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CHAPTER 1

The Parting Glass // Hallelujah // Black //

A Gallant Gentleman // High Hopes

*** The Parting Glass ***

Moscow  breathes.  The  winter  air  sizzles  with  excitement  and 

apprehension. Shadows dance and snow-capped street lamps flicker to life in 

the last lingers of day. 

In the Red Square, people in their tens of thousands gather among market 

stalls and large decorated christmas trees and they squint to see the spaceship 

hovering  high  above.  Men  in  thick  coats  and  heavy  boots,  women  with 

scarves riding up and onto their faces, children holding hands under fur-lined 

jackets. They look to LED screens and try and reconcile the two, what is on the 

screen and what is up there in the sky. I want you to see there is hope, say 

parents to their children.

From the Northern end, from Kremlevskiy Walk between the Fortress and 

the  State  Museum  comes  a  small,  gaunt  looking  man  in  a  hooded 

weatherproof  jacket,  making  his  way  slowly  through  the  crowd  as  if 

navigating a mosh pit.  He has travelled a long way to be here -  from the 

former United States, in fact. In some ways you could say he has been waiting 

his entire life for this moment, this point in time. Today. 
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*** Hallelujah ***

Today, this 23rd day of November in the year of our Lord 2033, is the day I 

will die and when God will rejoice, hallelujah! Hallelujah! Hallelujah and the 

day is bright! At least that is what I should be telling myself now, as I cross the 

Red Square in the shadow of the spaceship and the fading light of the setting 

sun,  shifting  myself  through  and  into  the  celebrating  crowd.  I  should  be 

thinking of Jesus, of the gift of Adamah and the corruption of the garden of 

Eden, of Why things are the way they are and why God has condemned us. I 

should be finding the perfect place to make my speech and arm the explosives 

and consecrate my will to the world. But all I can think of is the girl, Ané and 

her words, You're a monster! You're a monster! 

Is that what they think we are? Horrific?

I try and will her ghost to be here, to walk beside me now like she did in St 

Petersburg.  Everything  has  lead  me to  this  point,  Ané,  one  step  ahead of 

another. From France to America and the Crimson Moon and to you and what 

I did to you, to here and now in Russia. Steps I cannot retract and retread. I 

could turn back, I could leave here, I could have someone remove the ampules 

from under my skin and I could disappear into Europe, live a peaceful life and 
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die with the rest of you, but what then, Ané? What then?

She doesn't answer. Around me are only men and women and children I 

do not  know, a  horde ignorant  in their  smiles  and embraces and pointing 

fingers to the sky. My eye twitches, a miniature spasm I wonder anyone can 

see.  I  search myself  for  more,  for a reason to turn back,  but find only the 

silence of repeating thoughts I cannot grasp, vague notions I desperately want 

to be true but know to be not, Wait, just wait. 

I stop.

Around me, a man in a long coat and ushanka hat smokes a cigarette. A 

tall, pale youth with spiked blonde hair and a mischievous grin glances at me 

for a second before returning to his  friends.   It  is  cold,  so cold my breath 

ascends in wisps and my bones creak. A stall  attendant calls out orders of 

smoked meats and in response, eager shaking hands with tickets are thrust 

into the air.  Music plays and I hear chatter on hope and on Atrus and the 

Sirrius and what it all means. I take my hands out of my pockets until they go 

numb in the cold and then return them. 

Across the crowd and towards the lit towers of St Basil’s cathedral I see 

Lenin’s tomb, short and stout and black in the shadow of the Kremlin and I 

expand myself, stretch my shoulders back and I move on, parting the thick sea 

of people one by one, wondering on if they are thinking of God, if they even 

know God, if I have what it takes to show them. That is what I am here to do 

after all, show them, give them a chance. Not just those here, but all around 

the  world,  everyone  watching,  wanting  things  to  continue  as  they  have, 

wanting a saviour so they can ruin it all again. The subdermal trigger in my 

left  hand twitches.  Not  yet.  One step after  another,  Deene.  One step after 

another. 

