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             I can’t remember the last time I saw the aurora.  It had been one of the few pleasures of working on the Platform, but these days the sky is a never-ending boiled black, just like the thick, acid sea that rolls and churns below the gantries, crashing on and on against the thick metallic legs that sink deep down below the waves and hook into the sea bed. Here is nowhere – the worst of the worst. The duty tour was supposed to end three weeks ago, but no one came to liberate us.
             I stand watching the endless ocean raging in the darkness. The polluted stink is so thick that I cough and spit up the black tar-like mucous that afflicts those posted here. There is a tangible fear all around us now – the silence from the rest of the world is gnawing on us all – and we try to carry on as if nothing’s changed, but the inky midnight sky says differently. I doubt there is a world out there to return to now – either that or we have been forgotten.
            The Platform is the godawful posting nobody asks for: in reality it’s for those militia they no longer want or can’t control, or a mandatory posting for new recruits.  And so we are a mixture of young and old, fresh and jaded, sweet and bitter. 
             I watch the pitch-black sea whirling and thrashing in its madness, and every now and then there is a hiss and crackle from the electric netting which spans the underside below. It is the only thing that keeps the abominations from us. The ocean is full of them, twisting in their revolting limbs, all razored teeth and claws. They can tear someone apart in seconds, devouring them in their round, spiked maws. The first time you see one, it’s enough to make you piss yourself. I know, I did.
            “Gruz!” a voice yells above the slicing wind. I look up and see Skea waving at me and I retreat along the shaking steel gantry, back to the crew quarters.
             “What the hell are you doing out here?” she screams, spit flying everywhere. I follow her back inside and the thick door slams shut, muffling the noise. But you can still feel the ocean, battering the struts and shaking the structure in its constant fury.
            “Sometimes I think you’re not right in the head,” she mutters as we tear off the thick plastic waterproofs.
            “Why? Not much point in hanging around here in the dark,” I reply. I find it depressing inside now; they are desperate to conserve fuel so now all we have is the sickly- green chemical lighting. I follow her back to the mess room, a horrible chill in my bones that makes them rattle hard beneath the skin. Jem, Helst and Cora are sat playing cards and smoking; how they can see in the dim green light is beyond me. I reach across and take one of Cora’s cigarettes. She doesn’t complain seeing as she owes me so many from the old days in the training camp. We are all conscripts here: service is mandatory from age twenty-one for two years, like it or not. All of us are from the same class so we tend to stick together.
             “Outside again?” Jem askes. He is big and powerful, maybe twice my size, and a mountain of flesh. Cora is slim, has grey eyes and long, slim hands. Helst is more like me: scrawny and vulnerable looking, but looks can be deceiving as he is one hell of a fighter. Then there’s Skea: tough, hard-eyed and tall. I have lusted after her from our first meeting and constantly dream of making love to her, even if it is only once. I can’t even tell if she likes me half the time, but usually she’s first to come looking when trouble strikes. We are all from Continent One, though from different zones, with different lives. I know Jem and Cora’s people are rich, while Skea’s and mine are poor, and as for Helst… well, he never says.
             “Better than sitting here,” I say, slumping down beside Cora. I look at her cards and see she is going to lose. 
            “You really think it’s happened?” Helst asks without looking up from his cards.
             “Yeah,” I nod. Yes, I do.
            The Platform is the last outpost before the Polar Regions and Continent Two. We are a supply port for all the warships heading up that way, and supposedly working on six months’ postings, though now we are three weeks overdue. There has been no communications from anyone and the sky now permanent black ash, so, yeah, I think the final war has been fought. All over the globe, there is now nothing but burning citadels, empty streets and corpses. I think we are the last people left alive, except for anyone left in their bunkers, but no one is going to see them for years as they cower at the carnage on the surface. Everyone on the Platform knows it, they are just too afraid to say. 
            When I arrived here the war was already going on, at least around the edges, and every day the news got worse. They seem determined to start it – perhaps they wanted to try out all those weapons. Somewhere, my family is probably nothing but vapour by now – my sister, my parents, all of them. And we are the last. Out here, forgotten.
            The Marshall is dead – killed himself, they say – and all we see now is Clook, the next in line, and his cronies. He is as acid as the sea that boil beneath us and his heart as black. He is a worm, a coward. Everyone is close to breaking now; they held it together at first, when there was hope, but now everything seems as dark as the skies. That’s why I don’t like talking anymore, because I end up saying the things the others don’t want to hear. Freen went over the guard rails the other day, ended up charred on the electric netting. So far no one has bothered to clear him away, he’s just been left him cooking there. I didn’t like him anyway. But this is how it is now: the rules are beginning to slip, tempers are flaring, and we know it’s not going to be long now. It’s just a matter of how.
             “Maybe…” Cora tries. “Maybe it’s just mis-comms, you know?” Even she knows that’s bullshit.
             “You seen the sky?” Skea answers. “That’s not mis-comms – that’s people up there, or at least the ashes of them.” I think she’s right. Unease greases every gut; that slimy feeling of fear and dread, and knowing that there is now somewhere a clock running down on us. No one likes to man the four-gun towers anymore; no warships have been seen or heard for three weeks now, and never has that been the case. It’s like the world is so big and empty now and we are the last ones in it. Everyone is thinking of their families and knows we are all we have. 
             “What now?” Helst asks, though it’s not really a question because he knows the answer.
             “We wait,” I mutter.
            “For what?”
            “To die, I suppose.” 
             “Man, you are so fucking cheerful,” Jem laughs bitterly, but in his heart he knows I’m speaking the truth. The food is almost out; the rations are so small we can hardly take two bites of a meal. And then there is the matter of fuel: we must be on vapours by now, and when it finally runs out, the electricity goes, and with it our defence against the abominations. It won’t take them long to realise there is a free larder up here waiting for them. We have plenty of bullets, but not enough for an ocean. It’s just a matter of what comes first.
            “What the fuck are you lot doing?” a voice screams behind me, and I know that hideous shriek belongs to Sergeant Meska: a fucking by-the-rules shithead who throws her weight around all too often. It almost strikes me as funny that, even as the world burns, there will be someone standing round with a clipboard making notes.
            “Well, we…” Jem starts, but she cuts him off with a slicing frown.
             “I want the fire line prepped for firing. Now,” she fumes.
             “Why? Do we have inbound?” Cora asks, a sudden hope in her eyes.
            “No.”
            “Then why bother?” I ask. Those brown eyes look like they could melt through iron, such is the fury.
             “This is a military station! You don't need reasons, you just follow fucking orders,” she says. Flecks of her spit hit me and there is the temptation to laugh straight in her face. Doesn’t she realise this is the end of times? I can’t understand these people! We are fucked; they know it as well as I do, yet they want us still following their pointless little rules.
             “Yes, Sergeant,” I say softly.
            “Now! All of you.” We all jump to our feet, like we’ve been trained to do, to head off back to the outside, but each of us takes an age to have that last inhale of smoke, and she looks like her head is going to come off. She glowers at us each step of the way.
  
                                                                        *
  
            The squall tears and rips at us with cold, burning fingers as we fight to stay upright on the gantry. The fire line usually takes an hour or two to prep – and that’s in good conditions – but in this gale, it will take up most of the day. The mighty gigantic coil of piping has to be greased for firing, the ‘poonclaw lined exactly into the cannon, and precisely down to the millimetre. I have no idea why in the worst of conditions we are out here at all, and I swear into the slicing wind. We work in the dim green light; I can barely see a metre into the dark as I grease the tube along its length. Because of the webbing, no ship docks can dock on the Platform; instead, huge lines are fired into the vessel’s docking station – Cora calls it long-range fucking – and the shot has to be precise. Our team is considered the best, but it’s only because we had so much practice early on the tour, though we’ve not done it for weeks now. 
             I remember crossing over the thick line when we arrived, creeping along the narrow, greasy piping, over an acid sea full of hungry things ready to devour me whole. It’s not a perfect system for sure but then you know you only have to do it twice, and the second time means heading home, although, of course, we have not had that pleasure yet. Jem winds up the next length and I keep on applying the grease on my side. Overhead the corner watchtowers shake and shudder in the storm, and there is always a fear they will one day topple down and crash into the deck. But not today, it seems; they take the hissing, howling gale and hold steady. I’ve been up there a few times; when the sky is clear you can see to the horizon’s edge, but not recently – not with all that black shit in the air, the ashes, people, whatever it may be. 
             Helst is screaming something at me but it’s pointless: I can barely see him let alone hear anything. He is waving his arms and beckoning me to him. His grease gun is jammed, and it will take the two of us to wrestle it free, so, fighting the wind, we struggle and slip on the metal grating, all the time trying to hear one another over the pounding ocean and the relentless storm. Finally I am able to leave him to it and he jerks a brief thumbs up sign at me as I cough and spit up the black snot in my throat. I curse Meska and go back to the coil, hardly able to see through the spray.
  
