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Note on the text
 
These stories have been contributed by a diverse range of authors from all over the world. For consistency, UK English has been used as a standard throughout this book.
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Story Synopses
 
To Sing of Chaos and Eternal Night (Lucas Bale)
 
A nameless soldier whose consciousness is fed into the neural pathways of an armoured robotic machine fights an endless war, dying over and over only to be re-awakened each time to fight again. One of the last remaining few struggling to hold back a seemingly invincible enemy and rescue mankind from extinction. His old life is no longer even a faded memory. All he knows is war.
 
XE, or People Are Crazy (S. Elliot Brandis)
 
Bradley wakes on an unexplored planet, light years away from Earth. He has a simple mission – explore the new world, determine if it’s suitable for human settlement, and send a signal back to Earth. After that, he can live out his life, alone with his thoughts on a strange planet. It’s a peaceful end to a troubled life. But when he discovers he’s not alone, life becomes anything but peaceful. 
 
Grist (J. S. Collyer)
 
Wyatt remembers when the land outside was fresh with wind and green with grass. Then the wars came, and then the Union rose to stop them. Wyatt is now in a world that is all about survival, manual labour the only thing he can trade and a refinery that manufactures bloodgrease under contract from the Union, the only institution that will take him. But he never stops dreaming of the outside and daring to believe there is a way to find his path home.
 
Merely A Madness (S.W. Fairbrother)
 
There’s not much left on Old Earth except mines, mud, and resentful locals. It’s hardly a good place for a holiday, but Hannah’s been bitten by the nostalgia bug and she can’t stay away. And Mullen? He always gives Hannah what she wants, even if it means he’s become an expert at only seeing what he wants to. Soon what was meant to be a week-long holiday in the slums spirals out of control, and Mullen has to decide just how much he will give up for the love of his life.
 
Revolver (Michael Patrick Hicks)
 
In a near-future America, a crowd-funding platform, Revolver, has been established by the nation’s moneyed elite to combat the nation’s increasing blight. The latest participant is Cara Stone, a depressed woman with nothing left to lose. The corporate states of America are hungry for blood, and Cara promises to deliver.
 
The Happy Place (Harry Manners)
 
Michael Tanner always knew he was meant for the stars and his dream took him from the corn fields of Nebraska to the first inhabited colony on Mars. Years later, that dream is in ruins – the Red Planet has ripped away almost everything he has ever loved. Widowed and relegated to the role of a postdoctoral janitor, he struggles to raise two children on an alien world. When the mission commander loses touch with reality and endangers the entire station, all that stands between Michael and insanity is reliving the false memory of his dreams: the Happy Place. 
 
Renata (Nadine Matheson)
 
In a bleak near-future, where a select few have been born with the ability to see events before they happen, Kaoru Jacobs has a simple job. He is an assassin. He kills, waits for his next assignment and then he kills again. On December 2, 2049, Kaoru receives his next target: Renata Cambridge, head of the Artemis militia group. A woman who has been dead for over twenty years. The assignment means the resurrection of a secret time travel project and a journey back to 2014. Failure will result in his being stranded in a time where he does not belong and a paradox that might just kill him. 
 
Cold Witness (A. S. Sinclair)
 
In 1976, RAF radio engineer John Marshall takes an assignment at an abandoned military complex on the east coast of England. As he journeys deeper into the heart of the facility, he begins to suffer hallucinations, shifts in time and memories that are not his own. If his life is a dream, who is the dreamer? And whose reality will he wake up to?



Foreword by Jennifer Foehner Wells
 
Home is a name, a word, it is a strong one; stronger than magician ever spoke, or spirit ever answered to, in the strongest conjuration.
 
Charles Dickens
 
Every astronaut or cosmonaut who has ever climbed into a capsule or shuttle has willingly seated himself or herself over millions of pounds of rocket fuel, knowing full well that there may be no return trip possible. They go anyway.
A lot of people think astronauts are brave. Some assume they must be type-A compulsives or manic risk-takers. Others just call them crazy. And most of us probably don’t give them much thought at all. But these men and women may just be the most sane and supremely altruistic individuals among us.
As I write, the Dutch non-profit venture Mars One has just announced that it has whittled down its original list of 200,000 volunteers to one hundred men and women, from whom twenty-four will be chosen to go to the red planet. Mars One plans to launch the first four astronauts in 2024, sending another team of four every two years after that. Their objective will be to establish a permanent colony on Mars.
These very real people – people who will leave behind parents, children, siblings, pets, jobs, hobbies and neighbours – will not be coming back to Earth. Each of the hundred finalists is well aware that he or she is unlikely to survive longer than two years on Mars, due to radiation exposure alone. It may be worse than that. A recent MIT study concluded that it was improbable that current technology could keep Mars One expedition members alive for more than 68 days. One Mars One applicant, Alison Rigby, was quoted as saying, “We’re all going to die, but it’s important what you do before you die.” 
Let us hope, for their sakes, that technology improves greatly in the years between now and 2024.
The mere thought of being utterly cut off from home fills most of us with dread. It’s considered by many to be a sentence worse than death. We all want to return to the bosom of our home, our family, our world.
So why will the Mars One colonists do it? The answer is astonishingly simple, though it may not be readily apparent to most of us. These volunteers know something – something that the rest of us, already unable to face our own mortality, are incapable of recognising, much less facing. 
All of humanity’s eggs are in one basket.
This mission to Mars is not just about adventuring, science, fame, or bravery. It’s not ‘because it’s there’. It’s not even about any particular vision of disaster, like the possibility that humans have poisoned the Earth, or that the human population will grow until the Earth’s ability to sustain our civilization pushes past a theoretical apex, leading to a crash on an apocalyptic scale. There is simply so much more that could go wrong.
We assume that life is stable, but entropy is always working against the order we so naively cling to. More than five hundred small asteroids are estimated to have struck Earth in the last twenty years alone, but it took one exploding over the city of Chelyabinsk, Russia in February 2013 to put the danger they pose on the world’s radar. NASA has begun to track asteroids that could be a potential threat to our survival, and the beginnings of mitigation solutions are being discussed and developed. Nothing effective has been implemented yet.
Had a large asteroid struck in 1972, we’d likely have gone the way of the dinosaurs without even seeing it coming. Everything we cherish about our humanity would have been lost to the ages. Our beautiful planet would have become a tomb, an artefact.
Asteroid impacts are merely one concern among many. There are the spectres of extreme climate change, super-volcanic eruption, and nuclear disaster to keep us awake at night. A massive solar flare and its accompanying coronal mass ejection could scorch the earth. A pandemic could ravage us, our livestock, or our crops. It could even be something we are blissfully unaware of at the moment.
There is no way around it. We must, as a civilization, push outside the safe envelope of Earth’s gravity well if we want to endure as a species. The scale of the risks, and of the stakes, should push us to do this as soon as possible.
Why not wait until the technology improves? 
Time and again NASA has proven that technology arises from the act of doing, of solving each new problem as it arises, and that will only happen if we continue to push forward. Necessity is the mother of invention and opportunity does not wait forever. Every time the budget is slashed, each project that is delayed or red-penciled, marks another potential advancement or discovery lost to the ether. 
The failures of the past weigh heavily on the space programs of the world. Soyuz flights 1 and 11. Apollo 1. Challenger. Columbia. Some have cited these tragedies as reasons to back away from the expensive endeavour of space exploration. The world has gone into recessions. Funding has plummeted. Missions have been cut. The reusable space shuttles were never used to their full potential, and when they were finally retired there was nothing ready in the US to replace them.
Through the pleasure of science fiction we can skip over this painful expansion phase, if we choose. We revel in the excitement of adventure and exploration, escaping the modern feeling of being trapped in the mundane, while we sit in safety. Through the imagination of a talented author we vicariously explore new worlds, speculate about the cultural differences between species that evolved on wildly different planets, glory in a character’s triumph over a galactic bad guy – and we imagine the technologies that will take us to these fantastic places. 
It is, in fact, this kind of imagination that will save us, as a species. Many an engineer has confessed to being drawn to the profession with the secret desire to create the tools that he or she had seen or read about in science fiction stories.
There is much talk about the predictive power of science fiction. We can bring our imagined future to fruition. Science fiction is full of stories of colonization of other worlds, with good reason. The crew aboard the ISS and the volunteers for the Mars One project are just the first page of the new future we’re writing now. A Moon base, colonies on Mars, or outposts on other planetary bodies in our solar system will only be a small start. Life is fragile. We must spread out as a strategy for long-term success.
Like the characters in the stories you are about to read, the world’s astronauts and cosmonauts are giving humanity a great gift. By being the first to undertake these journeys, they are acknowledging that the survival of humanity is more important than their own individual lives, even if there is no way home.
 
 
Jennifer Foehner Wells
2015
 



To Sing of Chaos and Eternal Night
By Lucas Bale
 
 
Farewel happy Fields
Where Joy for ever dwells: Hail horrours, hail
Infernal world, and thou profoundest Hell
Receive thy new Possessor: One who brings
A mind not to be chang’d by Place or Time.
The mind is its own place, and in it self
Can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n.
 
John Milton, Paradise Lost, Book One
 
 
 
There is no gentle beckoning each time I die. Only a cold, empty darkness – a silent abyss where not even time exists. Nothing about it could be described as poetic; it is feral and strips away every shred of dignity that I might once have considered precious. There is no way to prepare for the first time, and mine was more horrifying than anything I have ever known, like drowning in an infinite ocean of black. After dying a thousand times, you’d think it might get easier, but it doesn’t. It’s just different.
Around me, the wind purls across cold rock and slips between tall reeds. Rain begins to fall. I look up and the night sky is veiled by charcoal cloud. I’m disorientated and, for a moment, I can’t say where I am. I have no memories. I clutch for them, but find nothing there beyond an empty void – my thoughts are like sand in a tornado. All I know is that I’m lying in a sweating bog, thick with mud. Around me, dozens of charred Widows lie motionless in a clearing the size of a battle cruiser. The only smell in the air is the discharge residue from our weapons, and the smoke from a hundred fires.
As I stare in horror at the armoured shadows, battered and broken, the memories creep back; slowly at first, as if the blackened metal is a subconscious trigger for the nightmare of the last two hours. They flicker, then drift in and out of focus. A scattered few, like flotsam on a grey beach. More come, but still I can’t make them out. Eventually, there is a flood, as if somewhere a vast gate has been opened. I choke on them as they run amok in my mind. 
We fought and lost here, in this poisoned, barren place. A Battle Group of Widows, dropped into a snare. It had been tranquil at first, a peaceful night where the whirr of servo-gears and the thump of armoured feet on the marshland were the only sounds. Old soldiers know that time well – when the worst is soon to come. Peace is really the eye of the storm.
Memories are not the only things flaring inside my mind. They are accompanied by an exquisite, visceral agony. Inside this armoured machine, my consciousness feels everything, even pain. The Widow is made that way, so the theory goes, because no man-made system can better nature’s own creation: instead of transmitting real-time data to a central processing unit, and arraying that information for us to react to, a Widow feels its environment immediately. Civilian staff we never see, back on the Penrose, tell us war is more efficient that way; it is the quickest way to communicate the Widow’s condition so we can fix a problem, or work around it, and keep fighting. Pain lets you know you’re alive. When you can’t feel anything, that’s when you know you’ve checked out and you’re asleep.
So dying still hurts like a bastard, just like real life.
Death used to be a part of war. The real soldiers, the ones who got through it and came out the other side, accepted they were already dead. They knew they were ghosts sliding through the fog, waiting for the final door to some other, quieter place. Death was a release from the horror.
Not for me. Not for any of us. Now it’s not even a notch on our prison walls.
Death is when we sleep, and they don’t wait long before they wake us up. We fight, we die; and when we wake, we fight again. There’s no hiatus, no time to breathe. In fact, I doubt time now has any meaning for us – I don’t even know what the date is. I guess I don’t need to know. We are all that stands between humanity and its final genocide, possibly its extinction. None of us can afford to lose focus. 
So, really, who gives a shit what day it is?
The Widows are who we are now. They are everything we know.
 
 
* * *
 
 
The memories coalesce as my mind processes them, and eventually I remember: they knew we were coming. They were waiting for us; silently, patiently. They knew we could not possibly win – that their ambush was perfect and they could exploit weaknesses in our armour. Before our feet even touched the bog, we had already lost. 
But I’m still here. The thought strikes me suddenly. I should’ve passed, but I haven’t. I’m still in the same Widow: I can feel its unique signature on my consciousness. I know it as well as I might once have known the wrinkles on my old skin. I’ve had to acclimatise to the Widow; get to know its mechanical quirks and idiosyncrasies and allow its synapses to fit into mine. This armoured machine driven by my mind is no stranger to me. 
The human body is a beautiful, frail thing. It was never meant for war, it was meant to be enjoyed – to savour chargrilled steak and cold beer after a day climbing waterfalls of ice and frozen rock; to make love on fine, sandy beaches, feeling the warm sun on its soft skin. To be moved by poetry, music, art. Yet I hardly remember any of those things – they are the ghosts of distant memories that never linger long enough for me to relive them. Maybe that’s a good thing – memories of my past life could only confuse and distract. Everything is different now. That life is gone forever.
Our first contact with a species other than our own taught us how small and insignificant we are in the endless silence of space. There’s a reason it’s so fucking black, a guy from my unit once said. Take the hint. Of course we couldn’t – it’s not in our nature. We spread our wings and formed new colonies on other planets and suddenly became more vulnerable than we had ever been before. There were some who said, had we stayed on Earth and limited our exploration of the stars, They would never have come. I don’t believe that – I think They would have come anyway. It’s in Their nature, but everyone needs someone to blame. I focus my hate on Them, of course, but I’m an uncomplicated warrior – hating the enemy is part of the process. It’s an unexpected shift from our turbulent, warmongering past; at least we’re no longer fighting each other. 
We don’t even have a name for Them. They’ve never communicated with us, nor given us any demands. We don’t know why They attacked or what They want from us – although their actions leave no doubt as to their desire for our extinction. Their attack took us completely by surprise. Their first step was to somehow disable every networked computer system on every colony at once – no one knows how. Eight seconds later, thermonuclear warheads – we still have no idea where they were fired from – detonated over every major urban centre. Virtually the whole of humanity was wiped out in that instant. Billions of lives gone. 
Then They began the process of occupying each of our colonies, subjugating what remained of us. They relied on machines to do that. We fought back, but there were too few of us left. I doubt They even broke a sweat fending us off.
It’s almost impossible even to see them. They have suits which bend light – an almost perfect camouflage. They dance around their war machines like ghosts and, when we fight them, we fire through specially rigged sensor systems which harness the vague signals emitted by their camouflage and give us something to aim at. We don’t really see Them; we only see where they are. But it’s enough.
As a species, even before the war, we had already experimented with robotics – drones that flew and killed from the anonymity of the skies. When we developed AI, we created robots that could walk and hunt and kill, but they lacked the finesse required for soldiering. The ability to think creatively and to work with the maxim all good soldiers understand: no plan survives contact with the enemy. War is chaos and the AIs were lost inside the vortex.
Three years into the war, someone had the idea of taking the best of both worlds and the Widows were born. I don’t pretend to understand the process, nor do I need to. We are told enough to fight in one: my consciousness is fed into a web of neural-cortex pathways located somewhere inside this armoured machine and, after a few hours acclimating, I become it. If, as we are told, neurological activity and therefore consciousness is no more than a complex series of electrical and chemical signals, and those neurone signals can be isolated and separated from the physical brain, they can be embedded into something else. 
My physical body – the flesh, blood and bone that has always contained me – lies elsewhere. I don’t know where; they won’t tell me. It is protected by the most powerful armour there could possibly be: distance and secrecy. If I am ever taken by the enemy, there is nothing I know which can endanger the others.
We don’t even know how a consciousness is collected from a fallen Widow. All we know is that, each time we die, we wake up inside another unit. Someone once told me there was a time when we would wake up inside our own bodies and have some time to recuperate before the next operation. That doesn’t happen any more. The war got harder and now, unrelentingly, we get deployed to fight. It’s all I remember. The last time I have even the vaguest memory of seeing my own body must be more than a decade ago.
Immortality has its downsides.
I try to think back further to work out why I’m still here; I’m desperate for some explanation. How could I have survived? As we reached the clearing, the Battle Group commander sent a small reconnaissance team ahead – myself and another I know only as Johanssen. We moved lightly through the jungle – our Widows are designed for speed and agility rather than the brute strength and firepower of the others – but we neither saw nor heard anything at all, except the ticking rhythm of the jungle. 
Until a barrage of explosions lit up the night sky behind us.
By the time we were back at the marsh, every weapon we had firing at the flashes in the darkness that slid between the trees and vines and muddy hollows, the battle had already been lost. Their numbers were too great, ours too small. They were positioned well for their ambush, hidden on the ridgeline above us by the shadows of the jungle’s huge, ancient trees. The Battle Group was overtaken and succumbed. Too many Widows were already down when we reached them – I cannot say how it happened so quickly – all evaporating into the night sky above us. We didn’t weep for them of course; they weren’t dead, just gone from here. But we cursed our failure and what it meant to those we would have to leave behind. As Johanssen and I burst into the clearing, he was cut down in an instant. I fought on, almost to the limits of my reserves, but eventually I too fell. I remember it distinctly now – fire cutting through my armour and hot, searing pain. Then nothing.
But none of this explains why I am still here – why I am not back on board the Penrose, inside another Widow. Ready to come back down and fight again.
I’m about to push myself off the ground when I realise I might not be alone. I run a scan of the area, but it picks up nothing. No heat signatures, no movement; nothing to indicate an immediate threat. There are still residual half-life radioisotope emissions. Not unusual, even after so many years, and even hundreds of miles from the sites of the worst explosions. It’s another reason the Widow is so effective in these colonies: it has no living tissue to be affected by fallout. 
I stay on the ground, remaining perfectly still, and run a systems check. The Widow is functioning well enough, although power plant supply is intermittent. It won’t immediately affect the Widow’s systems, but long-term, it will become a problem. Ammunition reserves are almost fully depleted. I have enough for a handful of two-second bursts. Maybe others will have more.
Why am I still here? The rest of them are gone. Why haven’t they pulled me out with the others? The questions boil in my mind and I have to force myself to focus on surviving. I know very little about the colony on this planet. Our mission parameters were very specific. Attack an enemy compound. Another Widow Battle Group had been tasked to deal with any human prisoners recovered. The Battle Group commander wouldn’t have been told much more, just what he needed to know for the mission. The rest of us are always told just enough to fight. That’s the way our mission parameters work – a closed-cell network so we have nothing to give to the enemy.
Right now, it leaves me nowhere. Comms are down: there is no uplink with the Penrose. Maybe that’s why I haven’t been disconnected and pulled out. I’m in a basin and it’s conceivable the ridgeline is having some effect on the uplink, causing some unexplained electromagnetic corruption of the signal. It seems unlikely, but I get the feeling that moving to higher ground might help. It will sure as hell tell me a little more about the planet, and maybe even the colony.
How did they know we were coming? I suddenly find I can’t stop asking myself that single foolish question. What does it matter now? My priority is to contact the Penrose and get off-planet, preferably with my Widow intact. If possible, the Penrose can evac the other Widows, depending on how hot the area is. Maybe the other Widow Battle Group has had better luck and they still have comms. I somehow doubt it – if They knew we were coming, They probably knew the other Battle Group was coming too. But there might be functioning Widows left. I have to get moving. Sitting in the mud isn’t going to get me anywhere.
 
* * *
 
This valley is the worst place to be. From above, an attacking force has a clear tactical advantage. Despite this, I have so little power remaining I can’t afford to waste it driving heavy metal up the sodden mountainside. I need to save power for the long climb to the only place I have any hope of a long-range signal getting through the atmospheric interference. I’ve been walking for hours and still the radio signal is being corrupted. I have convinced myself it’s something in the terrain because there is no other explanation.
I cling to the shadows, moving as quickly and quietly as I can. The contours of the landscape have changed. Night has begun to recede as dawn breaks across this hemisphere of the planet. A harsh and wearying sepia light spills from the sky, even though the sun is imprisoned behind a thick pall of ash-coloured cloud. The once-bright hues of the landscape are muted and washed out – the jungle’s green seems more like grey, and the rolling steppes ahead are stained an insipid yellow. The mountains are vast, sprawling waves of lustreless amber, sage and grey that rise up forever on either side of me like the dunes of an endless desert. Craters of snow huddle in the frozen shadows of the crevasses between them. Down here, in the valley, the grass reaches to my knees. Scattered in between are flashes of white flowers that tremble in the wind. The rain continues to fall in sheets, rolling off the armour in rivulets of glistening silver, but I don’t stop.
For the first time since the drop zone ambush, a red mote appears on my sensor array. A single contact, within my combat sphere, picked up by the proximity sensors arranged all over the Widow’s armoured carapace.
Battle systems hum as they kick into life. A series of automated stadiametric targeting reticles vector across my vision, rotating as they hunt for threats. Every servo, gear and mechanical muscle is flooded with energy in anticipation of an engagement. 
I back away, seeking cover in a hollow in the rock behind me. The signal is coming from a ridge directly above and across. The sunrise is angled behind the ridges, so I am protected by the shadows cast by the walls of the shallow depression. It’s the only advantage of being down here in the valley.
The signal moves. Not towards me, not down into the valley, but along the ridge. 
The purr of my railgun as it cycles comforts me, readying itself, but the knowledge that I have only a few seconds of ammunition fills me with dread. I’m not afraid of dying – I’ve died too many times to feel anything like a fear of death – but I am terrified of failing. If I am caught, the Widows in the marshland drop zone are lost, and we can ill afford to lose so many. I am consumed by a yearning to make it to the second Battle Group. I have convinced myself I can save those machines and help them free those who have been enslaved by the enemy. 
It is my only purpose. I must not fail.
The signal disappears.
I wait to see if it is truly gone, if I am still in immediate danger. As I scan the horizon of the ridges which run either side of me, the slender green reticles dart across the rock and ice like insects on carrion. But they flicker and lose focus as they move, and I have to accept that this might be yet more interference. I am more than concerned – if the automated targeting systems are failing, then I may not even be able to see the enemy.
I wait silently, sure there will be more signals; that the first has found me and is telling others. 
But there’s nothing.
I know it’s bad judgement, but I decide to make some ground instead of waiting any longer. 
I have hardly moved from the hollow when I catch a flash of colour amidst the grass – a subtle glint of orange which stands out against the white and green. Was it there before? How could I not see it? Inexplicably, I am drawn to it and almost without realising, I find myself next to it. I reach down and gently part the grass to see it better. It’s a flower. It captivates me and, for a moment, I can do nothing except stare at it.
Something flickers in the back of my mind. An image I can almost remember, but which remains out of focus. It is familiar – warm, soft, loving. The touch of soft lips on my own. That same flower, a face hidden behind it and framed by long, brown hair which smells of a woman’s perfume and summer coffee beans. Its sudden familiarity chokes me.
I am on my knees before I realise what’s happening. My consciousness is still inside the Widow, but suddenly the pathways through which it surges are twisting and bucking, trying to kick it free. The Widow is suddenly alien to me. It wants me out. I fight to control it – I’ve never seen it react this way before, as though I am a virus and its immune system is gathering to eradicate me.
As suddenly as it began, the Widow stops fighting. Familiar sensations charge through my muscles and I know I am not alone. I was wrong to move prematurely. Whatever the Widow’s problem, it has been overridden. It is now more concerned with the immediate danger it has detected. Dozens of red motes dance on the periphery of my vision, but the targeting reticles are struggling with the interference. 
I huddle into the shadows and bring my right arm up. The weapon begins to purr as it cycles again. I tell myself I need to make that few seconds of ammunition count. But for what? What will I achieve except a few more dead in a war where billions have already died? There are dozens of signals all around, lining the ridges which encircle me. I look up and see the familiar flashes of light. 
They are here.
The Widow feels cumbersome in my mind. I haven’t passed, because I am not dead. I understand that, but there’s something else happening, something I don’t understand. The Widow is different. It’s been coming, I know – a change I have noticed more and more since I hiked away from the jungle and into this valley. The growing interference messing with the core Visual Combat systems. Coupled with this momentary collapse in our symbiosis – something which is unheard of – the Widow seems more of a stranger to me than it has ever been; even more so than when I first passed into it, weeks ago.
Worse, it is now beginning to feel physically sluggish. I have to work harder to make it respond to my imagined movements – as if it is fighting me. 
If this is to be my last stand, the Widow seems as much my enemy as They are.
 