In the clear sky now turning black circle two ravens in opposing arcs. 
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*** Black ***

And five thousand feet  above hovers  the  interstellar  spacecraft,  Sirrius, 

black hulking and asymmetrical,  utilitarian with a central  sphere and four 

latticed towers. One could wonder how anything so opposed to aerodynamics 

could fly, let  alone travel the vastness of space,  but then again, everything 

changed with the discovery of Dark Matter. 

Inside  the  pilot’s  cabin,  Jean Dunn stares  at  her  console  display  where 

among data readouts and icons is  an image of  the city streets  of  Moscow, 

arteries of light converging into a glowing rectangle of shimmering camera 

flashes and the energy of tens of thousands of souls. Her headset hisses with a 

soft static and all around a constellation of dials and meters and buttons pulse 

as if alive like firing neurons, stars myriad.

Jean is the pilot of the Sirrius and one of a crew of four. She thinks one of 

her eyes is a little higher than the other and worries she talks too much. She is 

widowed  with  an  estranged  daughter  and  prior  to  the  Discovery  taught 

Astrophysics at Cambridge University where she was a favourite among her 

students. Her hair is the colour of rust and becomes wiry and frizzy when tied 

back and she has always loved pressing buttons. Something about the on and 
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off simplicity, the binary choice. Like maths, she often ponders, Buttons are 

logical, cohesive and immutable. As one plus one will always equal two, there 

will always be on and off, spin up and spin down, anywhere in the universe. 

Sometimes she wishes life was a mathematical formula to be discovered and 

followed, or a sequence of buttons to be pressed in the right order. Maybe 

then things would be different. Maybe Rowen would be speaking to her and 

she could say goodbye, say sorry, shed happy tears over a telephone line. 

From  her  wallet,  Jean  removes  a  rumpled  photograph  with  dog-eared 

edges and angles it into and against the light for a long moment, as if within 

the print, within each crease, a mystery could be uncovered if she only caught 

the right perspective. It is a Year 11 school portrait of her daughter, Rowen. 

She is in a chequered green uniform, her face dusty with freckles, auburn hair 

beautiful and flowing, her bright, blue eyes young and hopeful. You will be 

twenty-four tomorrow, Jean mumbles to herself as she places the photograph 

against the screen and fixes it with blu-tac. There is so much I have missed, 

will miss.

Touching an icon on the screen which revolves and expands to list several 

incoming  communications,  from  journalists  and  from  diplomats  of  the 

European Union, Jean settles into her chair, puts on a smile and adjusts her 

headset and then one by one answers their questions: What is it like to pilot a 

spaceship? How excited is the crew to step foot on Atrus? How long will the 

journey take?

Over  two  years.  2.28  years  to  be  exact,  she  tells  them.  And  that's  not 

accounting for time dilation which will  see more than five years elapse on 

Earth. She assures them the Sirrius will arrive safely on Atrus, compatibility 

will  be  confirmed,  and  then  well  before  Earth’s  atmosphere  dwindles  to 

within dangerous parameters,  the process  of  evacuation will  begin.  We go 

with your hopes and wishes as guiding lights, she concludes each call. We go 

so our children can dream of open doors and love can endure. We go in the 
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spirit of exploration and endeavour and in great need. Myself and the crew of 

the Sirrius are honoured and humbled beyond measure to have been chosen, 

and we will send word as often as possible along with automated updates 

from the Juno system each day. 

Godspeed, they say, and Jean wishes her words to be true, that it was as 

simple as speaking with syllables and vowels and consonants for the mission 

to be successful, for her daughter, wherever she was, to be assured the full 

breadth of an adult life. That like a dream Rowen could wake in the morning 

to find a beautiful sunrise and know it would be the same the next day and 

the day after and the day after that until new generations remade the world in 

their own likeness. But Jean knows the maths, the physics, the reality. Time is 

an expired wish and this is what must be done, what the world must bear, and 

it will be hard fought and might fail. But what is the alternative? 