                                                                        *
  
             They found Second Engineer Brena, and what a fucking mess that was, with her head and left arm were both missing. She’d got caught in the gears of one of the turbines; the protruding bones from her spine clicking as the cogs kept turning, making her body jerk and twitch; the one remaining arm flapping up and down like she was still trying to free herself. The smell of blood and hot gristle hung in the air thickly above the grease. Somebody told me they thought it was suicide and I almost laughed out loud. Yeah, right! Like someone is going to off themselves by sticking their own head in a moving turbine. To me, it looks like it has murder written all over it, but perhaps everyone is in denial and doesn’t want to think that. But, for sure, things have got pretty twitchy since the radio silence and the clouds, so who can say? It matters nothing to me. I didn’t like her anyway. Apart from my own clique I have little time for anyone – never really have done since that day at City Block Gamma – that day kind of changed everything for me. It still fills my eyes with tears, especially when I sleep – a long drawn-out nightmare that still claws out across the years and tears my mind to pieces. So really, I couldn’t give a fuck what they think. Or for Brena and her endless  flinching corpse. 
  
                                                                        *
  
             “You really going to eat that?” Helst askes us as we sit in the corner of the mess room, bowls of shit-looking stew before us.
            “What choice have we got?” Jem replies.
            “Not fucking eating it,” Helst says, pushing his bowl away. Immediately Cora pours it out into ours and we say nothing else; we just slurp and force it down. It’s amazing how fast things spiral into craziness. A few days ago this would have been a crime: now it’s just stuff we do. 
            At the meeting earlier it was revealed that we are now out of food and the fuel is being rationed so the electric webbing cuts out for ten minutes of every hour. The abominations seem to have noticed already. I’ve seen a few already fried up and charred where they had gotten over-confident.             
            Clook has now declared himself chief. He’d made us all meet up as Gren and Sura stood at his side, with the hated Meska grovelling alongside them. You can see the factions that were once just petty rivalries have now turned to deadly opposition, and our clique causes a lot of resentment, being the youngest. It’s gone down the line of age and conscript status, so naturally things have become that bit more dangerous for us. 
             But at least Clook gave us all a chance to speak, to offer suggestions if we wanted to, but nobody really bothered – after all, if they didn't like it, it would be like painting a bigger target on your back. When it came to cannibalism, no one objected, so Brena’s remains have been minced and served. So here we sit and only Helst refuses to eat. I think it actually tastes better than the usual shit we have to eat, so, gristle and all, I swallow it down for the sake of staying alive. 
             “So what now?” Skea says. “We just to just roll over and die?”
             “No, but I don’t want to pollute myself with human meat,” Helst sniffs.
            “You will,” I tell him softly, “when you get hungry enough.”
             “Never.”
             “You got some hidden stash you’re not sharing?” Jem says, a smile on his lips but a sharp concern burns in his eyes, just in case there is some truth in his words. That would be unforgivable, even by a cannibal’s standards.
            “Nope, I’m just not going to lower myself to abomination levels,” he replies, lighting up a cigarette. According to Clook, the only supplies undiminished are bullets, cigarettes, and now, we’ve learned, paper. What the fuck use paper is going to be, I don’t know, or why he even bothered to update us about it. I guess it’s for the clip-boarders who will no doubt mark our passing in some way.
            There was talk about escape, but the rafts we have are all for short trips, for maybe twenty or thirty marks, perhaps fifty at most. And, of course, they offer no protection from the savage things beneath the waves. It would not be my choice for sure. There nearest base is a couple of thousand or so marks away. I doubt anyone would make it to five before those horrors appeared and began their feasting. We carry on eating. I can see Cora is trying not to think about what she is devouring. Skea, like me, has no such problems: you just have to eat. 
             “We’re all dead anyway,” Helst mutters.
            “Maybe some have survived; we might not be alone,” Cora says, reluctantly chewing another mouthful.
             “Doubt it,” Jem sighs.
             “Even if they have, you think anyone is going to remember us? Nobody is going to come to the rescue, not out here.”
            “Might be a warship in the area.”
             “Yeah, probably the wrong side.”
             “You are so negative,” Skea murmurers without looking up.
            “Really, we’re stuck out here with no food or fuel, surrounded by an ocean of abominations and pretty sure there has been a global war that has exterminated everyone else. Can’t think why I should be negative.” Everyone laughs, despite themselves. He has a point, I guess, and I even break a smile myself.
             “Fuck, you managed to make Gruz laugh, that’s got to be worth it,” Jem says. I shrug, not wanting to argue, but I hardly think the laughter came from me. I finish my bowl of human flesh and light up a cigarette. Part of me is hoping it breeds a quick and lethal cancer, because in this I agree with Helst, that there isn’t much point in fighting to go on. There is nothing out there now, or so it seems, so there is no chance of seeing home and hearth. Instead, there is just a slow decline to look forward to, or being torn apart by slavering, wet jaws and worming tentacles. But we survive, it’s what we do. Why, I don’t know. But, like he said, even just the chance of a ship out there, with real food and a way off this nightmare Platform, is a hope to hang onto.
  
                                                                        *
  
             I sit in the west tower, the wind ripping at the structure and making it sway in a sickening rhythm back and forth, as I huddle from the bitter cold. The climb up the ladder was bad enough, slippery and icy as the wind tried to lever me off and drag me down, but sitting here is worse, one of the lowest duties on the Platform. It’s too wet to smoke and too windy to sleep, curled up to the huge hundred mill double cannon, and there is little point in peering through the night eyesights because there is nothing out there to watch. There is only the endless waves and occasional creature breaking the surface, its hideous form as nauseating as the tower’s constant sway. Meska ordered several of us on look out to reinforce our hatred of her.
             I let my mind journey on its own, but always it comes back to the same thing – that the world now is done and finished, and we are the last. What is the point? Helst keeps asking, and he is not alone, but that’s a question for every day, not just because our race is run.
            “Gruz? You there?” the transmitter screams in my ear.
             “Yeah!” I yell back above the constant blistering storm.
            “You got some action,” the voice replies.
            I look through the night eyes and sure enough there is one of the creatures slithering its way up right under the webbing. It is uncomfortable to look at it, and I zoom in with the sights, despite the fact it makes me a little sick to see its writhing form magnified.
            “Got it,” I mumble back to east tower. My fingers are so frozen stiff I can practically hear the joints crack as I ease them round the triggers. I don’t fire right away but remain still, watching it. A quivering limb reaches out, probing at the netting and curling it back and forth. It has, it seems, figured out that the current has been turned off and is on a random cycle. Then I see a second one creeping behind it, dragging its disgusting form up the metal and worming from the pulsing water. They know, I think to myself. When that power goes down completely, they will be coming in force.
            “You going to take the shot or what?” the transmitter squeals in my ear.
            “Yeah, just give me a minute,” I hiss back. I don’t know who is in the east tower and the distortion makes it impossible to recognise the voice. Whoever it is doesn’t seem to realise we are going to be confronting these things up close, real soon, and it might be a good idea to learn something about them. No, just shoot the fucking things, I think. Yeah?  I then counter. You got enough shots for a whole ocean? Dumbfuck, I think to myself. I watch them, one running a twisted tentacle over the other and I wonder if they can communicate by touch. I haven’t really thought about it, but they must be able to talk to one another somehow. 
            “Gruz!” the voice screams.
             I take the shot. The recoil chair throws me back and the deafening report echoes through my bones as the bullets rain down on the abomination. It ruptures and explodes in showers of black ichor, curling and writhing, its flesh gouging off in chunks in all directions until finally its grip is lost and it tumbles down into the waves. I line the sights on the second, but already it is retreating under the water, like it knows, or senses, that death is only a second or two away.  I see one last waving limb as it disappears and then there is just the sea, churning up the carcass.
            “Gruz, what the fuck are you playing at?” yells the transmitter in my ear.
             “Who is this?”
             “It’s Juken.”
            Juken, one of the old hands, yeah, I know him. One of Clook’s fuckheads.
            “Go fuck yourself, Juken,” I yell back at him. He starts screaming abuse and I let him rant on for a while. It is an entertainment that breaks up the rest of the duty and I smirk to myself as he lets his temper get the better of him. I wonder if he will have a heart attack as he screams and curses at me, and I know I have just made another enemy.
  
                                                                        *
  
             Everyone is watching Jem. He found the body of Teawn at the bottom of the metal stairs on the supply deck, the back of his skull destroyed. Jem was covered in blood when he located Clook to tell him, and immediately they were suspicious of him. They held him for a couple of hours, gave him a hard time, but he swears it was nothing to do with him. Everyone is saying it must have been an accident, but Jem says there was no blood on the stairs. I think they are going into some kind of denial and can’t see a pattern. If that is how they wish to comfort themselves then so be it. However if I were asked to pick out a murderer, I would say Helst, not Jem. Jem is big and loud but is not a murderer, but as for Helst, there is a furtiveness about him, something he wants to keep hidden, or a secret he will not admit. 
             Teawn’s head had been split wide open, Jem says, and there was no chance of it being an accident. He told the same story three times, but added the third time round that at least there would be something to eat. It was meant to be a joke, but nobody laughed; they just stared at him watching for a tell, but he just went quiet and apologised. He is right though, nobody can deny that. We all benefit, I suppose, except for Helst, of course, who still refuses to partake.
  