* * *
 
The signals surround me, darting along each ridge. The interference is increasing. The Widow is reacting intermittently to my neural commands, as if only some are getting through. As though the pathways are too crowded, and commands are jammed into too narrow a conduit. Or everything is confused because my instincts are conveyed in a newly foreign language.
I’m stumbling more than running; mechanical agility is gone. Now all I care about is putting distance between myself and those massing blood-red motes.
I want to head for higher ground to give myself some sort of tactical advantage. If they attack from above – firing into this cauldron of rock and ice – I will have no way to defend myself. Somehow, I need to force them into a funnel; to make them attack me from only one direction, or at least narrow the field of fire. I need to use the terrain to make that happen. If this is to be my last stand, the only way I can do that is to find a natural feature which prevents an attack from every side, and above. The apex of a couloir, or the top of a valley between ridges or spurs. I have to climb.
Servos are listless and unresponsive, allowing the malaise creeping across the Widow to fester.
I check the long-range transmitter on the Widow again, but still the interference is too great. Suddenly, the unthinkable occurs to me – what happens if I run out of power? I know my consciousness remains with the Widow, locked in a reserve power unit, using minimal power to maintain itself. That power could last for years, but if the suit is destroyed completely, including that tiny reserve unit, and there is no signal off-planet …
Will I die forever? Or will they somehow replicate my consciousness and place me into another Widow? Am I saved? Backed up like some artificial intelligence? A true machine. It has never mattered before – I have never before lost contact.
Suddenly, I wonder who I really am.
I am climbing feverishly now, a new fear burning inside me. My unknown future is a fog concealing a vast abyss beneath my feet, each step taking me closer to an endless, desolate void.
I thought I would welcome true death if it ever came – respite from this relentless war. But now, I am afraid.
I stop dead when I see him.
For a moment, what I see standing there in front of me makes no sense. I cannot move. All I can do is stare.
It’s a boy. 
He is no more than a young teenager, perhaps fourteen or fifteen. In his hands he clutches a rifle; a pistol and a knife are tucked into his belt. His heart is beating fast – I can see a holographic representation of it and a list of vital signs scrolling to one side of my vision. He is afraid.
I can see he has radiation sickness, but it has been controlled by medication. Cancerous growths have eaten away at some of his internal organs, but they are not currently spreading. He is malnourished, but otherwise fit.
His dress confuses me. He is clothed in thick wool trousers, boots, a thick jumper and a scarf wrapped around his neck. Over all that is a long coat. All of it is dirty and somewhat ragged; well used, but cared for.
He does not have the appearance of a slave, or a prisoner.
The rifle comes up, but it is far too slow and languid. Even in this state, a Widow is quicker – the neural pathways carry the electrical and chemical signals more swiftly than a human body can and the servos and gears augment the speed of my movements. I reach out and, simultaneously, edge to one side. A metal fist closes around the forestock of the rifle; I feel the vibrations of the bullet as it spirals through the barrel and explodes out of the muzzle at more than a thousand metres per second. It surges past my face, spinning in the air and cutting its deadly path, before it is gone.
I pull easily, ripping the rifle away from him.
I cannot understand why he has fired on me; why he would attack me at all. Across the colonies, Widows are renowned, legendary even. We are all that stands between the human race and its extinction. We are told of Widows’ successes – of missions that have freed thousands, if not tens of thousands, of human lives. These reports add to our own. Whilst their weapons of war are also machines, they look nothing like Widows. This boy should know what I am. All of humanity knows what I am.
Yet he is already scrambling back, reaching for the pistol. Why? my mind screams to me. What are you doing? I am not the enemy!
The pistol is unlikely to penetrate the strongest parts of my armour, but there are weak points in every carapace. I cannot risk failure because of a misunderstanding borne of fear and desperation.
I strike the boy once across the face. It sickens me to do it, but I have to put him down. My fist opens up a gash across his cheekbone and fractures it. The tiny fissures appear in my vision – X-rays of the bone beneath the bloodied skin. He stumbles and falls, head turning away and dropping quickly; his legs crumple beneath him and I know he is unconscious.
What now? My mind is racing. The signals are closing in on me, but I cannot leave this boy behind. It will drain more of my power reserves to carry him – perhaps an extra fifteen percent to haul the sixty kilos over my shoulder. I will move more slowly, and react more sluggishly to threats, with that burden. Yet, I cannot leave him here. Somehow he escaped captivity. Found clothes and weapons – how, I do not know and cannot fathom – but to leave him here would be to erase the success of that defiance, and condemn him either to a very real death, or many more years of servitude. He does not deserve that.
I reach down, gently slip my arm around his waist, and lift him over my shoulder. I know that this action alone might lead to his death, and my failure, but I cannot leave him. I sling the rifle too – if I tear the trigger guard away, I can fire it – and then I run.
The signals are close now, a noose tightening around my neck, and there is only one way through. A small gap in the snare which is closing around me. No – us. I’m not alone anymore, and for a moment I draw some comfort from the human contact and the renewed sense of purpose it brings me. If I can get him to the other Battle Group, then my mission will not have been a failure. Saving even one precious life is a success and now it is all I care about.
A reason not to die.
 
* * *
 
The boy stirs and lets out a soft moan. When he wakes, he will struggle. I don’t understand why – what threat he sees in me – but I have to assume he will continue to misunderstand who is now carrying him over a shoulder. I am running as quickly as my power levels will allow, glancing all around me. I want to ensure that no projectile fired at me can hit the boy, so, as I run, I analyse line-of-sight trajectories and shift his weight left and right to minimise the risk he might be hit. It’s a small percentage tactic, but I do it anyway.
I hear him cry out, and I know he’s awake.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” I say to him, but the Widow’s voice is hollow and metallic – a device for the communication of words, not emotion or tone as human vocal cords would be capable of. It sounds like a machine, because that’s what it is. There is nothing comforting about it, and I know it might even deepen the boy’s fear.
He shouts again and struggles. I am stronger than he – a bioengineered marriage of servos and gears and armoured alloy – but I have to be careful. I do not have a supercomputer for a brain, and it is possible that I will overcompensate and he will escape. Or I’ll undercompensate and I’ll break a bone or snap a tendon.
So I repeat, despite the empty emotion in the voice, “I am not going to hurt you. There are threats coming for us – they are all around us – and you need to let me concentrate.”
The boy takes in a breath, and I can feel him tense. For a moment, I think he might say something, but he falls silent. The pistol is still in his belt. It could be a threat, to a small extent, were he to reach for it without my knowing. But I am able to feel him moving, and it is pressed against my chest. For now, I doubt he could reach it. The knife is little threat to me. If he attacked me with it as I moved, I could easily stop him before he did any real damage. I need him to be armed when They come. When he sees them, I have to bank on him realising I am not a threat to him.
And that he will need to fight again.
I reach the base of the spur and charge up it. My footing is sure enough, despite the jumbled signals I know the Widow is receiving from me. I have grown accustomed to the new regime in the suit’s neural cortex, and I am reasonably able to compensate for problems as they occur.
The spur steepens, the gradient quickly becoming more like vertical with every step; I know that my momentum will slow, and I will soon have to climb instead. I accept a loss of speed, and shift the boy from my shoulder, dropping him slightly so his chest is against mine. This movement brings his face into my field of vision, and I feel a pang of guilt at the bloodied gash on his check and the swelling around it. His eyes carry only rage and hate, but I cannot understand why.
The first projectile thumps into the joint in my knee, and pain explodes across my neural cortex. I stumble and have to reach out with my free hand, searching for rock to grab onto, otherwise I know I will fall. 
A binary waterfall cascades before my eyes – a stream of information updating me on every system: a visual, diagrammatical representation of the damage to the gears and servos on my right knee joint, accompanied by the technical data I would need if I had the time to repair it. But I don’t, so I ignore it and keep climbing. The pain rushes over me in waves, but I have been trained to ignore it. It doesn’t make me feel nauseous as it might have done were I to be in a body of flesh and bone, a human body; instead it is a series of sensory signals which approximate pain, but which I have been trained to filter, to an extent. Any more than that, that is to say dampening the pain, and it would be useless to us. We need to feel it, be alerted to it and not able to ignore it, but not be overwhelmed by it.
I continue to climb as the second projectile hits, this time impacting the shoulder. It strikes a glancing blow and whistles off into the sky, and I can see the damage is superficial.
I scan the flanks of the rock face above me, and the apex of the couloir is not far. With the boy balanced against my shoulder, protected by my body from the projectiles kicking off the rock around us, I cannot return fire. I know that if I try, he might fall. Moreover, I’ll waste time on the climb. Better that I reach the apex, and put him behind me. Then I can turn and fight with the terrain in our favour. When we have some cover, and they will be forced to come and get us.
And I can attack through a narrow field of fire – conserve my ammunition.
Another projectile slams into me, in the back around the location of the spine of the Widow. Unlike a human body, the Widow’s spine is a mechanical entity and well armoured. There are no vital neural pathways in the spine – they are spread throughout the suit’s interior, rather than grouped together in one vulnerable column.
However, the projectile has hit hard, and caused considerable damage to my ability to twist and pivot at the waist. I dampen the pain as much as I can, but climbing becomes harder and slower. I can see the apex now, perhaps fifty metres away. A cornice of snow hangs over it, which will give me minimal but acceptable cover from above. There is a depression in the rock where I can put the boy and still have cover enough to fight from.
Two more projectiles hit before I reach it, and the pain suffuses almost every fibre of the suit. Red alarms flash all over my field of vision and I shunt them aside so I can see what I need to see, but it’s too much. There’s only one choice left. 
I mentally shift to the Terminal Emergency Mode. The pain dampens further as a cleansing wave washes over me. The scintillating red warnings subside to duller, smaller throbs to the edge of my vision. We are supposed to use this mode only as a last resort, when we know we’re about to check out. It is intended to ensure we can fight without hindrance, knowing we have very little time left. It won’t last for long – it’s too dangerous to trust a soldier to be able to ignore the warnings of pain. But it might give me an edge.
Like everything else, it doesn’t function as it should, but it’s enough.
I lay the boy down, and read the fear in his eyes. “Stay behind me,” I say. “I’ll protect you as long as I can. When I’m gone, pretend to be dead. I don’t know if it will work, but that’s the only chance you have.”
And suddenly there is only sadness in his eyes. “Don’t fight,” the boy says.
I’m so dumbfounded by the words he utters, I can’t respond. I turn away from him and settle into a stance that will give me stability when I fire.
The first shapes begin to ascend the spurs either side of the couloir. But these are not the familiar hazes I am used to fighting. So much has changed with the Widow, I am hardly surprised. Now, instead, through the dusty, flickering sheen of my vision, I can see actual shapes. I have never been close to one of them before and I wonder if I am about to see what They look like – if the camouflage loses effectiveness up close. Previously, I have killed them only from a distance, and have never encountered one of them close enough to kill them with my hands.
But as they climb, I can see the shapes are not alien. They are as familiar to me as anything could ever be. They are human.
Three of them perch on the edges of the rock around me.
“Shut him down,” I hear one of them say.
I watch through a flickering veil as another taps away at what appears to be a mobile computer terminal. I see some kind of aerial sticking up from it.
Then there is nothing.
 
* * *
 
“You can’t move,” a man says to me. His face is gaunt and pockmarked with radiation burns. Where one of his ears should be is a mess of pink scar tissue. He wears wire-rimmed spectacles for his eyes, one arm of which has been duct-taped. They are held in place by a canvas strap. His teeth are yellowed and some are chipped or missing. “We’ve seen to that. But if you try, then I’ll have them shut you down again. Do you understand?”
I don’t, of course; I don’t understand any of this. Those words have jolted me out of a silent darkness. They are the first things I remember since these people came for me on the mountain. 
I don’t even know where I am. 
But I know I have to cooperate, because I want to understand, and these people must have some answers. So, instead of throwing questions at him, an urge which almost overwhelms me, I simply say, “Yes.”
He’s right too – almost all systems are on standby or shut down. I cannot move at all. But I can see him.
“Do you know what planet you are on?”
“No,” I reply. This is the truth. “We aren’t told much before a drop, in case we’re taken by the enemy. We’re told enough to enable us to fight. I don’t …” I fumble for the right word. “I don’t recognise the landscape of this place. From before the war.” This last part might be a lie. I am not ready to tell him about the flower. I don’t even know if the memory was real, but I cling to it as if it is the only hint I have of who I used to be. Here, like this, it means everything to me.
“This is Sargasso,” he says. “Do you know how many more there are of you?”
There are all sorts of military reasons not to tell him, but I need to win his trust; to convince him that I have no desire to hurt him. “My Battle Group was ambushed in a marsh near the jungle – that was the drop zone. They knew we were coming. I was hit there and I should have passed, but I never did. I can’t make contact with the Penrose. I think the interference is atmospheric.”
I see a twitch at the corners of his mouth that might have been a smile. “The Penrose?” he asks, and then nods, as if the ship is familiar to him. “How many?”
“There were thirty in the Battle Group. The Widows were still lying in the marsh when I left.”
“Who attacked you?”
I am stunned by the question. “Them,” I say. I doubt the mechanical voice coveys my confusion. “They did. Who else?”
Another voice comes from behind me. I cannot see the speaker. It is a feminine voice, barely above a whisper: “He doesn’t know,” she says, and I detect something like triumph in her tone. “None of them know. They don’t understand what is happening to them.”
“We don’t know that yet,” the man snaps, not even looking at her; as if in speaking she has revealed some closely guarded secret. “Quiet, woman, or this cannot work.”
“What is happening to us?” I offer, not wanting to anger him. “What do—”
But the man cuts me off. “Shut him down,” he says.
And I am gone.
 
* * *
 
“Are you awake?” The same man. The same position as before. I detect subtle differences in the light, and the hum of the bulb. I don’t know how much time has passed.
“Yes,” I say.
“When you fight … Them …” He almost trips on the word as he searches for it, as though he does not understand it. His reaction confuses me. “What do you see?”
“The same as you,” I reply, growing frustrated. “Their camouflage systems bend light, but you must know that.”
The man turns away and nods to someone out of my vision.
 
* * *
 
“Are you awake?”
“You need to stop doing that,” I growl. Although, in reality, I probably don’t growl at all.
There is a different twitch at the corner of the man’s mouth, accompanied by a slight tightening of his expression. “You need to listen to me very carefully,” he says. “The aliens don’t have any camouflage, at least not as you describe it. That’s because you’ve never seen one. If you have, it’s been removed from your memory.”
“We are wasting time —”
“Don’t speak, just listen. This is going to be hard for you to hear.” He pauses and stares at me. He is staring at a machine, I know that, and he cannot see the confusion and fear which is surging through me right now. There is no way to express it across the still, metal features which now contain the essence of me. “You have been fighting alongside them, not against them.”
“You’ve got it wrong …” I don’t understand what he means.
“No,” he replies and something wet glistens in the pits of his eyes. “They hide your targets from your sight through a series of scanning systems which blur them artificially on your internal spectral retinas. They explain this to you by reference to a sophisticated camouflage mechanism. You’re not the first to say that. Do you remember anything of your human life, before?”
“Not much of it.” I choke on the words. “Maybe … snatches. All I remember is fighting inside Widows.”
The man nods his understanding. “Yes, that’s what you call them, right? Widows.”
I don’t want to ask the question which seethes in my mind, but I know I have to. All I want is to avoid the truth, but I know I can’t. “Who have been my targets?”
“Us. The rest of humanity.”
At first, I cannot comprehend the truth of his words, but slowly, inexorably, I realise he is right. It makes perfect sense to me, as though a veil has been pulled away from my eyes. I should have seen it before. How could I have been so blind? The camouflage that hides our real targets; the paltry amount we are told about our objectives when we fight. The dearth of our own human memories and the negligible contact we have with each other outside of battle – so we cannot question what is happening to us. We are the perfect weapons. Desperate and utterly focused, as we fight for what we believe is our very existence. Killing other human beings is what men have done for thousands of years. All our military training and experience has been honed for that purpose. Who better to do it than us, even subconsciously? 
And we’re expendable.
Before I can scream, before my mind collapses under the weight of that understanding, the man looks away to someone out of my field of vision, and this time I am thankful for the darkness.
 
* * *
 
My body no longer exists. I’m sure of that now. Even if it did, my soul was never to be reunited with it. All that remains of me is contained within this alien prison, constructed from a metal alloy I can’t even identify. I’ve spent most of my life slaughtering the beleaguered remains of my own kind. I am hated by them – a nightmare. There is no punishment that befits my crimes. I cannot claim I was unaware; I should have fought to bring myself to the surface. Instead, as They knew I would, I revelled in my immortality. I lusted for the glory of heroism. I am death, but I cannot die.
 
* * *
 
“We don’t know much, of course,” he says once he wakes me again. He studies me as he speaks, as if he searching for an indication of something human – a movement of my armoured body suggestive of an emotional response; a flicker of something in the spectral retinal units which are my eyes, to indicate perhaps a soul. “We don’t know how they transmit the consciousness of those fighting in the armour when they … die. Nor do we know where their bodies are kept. Mostly, it’s been trial and error. Captured technology, reverse-engineering, experimenting with workarounds. Using whatever we can to find out as much as we can.”
“When did you know it was us? Driving the Widows?”
“Quite quickly. People reacted differently to that knowledge. Some were convinced you knew what you were doing – that you had chosen your side deliberately to save yourselves. When we found out more and realised what was happening, it split people. I think many were angry that you didn’t fight to find … yourselves. To realise what it was you were doing.”
I look away from him. I find it strange that They would allow me to feel emotion inside a Widow, and suddenly wish I was even more machine than I am. “Everyone needs someone to blame.”
The man nods. I can see he wants to believe me, but I wonder if he has lost someone to weapons fired by one of my kind. “Until recently,” he says quietly, “we haven’t been able to do much to stop you. But we attacked a compound – months were spent planning it. I can’t tell you much. We don’t know what you might say, if we lose you. We managed to … steal some technology that will assist us. That’s how we can shut down your systems. Not all of them, and not all of the time, but it’s given us an advantage.” He hesitates and looks away from me, and immediately I realise why.
“I understand.” He’s right to be cautious of me. I am still a threat to everyone here. If I am taken, there is no way I can keep any of this from Them. I wonder, in fact, whether any of it is being transmitted somehow right now, but the man must understand my concern, because he speaks quickly.
“There’s no way they can get to you remotely,” he says. “Not now. That part of your system is gone. Now, they would have to come and get you. That’s why we need you.”
“What do you mean?”
“I can’t tell you that,” he says. “But you will need to fight again.”
“I have virtually no ammunition left.”
“That won’t be a problem.” He stands and beckons for me to follow him. We walk along tight corridors and I am forced to duck down to avoid phalanxes of pipes and low-slung steel grating. The place has the look of an industrial plant, but my sensors tell me I am underground.
As I walk, people come out to stare at me. Their faces tell different stories: some speak only of hate, others of fear; none welcomes the enemy walking among them. We walk like that until we reach a set of wide doors, guarded by two men with rifles. They level their weapons at me as I approach and, for a moment, I wonder if in fact this is their retribution. That I will need to fight to satisfy some need for justice; for revenge. Perhaps my broken body on a dirt floor is what these people need in order to summon the resolve to fight again. I find myself willing to give it. 
Instead, the armed men separate and open the doors. My interrogator beckons me, and I duck down and step into the room. I am perched on a ledge, wide yet still barely enough to hold me, that runs around the circumference of a huge room. In the vast cavern beneath me stand twenty-nine Widows. My Battle Group. Still and silent monsters in the darkness.
“Now, we can change the way we fight back,” the man says quietly.
“Why didn’t you stop the others from passing?”
“That’s what you call it? When they remove your consciousness? You call it passing?”
I shrug, and find it an alien, cumbersome movement. But I have seen others do it and want to appear human. “That’s what They call it.”
“Right. I see.” He nods absently, staring down at the other Widows. “With them, we couldn’t get close enough.”
“So how did you stop me?”
“You came from the jungle. The one you were with passed before we could get in range. You were alone then, and less of a threat. We had more time.”
A question forms in my mind. I am linked to Them – my consciousness is their weapon. Whatever this man tells me puts these people at risk. “Can you continue to stop me?” I ask.
The man stares at me, again searching my armoured face for something. “We can remove the link permanently,” he says finally.
“Then, if I die …”
“You’ll really be dead.”
“Remove it,” I say. “There’s one more thing.”
The man looks at me, waiting.
“Where’s the boy?”
 
* * *
 
It must be ridiculous to see this huge, armoured demon hulking over a willowy boy. He doesn’t know what to think; I can see that. His eyes are a conflicted chaos of hate and hope. My kind have been in his nightmares for almost all of his young life – stripping away the layers of humanity for over ten years, leaving behind a bloodied, exhausted mess incapable of fighting yet desperate to survive. Somehow there is resistance – I cannot understand how.
I don’t have any words to express my grief at what I have done, and I doubt he would accept them. I am not sure why I wanted to see him, but I will always remember the defiance written across his face.
He stares at me for a long time, before he hands me a photograph that has become worn at the edges. I look at it: the colours are faded, but I can see a young girl on a swing, the whole of her face released to joy.
“I want you to know,” the boy says quietly, never taking his eyes from mine. “One of your kind killed my sister. She was eight years old.”
I nod. I cannot take my gaze away from the girl’s face. I want to be able to say something, but what can I say? An apology would bring this boy no solace, and I am not even sure I can bring myself to give it. It would feel so hollow and meaningless. I don’t know why he feels he has to show me this – perhaps to force me to share his grief, or to close a circle and give him someone against whom he can focus his anger.
“I want to not blame you,” he continues. “Or even to forgive you. But all I can do is hate you.”
The photograph is steady in my hands because emotion does not translate into a physical reaction as it would in a human body. The agony of this moment does not surface through my stoic metal body. I have never felt more alien. “I understand,” is all I can say.
The boy swallows and nods. “What will you do now?” he asks.
I am still staring at the photograph when I say only this: “Seek retribution.” Fighting is all I’ve ever known. Turning my rage on Them is the only way I can begin to serve my sentence. I know the pain will never recede.
He nods again, and turns away from me, vanishing into the steam behind him. For a while, I watch the yellow light wash my armour, and I wish it were able to take away my sins.
 