Standing from her chair and rubbing her forehead, feeling the weight of 

her chest and arms still under the influence of gravity, Jean is struck with a 

sudden urge to move, to dance. Not a joyous, pumping or whimsical dance, 

but a kind of subtle, slow boogie. As if soft, sullen piano jazz was playing and 

there was no better way to see things off, to honour life and love and loss than 

to collect her hands up, to loll her head and just sway, and this she does. She 

closes her eyes and clicks her fingers, saunters, turns. 

Downbeat, backbeat, downbeat, backbeat. 

She remembers the last time she danced with her husband. It had been on 

their  tenth  wedding  anniversary  at  their  local  pub  in  Liverpool,  the  Old 

Campfield, and she remembers Rowen - only seven years old and on the table 

- moving to George Michael’s Careless Whisper beside them. This is it, she 

thinks.  What it's  all  about.  And she smiles and opens her eyes and in her 

swaying then begins  setting  switches  and dials  on  the  ceiling  as  if  to  the 

imaginary  rhythm  in  her  head:  Ignite  terrestrial  thruster  pilot  -  check, 

Initialise particle array - check, Set spin oscillation to idle rpm - check. She 
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depresses a button on the side of her console. Sirrius, this is Jean, she says into 

the mouthpiece of her headset. I am beginning preparations for launch. All 

systems currently stable and on track for countdown at nineteen-three-zero, 

over.
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*** A Gallant Gentleman ***

Crunching snow underfoot, at somewhere near the centre of the square, 

my feet slow in their steps and then, as if the choice was not my own, I stop. 

Fifty yards away is an LED screen, behind me is Lenin’s tomb, all around are 

new people, more onlookers gazing upwards, and on the air is the sweet scent 

of mulled wine.

I look to the sky for a sign, for intuition, for a shining star to glimmer, to 

twinkle,  to say,  Here,  Now. But there is  only the spaceship and blackness, 

broken clouds made halos in the moonlight. A sudden sensation rises within, 

a realisation of everything seeming so mundane, so distant standing here, as if 

I  am but a tourist observing and like everyone else will  watch the launch, 

leave the city tonight and go home and then tomorrow return to breakfast, a 

job, anything else that can continue in perpetuity. 

Of course the task is on my mind and would be as easy as stepping off a 

ledge,  putting  voice  to  thought,  but  I  find  things  now  to  be  blurred, 

inconsequential. That should I just stay here, not do anything at all, somehow 

all would be fine. It was a hoax, the newspapers would read. The world isn't 

ending, we didn't delve too deep, we didn't spite God. It was all a conspiracy 
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by those in power to control the masses and I am just a pawn, a puppet. What 

I saw as signs, omens, guidance was my own confirmation bias.

You don't have to do this, the memory of Ané speaks to me, pleads to me, 

and in my mind's eye I see her arms thrashing in dark water, and my concept 

of the future becomes blank, opaque nothingness. 

What did that change, Ané?

Scripture,  true  scripture  has  always  taught  that  prayer  is  a  personal 

conversation with God, private and humble and to be done alone, without 

ego, without acknowledgement or witness, and I have always practiced this 

way, both in my time in bible school, in my marriage and in my studies under 

The Crimson Moon. But I need this now, prayer, for I feel disconnected, on the 

verge of betrayal. God granted us free will, the ability to live in the moment, 

to choose. But what does that mean in such a time as now, when there will 

only be death?

With the air cold and biting, I take a deep breath and before those around 

me, I kneel. I close my eyes and trace a cross from forehead to sternum, from 

right shoulder to left. My Lord, I whisper. I am here, but I confess I am lost. 

Shoes on cobblestones slush, voices murmur all  around. I  shrink within 

myself, close off the world, slow the beating of my heart and focus. 

Does it ever feel right? I continue. Should our actions carry weight within 

us  before  they  are  done?  Should  the  air  smell  differently  now?  Should  I 

hesitate? Heavenly Father, give me the clarity to see, the strength to be who 

you have guided me to be. Give me a sign.

And for a long moment there is silence, or at least as much of a defined 

silence as can be found here tonight in the Red Square, and I am comforted. I 

bathe in this peace I have carved for myself and meditate, wonder on if I have 

already been given the sign I asked for, if contained in my prayer, in my past, 

is the truth. 