                                                                        *
  
             I lie smoking in the dark. My bunk is in the top three of the tier, there are racks on either side of the narrow corridor that serves us as our bunkroom. The old hands have separate quarters and now more than ever they steer clear of us. I keep trying to count how many of us are left on the Platform but am uncertain. I think there were thirty when we began our posting, but that seems so long ago – another lifetime now. 
            “You awake?” Cora askes. She occupies the bunk below.
             “Yeah.” Part of me wants to remain in silence, thinking, but the cigarette smoke gives me away.
             “What do you really think?”
             “About what?”
             “About Teawn,” she says in a whisper. 
            “Don’t know,” I mutter. She wants me to ask if Jem killed him, but he is in his bunk and in the dark, it’s hard to know if he is awake and listening. There is a long pause as she goes on trying to find a way to put her real question into words.
            “Heard you had some fun today. They are getting smart, aren’t they?” She has backed off from the subject, instead going for safer ground.
             “Yes,” I reply. 
            “They are going to cut the web to thirty minutes from tomorrow,” she says, but I am bored of the conversation now, stubbing out my cigarette in a shower of hot orange sparks.
            “I heard,” I mutter. In truth, if they cut the web to every half-hour, it might not as well be there. We all know it. I roll over and ignore her.
  
                                                                        *
            “Up! Everybody up, now!” a voice screams and snatches me out of sleep. “We have a breach!” I slide out of the bunk and jump down to the deck with the others. Everyone has a confused, dazed look about them, like me, I guess, as I stumble around trying to find my uniform. “Move it! Up!” It is Meska, of course, screaming at everyone, and there are, I assume, five people here who are envisioning punching her right in the mouth. I snap on my boots, and then there is a scrum at the weapons rack as we grab the machine guns. She has already gone by the time we are ready and we thump along the corridors and ladders up to the top side to see what is going on. 
             I can hear screaming above the relentless wind, over the sporadic gun fire that reverberates though each plate and bolt, and as the door opens, the stink of the sea hits us in a blast of bitter, howling fury, and everywhere is in chaos. People are shooting as the monstrosities wither and crawl amongst us. Jem immediately opens up a burst of rounds, running towards the nearest creature, and Cora and I head left to where one is squirming beneath a stairwell. They are huge, more so up this close, and stink of the ocean. We rip into it with bullets, blowing open chunks of the pale, bone-coloured flesh as splashes and sprays of blood splatter over the wall. It turns, hissing and squealing, its mouths full of needle-like teeth, and I aim right down its throat. A hideous shriek goes up, then a second, but it comes from our left and belongs to a human. 
            Two of the abominations are pulling at him, their toothed limbs sinking deep into his flesh. I can’t tell who it is but it’s one of the old hands; he is screaming with his head thrown back. Then one of the spiked worming limbs slices through him diagonally, from shoulder to groin, and they tear him open. I can only watch as he peels apart in two pieces and the creatures immediately begin to retreat, carrying away their blood-soaked trophies as organs and guts spill out in their wake. 
            All over the deck similar sights reveal themselves: men and women are ripped to shreds, their blood is slippery on the riveted plates as we run, firing at anything that squirms. Cora and I sprint to the other side of the crew quarters, driving the creatures back with controlled bursts of gunfire, pushing the infiltrators to the edge of the Platform down onto the webbing, but no power is flowing through it, whether it has shorted out or we have finally run out of fuel, I don’t know, but they wriggle and writhe, entrapped within it, until they fall into the sea below.
             “There!” Cora points. Following her gaze I see a huge tear in the netting. 
             “Up to the control room,” I yell. I guide us back the way we came, up the stairwells and walkways until we reach the top level.  On the fire escape ladder we are suddenly greeted with the full force of the wind; it rips us down to the bone as we claw our way to the door. I can see Clook through the window – him and his cronies – nowhere near the carnage; they hide out of the way and a deep fury slices my heart black. I bang on the window, and they yell something I can’t hear, but I can see they are not happy to have us here. Cora smashes at the glass, and finally, someone lets us in.
             “Get out there and fucking-“Clook doesn’t get to finish: a right cross from Cora sends him sprawling backwards over the control panel. The two big guys move to stop her but I cover her with the machine gun.
            “Get the power back on.”
             “We don’t have the connection,” Clook whines.
             “Then get someone down there to fix it,” I insist, waving the gun at him. “You, who can fast weld?”
            “I can,” the other man says. “But I’m not going out there.” 
            “Well, you can get out there and do your job, or you can stay here and have your head blown off – your choice.” I tell him
             “I’ll get my gear,” he nods. For a coward, he has balls, I guess; either that or he plans to simply kill us the second we turn our backs.
            “I’m the chief. I’ll fucking have you dead for this,” Clook shouts, but no one is listening. He doesn’t seem to have noticed that rank no longer counts; like humanity, its day is over. Cora looks to hit him again, but he is worthless anyway.
  
                                                                        *
  
            Lokro works as fast as he can as we sway and bounce on the netting. I left Cora up with Clook to make sure he has no ideas of switching the power back on before we are clear – the little rat would kill us in a heartbeat to save his own miserable existence. I keep watch as Lokro threads metal wires into each broken loop and spot-welds them into place. It’s like a makeshift stitch but takes its time. It suddenly dawns on me how dangerous this actually is: one of the things could fall from the deck above or rip up from the pounding waves below and be through the torn spot in a sharp breath. But we have to carry on: getting it back online is the only thing that will keep the bastards out.
            “How’s it coming?” the transmitter hisses. 
             “Another couple of minutes,” I yell back over the fury of the ocean.
            “They seem to have cleared most of them out up here, but I hear one has got into the living quarters.”
            “Fuck!” I shake my head. “Okay, I will meet you there once we’re done.”
             “Understood,” Cora replies. Lokro works on the last piece, the flaring spit of the welding torch fighting the breeze as it burns incandescent. Several of the abominations now gather below us, perhaps attracted by the light or the stink of us, and I let off a few rounds, making him jump.
             “Done?” I scream at him as he snaps off the lance.
             “Done,” he nods, but before he can pack away one of the things comes tumbling down, shot to fuck and bleeding its black ichor everywhere. It squeals and hisses, thrashing its limbs and roaring in pain. Before I can react, it senses him and leaps into the air, a massive squirming blur; it has hold of Lokro in a second and he can only scream once before it forces one of its thick barbed limbs down his throat, shredding him internally. I fire at it, but it’s too late: Lokro quickly comes apart in showers of hot, red blood and organs. He goes down, and the creature, despite having a dozen wounds, begins devouring him in thick clotted chunks. I turn away and climb the ladder as he dies in segments. Fuck! He was useful, I think to myself.
             I clamber over the guard rail and almost have my head blown off by Skea as she levels her machine gun at me. 
            “Shit!” she screams above the never-ending wind. 
             “You nearly killed me!” I scream back. We both lean over the guard rail and see the writhing creature dragging a piece of Lokro across the netting. It has no escape route now, and she raises her gun to fire, but I stop her. “Waste of ammo,” I yell. I fumble with wet, gloved hands to find the transmitter and shout at Cora to fire up the web. In seconds the familiar hum sounds, followed by the crackle and screeching of the creature as it fries and burns, pieces of its meal exploding into flames with it. “Come on, there’s one in the living quarters.”
            Our heavy boots thunder over the metal plating, and up ahead, I can see the door wide open. It doesn’t appear forced, just like some fuckhead has left it standing wide and inviting anything inside. Plunged into the dark and breathing hard, we follow, cautiously trying to find it. I can smell its decay like death – a putrid air clings to these things like a shield – and carefully we press on in the eerie darkness, with only the green chemical lights casts twisting hideous shadows in every corner. Cora comes running up behind to find us.
             “Net’s back online,” she says.
             “We saw.”
             “Most of the deck is clear now.”
             “How many did we lose?” Skea askes in hushed nervous tones.
            “A dozen or so.”
             “Any of us?” 
             “Not that I know of. Jem and Helst are on the south, mopping up the last ones.”
             It is a relief to know our clique is safe. As for the rest, I regret losing a useful man like Lokro who had volunteered off his own back, but the others can go fuck themselves. And as for Clook hiding away in the control room, someone is bound to settle him soon enough. We creep further inside, the smell now heavy and thick, and my heart is ticking hard with fear as we round the corner. There is stuff everywhere: the creatures, so much bigger than a man, find it hard to move in the corridors without knocking down gun racks and uniform stations. When we reach the rec room, a couple of the tables are overturned and the black ichor from its wounds is smeared here and there.
            We enter the kitchens and immediately that sense kicks in, the one where you know someone or something is close by. It’s as if every living thing generates its own little field and it touches your own, shedding invisible sparks through your bones. My guts curl uneasily.
             “Who’s there?” Cora hisses, and there is a tiny whimper in reply.  It’s not from the creature, but a man. He crawls from under one of the shiny workbenches, having squeezed himself away, and I recognise him as Illen, the cook. Fucking coward, I think to myself, but then again, he is a master of cooking pots, not machine guns. I help him to his feet.
            “Thank you,” he blubbers and whines, his whole body shaking. We send him on his way up top, not needing him to get in the way or make things worse. Then it’s back to hunting, following the slimy black trail that cuts through the double doors and down to the supply deck.
            The cold begins to really bite on my bones, burrowing deeper like ice-laden maggots through the flesh as the three of us pick our way down further into the haze of midnight black. There are hardly any chem lights working down here now, so we hunt mostly by sound and scent, following the suffocating decay mists, a rancid inhale like open guts and festered gangrene, and then we hear it, clattering and slithering behind the tall racks. It sounds weak, almost done, and is moving slowly with a heavy dragging noise. But it’s just as dangerous wounded – probably more so – and rounding the corner, in the twilight green, I catch a glimpse of flailing, dripping tentacles and several wide and long-toothed mouths. 
             For a second I feel a flicker of pity in my soul, but then it turns and comes racing towards us and we open up the guns, ripping it apart in flying pieces. It screams – the loud sound of death – as we pour the bullets into it, the bursts of the guns illuminating the scene in a flashing strobe, and finally it stops moving, the rancid stink worse as it lies twitching and flexing in its death throes. Then there is silence, a ringing sound in the ears, making everything muffled. I hope I am not the one who has to clear it up.
  