* * *
 
“This is the compound,” my interrogator explains. Although I know his face – and that likely means that if I am captured They will too – I want to know as little else about him, or others, as possible. I never ask him his name, and I only deal with him. He shows me our objective on a wide, curved screen set up in a large room containing only us. I know others are listening to our conversation. When we go in, I will not be alone.
“There are tanks and heavy artillery. All mechanised and fully automated. Driven by sentient artificial intelligence. Without you …” he pauses and looks at me. “We couldn’t hit the place and not take substantial casualties. Too many to make the operation viable.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Create a distraction,” he says. “Ensure their machines are focused on you, rather than the small team which will infiltrate the compound. Take out as many as you can.”
“I guess it’s up to me how I do that?”
The twitch, that ephemeral half-smile, appears and is gone. “Of course. We will signal you when the team is out and you can use whatever means at your disposal to escape.”
I don’t want to know what it is his team seeks, but there is one thing I do want. “The boy stays here,” I say.
My interrogator stares at me, then shakes his head. “We don’t have the resources for that kind of sentimentality,” he says, his eyes scanning my empty face. “We have all lost someone to men like you – there are plenty of collaborators. The boy is not unique in that. Everyone has a part to play now. We all have to fight.”
I turn to him and loom over his small, fragile frame. I don’t want to threaten him, but I will. “He will distract me. It’s a tactical mistake.” I wait there for a moment, allowing my physical presence to sink in, then I turn away. “I’m not going to say it again. It’s your choice.”
He doesn’t want to agree, I can see that. His heart rate is elevated, and sweat gathers on his temples. His face flushes hot. He doesn’t like being told what to do by someone like me – a collaborator. However, I know he understands, which is why he eventually agrees. He needs me.
We discuss the attack for nearly three hours, going over every detail intricately. He is clever and resourceful, and has designed every nuance of the assault to ensure as many of his people get out alive as possible. I am examining the maps one last time when he asks me: “What do they tell you? About the attack and what the colonies are like now?”
I explain what we are told – about the surprise attacks on our networked computer systems, and the warheads launched on our cities, and about what little I know about the Widows – and he nods as he listens, but otherwise his face is strangely expressionless. When I have finished, he tilts his head slightly, and he blinks a few times before he speaks again.
“It isn’t like that everywhere,” he says. “Not every colony was nuked. Destroying us wasn’t their objective. I think the picture They painted was intended to control you, to make you fight – to put your back against the wall.”
He stares again at the maps laid out in front of us and, for a little while, he is silent. When he speaks again, it is quietly and deliberately. I can detect the tremor in his voice, the edge to his words. He is trying to prevent emotion from overwhelming him. “Their objective was always to annex the human race – to dominate us, and to acquire our territory and resources. Some of the colonies were destroyed by thermonuclear attacks, this one for example, but most were not. What’s left of humanity – far more than you have been led to believe – is now governed by Them. We were offered a place in their caste system. We have become part of Their empire and must follow Their laws. Those who are able try to continue with their lives as well as they can. Most have been enslaved and put to work. Others collaborate and receive their favour. All of us are, in truth, prisoners.”
“But yours is a path of resistance. That was your choice.”
He looks at me as if he cannot understand my meaning. My words make no sense to him. “Humanity should be free,” he replies.
“Can They be defeated?”
“Does it matter?”
“Everything you do impacts on the rest of humanity.”
“There are reprisals for our actions, yes.”
I say nothing. I have been fighting an unwinnable war for a long time, and I have died a thousand times doing it. Yet, the war I was fighting was different – I stood between humanity and its extermination. But is it better to live a life of subjugation, even enslavement, rather than face extinction?
He wants to say more, but something prevents him. He does not trust me; it’s more than hate for the murders committed by my kind. He’s right not to. Even I don’t know what link there might be between my own thoughts and the Penrose, or wherever it is I have been all this time. There is more to their resistance than I know. More than I want to know. More to this world which is unfolding behind me, out of sight.
So I focus my rage in the only place I know I can.
 
* * *
 
We have to travel on foot, which means the hike to our insertion points takes several hours. I could move more quickly and, as we get closer, I will; the plan is for me to attack from the opposite side, to distract. Breaking away from the main team will give me the opportunity to scout the terrain and examine the compound. I have seen holographic diagrams and images, so its physical layout will be nothing new, but seeing the reality is always different.
I examine the men and women around me as we move. Most studiously avoid looking at me, set to one side from them as I am, but some cannot prevent themselves from throwing me looks filled with enmity. They don’t want to be fighting alongside me, but they know they cannot win this particular battle without my help. Some are young, some are old. All carry the scars of war on their weathered faces. I see no fear there, but their beating hearts betray the anxiety they are all feeling. Blood vessels are contracting, redirecting the flow to the heart, lungs and muscles. Airways dilate to allow more oxygen into the lungs. Glucose production is increasing. Their bodies know what is coming.
They are better equipped than I expected. Each carries an adaptive combat railgun with under-slung grenade-launchers – smaller, modular versions of my own weapons – as well as bandoliers of grenades. I wonder for a while how they came to be in possession of military hardware, then push those thoughts from my mind.
I have forced myself not to consider the truth as told to me by my interrogator. I cannot say it does not matter to me, because of course it does, but it is not essential to the task ahead. Memories of my past life have always eluded me, and I was always glad they did because they could only serve to take away my focus. The same can be said now of the truth of the war I am fighting – the future of humanity. What is happening on other colonies is irrelevant, I tell myself. There is only one battle at this moment – the one I face right now.
They have five minutes in the compound. My interrogator set the time. If they haven’t found what they need by then, they leave. I don’t know what it is; I don’t want to know.
 
* * *
 
I reach my own insertion point, ahead of them reaching theirs by around ten minutes. I hunker down and scan the compound from a high ridge. My low-light optical systems give me vision as good as daylight, and magnify the images I’m seeing. A high fence is charged with electricity. Inside, a dozen low buildings, some bigger than others. At one end sits a phalanx of what look like tanks – sleek, dark armoured monsters, resting silently, each with a single long turret from which a host of gun barrels extend. A small dome sits on top, probably housing communications and scanning equipment. Vents project from either side of that wide, black hull. These beasts are an obvious objective. As soon as I enter the compound and start shooting, they’ll wake up and take me down. I might as well hit them first.
A clutch of red motes eventually appear on the periphery of my vision and I know the time has come. The swell of emotional energy in my consciousness is overwhelming. It is a jarring experience – a human reaction to combat which is, for want of any other way to explain it, alien to me. I am afraid, yet charged. I know if I die here then there will be no awakening. My life, such as it was, is over. If I die here, the men and women behind me, readying themselves across the ridge for the most important battle of their lives, will almost certainly lose their lives with me. I have died a thousand times and fought more battles than I can remember. Each of them, the sum of all those experiences, will subconsciously drive every move I make.
I will not fail.
I launch ten grenades high into the night sky on a looping trajectory which, compensating for the wind, will take them right into the tanks and heavy artillery.
Then I run.
The first grenade hits as I reach the perimeter of the compound and break through the fence. The explosion floods the compound with an incandescent white brilliance for a half-second, then vanishes. The armour on the tank it strikes buckles, but it takes a second grenade in the same place to breach it.
At that moment, the other tanks begin to stir. An energy field ripples across them and, as the rest of the grenades come down and the explosions rock the ground beneath my feet, they lift. There is an electromagnetic disturbance beneath them which appears on my retinal imaging as a shimmering, pulsing haze. The turrets on these smooth, armoured beasts whine as they rotate, searching for their enemy. On the other side of the compound, there are twenty men and women who fit that description.
My purpose is to give the tanks just one.
I sprint towards them, the last of the explosions still unfurling as I channel everything I have into the Widow’s legs and jump. I land on the turret of one of the tanks and slam one great fist into the armour, down by the edge of the curvature of the unit.
It yields with the force of the blow, contorting into a twisted dent. I hammer my fist down again and again until the curve of the turret is so warped it stops turning. I jam a grenade into the gap between the turret and the hull. 
A proximity alarm screams in my ears and rushes across my field of vision. I jump away as a super-heated torrent of plasma strikes the turret. I am in mid-air when that first tank explodes. Its armour was weakened by the grenades, maybe even my blow; the plasma just finished the job. The force of the detonation punches me violently upwards, and my Widow spins and convulses in the air as it is tossed away like a rag doll. I ignore the cascade of pain that floods my senses as much as I can, but still it stuns me.
I land heavily, not ready for the hit. 
In the second-and-a-half it takes me to recover, the other tanks are already gliding like sharks through the compound, kicking up a violent storm of dirt beneath them. The air around the vents shimmers as excess heat is expelled into the night. I have no doubt they have picked up the signals cast by the human fighters. I open fire on one to drag its attention back towards me. The first quarter-second sees a dozen railgun rounds punch into the armour and ricochet away; the next sees the armour contort slightly beneath the onslaught, but hold firm.
The turret turns first, followed by the tank itself as it slowly pivots in place to bring more of its weapons to bear. 
I am up and running, keeping the Widow’s automated targeting reticles locked onto the tank’s hull. All I need to do is weaken the armour enough for a grenade to be effective when it hits that weak point.
I don’t stop firing. Steam hisses from the railguns as their cooling systems fight to dissipate the searing heat.
It takes a full second for the turret to find its prey. Me.
Again, the sensors scream and I know I am about to get hit.
I launch two grenades in that half-second before I have to move.
The jet of plasma burns the air as it surges past me. I’ve left it too late; I’m too slow. It clips my shoulder, fusing armour and alien componentry together. The force of it spins me away and I struggle to remain on my feet, but fail.
I hit the ground hard and force myself to roll. Again I have to block out the pain and I know the time will soon come to engage the Terminal Emergency Mode.
The grenades explode behind me.
I come up and spin, guns firing again, but the tank is shuddering. There is a tear in the armour – not much, but it’s enough. The haze beneath it is flickering as though it isn’t functioning smoothly. A pearl of electricity crackles inside.
I concentrate everything I have on the dark space within the tear. Through the swarming smoke, I can see the other tanks slipping away like ghosts. I have to get to them. There is a short cut.
I turn to the nearest building and kick down the door. It buckles under my weight and I charge through it. Truth is, I’m not interested in what’s inside, except to find an exit and cut off the tanks. I have my mission, and all I care about is occupying the enemy’s machines. It doesn’t matter what they are doing in here. That’s someone else’s priority.
Only, it does matter. It matters a great deal.
Inside the building, there are rows and rows of computerised terminals that I do not recognise or understand. Huge mechanical arms hang from the ceiling, interwoven with pistons and hoses. They end in a variety of claws and pincers. There are walls lined with what I think must be tools, although they are unknown to me. Against one wall are a series of chambers with wires and hoses leading away and disappearing into the ceiling. 
Inside each is a Widow.
My sensors scream an alert and I don’t have time to consider the ramifications of what I have seen. On the other side of that wall is a tank. If I’ve located it, I have to assume the sensors in that dome on top of the turret have picked me up too. The wall between us won’t protect me.
The door in the other side will come out in front of the tank. I sprint towards it, drop my shoulder. Momentum carries me up to the door and through it, almost as if it weren’t even there. I drop into a roll and pivot. Both railguns are aimed at the tank and firing before I even realise it. Spears of plasma scorch the air and buildings around me as I slide. But I have a new plan – a weakness I’ve seen in the armour. Not much of one, because to exploit it, I need to get underneath. To get to the vents, I need to be right up close.
I hammer through the door of the building next to the tank. The walls explode with shards of concrete and brick as heavy rounds punch through. I’m kicked back by the chaos and I duck down low as it surges over the top of me. This is the only cover I have, but I don’t need to be in here for long. I know what the tank is trying to do; in fact I am banking on it. Banking on the fact it has been watching the way I fight and is trying to predict what I will do next. The human part of me that is left – what I might once have called guile – is my best weapon now.
There’s a door at the other end, about the right distance. I pop a grenade and aim it just next to the door. It explodes, tearing the steel frame apart and kicking the door, contorted, into the street. Heavy rounds blister the air around it and surge through the broken doorway. But I’m not there to be hit. Instead, I’m sprinting through the first door, behind the tank, dropping low, sliding beneath it in the mud and rain. I launch grenade after grenade at those vents and some of them even go in. But it’s too late to stop the slide. I look away as the tank explodes.
The armoured beast sinks to the ground and I try to roll away, but can’t get my left arm out before it collapses onto it. The pain nearly overwhelms me. I engage the Terminal Emergency Mode and dampen every nuance of it I can. The effect is almost instant: artificial and inhuman. Another reminder of what I really am. I try to get the arm out, but the weight of this armoured titan is too much and I cannot lift it.
As I struggle, through a small gap between the hull and the ground, and amidst the billowing plumes of smoke, I see the boy.
He is on his back, scrambling backwards, trying to bring his railgun up. His face is contorted into a rictus of fear and fury, all focused on something out of my field of vision.
On my sensors, there is a single tank headed towards him.
My interrogator lied to me. Of course, what did I expect? I should be furious, but all I can think about is preventing a conclusion to this mission which involves the boy’s broken, bloodied body lying in the mud alongside others.
I scream inside my head, channelling everything I have into my efforts to move the tank’s vast bulk even a little, but it’s too heavy. I jerk my body away hard, again and again, but cannot free myself. I consider digging but the ground is too hard. There is only one way.
I allow myself to access the image of the small girl on the swing, his sister. I take comfort in her beaming smile. Then I bring my right arm over and level the railgun against my left. I turn away – ricochets might conceivably damage my retinal systems, or maybe I can’t watch as I know even the terminal emergency mode won’t dampen this – and I open fire.
The pain is beyond me, made worse by the knowledge there is no coming back from this amputation – no fresh Widow to take away the loss. Sensory data explodes across my vision, angry warnings I can do nothing about. I pull myself away, sick and reeling; I am unsteady, as if I am skating on slick ice.
There is no time for self-pity. You deserve this. The boy does not.
I turn and run hard, pumping round after round into the tank surging towards him. I want to hit it with grenades, anything that might kick through the hull, but I know it will be a waste; that the armour will turn them away without something more.
The boy sees me coming. He keeps firing. 
There is no way I can stop the tank firing on him. No way to disable or destroy it before the plasma tears his fragile body into two. I launch into a dive.
I hit him hard, but there’s nothing I can do about that.
I curl him up in my one good arm and allow the momentum of my run, and the weight of the Widow, to do the rest.
We roll for maybe thirty metres, but I keep my arm rigid around him like a cage. There’s no doubt it will hurt him, but it might be enough to save his life. 
A cluster of sensors tell me the plasma has struck about the area where the kidneys might be in the human body. They also tell me that dozens of systems in that area have shut down and that my right leg is receiving intermittent signals from the main neural pathways. I can hardly walk, let alone run.
I stumble, half-carrying, half-dragging the boy and head for the cover of one the compound’s low buildings. I know the tank will reach us in seconds. 
I throw him down and lean against the wall, trying to formulate a plan.
The clock reads four minutes, eight seconds. Less than a minute and they’re out.
There is only one play left.
I glance down at the boy and wish, in that moment, he could see my face, instead of the demon from his nightmares. But he can’t. “Go now,” I say. “I’ll get you the window you need to escape.”
He knows they can’t make it out without this; he knows I am not coming. I allow myself to believe I can see something approaching forgiveness in his eyes.
I lift the bandolier of grenades from his shoulder, and turn away from him. I slam a reload into my remaining railgun as I turn the corner and open fire. 
It was never my intention to escape. As I listened to my interrogator, I could not help but analyse what he was saying and what that meant for the war. When They had finished their bombardment, they occupied what was left of our colonies because we were easily subjugated. Most colonies have been annexed and are now governed by Them, and what is left of humanity exists at Their whim and within Their prison of night. 
But the resistance has been able to attack heavily guarded compounds and surgically remove precisely what it needs to control Widows. They were able to disable and attack my Battle Group in the drop zone. They knew we were coming. Their weaponry, even though it is a scarce resource to them, is military in origin. Now, this last raid might begin to turn the tide in the war.
There is only one way the resistance could have obtained all that information and materiel: they have informants in positions of considerable responsibility. If I know this, and if I am captured, then so will They.
There is only one way to protect that information.
I was once an immortal weapon of war, but now I can finally find peace in death. A permanent sleep from which I will never wake – and no more will die by my hand. I have found my retribution. I have given humanity the tools to free itself.
In my mind, I can see an orange flower, moving gently in the breeze as the darkness comes.
I am death.
Yet finally, I am gone.



Afterword from Lucas Bale
 
The short form of storytelling is experiencing an electronic resurgence as production and print costs no longer dictate the length of a story. In today’s hectic environment, introducing more people to reading by catering for as many forms of storytelling as possible can only be a good thing. So when I suggested to the self-published writers with whom I work that we publish an anthology together, it set all of our creative juices bubbling. 
The concept of being stranded, with no way to get home, covers more than the physical. It includes mental and emotional trauma, as well as metaphysical barriers. All of those can be found in these stories. ‘Home’ is a word that is so fundamental to who we are and what we hold dear, that being separated from it is something that strikes at our very core. 
A little while ago, I experienced one of those beautiful moments as a writer – a new and exciting world began to bloom inside my head. A concept that I had been kicking around for a while, given a new twist: the geographical and political annexation of a near-future colonial humanity by an alien species more advanced than our own. I envisaged a setting similar to Europe during the Nazi occupation, or a Stalinist Soviet Union, with human colonies spread across a system of exoplanets, now subjugated. I saw the Special Operations Executive and covert operations deep in occupied territory like Bulbasket, in which my friend’s Special Air Service uncle served and ultimately died. I wanted to explore the shadowy world of ad hoc espionage within this annexed territory. A setting taut with paranoia and betrayal; with collaborators and resistance movements like the Maquis, and the Holger Danske. I wrote To Sing of Chaos and Eternal Night (a title taken from Paradise Lost, just as the lead quote is) almost as a prologue to that story. When I’ll get around to the rest, I don’t know, but I’m making notes already …



XE, or People Are Crazy
By S. Elliot Brandis
 
Bradley wakes on another world.
His eyes flash open, made brighter by the glow of the blue sun overhead. Panic rushes into him – he tries to breathe, but finds he can’t. There’s no oxygen in the air. He struggles, but his limbs are locked, clasped tight by a metal shell surrounding him. He stares out through the glass panel at the strange sun and sky. Dread bleeds into his gut. This may be the last sight he ever sees. 
A green light blinks above him. 
Relax, it tells him. Remember your training.
Memories began to flood back, the light activating the first in a series of conditioned responses. He closes his eyes and thinks. At first, the memories are blurry, vague pieces of a distant past, but slowly they congeal and become whole. He is in a space-capsule light years from Earth, on the surface of an unexplored planet. He is on a mission. He has one simple task: find out if the planet is inhabitable and send a signal back to Earth. A single response: Yes or No. 
There is a fizzing sound at his feet, the rush of air over his bare toes. It’s met with a similar sound above his head. The chamber fills with fresh air, a familiar blend of molecules. Bradley counts to twenty then takes a deep breath. His head spins and his cheeks flush. He swears he can taste the oxygen. It tastes like home.
Country music starts playing through tinny speakers either side of his head. He remembers the tune. The name of the song is at the tip of his tongue. Euphoria washes over him. The oxygen, he figures, or something to do with the music.
Click.
There is a sharp stabbing pain in his inner elbow, another in his chest. Needles retract and are replaced with pads, a gentle pressure. Life support systems are changing, readying him for the outside world. Soon he’ll be on his own.
He remembers the next step in the process vividly, snippets of his training returning to him. It should chase away the giddy euphoria, but it doesn’t. He takes a deep breath and smiles, waits.
He knows sensors on the outside of the capsule are checking the environment. They are taking air and soil samples, testing the temperature, looking for radiation. They are checking if a human can survive out there. If the on-board computer decides in the affirmative, the capsule will pop open and he’ll wander out into the world. He’ll explore the planet and make an assessment: is this planet the one? Is this where humanity should head to? When his decision is made, he’ll return to the capsule and send the signal, and then live out the rest of his life.
If it decides in the negative, he won’t get the chance. He’ll be put to sleep, left to die quietly on a distant planet. He’ll never be heard from again.
He waits.
That’s it, he thinks. People Are Crazy. That’s what it’s called.
It’s a country song from his youth. He picked it himself. They’d told him to think of a song that made him happy. At first, he couldn’t find the right one. He’d gone to the storage unit where he’d moved his wife’s stuff, after her funeral. He’d spent all night rummaging through dusty boxes, flicking through old CDs. They’d seemed so quaint, then. CDs. A relic from a distant era. His wife had always hated downloaded music. And then he found his song.
The scientists had laughed. They slipped him his dose of white tablets and played him the song, time and time again. Chemicals rushed through his body, made him feel high. Now, he can’t hear that song without feeling happy. The rush is programmed into his brain. If he dies now, he’ll die happy. He likes that they cared about that.
People are crazy, indeed.
Seconds away from possible death, yet he can’t stop smiling. A man croons about drinking beer. He laughs.
The green light stops blinking. The capsule vibrates.
That’s life, he thinks. There are worse ways to go.
The guitar twangs.
There is a clicking noise near his head, followed by a gentle whirr. The capsule opens, the top coming away like a lid on a hinge. The music stops. Sunlight warms his face.
Bradley sits up and looks around. He rubs the inside of his elbow. A synth-skin bandage has been placed over the wound, already melded against his skin. He tugs on the sleeve of his shirt and the fabric snaps back into place. He’s always hated the skin-tight clothing they insist civilian space explorers wear. Almost as much as he hates the term ‘space explorer’. It reminds him of old TV shows, endlessly playing; a never-ending cycle of reruns. 
“More like space wanderer,” he says.
It’s an old joke – he was the only one who ever found it amusing. He says it aloud just to hear his own voice, then bends forward and coughs. His lungs burn a bit. He takes in a deep breath and holds it, testing the air. It’s not quite the same as Earth, but he can’t quite say why. It’s close enough to put him at ease.
He stands up and his legs shake. The capsule should have maintained his muscle mass. They had compounds for that, they’d told him, to keep him in stasis for as long as the journey took. He looks down at his body and laughs. The shimmering grey T-shirt hugs his belly, bearing the weight of a few too many beers.
“Maintained my damn fat mass, as well,” he whispers. There’s nobody around to hear it.
He closes his eyes and runs through the things he knows. This is planet XE459. It was selected because scans indicated it was Earth-like, whatever that means. He is light years away from home. He never remembered how far. The numbers were too large; this times that to the power of whatever. It never meant much to him. He’s never been a scientist. He just went along with the flow.
“Well,” he mutters. “Might as well see what I’ve got myself into.” 
He opens his eyes and looks around. The blue sun is bright but distant. It seems smaller than the one back home, but the air still feels warm. Perhaps it burns brighter, stronger. The theory makes sense to him.
Around him is a sea of orange. Well, not quite a sea, but the effect is similar. Orange grass extends as far as the horizon. It sways in the breeze, inch-thick blades at least a foot tall. They swish around in waves. 
Bradley smiles. He’d always imagined an ugly, barren planet. Something like Mars or Venus, a single colour of dry soil, craters and valleys the only features of note. He shakes his head. It’s almost beautiful.
The colours trigger something in his mind. He smirks.
Bradley drops to his knees and searches around the top of the capsule. At first he can’t find it. A twist of anger swells in his chest. Those bastards took it away.
He runs his hand down the side, prying his fingers between padding, around fittings. Finally they touch polyester. He unclenches his jaw and sighs.
He pulls out a faded baseball cap and slips it on his head, pulls down on the brim. It’s curved just how he likes it, perfectly broken in. The orange brim shades his eyes, just like old times.
The body of the cap is navy blue, adorned with a star and the letter H. The first Houston Astros fan in space, he thinks. Or at least the first to smuggle a cap.
“Batter up,” he says. 
He spits and it’s caught by the breeze.
The capsule closes the moment he steps out. The lid returns with a whirr, and there’s a gentle sound as it seals back into place. Bradley takes a step back, orange grass swishing against his ankles, and looks at it. There’s not much to it. It’s smooth and grey with a slight shimmer, shaped somewhere between an egg and an arrowhead. It’s hard to believe how far it had carried him. Now, it’s nothing but a transmitter. 
He drops to a crouch and looks for the response panel. It’s at the very back, above the glass window, flush with the rest of the body. He taps it once and two lights appear, glowing beneath the outer surface. One red, one green. 
He rises and shakes his head. It’s that easy, he thinks. One more tap and the signal is sent, one way or another. Either way he’s stuck here. What happens next will occur long after he’s gone. This was always a one-way trip.
Bradley looks around. 
“Ain’t no way home, now.”
 