God has never spoken to me directly as others have claimed, the Word has 
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only ever been a sensing, a gut feeling, that there exists a true state to things, 

an answer that has always been there but never revealed itself until I asked.

Give me the strength to be who you have guided me to be. 

You’re a monster! 

Everything has lead me to this point, Ané. One step ahead of another. 

Does it ever feel right?

I wait.

I wait. 

Fear, hope, doubt. I see open fields, New York, My dream and the vision of 

the dark portal and the golden Aspen tree radiant against a beautiful sunrise 

and the knowledge, the surety that this is not the end. I open my eyes but the 

world seems slow, each moment pausing before the next: A pair of felt shoes 

shifting weight from one foot to the other as though pained from the effort of 

standing. Folds of a heavy coat undulating over a red and black tartan dress 

and glossy high-heeled boots.  An ungloved hand,  dark and fidgeting.  The 

dull rumble of the Red Square occasionally giving way to accordion music 

and a tambourine. 

Give me the strength to be who you have guided me to be.

Within  this  moment,  within  me  builds  a  coagulation  of  purpose,  a 

sensation of puzzle pieces falling into place, weight and the beating of my 

heart. Mindfulness, peace, divinity. I whisper a testament to the world, I am 

an ascetic of The Crimson Moon, this is my path, And I stand, I turn and pull 

my hood back and I retrieve the pistol holstered between my shirt and jacket 

and charge the barrel. 

Gasps,  a  short  scream, the grace of  the old words surging through me, 

excitement  and  the  distinct  sensation  of  riding  a  wave,  of  time  moving 

irrevocably forward. Below me is an elderly woman, her dark eyes wide, her 

hands pressed out as if  she is  in the process of falling backwards.  Muzzle 

pointed skywards I cry out, Hallelujah! Hallelujah! Hallelujah for the day is 
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bright and the night is young! For God so loved the world he gave his only 

son! Hear this! Yes, he sacrificed so that you could be saved, so that whoever 

believeth in him shall not perish but instead have eternal life, heaven above! 

And this I can give to you, hallelujah!

Some baulk at my words and the weapon. Time stretches and contracts. I 

am primed to pull the trigger, to start it all, but in the distance comes a cheer. 

Someone  far  off  in  the  crowd shouts,  It’s  going!  It’s  going!  The  Sirrius  is 

leaving! And there is a wave of clapping and wolf whistles. Those nearby turn 

in reflex. Arms raised surge in all directions and twin suns ignite in the night 

sky. 

But then something else. A child, a girl, looking not to the ship but to the 

pistol in my hand, her hair long and unclasped, straight and white, blowing in 

some  phantom  wind.  I  recognise  something  in  the  shape  of  her  face,  a 

familiarity in those eyes, as if, had she been older the girl could have been…

her. 

A  racking  trembles  in  my  heart  as  though  by  God  something  is 

reconfigured within me and words come unbidden, a wanting for this girl to 

have a different end. A hope that with everything, maybe this time I could 

change things. 

But  then  I  notice  the  girl  is  not  alone,  her  gloved hand is  intertwined 

tightly with another’s, a gentleman with rimless glasses and a close-trimmed 

beard who I assume is her father. He is motionless and rigid with fear as if a 

deer in headlights. I point the gun to him, and as if waking from a nightmare 

he shudders violently then reflexively wraps his arms around the girl. I focus, 

I stare into the girl’s unmistakeable green eyes on me, piercing through me, 

the words, You're a monster! cutting like violent echolalia, and I shout to them 

- the girl and her father - as if the world, the future, everything depended on 

these words. I say, Take her and run! Run, now!
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*** High Hopes ***

Oxygen  and  kerosene  combine,  burning  in  volumes  enough  to  see  the 

decimation  of  civilisations,  and  the  Sirrius  lifts,  heaves  itself  up  into  the 

starless night.

Cabin is holding, clock has started and we are at two-G and eight thousand 

feet, over, announces Jean, now strapped into her pilot's chair, one hand on a 

joystick, the other on a T-throttle, vibrating along with the ship. 

