nervously as they approached the large double doors where two police officers and a Roscosmos employee were standing. The tall blonde woman scanned the press credentials and gave a friendly smile to everyone she let through.
When it was Amina and Jules' turn, she beamed a little more.
"Ah, hello Jules," she greeted the Frenchman and they took turns kissing each other on both cheeks. Amina felt her dislike for the woman rising and forced a fake smile.
"Valeska." Jules held out his ID from around his neck and she laughed as if he'd made a joke before simply waving him through. Since she wanted to stop Amina, he turned and put a hand on her shoulder. "This is Amina Young."
"Ah, you wrote the report. I saw a feature about you on TV," the door lady said, and Amina found her attractiveness becoming even more disconcerting with every moment they shared. "Well, good luck."
Finally, they were able to walk through the door and into a reception hall that was bustling with people. About 30 people - reporters, cameramen, people from NASA, Roscosmos, and ESA, and people from the cosmonaut center - were clustered in front of two doors set in a tall wooden wall that spanned the height of two stories and led to the press room itself. Two monitors hung at head height on the wall and showed a live image of the hall with the empty platform on which the flags of the three space agencies could be seen, one on each side of the Russian Federation banner. The seats for journalists were about half full.
"That was easy," Jules said lightly, winking at her.
"Beregowoi took away my pass at Bertrand's insistence. I'm not even supposed to be on the premises anymore," she pointed out, speaking quietly as if she were about to be discovered and thrown out.
"Bertrand's pretty pissed off, yes."
"What did he say about the report?"
"Oh, not much."
"Not much?" she asked, confused.
"I was late sending him the report and told him that I would take care of it and that he would be very happy with the result," Jules explained, shrugging his shoulders with a hint of mischief in his voice. She had always thought that tone made him sound like some kind of modern-day pirate. "He liked that, of course, especially since he trusts me and sees me as a kind of protégé."
"So he didn't even look at it?"
"No. He networked instead, spending a lot of time with Beregowoi and Rogozin." Jules lowered his voice and leaned slightly toward her. He added in a whisper:
"He's probably already trying to find allies for his run for the Director General's post."
"You bet your life, he's a... damn it, there he is!" she hissed and froze. A man entered the hall in front of them. Just as they were about to follow him, Bertrand's tall figure appeared in the doorway. He saw Jules first and his face lit up before he recognized Amina and his face immediately darkened again.
"What are you doing here?" he barked.
"I brought her with me. It's her report, so I figured she should be at the press conference, too, right?" Jules shrugged as if it was nothing, but Bertrand was adamant.
"No, she stays out!" He turned to Amina and raised an index finger threateningly in her direction. "You're lucky the press conference starts in a few minutes, otherwise I'd have thrown you out. How dare you show up here after everything! Jules, come in and close the door behind you."
Bertrand disappeared back into the hall, and over his shoulder, Amina could see Ehrmann, Michaels, and the Director General coming onto the stage. She pounded her fist into her open palm.
"What an ass."
"Hey," Jules said, turning to face her in the doorway. A burly Roscosmos employee tried to keep her away from the door, but Jules stopped him. "I'll handle this, okay? Ehrmann will keep his word and I will make sure the integrity of your work is protected. Anyway, the air in there is terrible, and there are monitors out here."
Amina bit her lower lip and snorted in frustration.
"You've done your job, now let me do mine."
"Obeshchayesh?" she asked with a pained smile.
Jules raised an eyebrow and then smiled, seemingly carefree, but she could see that his eyes were also shifting uneasily.
"I promise." With that, he turned and the Roscosmos man closed the door, positioned himself in front of it, and folded his arms across his chest.
Amina took a few steps back and watched on the monitors as the last members of the press sat down and Jules hurried to the stage. He took a seat next to the directors of Roscosmos and ESA, who looked indifferent. Unlike Michaels, who raised her chin defiantly like a statue, and Ehrmann, who looked introverted and very serious.
After a few minutes, Jules tapped his microphone with a finger and smiled professionally.
"Good evening, members of the media, television, Internet and radio viewers. On behalf of ESA and our hosts at Roscosmos, I would like to welcome you to our press conference here at the Yuri Gagarin Cosmonaut Center near Moscow. Thank you all for coming on such short notice. As you may have expected, there is good news to report: The investigation report on the incident on the ISS that led to the death of cosmonaut Oleg Raschkin has been completed and has been available to us for several hours." Jules paused, waited for the murmuring, and deftly turned the interruption into a pause before continuing in a low voice. "In just five days, Amina Young, the expert appointed by ESA Inspector General Raphael Bertrand, worked with our astronauts Thomas Ehrmann and Patricia Michaels, whom I would like to thank for their cooperation and patience..."
Amina grimaced.
"... have been able to reconstruct the events leading up to the tragic incident. This means that today we can give you a clear explanation for the death of Oleg Raschkin and the current state of the ISS. The results were communicated to NASA and Roscosmos an hour ago. Both the American and European sides, as well as the Russian side, have promised to immediately release the funds allocated for the planned rescue mission of the International Space Station."