                                                                        *
  
            The abominations have left little for our own cooking pots, we find, after having scavenged and cleared every scrap of human flesh from the Platform. The creatures themselves cannot be eaten, being laced with venom and poison. The old timers discovered long ago that eating them leads to madness and death in the most cruel and evil way. So instead we have to pick at what little remains of our comrades – a few limbs, some entrails and that is all. Illen has the job of making them into something edible and I don’t envy him.
            But at least there are fewer to feed now. I am not sure how many died, but we are still intact so that is all that matters. Clook, Meska and Juken all survived, naturally – it’s always the ones you despise who make it through. Maybe a dozen others have gone; there hasn’t been a full meeting so it’s impossible to tell. But word comes down the line that Lokro’s repairs are holding and the power is back to fifty minutes out of every hour. At that rate we have just over three days or so, but that is pure guesswork – nobody has come to tell us anything. 
             I shower with the others. The water at best lukewarm and doesn’t take the constant chill from the flesh; it only seems to compound it deeper. After we eat, I retreat back to my bunk, curling up tightly to try and generate heat. Helst found us each an extra blanket from those who no longer needed them, but it doesn’t help much: my teeth chatter and my body shivers and rattles.  The cold is something that eats you slowly, worming deeper inside, and once it has a hold it’s like your guts and heart turn to ice blocks, and I hate it. I would give anything to be home, away from this forsaken place. Where else is there now? It’s hard to comprehend that beyond this structure nothing remains. There has to be something, surely? I curl up tighter, wondering and dreaming, wanting so much for it to be over, but I know nothing will come. And even if it did, where upon a burned out cinder can a man live? I think we have to do something, but I have no idea what. Time is the wire that stiches together all fragments of memory, but the past means nothing when there is no future to look forward to. It just becomes a loose and empty thread unravelling in the mind and the soul, and all that is slowly comes undone as surely as if death itself has unpicked the stiches – all loosened and slipping through the fingers into the black. I turn over, hoping to wake somewhere far away from here, but know it’s not going to happen. My head hurts, and inside I die one piece at a time.
  
                                                                        *
  
             There is no doubt about it now, that Erana’s death was no accident. Someone sliced her throat wide open while she slept, and everyone is in fear. It seems the only question is what death it will be: murder, starvation or to be torn apart from the blighted, blackened creatures of the waves below. Helst keeps looking at me strangely and it sends a quiver of fear through me every time. Jem is still not off the hook and everyone is watching him. I still don’t think he has murder in his heart; he always seems too big and loud to be the kind who creeps and slivers through the dark, killing unseen or unheard. 
            And now everyone stays armed: guns become sleeping partners and constant companions; with so many safeties off, it’s bound to lead to war, you can sense it. Our little group is the one they all despise, and as we sit and eat the thin gruel of our former crew mates, Helst stares at me darkly and it stirs an eerie twisting to my guts. Skea remains impassive, Cora concerned, and Jem… Jem is, as always, loud and full of shit, but kind of good to know just in case. Or not, who knows?
             “We have to hit them first,” he grunts in a low voice as he spoons his food into his trench-like throat.
            “What’s the point? The power will go in days and we won’t be able to hold off the abominations for long,” Skea relies. There is no need to whisper now but everyone does anyway. We are abandoned by the others, avoided like some ancient curse.
            “If we finish the rest of them, we can cut down the fuel usage further, eke the food out longer,” he says. It won’t save Helst, I think to myself; he is still refusing to join us in our cannibalistic ways. Is it just principle, I ask myself again, or does he have a hidden larder somewhere on the station? But that is irrelevant to me at the moment. I can sense him becoming ever-more dangerous to me with his suspicious, piercing stares. I wonder if he is planning something dreadful, or merely biding time.
            “Why bother?” Skea lights a cigarette. “Just to grab a couple of extra days?”
             “I think you’ll find they will be coming soon for us,” Helst says softly. “They will already have had this conversation. It’s just a case of when.” He looks around us, then back to his hard scrutiny of me. “Someone has already started making the calculations of numbers over food.” His eyes narrow with a thin veil that squeezes on my heart. Yeah, you’ve worked it all already, I think to myself, and I realise just how dangerous he now is. I can feel the flesh crawling on the back of my neck just returning his gaze.
            “You think so?” Cora askes.
            “Yeah. I saw Meska and Clook together last night.  You can bet they are planning something. They don’t give a fuck about the rest of us; they just see us as a food supply.”
            “Exactly,” Jem mutters. “That is why we have to hit them first.”
            “Still don’t see the point,” Skea grumbles.
            “Then you might as well put a bullet through your brain now,” Cora snorts. “Save yourself the suffering.”
             “I intend to,” Helst says, and we all look hard at him. “When it gets real bad.”
            “Really?” Jem asks what we all thinking.
            “Yeah. Just not yet,” He glances at me, then sits back in a cloud of smoke. Nobody is sure what to say, and we know it doesn’t matter anyway. Everyone has that choice if they want it. I think about the abominations and I silently agree. That’s an easy one – a bullet in the head or being pulled limb from limb and devoured? Yeah, I would do it without question. But the past now burns to keep me alive. It’s interesting how his mind works, but I have to be very careful because I have caught his eye.
             “I think we should take turns on guard,” he adds, “No doubt they will come when we’re sleeping, so I think it’s best we are ready.” Yes, he has it all figured out, I think, but his constant attention makes me uneasy. He’s right though: they will come when they think we’re sleeping. It’s what we would have done. Probably tonight – there’s no point in wasting time.
  
                                                                        *
  
             Gunfire rips me out of a light and hazy sleep. Up the corridor I can hear Jem screaming for us and, as one, we are down on floor level and ready. I run up to meet him. He is at the junction and firing controlled bursts to the left, with Cora, Skea and Helst are not far behind. I crouch down and risk a quick look. I can see someone lying in a growing lake of blood, and there is movement beyond. I aim and take the shot, the machine gun alive and stinging my hands. It is so incredibly loud, and there is a scream. Someone thumps out of the dark, writhing beside their comrade, and Skea picks them off with a burst to the head, opening it up wide and spraying brains in all directions. 
             “Come on,” Jem yells, and we begin creeping down the dark maw, ready for any loose shot. It comes fast, shattering into the wall above my head and I shoot back with a scream on my lips, unheard above the din. I can smell blood, hot and metallic, as well as ripped flesh and urine, and the guns – that sharp burn that cloys the throat.
             “We have to make sure they don’t circle round behind us,” Helst hisses. I nod as he calls for Cora, and the pair of them head back the way we came. Slowly, we move forward, inch by inch; the doors on either side of the dark corridor are all open, so we have to be careful no one is lurking within. Its agonising crouching there in the dark, trying to see a flicker of movement, and when it comes, I almost jump from my skin to the ceiling as suddenly there is a blinding flash and a thunderous report of fire. From the right, I shoot back. I hear a scream, then fire again. Skea goes to check and puts a round through the fallen, just in case. There is one more turn in the tight corridor before the passage to the main entrance. Nothing moves. I am breathing fast. I hear gunfire far behind and know Helst has found someone. I’m caught between going on and heading back, wavering uncertainly until Jem tugs my arm and nods. So ahead it is. We keep on shuffling low as we pick our way to the corner.
             I wave a hand round the corridor and immediately there is gunfire. I’m lucky to have kept my fingers. Someone is down there, waiting for us. I poke the machine gun round and fire a few rounds, hearing the echoing whine of ricochets, of bullets bouncing all over. I must have hit something, I tell myself.  Jem looks over but nothing moves. We wait, just wondering and listening, but all I can hear is the ring of the shots deafening me. Skea lets off a few rounds and we wait again.
            “What do you think?” Jem whispers.
            “No idea,” I reply. It’s the truth: I cannot be sure anyone is still alive up there or not. I can’t sense anything. One of us has got to move so I decide it might as well be me. I lean carefully round and see a huddled shape on the deck. It looks dead but, unsure, I duck back. “One down at least,” I whisper. There are more gun shots from behind us. “Come on,” I say, and jump round the corridor, machine gun raised and ready to go. Again, nothing moves. Jem follows with Skea. I see something left; I fire, then crouch down before a burning curtain of bullets erupts, and I throw myself sideways, still firing. There is a shriek and I can just make out a stumbling figure, the clatter of a dropped weapon, and Skea rips into them with the trigger pulled. 
            Then there is silence. Except behind me. 
            I crawl around and see Jem lying there, covered in blood, and I curse. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Fuck! I go to Jem and see that his lower jaw is blown away; his mouth is now huge and spouting blood and teeth fragments. Blood is squirting from his chest too, and I can see he is done for. I reach out and hold his hand. His eyes are full of fear and puzzlement, and I try to smile and say something, but no words come out. Still he wheezes and hisses for breath with thick, bubbling blood running from the remains of his face. Skea goes up ahead, confirming kills and that the outer door is shut, and all the time I hold Jem’s hand until finally he goes. There is one more chest rise, then stillness. He is done. Fuck!
            “He’s dead?” Skea askes softly when she comes back to us. I just nod. Jem was okay – a good man. It shouldn’t be like this, I swear to myself. It shouldn’t! There is no way Jem should be dead. This is not fair, not at all, and I punch the floor in frustration.
            Helst and Cora arrive; seeing the mess, they shake their heads. Really, we are all dead now – one way or another – but no one wants to go before their ready. Least of all Jem, he would have clung on to the end of all things. 
            “We killed the cook,” Helst says softly. “Didn’t mean to. He came jumping out of the storage freezer and we popped him. Shame.” He doesn’t sound like he is that sorry, I think to myself. Illen may have been a coward, but he could cook. “There were three of them in the storage bay, but we got them too.” 
            “Okay, we have to keep this door guarded,” Skea says. “Take the bodies to the freezer, at least we have more food.”
            “Not Jem,” Cora says.
             “No, not Jem.”
             I end up guarding the main entrance while the three of them take the dead away. I am thinking of Jem and I shake my head, waiting for the bastards to try again. It isn’t long. I hear the main wheel begin to turn and I crouch in the dark, trigger ready, holding my breath. The door slowly opens, the wind immediately rips down the corridor in a long scream before blasting everywhere with its acid taste and sting to the eyes. I pause, unseen, cautiously watching them as they enter, not even knowing I am there. Until I open up with the machine gun. Fire spews from the barrel, bucking hot in my hands, and I carve into them. They have no time to react, instead they jerk and dance like severed string puppets, erupting into slivers of flesh and gluts of blood as they scream, too late. There are three of them; in seconds they are sliced from life into the long dark roadway of death. They clatter and fall inside, jamming the door open, and I see on the deck a couple of figures running, and throw a few shots their way – more in hope than anything else. I drag the dead inside, and doubt they will bother trying this way again. So it will be stalemate for a while, I guess. No problem.
  