Across the intercom, the Captain, Dragan Malkoc, his voice deep, robust 

and calm says,  Roger  that.  I  confirm conditions  are  clear  excepting minor 

Cirrostratus cover at 35,000feet. Maintain bearing and await pitchover on my 

command, over.

Roger that, says Jean. 

On the console display, icons revolve and flash, number readouts climb. 

The  night  and  slowly  approaching  clouds  overlaid  with  a  star  map  shift 

around  a  central  crosshair  and  circle.  Dragan  continues,  asking  the  chief 

engineer Ceylan Aslanbey to report on the status of the gravity drives, those 

wonders of maths, of quantum physics and mass acceleration, and Ceylan in-

turn, with an accent thick with the memory of her first language, confirms, 
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Gravity drives are initialised, the particle arrays are entangled and oscillating 

and are ready to engage.

Roger that, says the Captain.

Everything  is  shaking,  shuddering  under  the  tremendous  weight  of 

acceleration. The console. The chair. The banks of illuminated controls on the 

walls and ceiling. Jean inside her insulated g-suit. It so tolls on her strength 

and focus just to hold the joystick in place and keep Sirrius true to its bearing 

that  when  they  pass  12,000feet  and  the  Captain  orders  pitchover  she  is 

relieved at the change in position, at her feet pressing down differentially on 

the  actuator  pedals,  at  the  change  in  displacement  within  her  as  the  ship 

arches and rolls to find the optimum exit trajectory to leave the pull of Earth’s 

gravity.

As  Sirrius  groans  at  the  change in  pitch,  composite  steel  and immense 

weight aching,  the clouds on the screen slowly turning and flattening out, 

Jean pushes the throttle forward, rubs her forehead, pockets her tongue at the 

edge of her lips and separates a part of herself, the part that isn't needed to 

adjust the directional motivators and continue pitchover or report altitude and 

AoA readings and she begins making calculations. Calculations in her mind 

on their  anticipated arrival  for  Checkpoint  One at  Lower  Earth  Orbit  and 

Checkpoint Two, being the point at which they can safely engage the gravity 

drives and begin cruising out of the Solar System. 

She imagines a lined notepad and writes the equations out long-form: Two 

growth/decay formulas transposed with the data of their current acceleration, 

starting  altitude  and  the  target  distances.  Gradually  she  resolves  the 

equations, carrying the numbers across in two columns, checking her work, 

the figures dwindling line by line, and as the vague blanket of Cirrostratus 

clouds grow closer, forming ridges and troughs as though a surface of some 

other realm, she has an answer.

Jean announces  proudly,  her  voice  still  shaky with  the  vibration of  the 
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cabin. Sirrius, confirming altitude at thirty thousand feet. I've got 2.5-G, AoA 

at sixty degrees and expect CP One arrival at approximately twenty-zero-five 

and CP Two at twenty-twenty, over.

Roger that, says Dragan. Altitude is a go for gravity shield. Ceylan at your 

ready, over. 

Copy that, says Ceylan. Engaging gravity shield in five, four, three, two, 

one.

And at once all sense of motion stops, the rumbling ceases and everything 

is calm. The only sign of movement anywhere is on Jean’s console display 

where the altimeter still rapidly climbs in number and the silvery veil of cloud 

approaches,  thins  and  then  gives  way  to  a  vault  of  stars,  infinite  and 

immutable. 

Gravity Shield in place, over, confirms Ceylan, and in spite of having spent 

months together, of hearing her say any combination of words, both mundane 

and explicit, for the first time Jean notices Ceylan has a cadence in her voice, 

that the words she says jump and flow in an odd melody like a poem and it is 

something beautiful, something graceful. 

The idea of language, it's  origin and it's future, perplexes Jean. How so 

many nationalities  could find ways of  saying the same things in  so many 

different and contradictory ways and how each language has a gap, a blind 

spot in capturing what it  is  to be alive.  She wonders on if  there are some 

things  impossible  to  describe  with  words.  If  no  matter  your  origin,  your 

language, you could have a feeling, an experience and then never be able to 

record or communicate it. Only you alone and no one else could ever truly 

know.