A few journalists applauded, and Jules waited for the background noise to die down with a satisfied smile.
"In addition, Samuel Tanner has personally assured us that the BAEL Corporation will contribute a large portion of the funds needed for the rescue mission. Since Patricia Michaels and Thomas Ehrmann have completed their quarantine today, Thomas, as commander of the Prometheus mission, has agreed to personally report on the events leading up to the incident." Jules pressed a button on his microphone to deactivate it and leaned forward a little to signal the German astronaut. Stretching as if waking from a half-sleep, the German astronaut nodded before leaning forward to bring his mouth closer to the microphone.
Amina thought he looked weary and tired. Tell the truth, she thought tensely. Tell the truth, you promised!
"Thank you, Jules." Ehrmann cleared his throat, then looked at the audience and the cameras at the back of the room. "After a thorough review and collection of all the facts and data gathered during the mission, there is no doubt that the loss of the PROM was due to a malfunction of an MBSU that caused a short circuit. This short-circuit, caused by excessive power output, would have killed the entire crew - us - and completely destroyed the ISS, had it not been for the selfless intervention of cosmonaut Oleg Raschkin. It was he who discovered the anomaly in the readings during a communication timeout. He acted without hesitation by undocking the PROM." Ehrmann had to clear his throat again and seemed to collect himself. "He gave his own life to save Patricia, me, and the ISS from an even greater catastrophe - and saved our lives. Oleg Raschkin died the hero he always was." He glanced sideways at Michaels, but she continued to look straight ahead, her lips pressed tightly together.
"Ms. Young's investigation was very demanding, but fact-based and clearly structured, ensuring that no detail was left out."
"What are you getting at?" Amina thought tensely, wanting to reach through the monitor and shake him.
"Say it! Say it!"
The man at the door gave her an irritated look, but she ignored him, unable to take her eyes off Ehrmann's image.
"In the end, we realized that the only explanation for the short circuit, and thus the entire incident, was a fatal malfunction in the MBSU that had not been fully repaired during the outboard mission," Ehrmann continued in an iron voice. "Although by some unfortunate coincidence, Oleg Raschkin's EVA became an emergency and I had to leave my position to go to his aid, it was clearly my job to repair the MBSU and thus my failure. Therefore, the facts, as well as my role as commander of the mission, leave me no choice but to take full responsibility for the incident and the death of Oleg Raschkin." At his last words, the astronaut's voice trembled audibly and Michaels stirred for the first time. She looked at her comrade in disbelief and seemed to be torn between several conflicting emotions. "I will suffer the consequences, including the legal consequences, of my actions on the ISS. The first consequence will be my immediate resignation from the European Astronaut Corps.
The murmurs in the audience grew louder and swelled to whispers. Jules and Bertrand exchanged uneasy glances, and even Michaels seemed completely taken by surprise.
"Furthermore," Ehrmann added, "I would like to firmly reject any public slander and any conspiracy theories that my comrade Patricia Michaels has been the victim of. Likewise, accusations that Oleg Raschkin was a saboteur or a spy are absurd and completely unfounded. Oleg was a hero who gave his life for us so that we could be sitting here today. To me, he was more than a good friend, and he will always remain a shining example of humanity. Patricia here," he placed a hand on Michaels' shoulder, who still looked completely stunned, "has been nothing short of a model astronaut throughout this mission. She was professional and smart at all times and made sure we made it back to Earth. I could not have done it without her and I would once again like to thank her publicly. I wish her all the best in her future career. I'm sure we'll all be hearing a lot more from her, and that gives me hope for the future.
When Michaels grabbed his hand on her shoulder and smiled gratefully, he smiled back and seemed relieved. It was clear that a huge weight had been lifted from his heart - whether that was good or bad for him remained to be seen.
Ehrmann turned back to the audience. "I would like to apologize to all those whose lives I have made more difficult than they should have been over the past few days, especially the families and friends of Patricia and Oleg. Oleg Raschkin lived for space and gave his life for what he believed in. After all he has been through, may he rest in peace among the stars. Per aspera ad Astra".
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Amina took a deep breath and knocked on the door she had been standing in front of for far too long. She lifted her chin and squared her shoulders.
"Come in!"
She pushed the handle down and stepped into a large office that looked as chaotic as it had in her mind. Bertrand sat behind a plain pressboard desk, pushing a pile of files to one side and then heaving them onto an even larger pile.
"Sit down, please." He gestured to the empty chair in front of the desk. Amina closed the door behind her and sat down without taking off her jacket. She didn't think this conversation would take long. Bertrand's eyes ran down a tower of folders along with his right index finger until he found what he was looking for. He pulled out a folder as if playing Jenga. He placed it in front of him and a recording device next to it.