* * *
 
The grass is soft against his bare feet as he walks across the field of orange. The surface of each blade has a sheen to it, like the wings of a butterfly. It makes him feel strangely calm. Or perhaps it’s the afterglow of the music. 
He remembers the next part of his training clearly. They made sure to keep it as plain as possible. Simple sentences, clear steps. He runs through them in his mind. The initial stages were out of his control: land, don’t die, get up. The next step isn’t. The next step is to find water.
He circles around, but sees only orange. He’s in the bottom of a depression, a giant bowl in the earth. There is nowhere to walk but uphill. He pulls down on the brim of his cap and walks.
The planet should have water. They wouldn’t have sent him here if they didn’t think so. Still, his mouth feels parched in an instant. Sweat beads on his face as he climbs the hill.
Once he asked a scientist why they didn’t pack supplies. She said it was a weight issue, but Bradley wasn’t convinced. The truth, as he saw it, was that they didn’t see the point. If a planet had water, great. If it didn’t, a newcomer would die soon enough. A bottle of water wouldn’t change that. It was harsh logic, but he understood it. 
He looks at the grass and smiles. It seems like a comfortable place to die, at least. Like lying on a bed of feathers.
 
* * *
 
Bradley trips as he struggles up the hill. The grass is silky under his hands. He notices small creatures crawling across the leaves, like minute spots. He tugs on a blade and they stop bolt still, then roll to the ground like tiny ball bearings.
Life.
He’s skipped a couple of steps. First water, then food. Finding life comes later.
He gets back to his feet and shrugs. Where there’s life there’s water, surely. He hopes that’s the case.
Sweat patches under his armpits turn the grey fabric dark. He forgets the name of the material, but knows that it’s expensive. It will keep him cool or warm, within certain bounds. If only it masked body odour.
He pauses at the top of the hill. 
“Holy shit,” he says.
The landscape below is an explosion of colours. There is a forest not far from him, with trees fifty feet tall, their foliage full and thick. The treetops are a mosaic of reds and oranges, a palette that seems common to all of the plant life. Their trunks are cooler colours, blues and purples, giving the forest a mystic appearance. His stomach flutters.
It all seems so easy. Bradley walks towards the forest, ankles swishing through the grass. There is bound to be water, and food as well. Shelter is a forgone conclusion. 
He pats his wrist, touching the indicator – the only object he was supplied with. Its face is round and basic, plain black. If he pushes the only button, his capsule should appear as a blinking light. The closer he is to it, the closer the light moves to the centre. That’s all there is to it. 
He shakes his head. The minimalism of the scientists is almost impressive.
Bradley walks towards the forest.
 
* * *
 
The butterflies in his stomach become frenzied as he steps carefully along the forest floor. He’s hungry, no doubt, but there’s something else too. The coolness of the forest scares him. He looks up at the canopy and it glows orange, like fire above his head. He sighs.
The forest is filled with life. There are small round creatures that remind him of wombats, with stout legs and whiskered faces. They startle whenever he nears them, sniff the air, and run to their burrows. They make little sound but a quiet huffing. Bradley laughs, but leaves them alone.
His favourite organisms are the things on the trees, like twists of fungi. They look like human ears, but large and grey. When he nears them they curl shut like a closing hand. Their outsides are smooth and hard. If he turns around he can see his path, marked by a thousand closed ears. He names them Barbs, after his mother in law Barbara. She always did have closed ears.
A bittersweet feeling makes his lungs tighten. Barbara would be dead now. Everybody he once knew would be. He picks up a rock and throws it. It twists through the air, ricochets off a tree, and lands softly on the forest floor. You got what you wanted, he thinks. You finally got rid of me.


It’s not long before he finds water. There is a gentle stream that runs down a hill, winding its way through the forest. Bradley bends down and cups his hand, brings it to his face. He sniffs, not knowing what to expect. There’s no scent. The water looks crystal clear. It reminds him of water in the mountains at the start of spring, when crisp ice melts to form the clearest of waters. He takes a sip. His heart beats with excitement. He drops to all fours and drinks.
He spends the rest of the day wandering the forest, following the path of the stream. It’s mostly downhill. He must have chosen the direction without even thinking. The path of least resistance.
There is bright pink fruit on the forest floor. Bradley looks up and sees them growing on the trees above. The leaves on the ground have softened their fall. He picks one up. Its outside is dimpled, like an overgrown orange. He digs his fingernails into the skin and peels it away. The flesh inside is a dark, deep red. Juices run down his neck like blood as he digs his teeth into the tender flesh. It tastes like sour strawberries. His body feels alive from the sugar.
A strange creature dances towards him, the size of a small monkey. It has shaggy blue fur and big, wide eyes. It reminds him of a creepy stuffed toy, or perhaps a creature from a Japanese video game. It bounces from foot to foot as it approaches, eyes flitting between him and the fruit in his hand. 
He holds it out. “Go on,” he says. The creature snatches it from his hand then scurries up the nearest tree. It eats the fruit, watching him with beaming eyes.
Not fur, he thinks, but fine feathers. For a moment he feels like a scientist.
 
* * *
 
Bradley sits on the forest floor, a small pile of fruit skins beside him. He feels satisfied, a little sleepy. He looks up at the blue creature and winks. It lets out a chattering sound, high and staccato. 
“What should I call you, then?” he asks.
The creature doesn’t reply.
Bradley lies on his back and watches the forest canopy. When he pays attention, it comes alive with movement. He blurs his vision and traces the subtle shifts. He listens to the sounds of the forest. As the sun starts to set, it becomes alive with noises – chirping and chattering and crying. This is how it must have been, he thinks, back in the old days. Forests full of life; weird and wonderful organisms.
He decides to skip the next step. There seems little need for shelter. He closes his eyes. In the morning he’ll return to the capsule, press the green light. There seems little point in delaying things. Soon, humanity might be on their way. If it still exists, that is. 
He rests.
 
* * *
 
He’s awoken by a loud shrieking. It cuts through the forest like a razor, sharp and alarming. Bradley scrambles to his feet, shuffles around in a clumsy circle. The night is cool and dark. Silver moonlight filters through the canopy. It makes the forest ghastly.
The noise is close. Bradley squints and sees the outline of a large beast, shoulder blades jutting up high. One of the blue creatures is clutched in its jaws, clawing against its gums with fine fingers, crying for its life. The beast thrashes its head around until the shrieking stops, drops its prey, and begins to devour its flesh. 
Bradley backs away in slow, quiet steps. He holds his breath. He can feel his hands shaking, his pulse in his temples. 
I should have followed the steps.
He stumbles backwards over the root of a tree, letting out a grunt as he lands, gasps in a breath. The beast’s eyes flash at him, glistening silver in the moonlight, the same colour at its teeth. Bradley pulls himself to his feet. The beast charges towards him.
It’s almost upon him when it stops. Its eyes slam shut and its muscles tense. It locks in place, frozen.
An orange glow flares behind him. Bradley turns and sees a woman with dark skin and bright eyes. She hisses at the beast, waves a burning stick before her. 
The beast turns and runs into the shadows.
The woman looks at Bradley, her face lit up in firelight. He sees fear in her eyes, uncertainty. Her lips twitch as she tries to find the right words.
“W-Who are you?” she stammers.
Bradley’s mouth hangs agape, his arms crossed before him. He’s not cold, but he’s shivering. His heart flutters, face pale.
“Who are you?” he replies.
She squints at the question and shakes her head. She waves the firestick at him, as though warding him away.
“I’m asking the goddamn questions,” she says.
Slowly, Bradley’s eyes adjust to the light. He notices the shimmer of her clothing, a familiar grey fabric. She’s wearing the same clothing as him, the plain uniform of every space explorer. His heart skips a beat. 
“I’m a space wanderer,” he says.
“What?”
“I-I mean a space explorer.” His words are stumbling out, fast and nervous. He grabs the fabric of his shirt, stretches it out to show her. “I’m just like you.”
She lowers the flame and looks him up and down. She stumbles backward, drops the stick, steps forward again. “No,” she says.
“What planet were you assigned to?”
“XE458.”
“I’m XE459.” He shrugs and adjusts his cap. “I guess they went and fucked up.”
 
* * *
 
The woman waves the flame, tilts back her head. “Follow me,” she says.
Bradley follows. “Where are we going?”
“Just over the way. I have a fire burning.”
“The light keeps away those … things?”
“I call them Greylocks. And yes, it does.” She pauses a moment. “I’m surprised you’ve lasted this long, not knowing that.”
He laughs. “I’m surprised you named the damned things.”
She leads him away from the creek and up a valley. The flame flickers as they walk, the wind making it dull and flare. She holds it away from her body. The trees’ shadows shift as they walk.
“It doesn’t make sense,” she says. “Us both being here.”
“Shit happens.”
“Maybe for you. Scientists like that don’t make mistakes. They can’t afford to.”
Bradley huffs through his nose. “Well, this time they did,” he says, a little too sharply.
The woman is quiet. Bradley doesn’t regret the tone in his voice. He knows her type – highly strung, a self-proclaimed expert of everything. He clenches his jaw. Halfway across the universe and he still can’t spend some time alone.
The ground feels different in the valley. His feet touch dirt, uncovered by leaves. When it rains, it must be a flow path, draining down to the river. The thought makes him relax. The forest reminds him of Earth, of solo camping trips in the mountains by his house – a bottle of bourbon, a good book, and his hammock tent. He camped a lot after his wife died. He found he enjoyed being alone, once it was thrust on him. It’s part of the reason he’s here.
“It’s just up ahead,” the woman says. “In the caves.”
He traces the wave of her flame. Up ahead is a small opening in the side of the hill, little more than a crevice, glowing orange. 
She looks him up and down. “You may have to suck in your gut.” 
Bradley’s jaw clenches again.
 
* * *
 
The stone is cold as he pushes through the crevice. He pulls in his stomach after all, worried that his shirt will catch and tear, despite it being tear-proof. Perhaps he’s lost trust in the scientists. His stubble brushes against the rock face.
Inside is a cavern, wider than he’d expected. A stream of water runs through its centre, appearing and disappearing through separate gaps in the stone. 
He squints at the fire, which burns near the back of the space. Smoke billows up to the ceiling, disappearing through a series of cracks. Firewood crackles and pops. The cave is warm, comfortable.
“Sit where you like,” she says.
Bradley walks near the fire, sits, and leans up against a rock wall. The stone is cool, but the fire warms his feet. They’ve grown cold during the night. They tingle as they heat up.
“You’ve done alright, considering,” he says.
“Considering what?”
“Considering how little time you’ve had.” 
She scoffs. “You could have too, had you bothered.” 
He pushes his head back into the wall, letting the pain distract him. “Look, you don’t need to keep snapping at me.” He tosses a pebble into the fire. “I’m in the same position you are. Just trying to make the best of it, OK?”
She sits down on the other side of the cave, flames flickering in her eyes. She stares into the fire as though it holds the answers to the secrets that taunt her. Unconsciously, she scratches the inside of her wrist. Her fingernails are long and pointed.
“I’m sorry, but it just doesn’t make sense.”
“Well, talk about it,” he says. “What bits are concerning you?”
“All of it.”
He sighs. “Look, um …”
“Jones,” she says. “Deidra Jones.”
“Pretty name.” He smiles, trying to muster some goodwill between them. “I’m Steve Bradley.”
“You were saying?”
The smile drops from Bradley’s face. “I was saying, Jones, that it might help if we talk it through. OK, so they sent us both to the same planet. What else is off?”
Jones tucks her dark hair behind her ears. It’s longer than it should be, Bradley realises. The scientists always insisted on buzz cuts for civilian space explorers – part of the faux-military feel of the whole operation. Last names and tight haircuts. Though that’s about where it ended; in the end they’ll always be civilians.
“Well,” Jones says, “how much have you explored?”
“So far? Not much.”
She squints at him, obviously annoyed. Her forehead crinkles, dirt in the creases. “But you’ve seen the town at the foot of the mountain?”
Bradley’s heart skips a beat. There is a shiver down his spine, a sudden strange feeling, a mix of fear and euphoria. The scientists had insisted there was a chance some of them would find intelligent life. But a town? He tugs on his earlobe. A town changes everything.
“No,” he says, voice shaky.
“No?” Jones echoes, exasperated. “This is going to sound incredibly rude—”
“I bet.”
“—but how the fuck did you pass the basic screening?”
Bradley grinds his teeth. Truth be told, he never believed he would pass the screening. He never went to college; it just wasn’t his thing. But he always thought that he could have, had he not been so, well, lazy. That’s what his parents used to say, at least. It turned out that he needn’t have worried. The government recruited tens of thousands for these missions – quantity over quality. It was all kept as basic as possible. Right down to the press of a button. Trained monkeys. Bradley sighs.
“I’m sorry, but you have to cut me some slack. It’s only been a damn day.”
Jones’s face goes stiff. The warm glow of her dark skin seems to wane, replaced by a fearful pallor. Her throat bobbles as she swallows. 
She takes a deep breath. “I’m sorry, can you say that again?”
Bradley cocks his head. “Cut me some slack?”
“The other part … you’ve only been here a day?”
“I think.” He pushes back his cap and grins sheepishly. “I fell asleep for a bit. What’s up?”
Jones laughs. It’s a high cackle, a little manic. She wrings her hands together, rocks forward and back. “Those little weasels,” she says. “What the hell have they done now?”
“Who?”
“The scientists,” she says, absentmindedly. She shakes her head as though rattling away scattered thoughts, then looks back at Bradley, her face glowing in the flame. “I’ve been here a year.”
 
* * *
 
Bradley lies on his back. He can’t sleep. Thoughts swirl through his head, doubts and worries. None of it makes sense.
He turns his head and looks at Jones, sleeping on the other side of the fire. He thought she’d never rest. For a while, she was manic with theories, half-strung ideas that mutated as she spoke. She must have worn herself out.
Bradley looks back at the cave roof and shuts his eyes. Always go with the simplest explanation. Two people to a planet, double the chances. It makes sense to him. More robust. Two green lights, from two different years, and you’d have a better idea of the planet, avoid false positives. 
His feet are cold. He shuffles around, points them towards the fire. He’d kill for a pair of boots.
The town at the foot of the mountain, Jones had said. The town was at the centre of all her thinking; the catalyst that broke down all of her ideas. 
Bradley will make her show him tomorrow. For now, he has to sleep. 
He can’t.
 
* * *
 
Jones and Bradley walk through the forest. He’s tired from the night before. Deep bags have formed under his eyes, and his head feels large in his cap. Countless years floating unconscious in space, yet one bad night is enough to drain him. He laughs to himself, shaking his head.
“What?” Jones asks.
“Oh, nothing. Private joke.”
“A private joke with yourself?”
“Ain’t nothing more private than that.” He smiles. “Not my fault you’re crashing my party.”
Jones doesn’t reply. Bradley watches her as she walks, leading their way through the forest. She’s slimmer than the women he used to date. His wife was warm and homely, soft around the edges. She was the kind of woman you’d take on picnics, cuddle while watching the clouds. Jones is thin and muscular, built like a sportswoman. She hadn’t spent her year here idle. He watches her, letting the image chase away thoughts of his past.
“I have a new theory,” he says.
“Go on then.” 
He smirks. “What if humanity isn’t coming, and we’ve been sent here to populate the planet?”
Jones stops and turns around. She raises her eyebrows and says, “You’re really going to goddamn go there?”
He raises his hands, fingers splayed. “Think about it,” he says. “We’re how many light years away? How much time has passed? There’s a good chance they’ve forgotten all about us, or have been wiped out altogether. It might have been the plan all along. Adam and Eve, Part II.”
She shakes her head. “You know about the theory of relativity, right?”
“Of course,” he says. He saw it on an episode of Star Trek.
“Because of the speed of our capsules, time passed faster for us than on Earth. They’ll still be going strong. They planned this all to a dime.”
“Uh, isn’t it the other way around?” he says.
Jones breathes out sharply and turns back around.
 
* * *
 
The forest thins, the ground getting rocky underfoot. Jones waves him forward. He moves carefully across the uneven ground, heading to the edge of a cliff. The wind whistles past. The sun is high and warm. 
“Is this safe?” Bradley asks.
Jones moves her index finger to her lips. Bradley shrugs.
She crouches down as she nears the edge, drops to her belly, and inches forward. Bradley follows along. He’s clumsier than her, writhing around like a seal on land.
“Look,” Jones says. 
The cliff is hundreds of feet high. The rock face is silver grey, jagged. Below, the forest continues. The orange-red leaves of the canopy link together like a sheet of fire.
“Over by the lake.” She points.
Bradley squints as he looks at the lake, glaring in the morning sun. His eyes water. He waits for them to adjust. 
He sees it.
By the lake are strange structures, their outside walls a deep blue-grey, roofs thatched orange. They’ve been formed out of mud from the river, judging by the colour. It reminds him of a human village, a glimpse from the past of some poorer country.
“Well, damn,” he says. He keeps his voice soft, but he doesn’t know why. The village is miles away.
“Look how many there are,” Jones says, tracing her finger through the air. 
They’ve cleared a large area that wraps around the lake, sprawling outward. The effect is impressive. Most of the structures are near identical in build, each likely a dwelling for a single family. Their population must number in the thousands. 
“What do they look like?” he asks.
“I don’t know.”
Bradley pushes his chest off the ground, arching his back. He looks Jones in the eye, perplexed. “You’ve never seen them?”
“I’ve never gone closer than this,” she replies, deflecting the question. Her voice is tentative, as though she’s hiding the truth.
“Never?”
She looks away. “Isn’t that what I just said?”
“But why?”
“Do you remember your training at all? If you find intelligent life, then it’s an automatic fail. Too risky. Hit the red button and you’re done.”
Bradley pulls his legs around and sits up, cross-legged. The wind is cold against his face, the brim of his cap cutting it noisily. He rests his elbows on his knees and his face in his hands, looks out at the clear sky in thought. 
“We don’t know they’re intelligent,” he says.
“They built a goddamn town.”
Bradley sighs. Suddenly, he feels cold. “I’m not going to hit the red button without seeing them.”
“It’s too dangerous. Trust me, leave it. I know what you’re thinking – you thought you might be the hero, the one that found humanity’s new resting place. And you wouldn’t even have to live to see it. You could live your life in peace, knowing you’d forever be a legend. Fucking Noah. I get it, trust me.”
He yanks the brim of his cap, pulling it down over his brow. His eyes are hidden in shade. A light stubble is forming on his face. He pinches the brim of his nose.
Jones continues, “But that’s gone. You’ve got to do the right thing. Go back to the ship, respond, and then live out your life in peace. You go down there and they’ll kill you. That’s how societies treat new things.”
Bradley waits, considering her fears. He sees truth in them, but there’s a niggling feeling at the back of his mind. He needs to know more. 
“I understand,” he says. “But I’m not going to live out my life in worry and fear. I’d rather die than do that again. I’m here for a fresh start.” He takes a deep breath, feels the sunshine on his face. “Eight years ago, my wife was diagnosed with cancer. She lived for three more years, weaker every day. I mortgaged my bar to pay for her treatment, then turned to her parents for support. In the end, her parents wouldn’t talk to me and I defaulted, lost everything. No job, no support, nothing.”
“So you signed up to get away.”
Bradley smiles sadly. Even though the cap shades his eyes, he knows Jones can see them tearing up. “I’m done with Earth. All those bad feelings can stay there. But this planet? This is ours. We make of it what we want. And I say we find out all we can.”
Jones turns back to the cliff edge, shuffles herself forward. She watches the village by the lake, considering it with an icy stare. “OK,” she says. “Tomorrow. I know a place where we can stay the night, and we can edge further in the morning. Just promise me two things …”
“Anything.”
“One: no contact. This is a scouting mission. We watch from afar. Two: if there is intelligent life, you return to your capsule and send the red signal. No arguments, no excuses. Got it?”
Bradley smiles. “Got it.”
Jones shuffles away from the edge. “Then get off your ass and let’s go.”
 
* * *
 
They spend the night in another cave. There’s a network of them that runs through the mountain like honeycomb. Each crumbles and narrows, blocked off from the others. With enough time, a few good men could clear them out, Bradley supposes, turn them into a home. That would be an interesting way to live. 
“What are you thinking about?” Jones asks.
“Hmm?”
“You had a dopey grin on your face. Or did you just fart?”
“I was thinking about the caves.”
She shakes her head. “You’re an odd one.”
He smiles. “I know.”
 
* * *
 
They trek towards the village in the early morning. The forest is awash with life. Strange, grey creatures spring from trunk to trunk, chasing clouds of insects. They remind Bradley of schools of fish, sweeping one way and another, all moving in sync.
A vine snaps back and hits Bradley in the face, knocking his cap to the floor. He bends down to retrieve it, still half asleep. Jones turns around, smiling.
“Will you watch what you’re doing?” Bradley says.
She shrugs. “Try watching where you’re going.” 
Jones doesn’t seem as harsh as she did when they first met. She’s softened a bit. Perhaps she needed the company. There are few people who’d be happy to live a life alone. Bradley considers himself one of those few.
“How much farther?” he asks.
Jones points ahead. “At least another fifteen miles. We’ll follow the mountain around instead of down, find a vantage point high on the hills and stay out of view.”
“But we’ll be able to watch them, right?”
“That’s the plan.”
He wipes the sweat from his upper lip. Not much can go wrong.
 