Via  the  console  screen  Jean  selects  a  direct  comm-link  with  the  fourth 

member  of  their  crew,  the  digital  systems  engineer,  Handi  Nguyen,  who 

promptly accepts. 

Hey, Jean says.
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Hey, says Handi. 

And then Jean loses her train of thought and isn't sure what she meant to 

say next.

You ok? 

After a pause, Yeah, Yeah, no I’m good. And for the most part Jean believes 

this, she even adds another Yeah just to cap it off, to be sure. I just wanted to 

hear your voice now is all.

Right now?

Yes.

As in, right now? As in right this moment when we’re being propelled by 

megatons of explosives into outer space?

Keep going, she says.

And there it is, that warm unassuming laugh she wishes she could hear 

every  second of  every  day until  forever.  I’ll  see  you when we’re  past  the 

Kuiper Belt, he says then disconnects the call.

And right when the line goes dead and she knows the altitude and their 

position needs to be read, Jean has the sudden epiphany of two jokes, the only 

two jokes she can ever remember, and in spite of knowing she will not call 

him  back,  of  the  pointlessness  of  it,  of  the  fact  the  jokes  are  not  even 

particularly funny, she feels some regret at not saying them.



Scientists today have claimed the 
detection of the enigmatic and elusive 
particle known as Dark Matter, 
concluding a decades long search that 
has seen great controversy and division 
in the study of physics.

First proposed by Lord Kelvin in 1904 and 
later popularised across multiple generations by 
the late Vera Rubin in 1976 and then Steven 
Hawking in 2013, Dark Matter became a 
phenomenon in explaining the reason for the 
exponential expansion of the universe since the 
Big Bang 13.5 billion years ago.

The theory proposed that approximately 
80% of the composition of the universe is made 
up of a particle invisible to the electromagnetic 
spectrum and is thus un-observable or “dark”, 
and via gravitational waves this particle is 
playing an influential part in why universal 
expansion is measured to be accelerating rather 
than slowing and contracting. 

For the better part of a century, the concept 
of Dark Matter was accepted as truth. However, 
in recent years, with the theory remaining 

unproven and solely the realm of theoretical 
astrophysics, interest in the field and its 
similarly titled element Dark Energy waned, 
giving over to the hypothesis that neither 
existed.

However, in the quiet rural town of Stawell, 
near the Grampians National Park in Victoria, 
Australia, physicist Alan Duffy of Swinburne 
University has been carrying the fire for the 
controversial ideas of Dark Matter and Dark 
Energy.

Part of a global initiative to once and for all 
discover the mischievous matter, Dr Duffy has 
been at the forefront of scientific research, 
conducting experiments in a laboratory located 
600 metres underground at the bottom of an 
abandoned gold-mine. 

The $3.5billion facility was completed in 
September 2021 and includes what is now 
known as The Stawell Undergound Physics 
Laboratory (SUPL). There, with the very crust 
of the Earth to filter out any and all quantum 
interference, Dr Duffy has been utilising a 
heavily insulated sensor, comprising of seven 
sodium iodide crystals in hopes of detecting the 

particle.
The basis of the experiment is that once all 

unwanted sources of input could be removed, 
all that would remain would be the Dark 
Matter, which like an imperceivable breeze 
passing through the leaves of a tree would 
collide with the sodium iodide crystals nucleus 
resulting in a brief but detectable burst of 
energy. 

And today, Dr Duffy has called a press 
conference to announce that the sensor has had 
not one, but forty-five verifiable readings since 
the system was switched on last Tuesday.

If found to be true, this discovery would be 
one of the most important in modern science 
and do much to unify the large and small forces 
of physics, of the macro and micro, and thus 
enable what physicists call a workable 
scientific theory of everything. Many are 
already hailing Dr Duffy’s experiment and 
discovery worthy of the Nobel Prize.

The live broadcast of the announcement is 
expected to be streamed free-of-charge on the 
BBC network at 3:00am UTC Greenwich time.
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