"Since this is an official debriefing, I am recording it," Bertrand explained. He looked a little exhausted but had lost none of the restlessness that always surrounded him like a vibrating aura.
Amina just nodded.
"Tom's statement has cooled the tensions between NASA and Roscosmos considerably," he noted, and she hated the way he said Tom as if he and the German were good friends.
"Russia is celebrating Raschkin as a national hero and martyr, almost like a second Yuri Gagarin. And although my friend at NASA told me that the US government would have preferred it if the Russian had been a saboteur and a spy so that it would have been easier to get rid of the joint contracts with Russia, everyone on the other side of the pond seems relieved. At least the situation didn't escalate. NASA, the government, and BAEL have also done an amazing about-face regarding Patricia, probably because they can now exploit her face even more than before. An American heroine. Heck, they even want to make her the commander of the rescue mission and announce her as the first woman on the moon for their 2024 lunar program. I wouldn't be surprised if she becomes the first person on Mars. Bertrand snorted loudly and looked at the recorder, as if remembering that someone else might be listening to the conversation, and continued a little more sedately: "They'll make her a female Neil Armstrong, the way Tanner and BAEL are publicly talking about her."
"It's the least they can do for Michaels after everything they put her through," Amina said with honest satisfaction. "But she deserves better than warm words from these hypocrites. I hope your friend at NASA is taking good care of her, Raphael. From what I've seen of Michaels, she'll make sure she grows into her role and becomes much more than just another PR figure."
"I'll talk to my friend," Bertrand promised, clicking his tongue. "I'd also like to thank you..."
He hesitated and she frowned. "Yes?"
"I want to apologize to you, Amina," he replied in such a rush that she almost didn't understand him. "You can't imagine the pressure I've been under from all sides, and I have to admit it's gone to my head a bit. I honestly underestimated how important an emotionally intelligent approach was in this case." He raised an index finger as she began to smile. "Even though, for the record, I disagree with your methods. You crossed some lines you shouldn't have. But you solved the case and managed to bring it to a good conclusion for all sides, so I'm going to give you another chance. You can stay on the team if you want. Provided, of course, that this matter with Mirage remains an isolated incident to which I will graciously turn a blind eye because you needed results in an extreme situation."
Amina was about to answer, but he raised his hand. "Think about it. Take a week off, you've really earned it after all this stress. Enjoy the public praise and put your feet up. I assume and hope that I don't have to call you in for a crisis meeting during that week."
"All right." Amina stood and shook his hand.
"How about a promotion and a raise?"
Bertrand grinned and then snorted loudly. "Get out of here before I fire you!"
She shrugged and headed for the door. Before she left, he called her name again.
"With a promotion, you'll have less vacation time, so don't get used to it during your week off!"
Amina smiled as she left.
On the way to the airport, she sat in the back of an old taxi, whose fan belt was begging for mercy, and watched the monotonous gray of Moscow go about its daily business. The city was steeped in history and had seen many good and bad times in a kaleidoscope of upheaval and decay that fascinated her.
The ringing of her cell phone felt almost like an intrusion, interrupting her carefree mood as her stress fell away.
Unknown caller, she thought laconically. I wonder who that could be.
"Hello, Mirage," she said after answering the call.
"Hello, Ms. Young. You owe me a media scoop."
"Sorry."
"I can live without the scoop, but we had an agreement," Raschkin's daughter insisted. "I should have been the one to tell the world the truth about what happened to my father."
"I'm truly sorry," Amina assured her, patting the driver on the shoulder. "Terminal 2, please!"
"Excuse me?"
"Ehrmann insisted that it come out the way it did. There was no other way."
"I'll let you get away with it this time. But there's still one thing I can't figure out," Mirage said. "Why didn't Ehrmann tell the truth before? I don't understand the purpose of keeping it quiet."
"He wanted to know the facts first, to make sure it was really his fault and his responsibility that led to the incident." Amina paused and sighed. "Well, and to see if there was a way around the truth. His career was very important to him. You don't become an astronaut unless you are one hundred percent passionate about it. He didn't want to make a statement that would end his career unless he was 100 percent sure there was no other way."
"So he had a bit of hope of finding a way out, small as it was?"
"Something like that, yes. It was only when Michaels' future was on the line that he gave in and put his career on hold."
"But you do realize that apart from his own testimony, based on the information I've received from you and all my sources, there is no data to support or even prove Ehrmann's account of things, right?" asked Mirage. "Now that the PROM is gone, presumably destroyed, no one will ever know if he was telling the truth. We can't verify it, and all we have is his word. No one, except perhaps Jules Sonneur, who knew at least part of the truth and who, like Ehrmann, concealed it."
"Until the end," Amina pointed out.
"You have to admit it stinks a little."
"It does. Did you know that Jules Sonneur also resigned yesterday?"
"No, I didn't know that."
"He could be charged with obstructing an investigation."
"Well, Ehrmann and Sonneur seem remarkably loyal to each other, that's for sure," Mirage grumbled.