* * *
 
A light rain falls as dawn turns to mid-morning. It drips through the canopy, slowly trickling down to the surface. It makes the air hot and steamy. Sweat patches form under his armpits. 
Bradley thinks about baseball. How much time has passed on Earth? He doesn’t really know. The Astros must have won a world series by now. Surely. His forehead crinkles in thought. 
“Answer me this,” Jones says.
“Hmm?” Bradley responds, drawn back into reality.
“Deep down, when you send the signal, would you rather it be red or green? What does it matter to you whether people are coming or not? Chances are they never will.”
“Yes, but—” Bradley slaps an insect away from his face. “I don’t know. I suppose it makes me feel less guilty to live my life out alone, knowing that I might have made a difference.”
“Either way you make a difference. Warning them to stay away is just as important.”
“I suppose.” 
Bradley sighs. He’s not sure he even cares, anymore. Earth seems so far away, both in time and space. His connection is fading fast.
 
* * *
 
Jones crouches down low and holds out a hand. Her muscles clench tight, her body stiff as a board.
“What is it?” Bradley whispers.
She turns around and glares at him with the harshest eyes he’s ever seen. Shut the hell up, they say. Bradley holds his breath and crouches down too. He edges towards her in slow steps, the damp, leafy ground making few sounds.
He pulls up beside Jones. She’s staring out like a deer that has sensed danger. Bradley follows her gaze. He sees it. Through the trees he sees figures moving slowly. They stand on two feet, with a gait like humans. He catches only glimpses as they walk through the forest. The trunks striate his view of them like blinds.
Bradley’s face goes red. He slowly lets out his breath, trying not to make a noise. His pulse is beating in his temples. I’m the alien, he thinks. This is their planet and I’m the stranger. Now he understands Jones’s fear.
There is a shuffling noise behind them. Bradley turns around, heart in his mouth. One of the small monkey-like creatures stands before him, its blue feathers shimmering, eyes wide. He lets out a sigh of relief. He waves and smiles as if saying, hey there, buddy. The creature lets out a chatter. Bradley’s chest clenches tight.
Fithhhh.
An arrow pierces the damp air, striking the creature through the head. Its animated eyes drop; it crumples in a heap. The arrowhead glistens with blood and brain.
Oh, fuck.
He looks to Jones. Fear is plastered on her face, suddenly white. Bradley stands, ready to run, and holds out a hand for her to grasp.
An alien looks him in the eye. His posture is stern and rigid, with muscular limbs – a man.
Bradley’s heart pounds in his chest, threatening to tear loose. The rest of his body freezes, unable to process what’s happening. 
The man is tall, his skin grey. Bradley realises it’s covered in mud, the same that forms their dwellings. The front of a skull covers his face. It’s been sawn down the middle, between the eyes. An inch of hardened mud runs down the seam, joining the halves back together, allowing it to be worn as a mask. Jawbones sit on his shoulders like epaulettes.
Jones speaks. “We don’t mean you any harm.” She stands, holding out her open hands. 
The man’s eyes flit from behind the skull-mask. He smiles, yellowed teeth showing. 
“Wel-u-come,” he says, straining each syllable.
“Uh … hi?” Bradley replies.
The man raises a hand and clicks his fingers. From behind, a thick fabric bag is thrust over Bradley’s face, tied tightly around his neck. His skull rattles as he’s struck by something hard, intended to knock him out. He stays up. He can feel blood soaking into the scratchy fabric. He’s struck again. This time he drops to his knees, clenching his eyes tight. It’s not worth resisting. 
Two unseen figures lift him and carry him off. 
One thought cycles through his mind, over and over, a broken record at the bar. 
I’m sorry, Jones. You were right.
 
* * *
 
Bradley sits in a dark room. The fabric of the bag scratches his nose as he breaths in. It’s damp with his own fluids – blood, tears, and sweat. He leans against a wall, clay cool against his back. He hears laboured breathing beside him.
“Jones?” he whispers.
There’s no reply.
“Jones?” he whispers again, louder, more urgent.
There’s a ball of fear in his gut, as though his intestines are tied in knots. It reminds him of hours spent in hospital waiting rooms; a surplus of time and no way to fill it, only fear and anxiety to keep him company. He raises his hands to his face but a rope pulls taught. His wrists have been tied together, linked to his ankles. He wants to cry. He bites his tongue instead.
“Jones?” he says, one more time.
A deep voice croaks, “What do you want?” It’s not Jones – far too masculine.
“Who are you?” Bradley asks.
“What does it matter?” the man replies.
“What does anything fucking matter? Just tell me who you are.” Bradley pushes his head against the wall behind him. His fear has turned to anger, impatience.
“Piss off,” the man says. He pauses, and his heavy breathing fills the room. “Name’s Douglas,” he says finally.
“You’re from Earth?”
“Of course I’m from bloody Earth.”
Bradley breathes in deeply, slowly exhales. His breath is hot and sickly. He clenches his stomach and asks the next question, “How long have you been here?”
“In this room? Five years and change. On this shit-hole of a planet? Would be right on about six years now.”
A wave of nausea washes over Bradley. He vomits. The acid stings his lips, split from an unknown blow. His eyes water and sting. 
Keep it together, he thinks. 
That makes three of them, together on a planet light years from Earth. There was no mistake. This was planned. But why? Why waste resources scouting the same planet three times? He pushes his head harder into the wall. The clay is coarse and hard. 
Think, think, think.
Douglas coughs. “Bet you thought you landed in paradise, hey?” He cackles, his voice loud and twisted. “I suppose paradise really is lost.” He laughs again. It becomes wet and sickly, turns into a fit of coughing. The man wheezes and laughs, content not to let illness foul his crippled humour.
There is a rush of air as the door swings open. A burst of light filters through the sack’s fabric. 
“Qui-et,” says a high voice – a woman. 
Douglas continues to laugh. “Or what?” he says. “You’ll lock me up?” His voice is wild and high, fraying at the edges.
Bradley can hear the woman step forward. Douglas screams. A weapon thrashes through the air like a whip, each blow met with pained noises. After a while, it stops.
The rope around Bradley’s neck is pulled tight, compressing his throat as he’s dragged to his feet. The woman struggles with the knot, unties it. Bradley squints as the bag is removed and light hits his eyes. The woman appears before him in silhouette. 
“List-en, Neumann,” she says. 
Her face his hidden behind a split skull, again fused with clay. Her skin is stained with grey mud, her body clothed in simple fabric. She’s strong and muscled, her posture stiff and stern but somehow still feminine. 
“Neumann?” Bradley asks. He looks into her eyes. She meets his stare with a steady gaze, violent and fierce. 
She pokes him in the chest. “You. You be’th the Neumann.”
“The new man?” he asks, struggling to keep his voice gentle. Even now, he can’t help but find it amusing.
The woman takes a step back and thrashes his face with a club. His cheekbone burns, as if bone has struck bone. Blood drips down his face. He looks at the club and smiles darkly.
She holds a human femur, spattered with blood – some his, some Douglas’s. Bone on bone, indeed.
“No shit-grin!” she says. 
Bradley flinches as she strikes him again. He trips to the floor. The bone strikes him in the ribs, the face, the thigh, the wrist. He holds his breath and curls up tight. He’s taken beatings before, outside of the bar. This he can do.
She stops, breathing fast. 
“Know’th your place,” she says.
Bradley clenches his jaw and nods. The woman bends down, helps him into a sitting position. She touches his wrist and pain bursts though his body. There is a nasty gash, with white bone showing between deep red flesh. The woman touches it again and he whimpers.
For a second, they make eye contact. Bradley sees something else in the glance – a glimmer of sympathy and regret. The woman looks away.
She leaves the room, returns minutes later carrying thread and a wooden needle. 
“This’ll pain,” she says, looking at the wound but avoiding his gaze. “Only way’th heal.”
Bradley nods.
The woman slowly frees his injured wrist, unwrapping the rope in a rotating motion. Bradley winces as the needle pierces his flesh. The string threads through his skin, pulling the wound tight. The woman works firmly and deliberately, ties the thread and cuts it off.
She looks him in the eyes, a sadness showing. “I’m sorry, but you learn.”
“I’m sorry, too,” Bradley says. 
He thrusts his hand up to her throat, clasps it tight. His fingers dig in deep. He can feel the grooves of her windpipe, flakes of mud sloughing away from her skin. He looks her in the eyes as she splutters and struggles. He pulls her close. She drops to the ground.
Bradley cries as he unties himself. He looks across the room and sees Douglas. He’s a small man, thin and frail. A long beard runs down his chest, mottled with blood. 
He looks back at the woman and drops to his knees. He moves his ear to her mouth, listens for breathing. She’s alive. A tear runs down his face, mixing with his blood.
“I really am sorry,” he whispers.
Bradley pries his fingers under the skull-mask. He needs to know what she looks like – what her species looks like. The mask is affixed with caked mud and peels off slowly. Its teeth press into his fingers, marking his skin.
The mask rattles to the floor. Bradley’s jaw hangs open.
“No,” he says. “No, no, no.”
He spits in his hand and uses the moisture to wipe away mud. He spits again. His mouth is dry and his throat stings, acidic. The mud comes away in grey lumps.
“What the fuck have you done?” 
The woman is human. There’s no other way to explain it. She’s human. Bradley punches the ground.
“What the fuck, what the fuck?”
Bradley hears a noise outside, the clatter of feet. He stands and runs, bolting out the door and into the sunlight. The day outside is inappropriately cheerful. The blue sun burns bright in the crystal-clear sky.
A group of men and women stand, watching. Bradley turns and runs. He runs and runs, throat stinging and legs burning. He can feel the acid eating at his muscles, burning in his throat. Tears streak his stubbled face.
He runs until the shouting fades. He runs for his life.
 
* * *
 
Bradley sits in a cave. He touches the gash on his wrist, tied tight with thread. Yellow liquid oozes from the wound. He chokes out a cry.
He thinks of what Jones said. Return to your capsule and hit the red button. 
Jones. She must be alive down there, somewhere. For now. Bradley wants to save her, but knows he can’t. 
Throughout the day he hears noises, the shouts of men searching the forest. During the night he hears howling.
He curls in a ball and tries to sleep. He can’t. 
“What have you done?” he whispers. 
Memories of the scientists dwell in his mind. None of it makes any sense. 
He cries.
 
* * *
 
Bradley wakes. Somehow, he’d fallen asleep. He gets to his feet and brushes his clothes with his hands. The grey fabric of his outfit is stained, but unbroken. Its threads hold tight, curved around his stomach, his groin. His mouth feels dirty and dry.
Steady yourself, he thinks. 
He finds new resolve. Today he will hike back through the forest, find his capsule. A single day and a simple goal. He knows he can do this. What happens next, happens next. Today he sends the warning.
Red.
The forest outside the cave is glowing. Creatures scamper and crawl, climb and chatter. Bradley musters a smile. The orange treetops rustle in the breeze.
The day affects him. Without thinking, he starts to whistle as he walks. A song he used to play in his bar. Rain Is A Good Thing. He chuckles to himself. Rain, corn, and whiskey. He could do with all three. He scratches his stubble and feels guilty, pulls down his cap, tells himself to think of Jones. It isn’t right to feel OK. Is it? He faced the same conundrum on Earth for years. Can a man smile while the world falls apart around him?
Different planet, same problems.
He shakes a tree. Fruit rattles down around him, landing softly on a bed of leaves. He tears one open and eats. The juice is sweet and tangy on his tongue, a little sour. He swallows, letting the sugars burn inside him.
He can’t be far away. Bradley lifts his wrist and taps the indicator, the one that tells him the position of his capsule. Its position lights up in orange. It’s within the circle of the sensor for the first time, not a mark on the edges. He’s close. Within ten miles, he thinks. He forgets what they used to say.
 
* * *
 
Bradley enters the field of orange grass. He laughs, tears welling in his eyes. He taps his wrist and looks at the indicator again. It’s close to the middle now, offset towards the top. He’s almost there. The grass ripples in the breeze. 
“Beautiful bloody planet,” he whispers. “Bittersweet.”
Like a grapefruit, he thinks. He smiles.
For a moment, Bradley feels proud to be from Earth. A simple, patriotic pride. Then he thinks of the pandemics, the wars, the infighting. He thinks of hospital beds and bankers. He thinks of the scientists. 
He shakes his head. Thinking will kill him. 
 
* * *
 
Bradley walks across the field. He reaches the crest, turns around and looks down at the forest, thinks of its secrets. There is so much he doesn’t understand. No wonder Jones was wound up so tight. She’d seen things he hadn’t, yet. With knowledge comes pain.
“I’ll save her,” he says to himself. 
He bites his lip. He hopes he can.
There is movement at the edge of the forest. Three men appear, another two women behind them. All are dressed in mud and bones. 
Bradley’s heart jumps. He looks at his indicator, turns and looks back to the forest. He can make it to the capsule, but then what? He watches. They see him.
A woman starts running, and then the others follow. The orange grass swishes around their shins. It looks like they’re running through flames, drifting through hell. 
Bradley turns and runs.
He sprints down the hill, lungs burning, a stitch in his gut. His injured wrist stings, on fire. 
Bradley trips and tumbles. He rolls down the hill, each bump in the ground catching his ribcage. He winces and scrambles to his feet, continues running.
His capsule sits at the base of the basin, shimmering in the sun. He reaches it, panting, and wipes dirt from the front panel. The lights appear, green and red, glowing from behind glass. 
This is it.
He looks up the hill. The men and women have mounted the crest. They look down at him cautiously, as though unsure of themselves. Bradley holds up his hand. They watch.
Bradley takes a deep breath.
One, two, three.
He presses the red button. It blinks three times and disappears. The panel goes blank.
Bradley sighs. An overwhelming feeling of helplessness washes through his body. For the first time, he feels disconnected from Earth. He’s not only gone, but detached. He’s alone and stranded. 
There truly is no way home.
He could be the last man alive. Only, he isn’t. He looks up the hill at the men and women, still watching.
What are you?
He runs. They chase.
 
* * *
 
Bradley reaches the other side of the basin, runs back down into another bowl. He can hear the men shouting behind him. They’re speaking in another language, not broken English, but related somehow. His mind finds patterns, but struggles to put them together. 
His eyes dart around, looking for somewhere to go. There is nowhere. A sea of grass stretches as far as he can see. The hills seem to roll up and down, like waves in the ocean. He’ll die here, red blood staining orange grass. 
At least I hit the button, he thinks. If he dies today, he’ll have done something. As Jones said, a warning is as good as a welcome. In some small way, he has helped. 
Bradley looks at his wrist. He needs to see the light, blinking red. He needs to see that this all meant something.
He presses the button and the indicator glows. Red lights pepper the circular screen. The edge is a solid circle, a ring of fire.
Bradley punches his chest. He doesn’t know why. The pain feels right. He punches again.
It doesn’t make sense.
He looks again. The nearest light is close, over the next hill. He corrects his direction and runs towards it. 
 
* * *
 
Another capsule lies at the bottom of a valley. The outside shell is dirty and unreflective. Bradley races towards it, sweat dripping from his face. He slides to his knees, silken grass slipping under him. 
He wipes dirt from the capsule. His fingers search its outside, looking for its markings. He wipes it clear with a hurried swoop. 
His heart stops as he reads the inscription.
XE398.
His heart restarts in a flurry of beating. Bradley rises and runs, watches the indicator, turns sharply and seeks the next light. 
The second capsule is older, covered with mud, sinking into the earth. An insect mound is piled high, green critters scampering across its outside. He pushes it aside and searches for its markings. His skin burns with a hundred insect bites, but he ignores them. His skin can melt off, for all he cares. He needs to know.
XE264.
“What the hell?” he says. 
The news hits him in the chest like a freight train. 
He turns. He can hear his pursuers, but can’t yet see them. A flash of inspiration comes. Bradley pushes his fingers through the dirt. He searches for the seam, pries his fingers in the gap. His thighs burn as he pulls the capsule lid, trying to shuck it open like an oyster. It finally gives with a dusty clatter. Bradley topples the mound of dirt, scattering it over the lid of the capsule, and forces himself inside.
 
* * *
 
Bradley is awake on another world. 
His blue eyes are open, made brighter by the glow of the blue sun overhead. Panic rushes through him; he tries to breathe but the air is stale. The air is hot and humid. He struggles down, curling into the base of the capsule, letting the metal shell surround him. A rectangle of light filters through the glass panel. Dread bleeds into his gut. This may be the last sight he ever sees.
A red light blinks on his wrist.
Relax, it tells him. You can work this out.
Realisation dawns. Each light is a capsule, and each is from Earth. Bradley is XE459. Jones is XE458. One year apart, one number apart. Each number is a year. 
XE. Escape Earth?

His stomach twists. The scientists were lying. This wasn’t about scouting ten thousand different planets, each a slim hope. This was about bombarding one, year upon year, until life stuck and grew. But why? Why?
Why else?
Earth is dead. This isn’t an expansion – it’s an exile, a swing for the rafters. 
XE. Exile from Earth.
Bile rises in his throat as the last piece falls into place. The people, clothed with bones and mud – they look human because they are human. There have been 459 space explorers, one a year, until civilisation rose. Now, it’s something else. They’re the descendants of his peers. They’re the remnants of humanity.
The glass panel flickers, shadows passing by. Bradley stays still and they pass. If they find him, death will surely come.
Light years from Earth and the same old problem. Bradley laughs. He can’t wait to find Jones. He hopes she sees the humour.
People are crazy.




Afterword from S. Elliot Brandis
 
When I first heard the title ‘No Way Home’, I assumed it held negative connotations. They say home is where the heart is, after all. Only, this isn’t always the case. We dream of living in new cities, countries, and even planets. We long for new jobs, responsibilities, and even lives. 
That’s what I wanted to explore with XE, or People Are Crazy. That suppressed drive inside many of us – that longing to escape. 
Bold decisions often come with unforeseen problems. We have new doubts and new fears, perhaps a lingering feeling that you might have made the wrong choice. And, sometimes, you don’t discover all the facts until you’re too far gone to head back. On the worst of days, you might feel hopeless. Hold on to that. It might free you.
There is a subtle reference in this story to Sirens of Titan by Kurt Vonnegut. To quote a line from that story:
“I was a victim of a series of accidents, as are we all.”
So shrug your shoulders, yank down the brim of your hat, and walk on.
 
* * *
 
S. Elliot Brandis is an engineer and author from Brisbane, Australia. He’s a fan of bourbon, baseball, and Barry Allen. His debut trilogy – Irradiated, Degenerated, and Aberrated – was a dark post-apocalyptic vision, set in the ruins of his hometown. Now, he looks to the stars.
To track his journey, visit selliotbrandis.com or Facebook page. 



Grist
By J. S. Collyer
 
They say it's the beginning of the end when you can no longer smell the grease. It’s the sharp, smoky smell, like hot copper, that gives bloodgrease its name. That and the fact that it turns a thick, dark red before the final filter. 
Not, as the kids at the Academy tried to convince me, because it is refined from litres and litres of human blood. It’s not nearly that dramatic. Though it’s claimed lives before and looked like it was ready to take the rest of mine.
“I promised myself I wouldn’t be here this long,” I muttered, wiping sweat off my forehead with the back of my glove. “They said just until the economy picks up. They said one day I’d be able to transfer. I promised myself I’d take this damn labour contract just until I was able to transfer out.”
Ely snorted, big shoulders bunching as he heaved another lump of ore into the grinder. It grunted and shuddered and I shook along with it when I couldn’t pick up the scent of the metallic dust thrown into the air. 
“We all promised ourselves that, Wyatt,” the older man shouted over the pounding of splintering rock, rubbing his neck. I knew it bothered him. “And we all knew better.”
I looked around the workshop floor in a way I had caught myself doing a lot lately. Sweating bodies, heaving machines, flashes in the darkness; the shadows and screeches of metal turned the air into a solid, breathing thing inside the concrete walls.
In the darkest moments I wished I had never known the sun or the sky. If only I had been like Ely, born into a quadrant already taken by the Union, and so had never known any different.
His shouted warning jerked me from my thoughts, before a screech sounded above in the crane heads. Sparks flew. Workers yelled and my heart pounded as I scrambled for a fire blanket. Ely helped me fling it over the nearest stack of barrels, then I held it down and prayed. There was a moment of aching silence, but when nothing exploded the noise began to rise again. Stooped, grimed workers around me re-stowed fire blankets as engineers retracted the broken crane-head. Then they went back to their belts and machines. I rubbed my face, watching colours dance in front of my eyes as my pulse calmed.
A dull chill rose in the place of the heat of panic.
“I’m serious, Ely,” I said. “I can’t stay here. I’m going to apply for transfer.”
My tone made Ely pause before reaching for more ore. The smudged dirt of his face shifted as he raised his eyebrows. “You are?”
“I can’t smell any more. My hearing’s going too.” I shook my head. “I don’t care about the credit. Or the security. I’m getting out of here whilst I still have fingers left to get a place somewhere else.”
Ely’s jaw worked. “You can’t go, Wyatt. We’re short handed and if we don’t meet the shipyard quota the Union will shut this place down.”
“I don’t care about the damn quota.”
“Look, lad …” Ely pushed his goggles up onto his head. His one remaining eye was sincere. The empty socket on the other side yawned black in the dim light. “I know this ain’t exactly what you pictured for yourself. It isn’t for any of us.” He laid a kindly hand on my shoulder. “But it’s all there is now.”
I swallowed thickly. “I can’t believe that.”
“There’s nowhere to go,” Ely said as he pulled his goggles back on. “It’s all fallout around these parts. That and gangs of Drifters. There’s no other business wanting labour in the whole quadrant.”
“I have to try.” I rubbed at my aching neck. Something crashed and a worker cried out nearby. A foreman bellowed and workers ran from their stations to help lift a fallen barrow. The worker’s cries faded to moans as the raw rock was shifted off his legs. “There must be some way to get out of here.”
“You can’t go back, you know,” Ely said after a pause in which the injured worker was stretchered off to the infirmary. “The Union’s taken your little corner of the Earth. You belong to them now.”
“I know.” I choked, wishing I didn’t. “I know that. But … I can’t stay here. I have to be somewhere I can be outside … somewhere I can see the sky.”
The older man’s lone eye flickered with sympathy, then he blinked and turned away. “It’s not a safe bet the sky is how you remembered it either, lad.”
I opened my mouth to reply when a presence at my elbow made me freeze.
“Having a break?”
Ely stiffened. “Sorry, Foreman.”
“You want to eat tonight, get the fuck to work,” the foreman growled. His brow was heavy and when he frowned it pulled at the pale scarring at his hairline. “You’re a man down in this line as it is.”
“Sorry sir,” I mumbled. I let out a breath as the thick-set man sidled away to lean over the nearest conveyer belt and growl at the pickers. “Where is Thom anyway?” I said, looking around the familiar bent backs around me.
Ely shrugged and shouldered past me to line up another barrow of ore. “Maybe he’s in the infirmary again.”
I helped steer the barrow towards the grinder. “You know this mine, don’t you? How can I get out? Where’s the nearest Union Recruiting Station?”
Ely grunted as he hauled on the rusting lever to lower the empty barrow. “And what exactly would you do when you were out? Join a Drifter gang, if they didn’t eat you first?”
I glanced over my shoulder to make sure the foreman was still engaged elsewhere and leaned in, lowering my voice. “Where’s the nearest Union Recruitment Station?”
He made an impatient noise. “I haven’t the first damn clue. Wyatt, for your own skin’s sake and mine, just get on with your work, will you?”
“Later, then? Can we talk later?”
Ely shook his head, sighing. “You seem to think I know more than I do, Wyatt.”
I bit my lip and prayed that wasn’t true. “Just promise me we’ll talk.”
“OK, OK,” Ely said, holding up his hands and glancing over his shoulder at the man at the next grinder, eyeing us both as we stood around. “I’ll talk to you later, lad. Now come on. We’re on a deadline.” 
 
