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To Walk The Stars 

by Alexis Ames 
 

 

Lucy’s quiet at his side, a warm weight that presses against him as the ship pulls around, 

its port side facing Earth as it prepares to make its final approach to the planet’s lone orbiting 

station.  

“Daddy,” she says softly, her words muffled by the stuffed bear she clutches to her face, 

“I want to go home.” 

Earth is a confusing mash of emerald continents and sparkling blue-grey oceans, so 

brilliant that it almost hurts Marius to look at it fully, but he does. This where Hasim came from, 

after all. This is what he left behind.  

Lucy, who has only ever known recycled air and low gravity, whose entire world up until 

now has been defined by labyrinthine gunmetal-grey corridors, shrinks away from the porthole, 

pressing her face into his chest. He rests a hand on her soft hair. 

“Soon, baby,” Marius says softly. “After our visit.” 

“I want to go home now.” Lucy’s voice is plaintive. “Papa might be there, he might be 

lost, he could be waiting for us -”  

His heart aches, his bones ache, his teeth hurt right down to his jaw. Every bit of his body 

is a sharp point of agony.  

“Papa’s not lost,” he whispers into her hair. “We talked about this, remember? Papa can’t 

come home. Not ever again.” 
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He hates it every time he tells her this, but what else can he do? There’s nothing for it but 

to keep pressing forward, one foot in front of the other, until he runs out of days and can join 

Hasim in his walk among the stars. Marius quickly dismisses the thought as painfully maudlin 

and shoulders both his bag and Lucy’s heavier one as the shuttle finishes its docking procedures. 

She carries her bear and her small rucksack.  

“Come on, sweetheart, this way.”  

He takes her hand, though she’s practically molded herself to his leg, and steers her into 

the aisle with the rest of the departing passengers. They cycle through the twin airlocks in groups 

of twenty, and then, at long last, they are on Janus Station.   

The woman waiting for them has a mop of curly dark hair that keeps falling into her eyes. 

She brushes it aside impatiently as she scans the crowd. When she spots them, her smile widens 

until she’s grinning, and for a moment Marius is bafflingly disappointed that she looks nothing 

like Hasim. Of course she wouldn’t--she’s several generations removed from him.  

Marius next wonders what made her realize it was them. Do they look that out of place 

amongst the other travelers? Is their skin that much more pale for lack of sunlight where they 

live? Or perhaps it’s his red-rimmed and bloodshot eyes, and Lucy’s perpetual 

thousand-light-year stare. 

“You must be Marius.” She embraces him, and his hands automatically rest on her back. 

That’s not how they greet each other on Axien, but he’s been reading up on Earth’s customs 

these past few weeks, and he knows it would be rude to refuse to reciprocate the gesture. 

Besides, she only means it as a kindness.  

The woman then kneels in front of Lucy and offers a hand. “Hello, Lucy. I’m Delia.” 
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Lucy stares at her for a moment, and then she hides behind Marius’s legs. 

“I’m sorry, she’s not usually like this.” Grief has stolen his carefree child. “Lucy, come 

on, say hello.” 

“It’s all right.” Delia straightens and offers another smile. “It’s been a long journey. She 

must be tired. You as well. Is this all your luggage?” 

Marius starts to nod, and then hesitates. 

“Except for the remains.”  

Delia nods. “Yes, those are already being transferred to Earth. They’ll be taken directly to 

the funeral home.”   

“Oh.” He shifts his weight, at a loss. He’s been at a loss since this whole nightmare 

began. “Well. We should probably catch the next shuttle to the surface, then.” 

“Did you want something to eat, first?” Delia waves a hand at the station around them. 

“Janus has food and drink imported from all corners of the galaxy. Or -” 

“I think we’d just like to get to where we’re going,” Marius says. He knows he sounds 

snappish, and instantly winces. “Sorry.” 

Her smile doesn’t falter. “Of course. This way.”  