"Pretty selfish, too, lying to the whole world to keep their dream jobs."
"That, or they know something else," Amina thought aloud. Her taxi pulled up at the entrance to Terminal 2 and the driver hit the meter. She hadn't even noticed her right hand clawing into the leather of the front seat.
"Whatever: I'll find the truth," Mirage assured her. "Ya obeshchayu."



EPILOGUE: STARMAN


The bistro was small and smoky, located in the middle of Cologne's old town. Squeezed between two row houses, it didn't look like much, but it was cozy and unfamiliar.
Thomas Ehrmann raised his beer glass to his mouth and looked up at the television above the heads of a group of four pensioners who had switched from beer to Korn earlier in the afternoon and seemed to be having a great time. The footage was a live NASA feed of the ISS rescue mission. Patty, from whose point of view the stream was shown, interrupted by occasional white noise, approached the Crew Dragon capsule's escape hatch.
As the bell above the door rang, he looked up and nodded to Jules, who took off his jacket and threw it on the empty chair next to Thomas before sitting down.
"How you holding up, buddy?" he asked, waving to the waitress behind the bar and pointing to Tom's beer.
"I've been better," he replied quietly, nodding in the direction of the TV.
"I'm sure she'll make the jump to the ISS."
"She will, and she'll do it well. Although I have to admit that part of me would still like to be up there in her place."
Jules gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder. "You did the right thing, my friend. I know it must be hard on you, but it was a necessary sacrifice, just like mine."
"I'm aware of that," Thomas admitted with a sigh, clinking glasses with Jules when his beer arrived. "I wish Oleg didn't have to die. I wish there had been another way. Why did that stubborn old man always have to interfere in everything?" He took a long sip of his beer and looked sullenly into the yellow liquid. "Do you think anyone will question my testimony?"
"No," Jules assured him. "I don't think so. The whole world seems to have breathed a sigh of relief that it's finally over. They accepted as fact what they wanted to accept as fact. Never underestimate the desire for a clear outcome to a crisis. People are over it. Why do you think they're all watching the livestream of the rescue now? Also, you did a really good job considering the pressure Amina put on you during her interviews. I know her, as you know, and I can tell you that I would have buckled under all that pressure and her stubborn nature at some point, very early on. But I'm just the press secretary, not an astronaut, eh?"
"So what do we do now?" Thomas wanted to know, and Jules nodded toward the TV, which had switched back to the news studio, where an expert was explaining what the next phase of the mission required. A small window in the top right corner was still showing the live footage from SpaceX's Crew Dragon, so viewers wouldn't miss a thing. The camera zoomed out and Samuel Tanner came into view, smiling broadly at the presenter.
Thomas smiled and nodded in understanding. He picked up his beer glass and held it out to his friend.
"For Oleg."
"Ya obeshchayu."
They were silent for a while, then Jules looked deep into his eyes and reached into his pocket. With a smooth motion, he placed a smartphone on the table that Thomas knew only too well.
"I think you should have this back now."
Thomas stared at the small device, which had been part of his equipment on the ISS and which he had given to his friend immediately after landing in Baikonur. He swallowed.
"You said you wanted it back when the worst was over." The Frenchman shook his head. "I don't know what the worst is going to be, but I know it's over for Oleg. One way or another. And if we're going to continue now," he pointed to the television where Tanner was struggling to explain, "let's remember what we're doing it for."
Thomas took a deep breath and nodded before pulling the sleek smartphone towards himself.
Later, when he got home, he crept through the hallway and up the stairs, where he looked through a small crack into the bedroom, where Tanja was lying in bed, asleep. She was making soft breathing sounds that sounded like music to his ears. Just to see her lying there so peacefully, heavily pregnant and deeply relaxed, felt like a privilege.
Thomas smiled thoughtfully before the corners of his mouth dropped, as if pulled down by invisible fingers.
The fingers of the past.
He fumbled for the smartphone in his pocket, which suddenly felt heavy. Then he slipped into his office at the end of the corridor and quietly closed the door behind him. He shuddered as he turned on the lone desk lamp, which cast a diffuse yellow light into the small room. Memories of the many interrogations in Moscow came flooding back. Had his study always been so small? The woodwork so oppressive and the grain so dark?
He hesitated one last time as he tugged at the chair, then took a deep breath and sat down. He grabbed his Bluetooth headphones and launched the dictation app, which contained hundreds of dictated reports. But he had his eye on one in particular, one he recognized immediately from the date and time.
I have to remember why, he thought. No forgetting. Thomas pressed the play button, closed his eyes, and let the back of his head sink into the headrest of his chair. With the first roar in his ears, he slipped back into the memory as if it had just happened. He was back in the PROM, for the last time.
"Oleg," I say. "What are you doing here?"
"Ah, Tom." My friend turns to me. Surprise is written all over his face, but he smiles his typical relaxed smile. But it doesn't reach his eyes. They reflect something I've never seen in Oleg before: Pure fear. "I needed a change of scenery."