* * *
 
A chill went over my skin, despite the blistering heat of the water in the showers, when the smell of the disinfectant didn’t filter through to me. I tried rubbing my nose and my fingers came away bloody. 
I stared at the blood until the water shut off and we were all heading into the driers. The workers who could still hear gestured to those that couldn’t to signal when it was time to move out of the washroom.
The next shift shuffled by us in the long, windowless corridor – a row of silent wraiths with cropped hair and tired eyes. We moved just as mechanically past them, into the dorm, taking the bunks they had left. I left my tray of food untouched next to my bunk, turning a rag I was trying to use to stem the bleeding from my nose over and over in my hands.
Conversation was a low hum, like slow machines in the air over the constant buzz in my ears. I jumped when Ely threw his bread roll at me.
“Hey,” he hissed. “You don’t eat, you’ll regret it in the morning.”
I swallowed, knowing he was right. My throat was thick and tasted like metal.
“How do I get out?”
Ely looked at me as he chewed on his meat stick. “Wyatt, seriously now. You can’t get out. We’re a hundred feet underground. And even if you could, outside around here is just radiation and wreckage … I have no idea which direction you’d have to go in to find habitation, let alone a Recruitment Station. And that’s if the local population of Drifters don’t strangle you for your boots and your meat first. You might as well go jump in the grinder as try and get out without a legal transfer.”
“A transfer, then. I’ll apply for a transfer. They still had contracts in the shipyards before I came here. And the Patrols. They’re always recruiting.”
“There’s a reason for that. The Border Wars are killing more soldiers than the radiation.”
“I don’t care,” I said, rubbing my face. “It wouldn’t be here.”
“Lad,” Ely said, leaning in, his voice graver than ever. “You think you’re the only one that feels this way? You think we want to be grinding ore and filtering grease?”
“You’re different,” I said bitterly, not even letting myself regret it. “You’ve never known different. You’ve never seen the sky.”
Ely’s jaw bulged and his eye darkened. “It’s blue, you idiot. Or at least it used to be. Wake up and smell the bloodgrease.”
“I can’t anymore.”
Ely shifted on his bunk and glanced around, but the only workers looking even vaguely our way were the ones wearing the glazed looks of the deaf. “Cards on the table time, OK? There’s a labour shortage in this quadrant, in case you hadn’t noticed. You can’t just up and leave. Where does that leave the rest of us?”
“They’ll find some other poor sod from the latest war zone to take my place.”
Ely shook his head. “The CEOs wouldn’t allow it. They have to authorise the transfers and it’s more credit than you’re worth to transfer you out and recruit in.”
“Thom might have found a way to get out,” I said softly after a pause. 
Ely stopped chewing. “You think?”
“He must have. Otherwise, where did he go?”
Ely recommenced chewing, but his brow had had darkened.
I looked around again then shuffled forward on my bunk, bending my head close to his. “You know that Thom found something, right?”
“He what?”
I nodded, hope blooming in me even as I said the words. “He said that he knew where to look to find something that would make them give him a transfer. 
“What do you mean, ‘something’?”
I smiled. “The CEOs have plenty of stuff they wouldn’t be too pleased the Union finding out about.”
“You’re talking nonsense, boy,” Ely said, dropping his attention back to his food.
“Are you seriously telling me the CEOs of this refinery wouldn’t do anything to stop someone letting slip, say, that they found ways around the rationing and managed to get fresh meat and coffee delivered right to their offices upstairs?”
“Actual coffee?” Ely laughed. “I think you’ve breathed in too many fumes.”
“It’s true,” I said, alarmed by the vehemence in my voice and hoping it wasn’t just from me wanting it to be so. “They have coffee, Ely. And sugar. Are you telling me the CEOs of a bloodgrease refinery in this backwater quadrant are registered for luxury rations?”
“Of course they’re not. But this is Thom you’re talking about. I knew the man. He was a paranoid idiot. Would believe anything just so he didn’t have to face the truth.”
“Knew? So he really is gone, then?”
Ely shrugged, pushing protein paste around his tray. “Well, he ain’t here, is he?”
I chewed on that as I toyed with the rag. “There’s something else,” I found myself saying.
“And what’s that?” Ely said with a sigh, not looking up. 
I bit my lip, watching him eat, then leant forward again. “The three workers that were retired last quarter … their pensions have been cashed by the CEOs.”
“Is this a theory of Thom’s as well?” Ely returned with a raised eyebrow. 
“It’s the truth. They had him working on wiring systems in the admin offices. That is definitely true; I remember seeing it on the rota. He found hidden accounts files.”
“How did he find them if they were hidden?” the older man asked after a pause, craggy eyebrow rising over his empty eye socket.
“He was a systems analyst before all … this.”
“Thom?” Ely laughed.
“He was! Him and his sister, what’s her name …?”
“Lin,” he muttered around another mouthful.
“Yeah, Lin. She works with the dredging team. Both of them were systems experts. Is that so hard to believe?” I said at his expression. 
“Not at all. Explains why he was such a lousy crane driver. Computer types never have any spacial awareness.”
“Ely, these old workers weren’t retired at all …”
“Then what happened to them?”
“I don’t know. But I bet Thom did. And I bet he told Lin.”
“And how exactly do you know all this? Thom just shared all his precious theories with you?”
I shook my head and dropped my gaze. My throat was dry. “I’m getting better at finger-speech. I saw Lin and him signing to each other.”
“Right, enough now, Wyatt. You’re giving me a headache.”
“But if it’s true, it’s more than enough to bargain for a transfer with.”
“It’s all conspiratorial hogswallop. Look …” His scarred face softened as he put aside his food tray. “I know you want there to be a reason for all this. I know you want someone to blame and a way of going back to what you knew before. But there ain’t. This ain’t heaven, but it sure ain’t hell either, lad. Up there,” he pointed to the ceiling, “is hell. Down here … it’s just life.”
I looked down at my scarred hands holding the bloodied rag. Another worker’s hacking cough punctuated the dull rhythm of others’ murmured conversations and the clink of forks on trays around us. “This isn’t living.”
“It’s surviving. As long as the shipyards commission the grease, this mine is the only place in the quadrant generating any credit. Credit means they can feed us, shelter us, clothe us. It’s more than you’d be getting in a lot of other quadrants on this rotten continent. You don’t have to like it, Wyatt. Just be grateful.”
“Grateful?” 
“Aye, son,” Ely said, lying back on his bunk and closing his eye. “I like you. You’re a hard worker and them driving skills you have are real handy for shifting the barrows—” 
“I was a pilot …”
“Hey?” Ely blinked his eye back open and frowned at me.
“I was a test pilot.” I gestured limply to the ceiling. “Out there. I flew the new model assault craft for my quadrant’s defence.”
“That so?”
I nodded, pinching my nose with my thumb and forefinger, willing the bleeding to stop. “Then the Union came. And now I’m here.”
Ely shifted up onto one elbow and reached across to me, putting a hand on my shoulder. “It’s tough, lad, I know. I do know, no matter what you think of me and my life. But it’s because I do know that you should listen to me. You’re not in Kansas any more. Trust me when I say there is nothing but trouble to be had trying to screw the CEOs for a transfer.”
I stared into the dark for a long time after the lights had gone out and the air around me had filled with grating snores. Ely’s words soaked into me like oil into cloth, but I couldn’t let go of that hope. When I eventually did sleep, I dreamt of blue sky.
 
* * *
 
The next shift, I shuffled along the corridor a few bodies behind Ely, ignoring a nag of guilt as he looked around for me. The heavy doors to the workshop clunked open. The noise and heat of the refinery hit me like a wall. I pulled on my goggles with the others, washing the dimly lit interior to a grainy black and white, and we shuffled into the dark.
I peeled off to the right rather than following the shambling figures of Ely and the rest of my team heading toward the grinders. I kept an eye out for foremen, but the only ones in sight were already absorbed in a quality check of stacks of barrels waiting at the loading dock. I slunk by, grabbed a mask off a nearby workbench and pulled it on. I cast about then tagged on the end of a line of workers heading toward the dredging pans. The heat from the furnaces caused sweat to pour down the back of my neck as I began work alongside a dozen workers, faceless behind filter masks, pulling levers and turning dials on huge, flat pans, all the while scanning around for a figure smaller than the others.
An hour in and I still hadn’t seen Lin and was blinking through dizziness brought on by not eating properly the night before or that morning. As the draining pan in front of me came back into focus, I saw a small worker come round the corner, checking the readings on the pan’s outputs. I recognised her dark hair and the shape of her ears, similar to her brother’s.
“Lin. Hey, Lin.”
She didn’t look up until I poked her in the arm then she started, face hidden by mask and goggles but eyebrows raised.
“Wha?” she said through her mask.
“Do you know—” I started, but she shook her head in frustration, flicking an impatient curse in finger-speech and tapped her ear. I’m deaf, she signed with her hands.
Where’s your brother? I managed to ask haltingly.
Lin’s eyebrows rose again. She shook her head and turned away, but I grabbed her elbow.
Where? I signed again, but she just kept shaking her head.
“I don know, I don know,” she said over and over again, thickly, pulling at my grip. “Don ask me. I don know.” Then she signed for me to let her go and hurried out of sight. I heaved a deep breath. I still couldn’t smell the bloodgrease and shivered under my sweat.
I waited a heartbeat, glanced around, saw that everyone around me was engrossed in their work, and went after her. As I squeezed behind the dredgers, it became even darker. I tried to adjust my goggles but they were old and only managed to lighten my view enough for me to make out the backs of the pans on one side and a concrete wall on the other. I followed the sound of her footsteps. 
I caught up with her where she’d paused to breathe in the darkened space behind towers of empty barrows, piled high and leaning drunkenly against the wall over our heads. She was gazing through a gap, out over the vast workshop floor, expression unreadable under her goggles.
I hesitated the barest moment then touched her elbow. She jumped again and spun toward me.
No, she signed, shaking her head. Don’t ask me any more.
Please, I replied. Please, tell me … did he find a way?
Leave me alone.
I’m a friend, I managed. I pulled off my goggles so she could see my eyes. I just want to get out. Don’t you?
She glanced back over the pits below us. A foreman was bellowing over the noise – the welders were behind schedule and needed to pick up their game if they wanted to get any sleep that night.
Of course I do, she signed without looking at me.
Did he find the way?
The way?
I closed my eyes, thinking back on my fingerspeech lessons with Ermin, a deaf worker on our grinding team before he was retired. The way out, I clarified. 
She paused for a heavy moment and I could hear her elevated breathing. 
“Who’s back there?” someone yelled from beyond the stacked barrows. I froze. 
What? Lin signed, seeing my reaction.
“Lin, if you’re back there slacking again it’s double shifts for another week.”
Quick, I signed then grabbed her by the elbow and pulled her deeper into the shadows. I ignored her mumbled protests, pulling her through a narrow space to a crouch in a low recess between a defunct dredging pan and an extraction chimney. 
I clasped a hand over her mouth and signed with the other for her to be quiet. Finally, she got the message and stilled. The foreman’s clanking of his nightstick on the barrows stopped. Putting my eye to a narrow gap I saw him shamble back to the pans.
Has he gone? she signed in the dark, hands shaking.
I nodded.
I have to get back.
No, I tried to say with one hand, grabbing her overalls with the other. Please. Please tell me what your brother found.
I don’t know. She pulled away. He’s just gone.
To another… place? I stumbled. A better one?
I don’t know, she said again, the signs stiff with frustration. She paused and kneaded her ears with the heels of her palms. I wondered if they hurt her. Then she raised her hands. He promised he’d take me with him.
She raised her head then. Her eyes were still hidden behind the tinted goggles but her lips, cracked with the hot air and dust, were pressed in a thin line. 
Do you know what he found?
How do you know—?
I know, I interrupted, still listening for anyone approaching. Do you have any idea what he found?
He had a lot of ideas … I don’t know which ones turned out to be true.
So you think he did find something?
She heaved a sigh, pulled off her goggles and rubbed her eyes. He went quiet, she signed, face drawn. He used to talk all the time about finding proof of credit laundering and that if he did, it would be enough to make them transfer him. But after his trip upstairs he … stopped talking about it. That’s what made me think he’d found something.
But he wouldn’t tell you what the proof was?
He said he’d tell me when the time was right.
I wiped nervous sweat off my forehead with the back of my glove. Lin was looking at me. I couldn’t tell if it was fear or expectancy sharpening her look. What if we found out? I finally asked.
How?
I rubbed my mouth, brain going a mile a minute. They’ll be needing someone else soon.
For what?
They’ll need another … I stumbled, mimed typing at a keyboard and she showed me the sign for technician. Yes, another technician for their computer systems on the admin floor. If they don’t have one already.
They won’t risk someone else finding whatever Thom found.
There will be a way. We just need to find their tech. 
What if the tech won’t help?
They’ll help. If they find what Thom found … we’ll all get out.
She chewed her lip, glancing over her shoulder as something rattled by outside our hiding place, blocking off the light for a second. This is very dangerous. 
But it will be worth it.
She shook her head, but more out of fear than denial. If you’re right, it will be. 
I am right. Your brother is out there somewhere, working on computers for the shipyards, a job with freedom and the open air, somewhere clean with real food and where you don’t have to work underground.
She let a small smile show on her face. I hope so. Though …
Yes?
We won’t actually tell the Union what we find, will we? If they shut this place down … She glanced again through the gap at the dozens of sweating, heaving, limping workers. Most of us don’t have anywhere else to go.
If all goes as well as it did for Thom, I signed, we won’t have to tell anyone anything. 
She weighed it up for a painful minute or two. I tried not to shift on my feet. The sweat was cooling as it dripped down my spine and I tried not to think about what I would say to Ely if he noticed I’d been gone. Finally, she nodded.
OK, she signed. Let’s do it.
I grinned. I couldn’t help it. She answered with a smile of her own and I caught a glimpse of what she must have looked like before the refinery weighted her gaze and cracked her skin. How do we find the new tech?
We just need to ask around, I signed, stomach fluttering with excitement. But be careful, I added. Keep it quiet, OK?
She gave a funny, muffled laugh, raised an eyebrow and mouthed, Like I have a choice.
I put a hand on her shoulder, but a shout from someone nearby interrupted us. I signed that the foreman was calling for her again. She stared at me for a long moment and I got the impression she was searching my face for conviction. There was still fear tightening hers. But then she turned away and ducked out of the recess, squeezed past the pan and hurried back to her post.
Thankfully, Ely said nothing when I re joined my team at the grinders, but his face was turned my way for a long time. I tried not to look at him and took my place loading the barrows. Soon my back and bones were aching again, my lungs burning, my eyes watering. Yet none of it mattered as much.
I made sure Ely was off loading a barrow or shifting crates whenever I asked anyone if they knew who had been lucky enough to land Thom’s admin work since he’d gone. Some people just shrugged. Some didn’t even know who Thom was. Some couldn’t answer me except with signs that told me to get on with my work and to stop bothering them.
 
* * *
 
I deliberately kept the conversation neutral that night over dinner. Ely seemed stiff to begin with, deliberately avoiding asking where I’d been at the beginning of the shift. When I brought up the rumour that we might be getting a consignment of new blades for the grinders, he seemed to ease. He grudgingly asked where I’d heard this and I replied, truthfully, that I’d overheard the foremen discussing it during the quality check before shift-end. I didn’t mention I was only in a position to hear it because I’d sidled after our shift-leader to ask her if she knew of any new gaps in the other teams because of people switching roles.
Ely’s mood lightened and I let him mutter on about the quality of the last load of ore we’d been working with. I nodded in all the right places and hoped he didn’t notice my own elevated mood or the way I scraped every crumb from my food tray, hoping it might be one of my last under this cursed roof.
I even slept well, though I was sure the anticipation would have kept me wide awake. I was still sleeping deeply when the shift-start alarms went off and it took me a few minutes to remember what was giving me the fluttering feeling under my belly as I wolfed down the morning’s fibre gruel.
I thought I caught Ely looking at me oddly as I pulled on my coveralls in the dressing room and quickly made sure my expression was blank.
“What?” I asked, putting on irritation that I hoped covered the nerves.
Ely shrugged and buckled on his tool belt. “I dunno, you just seem in an awfully good mood.”
“Do I?” I asked, trying to sound sulky.
“Maybe it’s my mistake,” Ely replied, but I caught him searching my face for a reaction.
I shrugged. “Maybe you were right, Ely,” I said. “Maybe things are easier when you accept them the way they are.”
The older man narrowed his look at me and my heart started to pound. I kept my face neutral. Even though he’d not asked, I knew he had an idea where I’d been. I also knew what he’d think if he knew what I was planning to do next. He’d always tried to do what was best for me … he was the only person since coming down here who had seemed to give a damn about me at all. But I knew he thought the security of our contracts was the best we could expect from the Union. What I didn’t know was how far he would go to do what he saw as protecting me from myself …
The shift-leader barked the order and we shuffled into lines before heading back down the corridor toward the refinery. I could feel Ely’s eyes drilling into the back of my head the whole way and found myself wishing he’d just ask me … or accuse me of something so I could get lying to him out of the way. But he didn’t say anything, even when we started work next to each other.
I didn’t dare slide away to try and find Lin again until the rotation of the shift took me to a grinder out of sight of him. As soon as I was, I slid away, keeping to the shadows and moved quickly along the dark walkways between the welding pits and picking lines, glancing about for anyone watching me slinking about between the teams. The only people roaming mid-shift apart from me were the foremen. They were all too busy haranguing the workers about being behind on the deadlines to notice me.
I found Lin at her post, frowning at a dial on a dredging pan. She turned when I touched her elbow. She glanced around, then gestured for me to follow. We slunk back behind the pans to the same spot behind the barrows. Alarm began to climb up my spine when I saw how pale she was under the dirt from her work. She started signing at me but I couldn’t follow.
Slow down.
She heaved a sigh, tried again. I found out who the new admin tech is.
Who? I signed quickly and pulled my goggles off the better to see her face.
She kept her own goggles on. It’s no use. He won’t help.
Who is it? I signed again.
She counted out letters on her fingers. B - R - Y - C - E.
I knew him, a wiry guy who drove loading trucks. He was the only one who vocalised more than me about the misery of this place. He won’t help?
She shook her head. He’s scared.
Why?
He says the CEOs didn’t transfer Thom. They … She let her hands drop. Her jaw was tight.
They what?
She stiffened. Someone found a finger bone in the pans the other day.
I froze. An accident, I signed. People lose fingers all the time … Thom was missing his index finger, wasn’t he?
And now he’s missing everything else. She was shaking so much she could hardly sign the words.
He blackmailed them so they … they …
I swallowed. It’s not true. Bryce is just scared.
She shook her head. Well so am I. I’m out.
No, please, I begged, stepping closer to her. I grabbed her arm with one hand and signed Please with the other.
You talk to him if you want to. Leave me out of it.
I went after her as she hurried back to her post. I tried to grab her before she reached it, but someone came round the corner and the three of us had to skid to avoid crashing into each other. It was Ely. His goggles were pushed up on his head and his lined face was blank, his eye flicking between us.
Lin gave the older man an up-and-down glance, flung an unreadable one at me and slipped past us both, back into the steam and noise of the dredging pans.
“Ely,” I managed, trying to keep my face empty as his.
“That was Lin, wasn’t it?” he said, tone flat.
“It’s not … I mean,” I tried to think of a lie.
“We’re behind with our orders,” Ely cut me off. 
I nodded and followed him back to the grinders. He managed to spend the rest of the shift not looking at me and yet giving me the feeling that he was watching me the whole time.
 
* * *
 
That night I lay and stared into the dark despite being exhausted down to the marrow. I swallowed more blood and listened to the snores as my thoughts chased each other around my head like rats in a storm drain. 
I pushed the blanket back and sat up, trying not to let the bunk creak. I peered at Ely in the dark. The bundle of blankets in the next bunk was still. He hadn’t looked at me or said anything during dinner and I hadn’t tried to either. 
The floor was cold against my feet as I sat and stared at the finger of orange light that bled in under the door at the end of the dorm. My blood pumped in my ears and my fingers clenched in the sheets as I searched for the fire from before to fuel my attempt to go and find Bryce, or to talk to Lin again, but it had gone cold. I stared at the orange sliver until it started to blur. Then I blinked as dark shapes blotted out the light, accompanied by a scuffling noise and then everything went quiet again.
The grating of uneven breathing carried on around me. I got back under my blanket with a cold sweat prickling across my back. 
 
* * *
 
“She’s gone.”
“What?” Ely bellowed over the grinding blades as he piled another load into the feeder.
“Lin’s gone. She’s not at the pans.”
“So they switched her. Maybe she’s picking today.”
“I tell you, she’s gone. Did you say anything to anyone?”
“About what?”
I clenched my hands inside my gloves. “Anything about Lin? Or me? To any foremen? Or the CEOs?”
Ely barked a laugh. “I don’t know what circles you think I move in, Wyatt …”
I watched him work. His face was unreadable. “They’re killing us …” I said, before I could stop myself. “They’re not transferring anyone. They’re killing us.”
“Who are?”
I looked around and took a step closer. My hands were shaking as I reached out to grab his overalls then stopped. “The Administration. Thom found something … then Lin …”
“Are you still on with this nonsense?”
“It’s not nonsense. Listen to me. They’re not trading transfers to keep this information quiet … they’re just getting rid of anyone who knows.”
“Who knows what?”
“This pensions thing …”
“You’re paranoid.”
“Am I?”
“Listen,” Ely said, jabbing his finger in my chest. “I’m not listening to this shit any more, understand me? Don’t go sticking your nose in where it’s not wanted. I’ve already warned you once.”
Something crashed and cranked overhead and someone screamed, but Ely’s single eye didn’t even blink. I tried to find my voice but couldn’t.
He broke his stare and kicked a barrel on a trolley next to us. “Now go and get this lot filtered again. It’s got residue.”
I swallowed the copper-tasting despair, grabbed the trolley handles and turned away, feeling Ely’s stare on the back of my neck. I manoeuvred the trolley through the belts to the filter banks and jostled through the milling workers coming through with sealed barrels. I found a free filter then cracked my barrel’s lid, still scanning around for Lin. I turned back just as the lifter emptied the barrel into the filter. The bloodgrease glugged into the tun which whirred and shook and bellowed steam. I frowned and leaned over. 
“Get a shift on, will you?” someone growled behind me.
“Just wait,” I snapped. “This lot doesn’t look right …”
The worker behind me cursed and moved on to the next queue. The grease pouring out the spout was dark red, but still too thick. I glanced back at the residue in the grid and froze. My blood turned to water as I reached in and pulled out a lump. I stared at the tooth lying in the palm of my glove and watched my hand start to shake.
I swore and clenched my glove shut as a hand landed on my shoulder.
“Daydreaming again, Wyatt?” the foreman grunted.
I stared at the man’s thin face, willing my tongue to unstick from the roof of my mouth. I kept my hand clenched but he glanced at it and then at the last of the bloodgrease dripping out of the filter. 
“Put that through again. It doesn’t look done.”
His hand crushed my shoulder a second more before he shoved me away and left. I tried to decide whether there had been weight in the look he gave me.
I looked around, but everyone was bent over their tasks and silent under the clamour of the machinery. I stared at the grease dripping through the filter, still lumpy, and felt my hand start to ache with the tightness of my fist.
 