The ride down to Earth is blissfully short. Marius is thankful for that, as Lucy spends the 

whole trip sobbing in his lap as Earth grows large enough to encompass the entire porthole, 

almost as if the planet is swallowing them. When they finally land, Delia digs two pairs of dark 

glasses out of her pocket. One pair is small enough for Lucy, and Marius glances quizzically at 

Delia. 
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“Sunglasses,” Delia explains. “You won’t have experienced sunlight before. Janus 

Station and the shuttle’s windows are specially tinted, but we’re going to be going out in the real 

thing now. These will protect your eyes.” 

Even with the sunglasses on, the world outside is impossibly bright. Marius stands there 

for a moment, stunned, until Delia ushers him to the side so other passengers can depart the 

shuttle.  

“Wow,” Lucy whispers, and it’s the first time he’s heard her express anything other than 

sorrow these past few weeks. His heart lifts slightly. “Daddy, look at all the colors!” 

It’s autumn in this hemisphere of the planet, and though the sun is warm on his face, the 

breeze is brisk. He’s read about this, about how as the planet spins toward winter, the trees will 

turn vibrant colors, crimson and russet and gold. The leaves are dying, and they are brilliant.  

Delia leads them to a hovercar. They don’t have these on Axien; everything’s on tracks 

that curve through the wide tunnels. Lucy is immediately enthralled, and Marius feels a smile tug 

at his lips.  

There is much that he knows about Earth and her people. He knows that they live 

aboveground, without any tunnels or even a habitat dome over their heads. He knows that there’s 

nothing separating them from the vacuum of space but an atmosphere, and it makes him feel 

uncomfortably exposed. When Delia pulls up to what Marius assumes is her house, it takes him a 

few seconds to convince himself to open the door, that he won’t be sucked up into the void when 

he gets out.  
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Much of Lucy's earlier fright seems to have melted away, and Marius marvels at the 

wonders of childhood resilience. She bounds out of the 'car and dashes up the steps ahead of 

them, and when Delia keys in her code to open the door, Lucy immediately bolts inside. 

"Daddy, look!" She's standing in the foyer, marveling at the ceiling-high windows. 

"There's sunlight in here, too!"  

"There's sunlight everywhere this time of day, sweetheart." But he's smiling now, too, 

delighted at her awe. “It’s Earth.”  

Delia shows them to their rooms. Marius weighs the pros and cons of taking a nap in the 

middle of the day and absentmindedly rubs his breastbone, as though he can massage away the 

ache that settles there at the thought of sleeping in that large bed without Hasim.  

"Who are you?" Lucy demands suddenly of Delia, startling Marius out of his tired 

thoughts.  

“I'm your papa's great-great-great-great-grandniece."  

Lucy peers suspiciously at her. “But you look older than Papa.” 

“Lucy!” Marius says, appalled, but Delia laughs.  

"Yes. Your papa left Earth a long time ago, but he did it in a special way so that his body 

stayed young even though he aged. And the family he left behind got older at a normal rate. So I 

look older than him, but I’m actually much younger.”  

Lucy looks at Marius. “Is that what we did, Daddy?” 

“Sort of,” Marius says. “Ships are faster now than when Papa was young. We only had to 

sleep for a couple of weeks. Don’t worry, your friends will all still be the same age when you get 

home.” 
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Lucy nods, satisfied. “Good. Can I go outside and play, or will the sun burn me up?” 

# 

Lucy delights in everything that she finds in Delia’s backyard--the yellowing grass and 

vibrant garden, the great oak that extends its branches almost to the house, the colorful leaves 

that carpet the ground, the chickens that roam and cluck and scurry away from her as she chases 

them.  