                                                                        *
  
             I curse the fact they killed Illen as I hack the meat to the bone and carve it free. I have no idea how to cook – and certainly not a stew; instead, I just toss pieces into a skillet and fry them up.           It’s from the arm, and I didn’t bother to remove the hairs; instead, I just watch them blacken and curl in the pan. Why I ended up with this, I don’t know. I am sweating and struggling, trying not to burn the flesh to ashes as I stir it around. Probably because I got out of moving the bodies. I am cooking Juken, having been so pleased to hear of his demise. I started with the arms as that seemed the easiest place to cut.
            “How’s it going?” Cora comes into the kitchen.
            “I don’t know,” I say.
            “You need to turn the heat down a little,” she says.
             “Didn’t know you could cook,” I reply.
            “I can’t. But can see it’s burning,” she retorts.
             I shrug and turn the heat down. The meat stops sticking to the pan at least. It smells okay once the smoke dies away and I keep turning it over, watching the muscle and skin brown, the blood boiling in the oil.
             “How do you know when it’s done?” she asks over my shoulder.
            “I don’t, I just guess.” It looks hot, sort of cooked, and with one of the large knives I hack off a stringy-looking piece and taste it. It’s not bad, I think. Not as good as Illen’s stew, but when you are hungry, anything is better than nothing, I tell myself. Except for Helst, that is. I don’t know how he keeps going, at least if he is weaker, perhaps he will not be so dangerous to me. 
             “…I suppose.” Cora has been speaking and I didn’t notice.
             “What?” 
             “I said we attack them tonight, I suppose.”
             “Yes, well, they won’t try here again, so we have to.”
            “Why can’t we just stay here and wait for them? They will want food sooner or later.”
             “Yeah, but they have the control room. If they’re smart, they will be working on how to power down the web on our side, maybe look for a way to override the lower supply doors –anything. We have to finish them.” I start carving out portions of food, initially five, before remembering that Jem isn’t here anymore and Helst won’t eat. Again, I silently curse his death. Cora takes two of the plates and we head into the mess room to find Skea and Helst waiting. Skea is reloading the guns while Helst lounges back in his chair, smoking as usual. Perhaps it’s just a trick of the eyes, but he does look even thinner than before. The rigid stare remains the same though.
            “Food,” I say, as we hand out the plates. 
             “Sure you don’t want any?” Cora askes. Helst just shakes his head. It is of no concern of mine if he wants to deliberately starve himself to death. After all, he is planning to blow his own head off sooner or later. But that nagging instinct still keeps telling me to be careful around him. Not all enemies are outside the door.
             “Can’t be many of them left by now,” Skea says. She takes a bit of the blackened meat and shrugs, not that interested in how bad it tastes or looks.
            “I don’t know, I lost count,” Cora replies.
            “Clook, Meska for sure, and Gren and Sura… not seen Yost around for a while though, or Hela,” Helst says quietly.
             “Hela got it from the abominations. I saw one of her arms.”
             “And how could you tell it was hers?” Skea asks, to which Cora replies that she had a tattoo on her wrist, the name of her kid or something equally banal.
            “So maybe five. Clook will stay in the control room, no doubt about it, along with one of the others. Meska will be patrolling round with the other two, waiting for us,” says Helst. He stretches and all the bones in his fragile spine click loudly. 
            “So, what are we waiting for?” Skea askes.
            “Nothing but a cigarette,” I mumble through a mouthful of gristly, badly-cooked meat, and see no point in delaying.
  
                                                                        *
            I cough up the black tarry stuff as we head carefully across the Platform with our eyes everywhere, especially on the towers. The wind is constant and wrenches at us mercilessly as we skulk low.  Cora remains close to the entrance just in case anyone tries to backtrack on us. I follow Helst and can hardly see among the acid spray. The storms seem worse than ever, and there is no sign of life at all. I break right, heading to my position – the west tower. 
             Scaling the slippery ladder, it’s hard to hold on. I wonder if they are smart enough to have someone up here already; at least the constant howl of the wind obscures the sound of my boots on the wet rungs. I feel sick and try to concentrate as the whole thing sways in a maddening lurch. Up and up I go, trying to keep an eye upward but I can barely see until I reach the gun chamber. I pause for a moment, trying to see if anyone is lurking in the darkness, but I see no movement and drag myself inside. No, I am alone. They didn’t think that far ahead – unlike Helst. So I clamber onto the seat and strap on the nighteyes, swivelling the massive cannons toward the deck. It takes a moment to adjust, but I make out Helst and Skea, waiting beneath the central control Platform. I can only tell it’s them by their position; they are only a glowing green presence on the screen.  
             Slowly I swing the guns. There is not enough turn to directly hit the control room from here; they are at the limit of their turning arc, but as I sweep back again, I see two figures creeping along its underside. I know it’s not us, so with baited breath I pull the triggers. The huge recoil jolts my aching body and the sound is of a mechanical thunder tearing through the sky. Instantly the two green blurs in my night eyes explode into pieces. Another leaps into view, trying to run for the safety of the control room and I trigger up again, slicing the fleeing green blur in half. Three down, I think to myself, anymore? I zero in back to Helst and Skea; they are now creeping forward, giving a wave every now and then to let me know it’s them. Then I spot another pair, moving fast, heading to the east side and out of view, but Helst must have also spotted them because far away down there, I hear machine-gun fire. I pause, scanning all around.  Nothing is moving, only the gradual fading green smears that used to be people. Except one, slowly crawling, but it is of no real threat; their life is already bleeding away. Whoever it is just doesn't want to admit to death. They have spirit. I bet its Meska. After a few minutes, I see two figures emerge and wave directly at me. It must be over, I think to myself, so I carefully unbuckle myself and begin to climb off the cannon seat.
            And then I see something. 
            Out in the distance.
            For a second I have to convince myself it isn’t just a flare from the night-eyes still playing on my retina, but there, just at the horizon, I see a light. I peer intently into the blackness, swing the gun round and use the scopes. Sure enough, tossing and crashing on the relentless waves, there’s a light, a ship. I gulp, as hope, fear, wonder and terror flash through me all at once. I have to get down to tell the others. Fuck, so someone else made it after all. I almost run down the metallic rungs, slipping twice and nearly falling, but my brain is whirling with so many different thoughts, it’s hard to focus and maintain control. 
            “Hey, steady,” Skea yells as I jump the last few feet and almost knock her down.
             “There’s a ship,” I gasp for air and have trouble making myself heard.
             “A what?” Helst yells. He spits out the black tarry stuff and wipes his lips.
             “There’s a ship, out there,” I insist.
             “You’re joking,” they say.
             “Yes, for fuck’s sake! It’s a fucking ship,” I shout. The two of them look as confused as I feel.
             “Come on, let’s get to the control room,” Helst yells. He waves to Cora who comes to join us, and cautiously we thread our way through the gale.
             “You got them all?”
            “Clook is still up there with one of his friends. The rest are dead, save Meska.”
             “You left her alive?” I am shocked.
            “Only so you can gloat over her.”
             We round the corner and there she is, crawling on the deck plates, her legs blown right off by the twin cannons. She is screaming into the wind and dragging her shattered body along, with no real clue where she is going. I casually step on the trailing sinews and flesh, but she is oblivious, tearing free and leaving pieces of flesh behind her. It crosses my mind to finish her off, but she is beyond help anyway so I leave her to suffer.
            “Come on,” I mutter. 
            We creep up the steps, knowing Clook and his friend are the last ones, and as we reach the second flight, a burst of machine gun fire comes ripping through the dark. I duck down, immediately firing back, as does Cora, and holes rip through the door and I hear a scream. One of the big men tumbles forward, and he staggers, falling over the guard rail and crunching into the metal plates below.
            “Don’t shoot!” It’s Clook's whining voice.
             “Who’s in there with you?” Helst shouts.
            “No one, I’m alone.”
            “Out! Hands up!” Skea commands, and the door creaks open a little. We wait nervously. Suddenly a huge figure kicks the door open, but before he can even squeeze a shot, we carve him to pieces in a volley of shots. We were expecting something like that, knowing what a worm Clook is. 
             “Okay, now I’m alone. Look, there’s a ship out there!” he sniffs.
            “Hands up and get out here, now!” Skea orders.
            This time he appears with his hands in the air, trembling and shaking in the wind. His narrow face is a mask of absolute terror.
  