"Enough with the jokes! Tell me the truth. You've been stringing me along long enough. I thought we were friends." My voice sounds desperate. I am. My world is collapsing. A world I thought was unshakable. Until today.
Oleg lets out a sigh that sounds like a hydraulic system venting and opens his visor. The smile he was so obviously trying to achieve a moment ago disappears. His body seems to sink into itself, as if he has lost all vitality. He reminds me of my brother the day he gave up the fight against his tumor. It's disturbing, and I'm beginning to feel afraid.
Oleg points to a ceiling panel next to my head, which is covered with a small piece of tape.
"The pressure has gone down," he says. "At first it was so low that I had to come in here with my old handhelds to register it at all."
"But the on-board sensors..." I start to ask, but he shakes his head and I close my mouth again.
"I wanted to check the PROM for damage before the American on-board sensors kicked in."
"Patty would have taken care of it if there was an official alarm," I object. I sound desperate. I know we're at a point from which there's no going back.
Oleg grimaces. "I've been worried about you since the power cut. The EVA reminded me that we shouldn't leave anything to chance anymore. Risky, I guess." He shakes his head sadly, looking indescribably tired. Seeing him like this shakes me. "A small piece of space debris pierced the outer hull of the PROM, the entry hole was extremely clean, no signs of fragmentation. So I knew it must have damaged the module. I searched the module twice, but I almost missed the other small hole."
"Another one?" I ask, confused. "Where?"
"Can you imagine?" Oleg continues as if I hadn't said anything. "A piece of space debris that might have come from the early Apollo missions and has been orbiting the Earth ever since, hitting us here and now, of all places in this endless expanse. In the PROM."
My friend raises a finger and traces the trajectory from the entrance hole to the console of the module's locked inner door. There is something menacing about it, despite its module-typical simplicity. The sight of it makes me shudder.
"It smashed right through the outer cover of the locking console and destroyed the locking bolt," says Oleg. "Either no sensors were damaged, or the locking mechanism couldn't be controlled from the outside for security reasons."
"Otherwise someone at BAEL would have raised the alarm," I reply, blinking in disbelief. "Patty would have noticed."
My friend's gaze searches my eyes. It becomes more insistent.
"I've never been a believer, Tom. You know that." He brushes it off. "Not because I grew up in the Soviet Union, but because there's very little in this world that you can believe in with a clear conscience. There's science, sure, it doesn't care what you believe. But it too has long since become corrupted by the money of greedy people and the politicians who want to use it for their own benefit." One of his hands rests on my shoulder. "Tom, after everything I've seen on this mission, I'm sure there must be a reason why this piece of space junk found its way here and opened this door."
While I'm still trying to figure out what he's trying to tell me, he lets go of my shoulder and uses the same hand to pull the door open. Just a crack.
We look deep into each other's eyes. I realize he already knows what I'm afraid of.
"You were in there," I whisper.
"I saw it, my friend." His voice suddenly sounds hoarse as he repeats his words, "I saw it."
"What did you see?" A part of me is afraid of the answer. A feeling that is particularly unpleasant because I haven't felt it very often.
"The future. But it's not coming in five, ten or twenty years, it's already arrived. Here and now."
"Oleg, what are you talking about?" His words make no sense, but they are so insistent, and the look in my friend's eyes is suddenly so fixed, that it feels like a betrayal to doubt him.
"I know I can be a bit arrogant sometimes, but at least I can claim to be one of the most capable people in the world when it comes to space. You don't just become a cosmonaut." Oleg seems to want to look over his shoulder at the door, but seems to decide against it halfway and looks directly at me again. "But since I've seen what's already a reality, what's coming, I've literally lost my mind. Me, Oleg Raschkin." He shakes his head sadly. "Every time I think about the implications of what's being tested here, my head tries to fight it. A kind of rejection of what should not be."
"What are you talking about, Oleg? What's in there?"
"They need constant cooling and no vibrations," my friend muses without answering my question. "A safe place before it's implemented on Earth and changes our lives forever. At first it will seem like a great breakthrough that will make our daily lives easier. But not for long, once it accelerates. Then everything will change. Forever and us? What about us then?"
"Oleg..." I try to get through to him again, but he's already continuing.
"No one should have that kind of power, Tom. No one can control what is in there and hold the future of all of us in their hands. Same as everyone else I thought ChatGPT and all the others came out of the blue. Turns out they didn’t. I see the big picture, which is why it's been driving me crazy ever since I saw behind that door. My... breakdown had nothing to do with the EVA, I was prepared for something like that." He grabs my hands to make sure I'm listening. "But none of us are prepared for what's in there. Not me, not you, not humanity. Not even BAEL or those..." Oleg falters. "Not even those who are funding it. Maybe someday, when we've learned to live together in peace and save our planet, but this is too big for our little minds. It won't just destroy us, it will destroy our future as a species.