* * *
 
“What’s wrong with you now?”
I blinked. My untouched food tray came back into focus. I looked up at Ely. He sat on his bunk, chewing his evening’s ration, frowning at me. I took a breath and pulled the tooth out of my pocket. He stared at it, face going flat. 
“Where did that come from?”
“That batch you told me to filter.”
Ely looked at me hard. “Wyatt …”
“It’s Thom’s. Or Lin’s …”
“Wyatt, enough.” Ely shook his head. “You’ve gone too far now.”
“We can’t ignore this …” I pleaded, but his face was hard.
“What have I told you about borrowing trouble?” His face softened when I bit my lip to stop it trembling. “Here,” he said, checked no one was watching and pulled a tin bottle out from under his pillow. He hesitated the barest second then handed it to me. “Take a sip of this and calm down.”
I grasped the bottle, knuckles white and hand shaking. I couldn’t smell it, but it tasted light and warm and burned on the way down. I felt the shuddering under my skin ease. 
“Get some sleep,” Ely continued. 
“How can I sleep?” I shoved my open hand with the tooth at him.
“Just calm down,” he repeated, taking the tooth off me and pocketing it.
“Why?” I hissed. 
“Because, you idiot,” he said, shifting forward and lowering his voice, “you’ve already stirred too much trouble. You don’t know who might be watching you.”
I swallowed and glanced around. Dozens of workers on the rows of identical bunks around me shovelled food and muttered in low voices. No one was looking, but I still felt chills swirling through my belly.
“Have some more,” Ely said, nodding at the bottle. I took another swig and handed it back. The warmth of it made me drowsy despite everything. “We’ll talk tomorrow,” Ely continued, “in the refinery where we won’t be heard, OK?”
“OK,” I mumbled, eyes heavy. I lay down on the bunk, the ceiling tiles blurring above me.
 
* * *
 
I knew I was asleep because I could smell air and wind and grass. Something wasn’t right, though. My feet were hurting. That wasn’t normally part of the dream.
Something definitely wasn’t right.
I clawed my way back to wakefulness. Awareness was like a slippery rope I was trying to climb. I forced myself to open my eyes. It was dark. Very dark. I could just make out my feet. They looked far away, like they were at the other end of a different dream. It was like watching someone else’s feet dragging and bumping across an uneven floor as their limp body was hauled away by the armpits. 
I tried to shift against the strain in my shoulders and someone cursed. I felt my heart start to hammer and tried to pull away. My tongue was thick; all I managed was a groan. I felt myself shaken as I was dragged and my head swam. Then I was being bundled onto a cold, dusty floor. After the sound of footsteps, a door creaked shut. 
Then nothing.
I blinked into the dark until I recovered enough to make out the sound of whimpering nearby. I sat up and shut my eyes against the roiling nausea. Once the urge to vomit passed, I blinked around – but it was totally black. The wet breathing nearby carried on.
“Hello?” No answer, just the stifled sobs. “Hey, who’s there?”
She didn’t move until I laid a hand on her, then she screamed and reeled back. She jabbered, too loud, words slurred.
“Lin,” I shouted. “Lin.” But she kept crying and trying to pull away as I tried to put my hands on her shoulders to still her. It was only then I found that her arm was twisted up above her head. I reached out and felt the head of a nail embedded in her palm, pinning her to the wall. I turned away and vomited.
It was the first time I was grateful I couldn’t smell. I wiped my mouth and took another breath. Lin had stopped screaming, but in the complete darkness there was no way we could speak. She murmured nonsense sounds over and over. I found her free hand in the dark and squeezed it. She lifted it and felt for my face in the dark. Her breathing calmed. 
“Wyatt?” she mumbled. 
I took a breath and felt my way up her other arm again towards her trapped hand. Her breath hitched but I squeezed her shoulder in reassurance. She muttered syllables as I took a hold of the nail. It was sticky with her cold blood. I gripped and pulled, but it didn’t budge. Lin cried out and I left it where it was, slumping down next to her, head still swirling from whatever had drugged me. I took her free hand again. We were both shaking. I was too scared to risk trying to shout loud enough for her to hear me so I just forced myself to swallow my questions. She was mumbling something over and over, but I couldn’t make out what she meant.
When her trembling had stilled and my head wasn’t threatening to fall off my shoulders, I got to my feet. 
“No … don leave me.”
I grabbed her flailing hand in the dark. “I’m coming back,” I said into the darkness, for myself more than her, and patted her hand. She let me go.
We were in a small chamber with walls and floor of concrete, rough against my bare feet and hands. I felt my way around and found the door, but it was solid metal and the handle wouldn’t move. I tugged and pulled and swore. It didn’t so much as twitch. I took a breath and ran my hands through my hair, trying to force myself to think.
With no other options, I kept moving around the room hoping to find another door or window, before freezing when my ankles bumped into something on the floor. Before my mind engaged I knelt and felt hard, cold flesh and overalls stiff with blood. I felt the hardness of protruding bone and my brain took far to long to recognise the shape of a cold hand missing its index finger. I reeled away, pressing myself against the wall before sagging to the floor. 
I couldn’t make myself move until the second time Lin called out. I forced my limbs to work and crawled across the floor, back to Lin, curled up next to her with my hands in my hair, dry-retching between my knees.
I either fell asleep or passed out because I woke to a blinding light that stabbed into my skull and made me cry out. There was heavy breathing somewhere behind the torch and Lin was screaming again. 
“Who is it? Who are you?” I gibbered, but they kept the torch in my eyes and didn’t reply. The open door behind them was a rectangle of grey, framing the tall figure with broad shoulders. He lunged, tried to grab my wrists but I scrambled away. He flung himself after me and the torch dropped and went out. I scrambled toward the door, but a hand closed on my ankle. I tried to kick back, but he was too strong; he twisted my foot round and something gave. I yelled. Beyond that pain was a vague awareness of cold metal being pressed against the top of my foot. The white-hot pain and sickening crunch of him nailing my foot to the floor made everything else lose meaning.
“I warned you, Wyatt. I warned you.”
It took a long time for the words and then the voice to find roots in my mind. “Ely?”
“How many times did I warn you, lad? More times than I warned the others. I liked you. I thought you could fall in line. But you had to keep picking at it, like an old sore. You know what happens to an old sore you don’t let close, Wyatt?” I struggled to sit up, mouth hanging open as the torch flicked back on. I saw the angles of his face and empty eye socket looking dead in the dim light. “It gets infected. It goes bad. You let that carry on, the whole thing rots away and you’re left with nothing. And the only thing to be done with a bad limb,” Ely stooped and retrieved a stump of an arm – Thom’s arm – from the floor, “is to get rid of it.”
He turned and the torch beam swivelled to the far corner where a tub stood next to a jumble of stained barrels. He threw the arm into the tub and there was a plunk followed by a soft bubbling noise. Vapour rose in the torchlight. Lin clamped a hand over her mouth and nose and gagged.
“It’s quite amazing, you know. A couple of days in this stuff down here and even the quality check doesn’t pick it up in the grease. I think it improves the formula, personally. Still,” he leaned over the tub wrinkling his nose, “it’s not exactly sustainable.”
“You …” I stammered. “It was you?”
Ely sighed – a tired, defeated sigh. “Food, clothes and protection from outside. For life. In exchange for your labour. That’s what you had here, lad. That’s what we all have. You’d mess that up for everyone here because you think you deserve better?”
I opened and shut my mouth, but no sound came out apart from a strangled noise. My foot throbbed with a sticky heat. Claws of pain raked up my leg. But all I could see was Ely, his eye clear and virtually empty apart from perhaps the tiniest flicker of regret.
“You should have just been grateful, lad,” he said. “Too late now.”
He pulled out a hammer from his tool belt and came toward me. I forced myself to remain stock-still until he was close enough to loom over me. The pain and terror fogged my brain, but beyond all that some instinct made me move. When he was close, I tore my foot from the nail. A scream sounded somewhere that might have been mine but I was blind with the pain. I lunged. There was a confused tangle of grunting, shouting and blood. He was bigger and heavier, but I aimed a blow at the blind side of his head and struck him on the ear. He stumbled so I flung myself on him, using my whole weight. He staggered and went down. I went with him, grappling blindly until I found an arm and a wrist and slammed it against the floor until he dropped the hammer.
He roared in wordless anger. There was rushing in my ears, spots danced in front of my eyes and my foot was on fire but I scrambled, elbowed and punched at whatever I could reach. His blows were angry and clumsy; mine were erratic and fuelled with desperation. I managed to catch him one under the chin that sent his head bouncing off the floor. He stilled.
I grabbed pliers from his tool belt as he lay dazed and yanked the nail out of Lin’s hand. I seized both her hands and pulled her towards the door.
There was cursing and shuffling behind us. I slammed the iron door, pulled out the key and flung it away into the dark. My foot buckled and I slipped in my own blood, but the heat of panic pushed me forward. I almost crushed Lin’s hand as she staggered along with me. 
“Wait,” Lin was trying to say, pulling at my hand. “Wyatt, wait,” but I staggered along for several minutes, eyes blind, chest heaving before she managed to pull hard enough to stop me.
I skidded to a halt. The dusty corridor was lighter than the locked room. I could just make out our surroundings. It was a part of the refinery I’d never seen. It was dusty and cluttered and utterly silent. Lin plucked at my stained nightclothes.
We can’t go back, she signed. She was bent over, breathing hard. There were tear tracks in the dirt, blood on her face, and she winced as she signed with her wounded hand.
I was shaking. Now we were stopped I could make out a distant banging and yelling echoing from down the corridor. 
I don’t think he can get out … I signed, feeling sick at my own words. I don’t think anyone will find him.
Lin shook her head. He was doing the CEO’s work.
I’m not so sure, I managed.
Lin shook her head harder. They’ll look for him.
We stood there, breathing in an eerie quiet. 
So … what? I signed.
We get out. Her face was calmer. Her jaw was set. 
I looked around us. Ely’s infuriated bellowing and hammering had stopped. I swallowed and looked over my shoulder down the dusty passage.
There has to be a way out, Lin signed.
The whole place is underground. I leaned against the wall. My foot pulsed. My head span. I just wanted to lie down and pass out again.
Then where’s that light coming from? Lin replied. 
I blinked around at the greyness around me and then back at Lin. A grim smile showed under the grime on her face. She gave my sleeve a tug then set off down the corridor. I didn’t move. My heart was hammering, my mind a wild rush of fear and anticipation. Lin stopped and turned back. 
Come on, she signed, face tightening. I can’t go on my own. I need you to listen for me … please.
“It was Ely …” I murmured. “It was him all along.”
Lin tutted impatiently and tapped her ear.
I shook my head and signed, I just can’t believe all this.
You can’t trust anyone here, Wyatt. It’s just about survival. She took a shuddering breath and, clenching her injured hand against her chest, she signed quickly with the other: Come on.
I hesitated, doubt gnawing at my insides, then followed her down the corridor.
I don’t know how long we scrambled for. The dim, abandoned passages were cold and seemed to exist outside of time. We clambered over rusted machinery; shouldered open splintering or rusted doors. Soon, the floor started tilting up under our feet and Lin moved quicker. 
I stopped when she stopped and stared at the wall. I blinked to try and focus and stepped up beside her. She ran her hand down the wall and I finally made out that it wasn’t concrete: it was brick and mortar. I rubbed my eyes and limped closer, picking at the sandy surface of a brick with my fingernail, trying to remember the last time I’d seen a wall that wasn’t concrete, metal or bare rock.
This must be very old, she signed.
I just nodded, too exhausted to sign. Lin pushed us on. We still hadn’t spotted a window, but I was sure, even in my dazed state, that it was now grey with black shadows, rather than black with highlights of grey. I hadn’t heard any noise other than our own shambling footsteps and laboured breathing for hours. 
I think we’ve left the refinery behind, Lin continued as we squeezed through some double doors, opened just a crack. I followed her and blinked as we staggered into a wide, open space that was noticeably lighter than the maze of dusty passages.
I think we’re above ground, Lin signed, eyes wide and mouth hanging open as she stared around the space. It wasn’t as big as the refinery workshop floor, but it wasn’t far off. Strange shapes hunkered around us, shrouded in dust and silence. They had sharp angles and jogged something in my mind – like it was trying to come up with a memory of a dream or another lifetime. I took great lungfuls of the air. It tasted … lighter … fresher. My mind started to clear. 
Lin padded to the nearest structure and put her hand on it. I looked it up and down, paced round it, ducking under wide metal wings on either side. Then I took a step back and stared.
What is it? Lin signed at me
They used to use them to fly in, I replied as I paced around the front and put a hand on one of the propellers.
This flew? She raised her eyebrows and stepped back to take in the whole structure. 
I nodded. Before antigrav. They were propelled by air.
Lin looked sceptical, but I nodded again, running a hand down its side. It was so rusted it didn’t look like it had ever moved, let alone flown. There were panels missing from its chassis. Someone had taken bits of its tail and the cockpit had been gutted. A glance round revealed dozens more small planes in the dimness around me, similarly plundered. The layer of dust on everything showed that everything worth salvaging had been taken long, long ago. I still swallowed a nasty taste and something prickled in my eyes. This was a world I’d never known, and here it was rusted and abandoned, not even worth enough as scrap. 
It was then I really knew that the world that had been mine had gone. 
I noticed for the first time there was a sound here … a distant rumble. The heaving noise of something vast, moving nearby but unseen.
I waved at Lin to get her attention. I can hear the refinery, I signed.
She looked around the old hangar, growing pale under the dirt caked on her face. We must be above it, she replied, still looking around, then pointed. I followed her gesture.
There were doors, huge doors, at one end of the vast space. We both hurried over, but stopped about five feet away, level with the last row of old planes. The doors towered over us. I knew that we could never get them open, but the thought of being this close to the outside was sending tingles over every inch of my skin. A glance at Lin showed me she was feeling something similar. Her mouth was open, her injured hand hanging limp and forgotten at her side. She blinked and looked at me. 
Do you hear anything? 
I stepped closer and listened. There was still the dull throb of the refinery far below our feet, but outside the door … nothing but the sound of wind. I choked and put a hand to my mouth.
What is it? Lin signed, looking alarmed.
I shook my head, pulling myself together. The wind. Just the wind. It’s been so long …
She smiled at me but neither of us moved. After a moment there was another gust that rattled the doors. She blinked at the movement and her nose wrinkled.
Do you smell something?
Something … she signed. I don’t know what. Something rotten. She stilled, blinked back at the door. I stepped up to it and listened but, once again, heard nothing but the wind. I chewed my lip, looked back up at the doors. I don’t know if it’s safe.
I don’t care if it’s safe, she signed, anger creasing her face. We can’t go back. She took a breath, visibly calmed herself then asked: Can you hear anything apart from the wind?
I shook my head. My eyes were prickling again. 
There’s no way back, she signed.
I searched her grim face for a second then nodded. I looked around, then started towards the wall. Lin hurried after me, signing at me, asking me what I was doing. I just kept moving. I found the control box for the hangar doors. It was rusted and the wires inside were warped and rotted. I kept going, neck craning as I looked for any other way out. I halted at a side door. Light spilled from underneath it. Lin paused at my elbow, blinking.
I took a breath and pushed it open. It screeched on rusted hinges and cut an arc through the dust and debris on the other side. We went through into a cluttered room that might have once been an office. Whatever it had contained had long since succumbed to rot, ruin and scavengers. But there were windows, high up in the wall above our heads. Lin and I stood next to each other and stared at the empty frames. The few shards of glass that remained were grey with grime and dust. At first, I couldn’t make out what lay beyond because it was bathed in more light than I’d seen in years. I blinked, my eyes streaming, but all I could see was whiteness. The wind picked up and blew in my face, and I shivered, feeling as though it were cleansing me.
I noticed Lin’s nose was wrinkled again, but her face flattened out again when I looked at her.
What is it?
Nothing. Do you hear anything?
I listened. The wind wasn’t as strong here. It let me realise how loud the buzzing in my ears had actually become. I strained, thinking I heard something, but shook my head. I don’t think so.
She looked away from me and back at the window, kneading at her wounded hand. I followed her gaze again and stared back out into the light. I wished the buzzing would stop so I could tell if I was actually hearing anything other than the distant wind. 
Lin obviously came to some sort of decision because she scrambled over to the clutter of junk below the window. I followed, my throat tightening.
We reached the piled junk and climbed, the rubbish creaking and shifting beneath us, until we both reached out and clutched at the window frame. I heaved myself up, blinking in the brightness. I hardly had time to get my balance before Lin was clambering up next to me and we jostled and slipped. I grabbed the frame. Lin grabbed me. Then her weight was gone and I heard her startled cry and the sound of her landing somewhere below. I tried to look round, but dizziness loosened my grip and I dropped.
I lay there, winded, staring up into an impossibly bright nothingness. When I tilted my head I saw a stretch of cracked tarmac, brown grass sprouting through the gaps. Beyond that, a high concrete wall. My breath seemed short. I blamed the tumble and the adrenaline. I tried to sit up and couldn’t. My head swirled. I blinked at the mountain of concrete above us, with smoke billowing from the dozens of chimneys to coil off into the grey sky.
“Lin,” I croaked, blinking. “Lin … we’re out …”
She gasped somewhere nearby and I heard her scramble away. I tried again to heave myself upright. I got as far as onto my elbow. It was bright … too bright. My eyes ached. Lin’s figure was a blurred shape staggering to its feet against a tumble of brick under the window we’d climbed through. I blinked, trying to bring her into focus and saw she was staring past me, mouth open.
I turned, still dizzy from the air and the fall, the blood loss and the relief that surged though me in waves. A few feet away but shambling ever closer was a stooped figure. Something hung from one hand, a metal bar heavy enough to make it stoop even further over than its twisted back. Rags, dark with filth, hung off its bony frame. It must have stunk even more than the carcass of the unidentifiable creature it was dragging in the other hand, but nothing except the sight of the figure filtered through to me.
“Drifter,” I grunted, trying to scramble away. My foot gave and I fell again. I landed, winded, on my back. In the dizzying instant that followed, my eyes finally adjusted enough for me to make out the sky above the knuckles of smoke belched out by the refinery chimneys. It arched far above me, clear and even. The radiation in the atmosphere only made it more blue than I remembered. Nothing else mattered. I felt I could fall into it. 
I was out. I might not be able to smell it, but the air was open and chill. I closed my eyes and breathed it in, not letting myself cough on whatever was tightening my throat.
Lin was calling me in her blunted words. I didn’t realise how long I’d been lying there until I opened my eyes and saw the Drifter looming over me, radiation-rash pulling his face up into a leer of cracked teeth and bleeding gums. I stared past him to the sky and found I wasn’t even angry at Lin when she ran off and left me to him.
I was out.
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Grist initially came about as a side story for my science fiction series, the Orbit Series. The idea formulated when I thought up the concept of ‘bloodgrease’. In my Orbit novels, it is a cheap, as well as largely illegal, substitute fuel and lubricant. It can be produced in large quantities very cheaply, but is unstable and highly flammable and is therefore banned by the Earth’s governing bodies.
Grist happened when I had spent a bit of time pondering the origins of bloodgrease – I thought about how, given its nature, it might have been invented during a truly desperate time in humanity’s history. From there, I pondered what it would be like for someone who had lived through this shift in humanity’s fortune and been caught up in the wheels of fate and just how desperate he would be to return to what he knew. And so Wyatt was thought up.
The story was initially a lot shorter and was put together long before No Way Home was proposed. I sent it around to a few people for feedback and the comments were largely unanimous – a good set up, but there was not enough substance. I hinted at many but didn’t explain enough things. There was not enough narrative to satisfactorily explore the setting or the motivations of the characters.
I took the advice on board, agreeing and knowing it was either a much shorter story with an over-ambitious setting, or a much longer story with not enough narrative. Then this anthology was proposed and I was struck by how well the concept of Grist suited the proposed theme of the collection. I immediately went back to the original draft and overhauled it, explored the story and characters more and bulked it out.
I’m very pleased with how it ended up and with the way I was able to get more into Wyatt’s head, expand on his situation and character and better develop the setting and backstory. It works completely independently of my Orbit novels, but was nonetheless a fun way of exploring the origins of some of the events that have impact on my characters hundreds of years later. I was very grateful to be given a reason to revisit the story and even more grateful for the opportunity to be featured in this collection.
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Merely A Madness
By S. W. Fairbrother
 