                                                                        *
  
            “No comms?” Helst asks. We are gathered in the control room. Clook is only alive, for now, because he may be useful to us. 
            “No, nothing,” Clook shakes his head. “It’s on an auto-dock cycle. It will be here in an hour or so.”
            “So it will swing around and line up on its own?” Cora asks, and I can see Clook thinking very carefully on his answer.
             “Yes… but obviously we have to fire the line.”
            “Then we don’t need you anymore,” Skea gives a very dark smile.
             “We have to cut the juice to the netting, otherwise we will not have enough fuel to power the line. Someone has got to balance the power demands,” Clook says. He reaches for a cigarette and guns level at him, just in case. “Easy, please…” 
            “Okay, you get to live for now,” skea growls, that same dark leer on her face.
            “Thank you,” he grovels. He lights his cigarette with hands that cannot still themselves.
             “So, we have no idea if anyone is on board?” I ask.
             “No,” Clook says. “But at least we know it’s one ours, otherwise it wouldn’t be on the auto.” I grunt and nod. I don’t like having to stand next to this cretin, let alone work with him. “I’m going to power down for a while.”
            “Already?” Helst raises an eyebrow.
             “We got about three hours left, that’s without what we need to fire the line. As it is, we will only get one shot.”
            “Great,” I mutter. “No pressure then.”
            “No. And by then the place could be crawling with abominations,” Clook mumbles.
            “With no guarantee there is anyone on the ship anyway,” Helst says softly.
            “But hopefully there will be food at least,” Clook replies. “Real food, I mean.”
            “It’s academic really. From what you’re saying the Platform is going to run out of juice in a few hours, and we don’t want to be there when it happens. Getting to the ship is our only chance,” says Helst, taking a cigarette from Clook’s packet. 
             “Fuck,” Cora mutters. That seems to be the word of choice for all of us right now.
  
                                                                        *
  
            She is listing on one side, looking like she has been holed under the waterline. It makes the shot harder, but it’s not impossible. But just to make it that much worse, the power has now failed to the net and the abominations are beginning to tear their way through. Everyone is clustered around the line fire except for Clook, who is hiding in the control room ‘monitoring the power’ he says.
            The warship is one of ours – a D class ship – not huge, but powerful. It has the same electric netting as ours, only facing downwards like a skirt, and above it is the two-metre socket for the line. It looks tiny from here, and with everyone standing around like a guard of honour, I sweat, my hands greasy in my gloves, with the mad urge for a cigarette cutting into my lungs. Okay, I tell myself, just focus. The small target wavers up and down. Just ignore everything…
            “You ready?” Helst yells above the wind. 
            “Yes,” I yell back. Fuck off! I think. I take a deep breath and try to ignore him. Then the guns begin to fire; all around me, they are firing.
            “They’re on the deck,” Cora yells. I can feel my heart beating hammer blows on my ribs and I think of how much I don’t want to be doing this right now. I wish I was with them, shooting at the creatures. I grind my teeth shut, counting the seconds of the port’s travel up and down, calculating the distance.
            “There’s two heading for the control room!” Helst yells. Shut it out, I tell myself. Shut it all out. Focus on the target; its motion, the arc of travel. I feel my trigger finger seize and my heart calm as the target is set and I fire. The ‘poonclaw races across the distance, true like a spear, the wire in tow and it hits the black port. Immediately I hit the mag switch and the claw disappears inside, the second takes forever, but the green light flickers on and its locked into place. Then the huge pipe begins to turn on the wheel, the wire dragging it across the gulf. Cora yells, but I hold my breath until the control panel shows green all the way; the pipe slips into the port and dock, beginning to pressurize with a familiar loud, burning hiss.
            One shot. Dead on.
             I jump from the claw cannon and join the firefight. There is a strange feeling, of satisfaction and pride mixed with horror at the squirming things all round us. Up on the gantry I see two of the creatures battering on the safety glass; inevitably it shatters and the loathsome things squirm their way inside and that is that for Clook. I’m not sure I really hear the terrible scream or perhaps it is just the wind, but his days are done.
            It’s time to leave.
             More of the creatures are clambering up on deck and I head to the line wavering up and down. As it pressurises, it becomes solid enough to walk in. I just have to wait for the hand lines to raise. Come on, fucker! I think to myself. They slowly lift and create a narrow pathway to the ship across the boiling ocean. I wave the others to join me. We really have to go right now: there are now maybe a dozen of the writhing creatures now, all closing in. 
            “Come on!” I yell at them. I step onto the piping, feeling it judder under my weight; still greased from the last maintenance it is slippery and I have to grab the hand wires to steady myself. I shout again, then begin to cross. It’s a hand-wire walk above an acid sea full of vicious, twisted monsters who will devour anything except each other. No pressure, I tell myself, and wonder if I am just trying to make myself feel better. The gunfire goes on, and I see the Platform below disappear, giving way to the churning relentless waters, fuck! Not looking down is better, so I focus on the port opposite, my  boots slipping on the grease, the wind trying to prise the hand wires from me, and out in the open, its hell as the wind rips hard and the spray burns at my eyes. The pipe shudders as someone else steps on, but I don’t look back. It’s maybe twenty metres, or thirty, I don’t know; it’s still a long way to safety, but I keep myself moving. There is another judder as someone else comes on board. I am leaving the Platform forever; there will be no way back from this, not after the pipe is discarded. I just hope it’s worth it. Halfway across, looking from side to side, the sea is endless on both dark horizons and it makes me feel a little sick to see it. 
            I keep going, the squall trying to take me, and my feet slip in the grease. It’s hard to breathe and my eyes are squeezed almost shut as I hold on for all I am. I feel the shudders through the pipe of those behind me, and then I sense the ship up close – an overpowering presence that shields me from the worst of the wind. I feel relief as it gets easier, and I make the last few metres almost at a run. 
            I cower in the portal. Jammed above the pipe is the emergency entrance and the line control, and I turn to see where everyone is. Skea is almost here, Helst is halfway across and Cora far behind. She is firing at the creatures, walking backwards along the pipe. It’s insane! She will be snatched over in an instant, if the things don’t reach her first. I open up the emergency controls, locating the door and the emergency jettison. 
            Skea clambers up beside me and for a second is panting hard for breath, scrubbing the sea-spray from her eyes. 
            “You okay?” I yell.
            “Yeah,” she nods. I hit the ‘open’ release and she begins turning the wheel until it clicks and opens. She climbs in, leaving me to dump the line. Seeing Helst is almost here, it crosses my mind to do it now, but I can’t, not while Cora is out there and still has a slim chance. Maybe Helst senses my thoughts because he runs the last few metres and reaches the portal. Without a word, he enters the ship and I am left to watch Cora fighting her way. Come on, I urge her on silently. She is not even halfway here, and the things are trying to negotiate the slippery surface of the line: one tumbles down into the water below but two more seem to have better grip and are chasing her down. I lean back, trying to aim at them, but her huddled form is blocking the shot. There is nothing I can do but wait to see if she makes it. It’s a horrible feeling, just standing there, watching, feeling the past bite and stir up again,, and she begins to panic, trying to run, but it’s hopeless. Her boots are slipping, the wind tearing at her, and right behind her, one of the things is gaining ground. I yell to her but it is no use: the wind rips her right from the line and takes her away, flying for a second then down and down into the dark boiling waters. Fuck, I think to myself. I can’t even see where she hit. She is already under, and below the creatures wait, eager to devour her.
             I jettison the line quickly. The explosive bolts are loud; they thunder through the ship, almost throwing me aside. The pipe whips away, taking the two abominations with it. There is no way back now, and seeing the Platform swarming with creatures, it was the only option. With one last look down into the water, I edge my way to the door and seek shelter from the storm.
  