Marius spends the hour before dinner making final preparations for tomorrow. He logs 

into Delia’s home computer interface to reassure himself that Hasim’s body has been delivered 

to the proper funeral home, that the cemetery will expect them in the early afternoon, that the 

woman who will perform the funeral rites hasn’t forgotten about the ceremony. Of course, 

everything is in order. He has been obsessing about this for weeks, to the point that he doesn’t 

know what he’s going to do with himself when it’s all over. 

After dinner, they watch the sun set. It’s spectacular--Marius never knew that so many 

colors could exist at once. There are clouds low on the horizon, and the last of the sun’s rays 

make it look like the entire sky is aflame.  

Lucy is entertained by the appearance of lightning bugs for half an hour before it occurs 

to her that the sun isn’t coming back anytime soon, and it takes the two of them to console her. 

Marius reassures her, over and over, that the sun will be back in the morning, when she is ready 

to wake up from sleep. And that is the next obstacle they encounter, as she refuses to go to bed. 

"You need to sleep, baby girl,” Marius reasons, almost pleads.  

"Why?" Lucy demands. 
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"Because," Marius says, and he can feel his thin patience cracking, "we need to say 

goodbye to Papa tomorrow, so you need your rest. Now, come on. Bed."  

"No." Lucy's shout startles them both; he feels Delia shift in surprise. "Then I won't go to 

sleep. I don’t want to say goodbye!" 

"We have to say goodbye to him anyway." Marius feels old, defeated, ill-equipped to 

handle any of this. How can he help her through this loss when he doesn't know how to navigate 

it himself? "We might as well do it after a night of sleep. Please go to bed, Lucy, I -”  

“I hate you.”  

With that final scream tossed over her shoulder, Lucy storms up the stairs and slams the 

door to her temporary bedroom shut. Marius stands there for a moment, staring stupidly after her. 

He doesn’t know what to do or say. She’s never said that to him before, not once, not even when 

he had to sit her down on that horrible day and tell her that Papa was never coming home to them 

again.  

Delia tucks a hand into his elbow and pulls him gently over to a sofa. He drops 

gracelessly onto it, and a moment later a glass is pressed into his hand. Whiskey. It burns his 

nose and numbs his throat, and soon enough the feeling spreads.  

"I could arrange to have the two of you see him before the funeral,” Delia says quietly. 

“If you think it would… help.”  

Marius frowns, though he suspects he knows what she means. He's done a lot of reading 

these past few weeks on Earth's burial customs.  

"See his body, you mean?" he asks, and Delia nods. He can feel the blood drain from his 

face and he goes lightheaded, but he takes a steadying breath and says, "It isn't right. That’s not 
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how it's done on Axien. Mourners never view the body after death. It doesn't bring us - comfort? 

Closure?" 

Delia nods. "Yes, people here find that it brings them closure."  

"It's grotesque." His face heats, but he refuses to apologize for this.  

She touches his arm. "Tell me how you deal with your dead, then. This obviously bothers 

you.” 

“It’s -” Marius searches for the right word. “Different.” 

He sighs and looks away. “Yes, it bothers me, and I hate that it does. This is what he 

wanted. I should be happy that I’ve brought him home to - rest, is that what you call it?” 

“There are a number of different euphemisms that we use, but yes, that’s one of them.” 

Delia cocks her head at him. “What do you call it, back home?” 

“Death,” Marius says, and then shakes his head. “I’m sorry. We say that our dead walk 

the stars. I grew up on spaceships. Our dead were reduced to dust, and that dust was scattered in 

the vacuum. On Axien, some still do that. Others have their bodies recycled. Broken down to be 

used in the soil, the drinking water, that kind of thing. We don’t bury our dead.” 

"I fear," he starts, and then stops. "I fear that we'll never walk the stars together. Bringing 

him to Earth, burying him in the - in the ground -"  

He stops again, cold sweat breaking out across the back of his neck at the thought of 

leaving Hasim's body here, tied to this planet. Trapping him, anchoring him, ensnaring him. 

Ensuring that he can never leave, that he can never truly come back to them, even in spirit form. 