I have an idea. The constant cooling in a vacuum, the lack of vibrations. But Oleg doesn't give me a chance to ask specifically.
"Mankind will rush into it blindly, like they did into social media back then, without seeing what it will do to us," the cosmonaut continues. "They will celebrate it, and it will make some people very, very rich, and the rest obsolete, if we don't use it as a weapon and kill each other first. Maybe we're already doing that because of a stupid error in reasoning. But either way, one thing is clear: once the change is initiated, there is no going back. The world is full of hate and resentment, Tom, war and misery. He lowers his voice. "Full of corruption and greed."
"Oleg? What aren't you telling me?" I ask with forced calm. My head is spinning as I try to make sense of what is happening.
"I've always been a misanthrope who is at his best up here, away from people," Oleg whispers. He sounds wistful and lowers his head like a whipped dog. It hurts me to see him like this. "But there's always been the other side of me. The one that's a team player, that wants to put everyone's welfare ahead of his own. Otherwise I would never have made it as a cosmonaut. They call me a playboy down there. The parties, the women, and the indulgence of my ego were all attempts to find that side of me. Now I know it was my destiny to come here and discover this.
I wonder if he has lost his mind, but his voice is clear and controlled. There is no delusional fever in his eyes.
"I am here because I can give Earth a little more time. This thing," he points behind him, "will come eventually, but hopefully when we're ready. That's why I have to destroy it."
"The PROM?"
"Yes. I hope it really is a prototype without a twin on Earth. I must and I will, Tom. For all of us."
My head is spinning. Oleg's voice sounds so insistent and final that I want to scream at him to stop and come with me. But deep down I know he's made up his mind, and it's only because of our friendship that he's talking to me at all. It's a farewell, not a discussion.
"I believe you," I whisper. I can see that he's not delusional, not crazy, but determined. But there is still something holding me back. The tiny drop of melancholy I feel in him. "And I'm going to help you."
"I have to..."
"I am the commander of this mission," I interrupt.
"If what you say is true, then I have to help." Surprised, I notice he's hugging me instead of arguing.
"Make sure you and Patty get back to Earth safely. Promise me."
"No!" I reply immediately. "We're a crew and you..."
"Due to a design flaw - or by design - the PROM can only be decoupled mechanically from the inside," Oleg explains, pulling away from me. I have a feeling it's for good. "I'll do it."
"But without the ISS, it will..."
"Burn up." He nods without hesitation. "I know. It's my destiny, Tom."
"We can do it another way," I tell him.
"You're coming with us and the PROM..."
"I can't go back to Earth," the cosmonaut insists, shaking his head sadly. "There are things you don't know about me, that nobody knows about me. But they mean that this will be my last mission. It has to be." He seems to see that I won't accept leaving him here. So he continues, although he seems uncomfortable. "BAEL is funded by international venture capital, and a large part of the budget comes from China through various channels. What the Americans don't know is that the Chinese government has been monitoring BAEL and NASA for months. Employee records, information about PROM and what's in it. They are stealing everything they can get their hands on. They don't know what it is, but that's why they want it so bad."
"How do you know all this?" I ask slowly.
"The Chinese contacted me just before we started our mission and gave me a very large sum of money to gain access to the PROM and identify the device. They wanted me to undermine public trust in Patty and the Americans and provide as much information as possible."
Ice runs through my veins. Anger mixes in, but can't dispel the chill.
"They gave me the access code to the PROM that Michaels has," Oleg continues. He's ashamed, I can see it in his eyes. But he forces himself to tell me the truth, as much as it pains him. "The first time, I entered the antechamber. This one here. It's only used for maintenance and repairs. The real contents are behind that door. Even Patty doesn't have access to it. The module was deliberately designed so that she can only read a handful of instruments and make adjustments from the outside if necessary".
"So you really are a spy," I say quietly.
"Yes," he admits. "But not for Russia. Out of greed and selfishness. For the most part, anyway. I won't deny it, Tom. But part of me was curious. As an on-board technician, I can't stand being denied access to any part of the station. I just had to know what we were up against. More and more, I worried that it might be something so powerful that China shouldn't be allowed to get its hands on it. Now I know that no one should be allowed to get their hands on it. I'm ashamed, Tom, but I've realized that I can change, and I will. I'm going to stop this. Here and now. Even if it costs me my life. Think of it as redemption. An end with meaning, out here, where we are at home."
"Oleg..."
"I don't want... to have lied to you for nothing."
For a few moments there is silence, which we fill with unspoken words. All we need to understand them is to look into each other's eyes.
"I need you to make me one last promise, Tom. So that my daughter can still be proud of me and have the same chance for a future as your child." I nod silently.
"Obeschchaniye vechnosti, forever."
I nod again, unable to say anything. The emotions of the moment control my actions.
"Promise me you won't try to stop me. I want to do this. I need to do this. Please don't take this away from me." Oleg's gaze suddenly seems transfixed, as if he sees something in the distance that normally escapes the human eye.