                                                                        *
  
            I could tell the second I entered there was nothing living on the ship. The stink of death and corpses hangs thickly everywhere. We gave a cursory search and found nothing but decomposing crew members, and in truth, none of us were that surprised. We wandered around shouting for anyone, but it soon became clear no one was coming to greet us. After finding the first dead man, we knew, so we made our way up to the bridge. Helst checked on the fuel supplies, and there isn’t a great deal left – certainly not enough to get us anywhere. The good news though is that it’s not sinking – at least not immediately anyway. Most of the damage is sealed off by emergency bulkheads, but there is still flooding on the three lower decks. There was some attempt to pump her out, but the crew didn’t live long enough to fix it.
            We watched the video logs left by the captain, and now with horrible certainty we know that the final war took place. It was a strange, quiet moment as we heard him recording at 2.30am ship time that total war was unleashed. Continent 2 had fired first, and everything went to fuck with a full on chemical and storm fire conflict. In the space of two hours, all life in the world was decimated, incinerated and thrown into the air as ash. This ship, LKH77, was ordered to attack all enemy vessels, but was hit before it had a chance to get seriously involved. And then, crippled in the water, the fuckers unleashed chem bombs, the crew doing their best to outrun an attack flotilla, but had no chance. It took a week for everyone to die; they set an auto course to us in hope of rescue but died a long time before getting here. The air scrubbers just couldn’t clean the air fast enough. Though Helst says the ship is now decontaminated, the process still going even though the crew had long since expired.
             We sat there for several hours in the captain’s room watching the logs, still raw from losing Cora, only to discover the world was indeed finished. It was a horrible realisation to know everything was over. We knew in our hearts weeks ago, but to have it confirmed and made real, that was tough on all of us. We argued a lot of what to do, whether to try and make it home or to just stay where we were, but in the end, there is nothing to head back to anyway. Helst just wanted to get clear of the Platform; Skea wanted to try for home, and me, I didn’t care either way. In the end, Helst won her over, so he piloted the ship on a southward course and then shut down the engines, letting her drift. The fuel is more important for the electric webs, he argued. They would be down in days if we sailed too long, so best to conserve it and keep the stinking creatures at bay. The Platform has now vanished on the horizon. I watched it diminish and shrink as we pulled away, and then was lost, swallowed in the dark, just a tiny speck that soon became nothing.
            At least there is real food. There is a good variety of things, but it’s funny really, I find myself missing the stews made up by Illen in his last days, when the meat was human. I guess that is wrong but I don’t really care. There was no way we wanted to cook up the crew from here, and so we dumped them over the side; some ended up in the webbing and fried, while others just fell apart on the journey down. We have made the ship our own for now. This wasn’t exactly what I wanted, but it’s better than being dead, I suppose. I stand up on the deck. The ship takes some getting used to – the rolling and movement makes me feel a little sick at times; at least most of the time the Platform was reasonably stable. I watch the water, the endless tide in turmoil, and think of the world now in ruins, thanks to us. I understand a bit better now why Helst says he is going to kill himself – even the small pleasures of food and cigarettes can’t hold back the desire to escape.
  
                                                                        *
  
             “You think he’s got this right?” Skea askes as we wade, up to our knees in acid water. We are down in the lower levels, Helst having discovered another leak.
             “He showed me the read outs, looks like something has failed somewhere,” I reply. If we can find where it’s coming from, we might be able to fix it, or at least pump it out, otherwise it will slowly keep creeping its way up and eventually sink us.
            We have been here a week now, just drifting, adjusting. At least we all now have separate quarters and can sleep in reasonable comfort. But the trouble is, according to Skea at least, if you sit alone too long you end up thinking too much, so we end up hanging around together most of the time. Me, I am not that bothered, but she seems to be. I am used to the well-worn tread of my own thoughts, and back to where they lead. It is a journey I have made countless times; I know every metre of the road and every dark corner of the track. And every time it leads back to City Block Gamma. For all the time I’ve spent there in my head, I may as well have stayed.
             “I miss Jem. And Cora,” she says, as we go on wading through the icy-cold acidic sea water. I just shrug. Missing them will not change anything, I think to myself, they’ll still be dead. I sweep the torch beam over the racking and corridors, looking for some clue as to where we holed, but so far I can find nothing. My feet feel like solid ice blocks and it’s hard to keep going. Why Helst couldn’t help, I don’t know. Perhaps he is turning into Clook. Perhaps he is going to start hiding away and handing out orders. It doesn’t matter, I suppose. He is just as dangerous now to me as he has ever been, and I keep my door locked at night, just in case he wants to pay a nocturnal visit.
            We trudge on. I pause to light up a cigarette and hear Skea up ahead. I am still thinking of Helst when I hear her shout. I wade towards her, the torch beam bouncing in tight circles through the shadows. She is at one of the interior doors and can’t shift the wheel.
            “Help me open this thing, will you?” she grunts. I grab hold and try to move it. My wet hands slip over it and I have to try and wipe them down on my sides. After the second try, it moves, and I open it, a flow of black pouring knee-height from the seals.
             “There you go,” I mutter.
             “I-“ 
            I never hear the rest of it as a writhing tendril limb comes from the dark, its scythe-like claw slashing across her throat. She sprawls back as I slam the door, locking the wheel into place. The abomination’s limb severs and it falls, twitching spasmodically in the sea water. The fucking things have found a way in.
            Skea is trying to scream, her hand over her throat as gushes of hot blood pour through her fingers. I grab her and drag her through the dark, to the bulkhead, sealing off the section as she gasps and twitches on the floor. Fuck! I try to help but the wound is too deep, through the artery, and she is going down fast. It didn’t even occur to us that the bastard things would have worked their way this far up. There is nothing I can do but watch. Again. The story of my whole life in one sentence. Her eyes are wide as she coughs up mouthfuls of blood. I try pressing on the gaping cut, but I know she only has a few seconds left. This was not meant to be. It should be Helst lying here breathing his last choked-up breaths. 
            I reach down and wipe the blood from her face and then I kiss her. There is a wild look of surprise as I taste the metallic blood on her and suddenly desire overwhelms me. I tear open her waterproof, fumbling at her breasts as she chokes and coughs, too weak to stop me. A mad fury takes over and I rip her clothes aside. Her breathing becomes shallow, her body trembling, as I run my hands over her, leaving thick, warm blood trails on her pale skin. My erection pulses hard as I disrobe. She fades out, dead, but I have no care; instead, my fingers probe between her legs as, insane with lust, I stroke my cock. Deliberately I bathe my hands in her blood, feeling it hot on my skin and smear it over my pounding erection, and then, I make love to her, drenched in sweat and hunger, and all the time there is no resistance, yet her body holding onto its warmth. With a grunt, I ejaculate, deep inside; semen and blood mingle in a ballet of intoxicating fluid. It takes several moments to stop shaking as I lie beside her, brushing the hair from her wide open eyes. It was more beautiful than I could have dreamt, and I kiss her once more, deeply. Her tongue is still, her jaws open. As the heat cools and the madness dies, carefully I dress us both again, the drying scarlet on my flesh decorating me in swirls of death and lust. I smoke a cigarette as she stares into oblivion. And then I think about Helst. There is just the two of us left, and I know our moment together has come.
  
                                                                        *
  
             I told him that Skea was dead, and that the creatures are now up on the fourth deck. He let out a long and sad sigh, and went back to his quarters. I know what is to come.
  
                                                                        *
  
             I sit waiting in the mess hall, smoking cigarettes and drumming my fingers. Finally, he arrives, as I knew he would. He walks in, a semi-automatic in his hand, and it wavers in his grasp as he sits opposite. He has a bottle of whisky and pours us both a measure in our plastic cups, and for a while, we just sit looking at one another in silence.
  
                                                                        *
  
            “So,” Helst finally speaks after his second drink. 
            “You can put the gun down,” I tell him. “It’s only a threat if someone cares. You can kill me or not, I am unconcerned either way.” He rests the pistol before him, in easy reach, just in case. 
            “Were you going to kill all of us?” he asks, straight to the point.
            “No.” It’s the truth. I was going to save the five of us; the rest were irrelevant.
             “What about the Marshall, did you kill him too?”
            “Yes. He was smart. He would have done the same.”
            He pauses, taking another cigarette and lighting it with the first. His eyes bore into mine as if he is trying to see into my soul, but somehow I think he will be disappointed. There is no monster within, just me.
            “You know, before I got conscripted, I wanted to be a lawyer,” he says softly, with plumes of smoke come from his nostrils. “You know why?”
            “Because you believe in the law?” I reply.
            “No, because I believe in justice; the two aren’t always the same thing. Most of the time the laws are just the cages that hold the poor.”
            “And the rich men hold the keys?”
             “Yes,” he nods. “Exactly.” 
            “This going anywhere?” I ask. What does he want me to do? Break down in tears and say I’m sorry? Yeah, I saw the situation: we were running low on food, too many people on deck, so I started to get rid of some of them. I think half the people would have come to the same conclusion sooner or later.
            “I was just wondering how you got so fucked up,” he says, his fingertips near the gun, as if I am about to leap over the table and grab him or something, but of course, that isn’t going to happen. I’m not like that.
            “Long story.” 
             “Well, we have time.”
             “No. Not for that.” No, I think to myself, I don’t want to talk about that to him. It’s my problem, not his.
             “This is probably your last chance to talk to anyone about it,” he says.
             “Things have got bad enough for you now?” He knows what I mean, there is no need to spell it out.
            “Yeah.”
             “I’m sorry to hear that.” I light another cigarette. “This was not how I wanted it. I wanted the five of us to make it.”
            “Why? You don’t care.  You’re some kind of psycho – no emotions, no attachment. Why the fuck would you care about the rest of us?” He pours himself another drink.
            “I’m not a psycho.  I have emotions.” That is true, though most of them are negative yes, and I do keep everyone at a distance, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want them around.
             “So you’re more like some narcissist or a sociopath? It’s all the same.”
             “They’re just bullshit labels, they don’t mean anything.” I look intently at him. Soon, he is going to get up, go back to his room and blow his head off, because he doesn’t want to be alone with me. He remains silent for a moment, pouring us another drink.
            “You are the worst person I have ever met,” he says finally.
             “And the last.” I drink the bitter whisky down.
             “If they were all like you, that would be a blessing,” he says. He can see this is going nowhere. I think he wanted more, some resolution, or an answer, but I have none I want to give. So we two are the last of the world, and have little more to say to one another.
             “Won’t you reconsider? Things may change.” It is not me begging, just an honest question.
             “No, no point now. Perhaps you should have killed me earlier,” he shrugs.
             “I wanted to. But not now.”
             “Why? Because you don’t want to be alone?” He raises an eyebrow.
            “No, because now you are no danger to me. There is no one to tell anymore. You knew it was me, and I didn’t want you to tell the others. Now they are gone, it doesn’t matter.”
             “You really are fucked in the head.” He looks away for a moment.
             “We all are, really,” I reply.
            “Not like you,” he says. He stubs out his cigarette and climbs to his feet, taking the pistol in his hand, and for a second I wonder if he is going to do it here. No, he doesn’t want an audience, just wants to go his own way. “I may not be the last man standing, but I am the last good man.”
             “You are. I always admired that. A man of principle.”
             “Yes,” he smiles. “And staying with someone as corrupt and polluted as you is more than I can bear.” He pushes his way from his chair. “So I wish you goodbye, and wish it had been anyone other than you here with me now.”
             “Okay,” I shrug. They’re his feelings, not mine. He walks away, leaving me to the silence of the mess hall and the constant rolling of the ship. Twenty minutes later, I hear a muffled gunshot and know that I am now completely alone.
  