"It's wrong," he admits finally, quietly. "But this is what he wanted. He wanted to lay 

with his ancestors. Mine are scattered among the stars somewhere, but his are here. He always 
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found a kind of comfort in that, knowing he would return to them. I think it made it easier for 

him to leave in the first place."  

“Was he happy, out there?” Delia asks. “It sounds like a hard life.” 

“It is, and he was.” Hasim adapted to life on Axien so naturally, he could almost be 

mistaken for native-born. “We were happy.” 

Delia grasps his hand. There’s nothing else to say. They were happy, and it still ended. 

# 

They put Hasim’s body in a box. 

They put his body--his waxy, artificially-preserved body, which Marius knows still looks 

as it did on the day Hasim died and he hurts with the wrongness of it all--in a box, and they seal 

it so tightly that nothing can get in or out. He will stay that way forever, in a box in the ground, 

cocooned and isolated from the planet, from decay, from the natural order of things. 

There’s no one left in Hasim’s extended family who remembers him, but they all come to 

the funeral anyway. It’s odd, seeing such a wide array of ages clustered around the burial plot. 

Very few people on Axien live past middle age. As with Hasim, the mines usually claim them. A 

farmer’s life is less harsh--Marius will likely live to see Lucy become an adult. But life on Earth 

is kind to its people, it seems, and Delia’s parents have already lived twice as long as Hasim ever 

will, with many more decades to come.  

“We’re so sorry for your loss.” Joseph takes Marius’s hands in both of his. His wife nods. 

“If there’s anything we can do…”  

He trails off. 
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“I appreciate that,” Marius says. He’s never thought of death as a loss before now, merely 

as a transition into a different state of being. But now--yes, this is a loss. He has taken Hasim on 

this final journey back to Earth, and they will never again be together. Not on this plane of 

existence, nor on any other. 

The rest of the family greets him one by one, introducing themselves and expressing their 

condolences, and it isn’t long before Marius has forgotten half their names and the platitudes 

become meaningless. When this is all over, these people will get on with their lives and probably 

never spare another thought for this man they never knew. Marius, on the other hand, won’t go a 

day without thinking of Hasim for the rest of his life.  

A woman Hasim never knew speaks about his life as though they had been longtime 

friends. She then takes them through the proper funeral rites, and they speak the words and say 

the prayers that will help guide Hasim through the transition from life to death. Then the hole in 

the ground is filled with dirt, the hole that contains the box Hasim’s body will never be released 

from, and it's so final that Marius wants to scream. Hasim should be out there among the stars, so 

that someday Marius may join him on their eternal journey through the cosmos. Their time 

together in life was so short, it seems cruel that they will also never walk together in death.  

Lucy, exhausted by grief, falls asleep with her head in Marius's lap as the hovercar guides 

them back to the house. Delia, seated on Marius's other side, touches his knee. He looks over to 

see her pull a slim box out of her pocket, and she presses it into his hand. 

"For you," she says quietly. He slides back the lid, opening it. 

Nestled inside the box is a lock of auburn hair, tied together neatly with a piece of black 

thread. It curls at the end, and he touches it with shaking fingers. The last time he ran his fingers 
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through this hair, Hasim was still full of life, his eyes glittering with a smile as he leaned in for a 

kiss.  

"I thought you might like to take a part of him with you. Someday, when the time comes, 

the two of you can - walk among the stars, you said? A part of him belongs with you. This is 

how it should be." She says this with such conviction that he almost believes it himself. "He'll 

lay with his ancestors here, and he'll walk among the stars with you."  

Hasim’s absence is a dark, palpable thing, a gaping chasm that pulls relentlessly at 

Marius. He's constantly reaching for Hasim, and constantly finding nothing but air. But as he 

brushes his fingertips over the lock of hair, the gap closes slightly. Something eases in his chest. 

Marius closes the lid of the box and curls his fingers around it. "Thank you.” 

 