"I promise."
My friend sighs with relief, as if a great weight has been lifted.
"Do you know what I never told you?" he asks, as if they were suddenly having a normal conversation. "My best memory, after all these years in space, is from Earth: the feeling of holding my baby daughter in my arms for the first time. Nothing compares, I tell you. She changed my whole view of the world. Such a small, fragile thing."
"Then why did you leave her?" I ask.
"I didn't know how to deal with the new situation of being a father. I know how to fix a damn MBSU, but I don't know how to change diapers, isn't that crazy?" Oleg snorts glumly. "I convinced myself and her that I needed to go to my house in heaven for the greater good, but if I'm honest, I ran away from her because I was afraid. Afraid of the responsibility. Afraid of the unknown. Afraid of getting it wrong, of disappointing her. But at least my daughter can see this station every night, like a silver lining on the horizon, the reason I left, and she knows I am doing something meaningful." He looks directly at me again. "Thank you for letting me make amends. You've always been like a son to me. Don't make the same mistake I did. That's what I want you to promise me forever: Don't repeat my mistake. Don't put anything above your child, you will only become a false role model and deny yourself the most beautiful thing in the world. The world will only become a better place if we start with ourselves."
When I feel it's time to say goodbye, he pulls me close again and we hug. He whispers in my ear:
"And one more thing: Promise me that you won't call your boy Oleg, even if that's the name of the greatest cosmonaut of all time. That would be a pretty stupid name for a German kid."
I have to laugh and wipe a tear from my eye that drifts away in the weightlessness.
"Especially if it's a girl." A sob escapes my throat, half crying, half laughing, as I say the words.
With a final smile, Oleg pushes me back into the open Harmony module and we simultaneously say the last words we will ever exchange:
"Ya obeshchayu."



AFTERWORD





Dear Readers,
        
Some time ago I met a very special person, Idir Ben-Mamer. Originally he wanted me to write a science fiction audio story, but today we are close friends and you are holding the result of our collaboration in your hands: A book that gave me a lot of pleasure; not only because it's a fantastic story, for which Idir is largely to thank, but above all because of our friendship. Sometimes it doesn't take long to realize that something has just fallen into place, like a piece of the puzzle that was missing to complete the picture.
        

I have to admit that at first, I was a little nervous about putting someone else's ideas down on paper, even though Idir invited me early on to contribute to the plot and share my ideas - which I did. But I liked the plot so much that I didn't need Idir's enthusiasm to convince me. Still, it was a welcome bonus.
All of this has made me realize how important human relationships have become in our age of runaway artificial intelligence.
Our bonding moment over the PROM is long gone, and we are hurtling with our eyes wide open into an extremely uncertain future that will turn everything we take for granted upside down in just a few short years. I hope that when the time comes, we will have an Oleg who will do the right thing and overcome his shadows. Shadows that we all have. Each of us can do it and I am sure we will be forced to do it soon. Let us surprise ourselves.
By the way: NO, Samuel Tanner is NOT a fictional Elon Musk.
If you enjoyed our collective effort, we would appreciate a review on Amazon.
If you sign up for my newsletter, you will receive an exclusive copy of my eBook "Rift: The Transition" for free.
This is how you can reach us personally:
joshua@joshuatcalvert.com
On this note, I send you my warmest regards, also from Idir Ben-Mamer,
Joshua
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Amina Young: ESA psychologist
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Dmitri Rogosin: Director of Roscosmos
Joe Rogan: Famous comedian and YouTuber who regularly interviews celebrities
Jules Sonneur: ESA's Head of Communications at the EAC in Cologne Mirage: Investigative blogger dedicated to leaking secret data that proves potential violations of the law by government agencies and corporations
Colonel Beregowoi: Head of Roscosmos Star City, retired colonel
Oleg Raschkin: Russian cosmonaut, record holder for the longest stay in space
Patricia Michaels: American NASA astronaut
Raphael Bertrand: ESA Inspector General and Amina's superior
Samuel Tanner: CEO and major shareholder of BAEL Corporation.
Thomas Ehrmann: German ESA astronaut and commander of the Prometheus mission



GLOSSARY


Ariane 6: ESA launcher under construction.
BAEL Corporation: Boston Alternative Energy Labs, a U.S. technology company active in space and energy, CEO and major shareholder is Samuel Tanner.
Baikonur: Roscosmos spaceport located on an airbase leased from Russia in Kazakhstan, where Soyuz launches take place.
Canadarm 2: The Canadian multifunctional robotic arm, officially called the Space Station Remote Manipulator System, is used to assemble the station, for maintenance and docking purposes, and to assist astronauts during EVAs.
COL-CC: The Columbus Control Center also known as Munich Station or Mission Control Munich. The control center for the European Columbus Module of the ISS is located in Oberpfaffenhofen near Munich.