                                                                        *
  
            Standing on the deck, watching the ocean as it boils and churns, I look up to the black ash skies and still long to see that aurora one more time. I keep thinking of them all. Helst didn’t understand that I wanted us to be together. I don’t think he believed me, not that it matters anyway.             I am alone, as I have been for so long – a horrible dark place to stay locked and barred within the shadows of my head. I so wanted to reach out but couldn’t. I can say it wasn’t my fault, but I know deep down that is a lie, as everything always has been. I so long to be ordinary, and now as the last man, I guess I am – both ordinary and unique, leader and follower. For this brief span remaining I am all things and nothing. But I always wanted to be like the other people, and now the only way I can is by death, but I am not that kind I have decided. Not like Helst.
             I stumble back inside, climb the stairs to the bridge and sit up there for a while hiding from the wind, watching the gauges and the dials, not that I understand much about them, but at least they move. And as I sit I find my mind wandering back to City Block Gamma, right back where I started.
            I was only eleven at the time. We lived in the City Block with thousands of others, in a small cramped apartment on the fourth floor – me, my parents and of course Dresha, my older sister. I saw little of my parents growing up as they were always working, Dresha was the one who raised me. She was a goddess to me: a friend, a second mother, a sister – everything. But when she was seventeen, she started to change, I didn’t understand it much back then, but she was now a woman, with a tight circle of friends and a lover, Klune. I didn’t like him – he was a ghost who haunted our little world, and when he came over, she was always different, suddenly grown up and without time for a bratty little brother. I really began to hate him – just jealousy, I suppose. It is the way of things, I see that now – people are transient, just shadows in your life and only there at the edges.  She got into all kinds of drugs thanks to him, and I watched her become someone else, so remote and cold at times and angry and frustrated at others. And just when he had done about as much damage as he could to her, he dumped her for another girl. I still hate him now, and even though he is now dead, for me he will never be dead enough.
             Time passed through a long hot summer and Dresha seemed to fall apart, hiding in her room, spiralling deeper into despair. As a kid, I didn’t understand most of it, I just saw the pain she was in. And by the time I started back at the Ed block after the holiday, she was no longer the sister I knew. 
            And then that day came round.
             I was walking home, my backpack on my shoulder, cursing at the time spent in mindless classrooms, kicking stones and plotting some imagined escape, then I noticed up ahead a crowd of people of all ages, male and female, jostling for position as the Security held them back. Being curious I went to see what the commotion was, and following there gazes, as I arrived, I saw a lonely looking figure on one of the balconies. It was Dresha. I recognised the clothes and the way she stood. I couldn’t make out her face at that distance, but it sent a cold wash of panic through me. I grabbed one of the Security, yelling at him that it was my sister that I had to speak to her. Tears fell down my dusty face, and my little voice was lost among the crowd. They were shouting: “Jump!” at her and I was screaming at them to stop. Some changed position to gain a better view, while others were filming the whole thing on their mini-coms. I was shrieking and kicking, begging for them to stop, for the Security to let me go to her, and all the time, this band of hateful cretins were jeering her. These were people we knew, suddenly turned to monsters, and as I lashed out and struggled, the Security dragging me from the crowd. I ranted and cursed, fought and yelled, and yet this crowd wanted her to do it just to entertain their little lives. That day, everything in me died with her or at least, the good boy I had once been. I couldn’t believe how cruel ordinary people could be. I hated them and wanted to rip them limb from limb, but some of them thought it funny and filmed my distress too. It was the worst of moments, watching these adults, calling on my beloved sister to jump just for their pleasure. 
            And then she did.
            I saw her launch herself forward as I struggled with a male and female Security, watching her tumble with a slow, sickening feeling. Everything was so clear: the warmth of the sun, the smell of the dry, patchy grass, her almost graceful descent with her clothes billowing before she hit the ground with a bone-snapping crunch that haunts me even now. Then her blood spraying up the walls as, headfirst, her skull smashed and opened up.
            And some of the fuckers actually cheered.
             I have never felt so much hurt; in a second of time stretched out forever like a black wire stitch through the soul.
            I heard one of the Security swear, and they loosened their grip enough for me to squirm free and run to her but they snatched me away before I could. The thing on the concrete could not be my beloved sister, not Dresha. But it was. And still the fuckers were filming, already uploading it to the network, laughing. Thinking it was funny.
             It destroyed me, my parents – everything. They put me in a hospital in the end, for over a year, but how was I to deal with it? I couldn’t. Instead, I pushed it all down and separated myself from the world. Always I kept up that barrier between me and the rest, the only feelings surfacing were of fear and hatred and betrayal, that ordinary people, people I knew, could do such a thing. 
            Disturbed, they said. Indeed.
             At thirteen, I was am I am now – the man I have become already set – and of course, I managed to kill two of the fuckers. One I threw down the lift shaft when it was being repaired, the other I dissected with slow deliberation in the Block basement. I would have killed every one of them but I couldn’t recognise the rest because of my time in the hospital. In fact, even now, I would kill them and their families and friends – every relationship their corrosive touch had come upon.  
            My parents lost themselves in drugs, and I fell further from all others, suppressing and holding onto the barrier like a shield. I could never get close to anyone after that, so lonely and cold was I, my hatred burning deep below the surface like a central core of molten flame, and keeping it down, choking on the fire just so I wouldn’t dissolve completely.
            That is Gruz. And perhaps it is ironic that I am the last.
            I light another cigarette, watching the dials and readouts, thinking of City Block Gamma. Of Dresha. Of nothing. I can’t pretend it is my excuse, because it’s deeper than that: it’s all I am since Dresha jumped for all those cretins to watch and laugh and film. I never got to be the man I was supposed to be. I am the man I am now. The last one.
 
                                                                        *
  
             So now it’s just a question of waiting. Unlike Helst I won’t end it myself. Instead, we shall just have to see. It’s funny how it all turns in a circle, the outside world now mimicking the inside, that I did my best to save someone and ended up alone again. Thinking of those who called for Dresha’s death, at least I have outlived them and they will be forgotten in their ash-strewn sky while I remain and sit and watch. I already know what I want my last words and thoughts to be, and they didn’t get that chance as they were turned to vapour along with all the others. And somehow, that makes it all worthwhile in the end. I have nothing and I want nothing, no stray radio transmission or lights of a rescue ship on the horizon. For once, being truly alone is to be free, for now there is no one else to compare with, no one to sit in judgement, and no one to despise. It is perhaps fitting that I am the last one, and it almost raises a chuckle in my throat, or at least in my heart. The ship drifts on, the tide still rolls, and the hideous creatures beneath the waves will soon be all there is left to speak of life once here. I know they will never fuck things up as badly as we have, and at least in life they themselves are blameless. 
            It doesn’t matter now, and it never will again. But in a way, just by breathing, I am taking my revenge over all those fools who laughed and jeered and enjoyed their sunny afternoon. I light a cigarette, watching the acid sea boil, and just once I yell her name to the shrieking wind so that she might not be forgotten, for while I am here, she won’t be. And as for all the others, I did my best, but it wasn’t me who took their lives away – not really. It was sealed and finished long before I arrived, long ago at the City Block Gamma, which now, I guess, is ashes too. The reason we don’t make it is because we don’t deserve to in the end. It is almost a crime that I should be last, but somewhere you can hear that deep chuckle of the universe as it plays its little games with us, with her, with me. And my last breath will be the telling one, where we finish as we began, in darkness and in ashes, and it does not weigh heavily upon my shoulders, because I just don’t care and never did. And in a way, I find that is kind of funny, and smile into the wind, watching the black waves rolls as they will forever, with or without us, without end. 
            So I will wait until it’s done. And if I have my way, my last word will be my sister’s name, the only one who mattered. It will be the last one called aloud, and if it goes that way I will be happy. And nothing will have been in vain.
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