COL-DMS: Data Management System Engineer at COL-CC.
Columbus: ESA's European research module, linked to Harmony.
Crew Dragon: Officially called Dragon 2, is a partially reusable spacecraft from the American company SpaceX. A first manned flight to the ISS is planned for the end of 2020.
CRP level: C-reactive protein is a significant laboratory marker used to measure inflammation in the body.
Cupola: Spacious observatory module attached to the Tranquility Node, has a locking mechanism to protect against micro-asteroids and is used to view the Earth. The Canadarm 2 can be operated from this module.
Cyprinil: Drug for accelerated blood coagulation.
Destiny: American ISS module and laboratory.
DPO: Soyuz thrusters for docking, orientation, and altitude control.
EAC: European Astronaut Center. ESA's European Astronaut Center, located in Cologne, Germany, trains ESA astronauts. It includes a diving tank and a replica of the Columbus module.
EMU: Extravehicular Mobility Unit. American spacecraft for extravehicular missions.
ESA: European Space Agency. The European Space Agency has 22 member states and is an agency formally independent of the EU, but funded by it, with headquarters in Paris.
ESP 2: External Stowage Platforms. A total of three components of the ISS where equipment and spare parts are stored. ESP 2 is attached to the Quest airlock.
Eurocom: Former astronauts.
EVA: Extravehicular Activity.
Falcon 9: SpaceX launch vehicle. It is the only reusable orbital payload launch vehicle in service today.
Harmony / Node 2: Link module between the American Destiny laboratory and the Japanese and European Kibo and Columbus modules. It contains oxygen, water, and power distribution systems. It also contains four bedrooms for European and American astronauts.
IDA: International Docking Adapter. A total of two coupling adapters sit on the two PMAs of the Harmony module and serve as a direct and universal connection between the actual adapter (PMA) and space shuttles of various manufacturers.
ISS: International Space Station. International space station financed and operated by 18 partner countries, including Russia, the USA, and Europe (in the form of ESA).
ITS: Integrated Truss Structure. The main truss of the ISS on which the solar sails for generating electricity are mounted. Uninhabited "Longitudinal axis" of the station.
Kibo: Japanese research module of the ISS, docked with Harmony.
KU band: Microwave frequency between 12.4 and 18 gigahertz.
MBSU: Main Bus Switching Unit. Distribution unit that transmits the power generated by the solar sails along the route to the (designated) station and converts it accordingly.
Mir: Former Russian space station that was deorbited in a controlled manner in 2001.
MSS: Mobile Servicing System. Central maintenance module of the ISS can be moved along the ISS truss like a wagon on a rail - to transport spare parts and to assist astronauts during extra-vehicular activities.
NASA: The National Aeronautics and Space Administration. The U.S. space agency is the largest space agency in the world. Headquarters: Washington D.C.
Orlan: Russian extravehicular activity spacesuit.
Pirs: Russian docking module used as an airlock. Russian cosmonauts in Orlan suits can leave the station via this airlock, but Soyuz capsules can also dock there.
PMA: Pressurized Mating Adapter. A series of three docking adapters on the ISS. They serve as a connection between docked supply capsules and the station, as well as the American and Russian modules.
PROM: Particle Research and Observation Module. (Fictitious) research module of the (fictitious) BAEL Corporation. Subject to strict secrecy. Its exact function and structure are unknown.
Roscosmos: The Russian space organization, headquartered in the Star City near Moscow.
RWS: Robotic Work Station. The two workstations for controlling the Canadarm on the ISS.
SAFER Jetpack: SAFER stands for Simplified Aid For EVA Rescue. The system is a kind of backpack and weapon system for astronauts that allows them to move in zero gravity in an emergency using cold gas jets Sarya: American module built by Russia between Unity and Zvezda, primarily used as a cargo module.
S-Band: Microwave frequency between 2.6 and 3.95 gigahertz.
Sokol: Russian space suit for use in the Soyuz capsule.
Soyuz (rocket): Russian launch vehicle that has been in use since 1966 and has made over 1000 flights into orbit. It is still the most-flown rocket in the history of spaceflight.
Soyuz (spacecraft): Russian space capsule designed to carry cargo and up to three cosmonauts.
TDRS: Tracking and Data Relay Satellites. A communications network of eight satellites used by NASA and other U.S. agencies.
Tranquility Node: Link node attached to Unity (Node 1). It contains the "Cupola" observation tower and water and air treatment systems.
Unity / Node 1: The Unity module connects the Russian-built part of the station to the international part via an adapter.
Yuri A. Gagarin Cosmonaut Center: Cosmonaut training center of Roscosmos. It is located on the territory of Star City near Moscow.
ZOE: Zone of Exclusion. A "black spot" in satellite coverage, e.g. with TDRS, where the signals do not overlap.
Zvezda: the Russian accommodation and maintenance module on the ISS. It is located at one end of the station and can accommodate two cosmonauts in its sleeping quarters.
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