This place is nothing but mud and stink: a godforsaken hellhole supposed to be special because this was where humanity first crawled out of the ooze.
Of course it did, Mullen thinks. No creature would stay in something so fetid if it had any choice.
Except for Hannah. She stands beside him, eyes like stars, taking in deep gulps of the Earth’s putrid stench as if it’s the last oxygen in the universe. Her warm hand slips into his and squeezes, and God help him he actually smiles back, as if this is what he wanted too.
Behind him, fat little Fisher scuttles back and forth between the shuttle and the transport, directing the locals as they load the baggage from the cargo hold.
Don’t look up. Whatever you do, don’t look up. There’s nothing between you and the sky. No ceiling. No dome. No nothing. And even though Mullen knows the thought is ridiculous, he can still feel the vast grey expanse pulling at him, as if it wants to suck him up into the heavens. 
Nausea rises, and to distract himself – to stifle it – he says the first thing that comes into his head. “You know, I could have paid for a better quality tour.”
“Yes, you said. Eight or nine times, if I remember correctly,” Hannah says, gentle amusement in her voice. “This is better. By the time we get home, everything will feel so bland and sterile by comparison. It’ll be worth it. Trust me.”
“I do,” he says, and he does. Not about Mars being bland when they get back, but that the tour will be worth it. He hadn’t paid for a holiday – he’d paid to see Hannah happy, and that was all the holiday he wanted. 
Even so, he can’t wait for this to be finished. The local humans – pre-humans. Not proper humans at all. The animals we were before we left – have eyes which drill into the back of his shirt. What is it? Doesn’t Fisher pay these creatures? 
It’s not just the sullen expressions. Physically, too, something about these people has just gone wrong. Half have missing limbs. This he can understand: it’s a hard life in the mines after all. It’s the fact that the other half seem to have additional ones that makes something twist in his stomach. That, and the fact that they hardly seem to be aware of the mud and dirt caked onto their emaciated bodies. And he imagines that when humanity crawled out of the ooze, this is what it might have looked like. As if, somehow, evolution is running backward here.
With some relief, he watches the last of the baggage disappear into the back of the truck, and the locals slink off towards a corrugated steel hut. None of the creatures seem to notice the freezing mud in which they sink up to their ankles. 
One of them remains, a sallow-skinned brute with the same gaunt face as the others. Unusually, he appears to have the right number of extremities. The man – pre-man – leans back against the fat-wheeled transport, unfazed by the cold and the dirt. He notes Mullen’s gaze and raises a single finger in acknowledgement.
Hannah waves back. She leans in, whispers, “That’s John Arnou. He was our guide on the last tour.”
He could do with a good wash, Mullen thinks. 
Hannah pokes him in the ribs with a single slim finger. “Be nice. I can see what you’re thinking. Open up your mind a little.”
“Sorry. Of course.” It is open, he thinks. As open as it can be. But he still can’t see the attraction of the place. It’s not much more than mud, rubble, and grim-looking huts as far as the eye can see.
Fisher scuttles past them again, and enters a code into the shuttle door. It slides open. Moments later, the two young brothers from Europa, whose parents paid for the trip, emerge blinking into the cold and the dirt.
“Everyone has to visit Earth at least once,” the elder Europan had earnestly insisted to Mullen on the trip over. “It’s our heritage.”
The younger, on the other hand – a tall skinny thing with the same unfortunate nose as his brother – had been less keen. He hadn’t once looked up from the screen between his fingers, although he had heard enough to roll his eyes at his older brother’s words.
The Kozlow family follow them out of the shuttle: dull husband, duller wife, and two dull little Kozlows, faces pale and green from the journey, and growing paler and greener at the sewer stench of the Earth. Poor little sods, Mullen thinks. They hadn’t asked to come. They hadn’t asked for parents who thought an educational holiday was a good idea. What lesson can they possibly learn from this? Visit the luxury dome next time. He snorts. 
Hannah pokes him again, “Seriously. You promised.”
“Sorry.”
Fisher claps his hands together three times in quick succession, and plasters a grin on his round froggy face. “Welcome to Earth, people. I won’t keep you all standing around. We’ve got a full schedule, and I know it’s cold. The camp’s around a half-hour away by truck. Once we get there and we’re all warmed up, we’ll have a chance to grab a bite, and then I’ll go over the programme for the next few days. All aboard!”
A thin wire mesh covers the truck windows, protecting the real people from the rabble outside. The newsfeeds had reported on increased rumblings from the local savages just before they’d left. Mullen considered cancelling the trip, but it’s been years since there was any real trouble, and he didn’t want to disappoint Hannah. The sight of the mesh brings back his fears. He shakes them away. It’s only a week. Nothing is going to happen in a week.
Long thin boards have been laid across the mud, leading towards the truck. Hannah pulls at his hand, and the boards creak and bend under Mullen’s weight. Unsurprisingly, Hannah takes the seats right at the front. They are cold, made of some smooth yet unfamiliar material, worn in some places and patched in others. Mullen slips in beside her and stretches his arm around her shoulders. She leans into him, her side warm and snug against his. 
“See there?” Hannah says. Mullen follows her pointing finger. “See the smoke?”
He doesn’t at first, but then he picks out a darker patch of grey sky roiling up against the horizon.
“That’s one of the Harbin-Beck mines. One of yours.”
Hardly. He just works for them, as does a full fifth of the Martian population, but he doesn’t argue the point. Instead, he snuggles closer to her and grunts in acknowledgement.
Hannah points in a different direction. “And there’s the Valadez space elevator. I still can’t believe they’re going to tear it down. It’s a landmark.”
An ancient, decrepit, and expensive landmark that no one uses any more. Mullen nods anyway. If Hannah thinks it’s worth saving, then it is, for no reason other than she says so. 
The Kozlows settle into their seats. Fisher takes the passenger seat beside the driver, looks around to make sure everyone is on, then nods at Arnou who reaches down and twists something to his right. The truck rumbles to life.
It’s a small group, much smaller than it should be. The remaining nine places had been reserved for a large family of Lunans. Fisher had refused to let them on the shuttle when they couldn’t provide proof of vaccination. 
Idiots. Mullen can almost feel the Earth’s germs burrowing into his skin. He imagines the clear liquid of his vaccinations rising to the surface, providing a bright and shiny barrier that turns golden as it meets the filth.
Fisher, that little grub, had stood unexpectedly firm at the shuttle port, repeating the same line about insurance and liability over and over. Eventually one of the Lunans had stormed off, presumably to find someone to appeal to. Fisher had just put everyone else on the shuttle and left. Mullen wonders if they’ll get a refund. Probably not.

The truck vibrates and rocks over the grubby terrain. Mullen’s eyes start to adjust to the brown and grey landscape, and he begins to make out the road beneath the thin veneer of mud, smoother than the churned-up sludge around it. Arnou drives with the confidence of someone who has travelled the route a thousand times, and can do it another thousand blindfolded. Shacks line the edges of the road. Bitter-faced locals turn their heads to watch the truck as it passes.
For the most part, Hannah is silent, although every now and then she points something else out to him with an overarching enthusiasm, as if trying to compel him to love the place as much as she does. She always was an Earth fanatic, even when they were children. Especially when they were children. She would spend hours skimming through pictures of what it had once been, mouthing the words to old movies. Mullen would mouth them along with her: not an Earth fanatic, but a Hannah fanatic, only knowing the words because he’d watched her lips sound them out a thousand times over. 
The sky darkens further as they drive, turning from grey to deep black, blotting out the smoke from the mines. Watery flecks begin appearing on the windows through the mesh. Muller stares at them for a full minute before he realises it’s raining.
The flecks come faster and faster, until the noise that had at first been soft and almost soothing on the roof of the truck turns to hammering. As if the raindrops are slamming down, trying to get in.
When he turns his attention back to the window, he can no longer distinguish between the drops; they have turned to an endless, shimmering sheet of water sliding down the glass.
The littlest Kozlow begins to cry. The older Europan brother says, “Um, is this normal?”
Mullen already had him marked down in the shuttle as Boy Most Likely To Ask Stupid Questions, and this cements his opinion.
It’s John Arnou who answers, and he has to shout to make himself heard over the noise of the rain. “It’s just a storm. Should wear itself out by tomorrow.”
It’s the first time Mullen has heard the Earthling speak. His voice is unexpectedly deep with an Earthian accent so thick it sounds like a parody. If it weren’t for Hannah’s obsession with the place, Mullen wouldn’t have been able to understand it at all.
The boy exchanges a confused look with his brother. The younger Europan shrugs, rolls his eyes again. Mullen can’t remember the younger brother’s name either. He has him privately marked down in his head as Mr Enthusiastic. The elder leans forward in his seat. “What?”
Fisher repeats Arnou’s words.
“Oh. OK.”
And then the sky breaks in half. At least, that is Mullen’s first thought. Either that, or something explodes. The only sound he has ever heard that comes close was when he’d witnessed a controlled blast at one of the mines on Deimos. His eyes flicker to where Hannah pointed out the mine. There’s nothing visible in the dark sky. Not even the smoke. A flash of white light illuminates the truck. It’s nothing more than lightning.
"Jesus,” he mutters.
Hannah squeezes his hand. “I know,” she whispers, breath warm on his ear. “It’s something, isn’t it? Can you smell it?”
He can. It’s like nothing he has ever experienced. Somehow, despite the stink and the dirt, the Earth’s scent has turned fresh and clean, and almost cold. And for all his misgivings and determination to just get through this, he has to admit, if only to himself, that he kind of likes it.
The truck slows, finally stops, then turns and reverses a couple of metres.
Fisher undoes his seat belt, then twists to face the group. “OK, people, we’re here.”
Mullen peers out of the window, but the rain is coming down too hard. He can just about make out some sort of one-storey building through the downpour, but that’s about it. Whatever it is, it has to be an improvement on the truck.
The boards go down again, onto the mud. They wait in the truck while Arnou sets everything out and unlocks the doors, ready for them to run into the building across the way.
He hadn’t expected the rain to be like this. He’d thought it would be something like a cold shower, but the droplets are too warm, too big, and too rapid. Ten seconds of it, and his face is soaked by the time he makes it through the door. Water streams down his jacket and down the back of his collar.
Inside, it couldn’t be more basic: stripped concrete floor, and roof made of some kind of metal so that the rain beating down on it makes it sound as if the world is ending. 
Two fold-out tables fill the opposite wall, a vertical line of stackable chairs behind them. Otherwise, the room is bare, with the exception of two doors: one to the left, one to the right. A single bare bulb flickers overhead, so dim that more light comes through the pair of barred windows beyond it. OK, he’d expected basic, but this is ridiculous. And the noise! 
Behind him, someone says, “Where the fuck is it?” and the words are so irritable and panicky that it takes Mullen a second to realise that the voice belongs to the relentlessly cheerful Fisher.
“Under the table,” Arnou says. Mullen mouths the words to himself, parroting the Earthling’s ridiculous accent without thinking. Hannah pokes him in the ribs and shakes her head. When he looks at her, he sees for once she’s genuinely irritated.
“No, no. There’s nothing there,” Fisher says.
Mullen’s eyes slide across to the cheap tables. Fisher’s right. Nothing there but bare concrete and the metal legs of the stackable chairs behind. Mullen shouldn’t care. If anything, Fisher’s discomfort would normally amuse him, but there’s something panicky in the fat little man’s tone. Something sharp strikes at Mullen’s belly. Maybe his stomach is still churning from the trip down, or it’s the weirdness of the storm, or the sullen faces of the locals, but suddenly this whole trip seems like a terrible idea, no matter what Hannah wants.
He’s not the only one. The rest of the group, except Hannah, is now watching Fisher with wide eyes. No one knows what’s meant to be under the table, but Fisher seems to think it’s important, and this place is too weird, too horrible for something to go wrong. Not with the rain hammering on the roof like it’s trying to get in and drown them all.
“Huh,” Arnou says, and with that, Mullen realises Arnou either knew all along there was nothing there, or he just doesn’t care.
Fisher claps his hands together twice, and the stupid cheery tone is back, as if he’s a permanently smiling teacher herding five-year-olds. “Not a worry. Not a worry,” he says. “Hannah, you know where to go. Would you mind taking everyone downstairs while I get this sorted out? Probably just a mix up.”
The fat man disappears outside into the streaming wet, followed by Arnou, and for a second, Mullen thinks he sees the Earthling’s mouth curl into a smirk.
“What was supposed to be under the table?” Mother Kozlow says.
Hannah shrugs. “Last time it was supplies.”
“You mean our food? What are we supposed to eat?”
Hannah shrugs again. “We’ll be fine. Fisher will find it, and if he doesn’t, we can just pick up some local stuff.”
Mother Kozlow’s face grows pale. Mullen doesn’t blame her. He imagines mud pie for breakfast, followed by mud sandwiches for lunch, just plain mud for dinner. Mud pudding for afters. All of it stuffed full of Earth germs. He wonders how long he can go without eating. Wonders how long the little Kozlows can go without. He hopes they have some chocolate hidden away in their puffy jackets. They’re still babies. They can’t eat Earth food. 
He opens his mouth to argue with Hannah, then shuts it with a snap. Somewhere in the back of his mind, a voice tells him he keeps his mouth shut too often. He ignores it, the way he always does.
“What’s downstairs?” he says. He doesn’t care, but the deeper they go, the farther they get from the rain. The persistent noise is starting to beat its way into his head, and makes his heart skip faster. If it doesn’t stop, he’s going to go crazy. “Which door?”
Relief crosses the faces of both the Kozlows and the Europans, and he knows the rain is drilling into their brains as much as it is his. Mother Kozlow’s mouth is set in a too-straight line. Daddy Kozlow hasn’t dared look at her once since they entered the building and now Mullen knows just whose idea the holiday was. 
Hannah points to the right. She’s still grinning, hasn’t even wiped the rain from her face. For the first time, instead of finding her Earth obsession a little odd (but still a little sweet) Mullen now wonders if she is in fact completely insane. 
Hannah makes for the door, and Mullen follows her as if tied to her by an invisible cord. The rest of them follow like little lost ducklings.
Hannah steps through. There’s not much behind the door: a single spiral staircase leading down into the dark. The ducklings all squash up behind Mullen when he halts suddenly in the doorway. Daddy Kozlow’s gut pushes into Mullen’s back. 
His pride doesn’t want to admit it, but Mullen’s as much a duckling as the rest of them. He thinks of the invisible cord. He’d really tie himself to Hannah if he could, if only so he can’t lose her somewhere in the spiralling dark. 
The thought is absurd. It’s this place. It makes you crazy. Everything is wrong.
The sounds are wrong, the people are wrong, even the air is wrong. Somehow the air feels fuller. It’s full of everything: cold, stink. It has a weird thickness completely unlike the recycled and carefully monitored atmosphere of the colonies. Mullen feels as if he could choke on it.
Hannah reaches out, and light flickers; once, twice, then sticks. She doesn’t hesitate, just takes off down into the depths of the Earth. Mullen follows, of course. He’d follow her into the bowels of Hell if that was where she wanted to go. He’s not entirely convinced that isn’t where they’re headed anyway.
They spiral down the stairs, and feet slap behind him as the tourists follow single file. It makes him think of ducks all over again, and he has to stifle a nervous giggle.
The walls were painted once. Peeling flecks still remain, and rectangular stains at regular intervals indicate that someone might have even decorated at some point in the distant past.
Finally, they reach the bottom. A single bulb sparks into life and begins to buzz.
“Oh,” Hannah says.
Mullen can see what it was supposed to be like, and it would have been kind of nice. They’re on some kind of old railway platform. Wooden steps go down to railway lines that have been restored to a shine. Nice tables and chairs with cushions fill the bottom of the railway. The far end of the tunnel has been partially bricked up, and an open door gives a glimpse of a kitchen beyond. The platform itself has sofas, bookcases, pamphlets, a couple of rugs. The same rectangular spaces from the stairway are filled with old-style Earth advertisements that would make no sense to Mullen if it weren’t for Hannah’s movies. Wooden doors have been fitted to the arches leading away from the platform. Rectangular plates above them have twee-sounding names, indicating bedrooms. 
Everything is covered with mud. The tables and chairs on the rails are smashed. The bookcases have been toppled, the books trampled and dirty. The place stinks of piss.
“Oh,” Hannah says, again.
The Boy Mostly Likely To Ask Stupid Questions says, “Is it supposed to be like this?”
Mr Enthusiastic gives him the kind of despairing expression reserved by younger brothers for elder ones.
Hannah’s “no” is so soft and plaintive that Mullen is left with another twisting pain in his belly. He pulls her to him, feeling less like a duckling for the first time in hours. 
“Wait for Fisher,” he says. “He can move us. There must be other suitable venues. Come on. You’ll love it. You’ve already been here before. I bet there’ll be better accommodation somewhere.”
Hannah nods. Usually, the opportunity to see something new from Earth would have her spinning around, but she just gives him a tight smile, and peels herself away to go check the bedrooms. Mullen puts it down to disappointment.
The bedrooms are just as bad: filthy and wrecked, and accompanied by the same stench of pre-human waste. They wait downstairs for half an hour for Fisher to get back, then Mullen and Hannah head back up the stairs to see if he’s back. He isn’t, and the truck is missing from outside of the building, their baggage with it. Mullen suppresses a surge of anger. No clothes. No food. He’s going to wring the fat little sod’s neck. Cut-price is one thing, but this is ridiculous. They go back downstairs and wait.
And wait. Fisher doesn’t come back. They go back upstairs to check at hourly intervals, but the truck remains missing, and the rain doesn’t let up.
Finally, the Kozlows make a nest out of some of the least spoiled bedding, and the littlest Kozlows burrow into it, bookended by their parents. The Europans spend their time tidying and reading the books, then do the same.
By the time Mullen starts to think sleep is a good idea, there’s no bedding left that doesn’t reek so badly it catches in his throat, so he stacks some of the chair cushions against the wall of the platform and rests against them. Hannah leans her head on his shoulder. It takes a while before her breathing slows. Mullen isn’t sure he’s going to sleep, but in the end he does.
The storm grows worse. It bangs, rattles, and crashes as if the sky is falling. He hears it through the fog of sleep when he half-wakes a few times, but the railway tunnel stays solid and real, even if it feels like it’s shaking in his dreams.
 
* * *
 
The electricity fails sometime in the night. When he wakes, it’s to pitch black and the sound of someone crying. It’s Hannah. The warm weight of her shakes into his side. He squeezes her close, and kisses her on a damp cheek.
“I know this wasn’t what you wanted to show me,” he whispers, “but you were right. It’s quite the experience, but it’s just one night. We’ll get it sorted out in the morning.”
For some reason, that only makes her cry harder. He holds her in the dark, pressing gentle kisses to the top of her head, until she stops shaking and her breathing slows. 
Hannah has always been the more emotional of the two of them, the one so easily moved to tears. 
The first time Mullen saw her, she was crying. She was twelve, he was thirteen. She’d been new to the city, crying for what she’d left behind, and he’d watched in fascination. Somehow, there was no shame to her tears, the way there would have been to his. She’d cried openly and publicly as if that were the way everyone did it. 
And then he’d got to know her better, and found she cried all the time, but the tears were balanced by a joyfulness like nothing he’d ever witnessed. Nothing was ever dull for her. It was either wonderful, or it was terrible, and those extremes were infectious. He caught her moods like a cold. She infected him, burrowing deep into his bones, so that any time she wasn’t close by, he ached as if part of him were missing. 
They’d grown up. Life had gone on, and Hannah had gone on without him – into her politics and campaigning, same as she always had been, caring too deeply about everything. She’d left him behind to be the sensible one, and he’d gone to work for Harbin-Beck like everyone else. He’d known it had always been one-sided, and that it was coming. She cared for him, yes, but not the way he adored her. 
And then, two years ago, she’d come back and it had been perfect. Maybe he wasn’t her sun, not the way she was his, but somehow she loved him, and that was enough. 
He falls asleep again, smiling, because no matter how awful this place is, Hannah still has her head on his shoulder.
When Mullen wakes again, it’s still pitch black. The stink of mud has somehow grown heavier, eclipsing every other bitter stench the place harbours. Water trickles somewhere not far away.
Something has gone wrong; he can feel it in his bones. It’s not just the ruined accommodation or the missing supplies. Fisher should have been back by now. Despite the weirdness of it, Mullen knows the storm wasn’t that bad. Not for Earth. Fisher should have fixed the electricity, or brought down storm lanterns. The little lead ball of dread that has been pulling at the bottom of his stomach grows even bigger.
He reaches into the inner pocket of his jacket for his handheld, and switches it on. The light from the screen doesn’t illuminate much. The rest of the tourists are huddled and still, the sound of their breathing loud in the tunnel. Daddy Kozlow has a snore as bad as the rain. Mullen extricates himself from Hannah, and makes his way up the spiral stairs.
His neck cricks. He rolls the muscles in his back while he walks. He was expecting to sleep rough, not spend a night against a brick wall. One day down, six to go, and then he’ll be back in his own bed. At the top of the stairs, the door is open by an inch; a sliver of daylight sketches a thin white streak on the opposite wall.
Mullen pushes against it, expecting it to give. It doesn’t. He pushes against it harder. It doesn’t give in the least. Whatever is blocking it is heavy. He leans forward and puts an eye to the open inch. 
Whatever he is expecting to see, it isn’t mud and open sky where there should be brick and metal roofing. The sight of the sky makes his stomach twist. It’s so big and so powerful, it feels as if it could suck him out through the sliver of open door, and pull him into space. 
Don’t be ridiculous. Mullen shakes his head at the absurdity of his own mind.
He twists to get a better view, and finds brick and metal, warped, broken and sunk into the ever-present mud. A large section of wall appears to have fallen against the door. There is no way he will be able to push it open, and he can’t break through the reinforced metal either.
Mullen thinks of what he knows of Earth storms: rain, thunder, and lightning. Sometimes tornadoes and hurricanes. He supposes one of the latter could have done this, but aren’t they rare? He doesn’t know, and it doesn’t matter. God only knows what happened to Fisher. That doesn’t matter either. Mullen certainly has no intention of relying on the fat little frog to get them out of here. And if he can’t rely on Fisher, he certainly can’t rely on any of the sullen-faced Earthlings.
They can’t even wait for someone to miss them and send a rescue party. It could be days. They have no food, no clothing, nothing. He hasn’t eaten since Fisher handed out stale sandwiches on the shuttle down. His stomach rumbles at the thought.
Mullen pulls out his handheld. He’s not supposed to connect to the mainframe here. He wasn’t even supposed to bring his security key, but what else could he do to occupy himself while Hannah was off gawping at fossils? Work is the only thing he has in his life apart from Hannah. Sometimes there’s something to be said for breaking the rules. 
He connects to the Harbin-Beck mainframe and finds the local Earth hubs. He scrolls through, trying to figure out which is the one they saw from the bus. He has no idea what part of Earth they are on. He has a vague memory of Hannah chattering about it on the shuttle while he was trying to sleep. Something about it once being one of the hubs of civilisation. He shakes his head. They could be anywhere.
The mine will have a security team and equipment to get the door open, and as soon as they see his security level, they’ll be falling over themselves to help him. He feels a brief flush of pride. For all that Hannah gives him a hard time about working for Harbin-Beck, he’s going to be the one to get them out of this mess.
OK, he’ll get a rap over the knuckles for bringing his security key on an unauthorised trip, but so what? It won’t be any worse than huddling in the dark and waiting for Earthlings to rescue them.
Mullen finds the local mine and connects, sends his security protocols, and waits. And waits. He doesn’t even get an automated acknowledgement. Whatever damage the storm has done to the building has also knocked out communications at the mine.
That makes no sense, Mullen thinks. The mine hub is designed to withstand damage from storms, rioters, blasts. Everything. 
But there’s no point crying over something he cannot change. He stays logged in, so he’ll know as soon as communications come back on, and then heads back down the stairs.
Everyone is awake when he steps back into the darkness, and they all have their handhelds out. The pale light from the screens is just enough to highlight their concerned faces.
“Where’s Fisher?” Mr Enthusiastic asks.
“I have no idea,” Mullen says. He tells them about the storm damage and the blocked door. Hannah comes up beside him and leans against his shoulder. Her clothing feels clammy and damp like the tunnel, and her hair reeks of it. It’s the Earth burrowing into us, he thinks, infecting us. In his mind’s eye, the golden light of their vaccinations is failing, losing the battle against the pure filth of the Earth. The grime and pollution are turning them into mud monsters, one cell at a time.
He shakes his head again, trying to clear it of the madness. This place is driving him insane. Hannah frowns at him, concerned. He smiles, kisses the top of her damp-smelling hair.
“We’ll just have to shove the door open,” Daddy Kozlow says. 
“It’s blocked,” Mullen says again. “We’ll need to find another way out.”
“Can’t we just wait for help?” asks the Boy Most Likely To Ask Stupid Questions. His narrow face appears strained and washed-out in the wan light from their screens and, even though he’s the elder of the two, he’s clinging to his brother as if the darkness might suck him away.
“Don’t be an idiot, Chi,” Mr Enthusiastic says. He nudges Hannah. “You’ve been here before. Is there another way out?”
“I think Chibuzo is right. We should wait,” Hannah says. That’s his name.
"Why?” Mr Enthusiastic says.
“Just give Fisher a little more time. Or John Arnou.”
“Good God, no,” Daddy Kozlow spits out. “That animal was probably the one that pissed all over the beds. He’s taken his fee and run. I’d put money on it.”
“No, no. He’s not like that,” Hannah says in a hurt tone. 
Privately, Mullen thinks Kozlow is at least half right. Arnou probably isn’t dumb enough to piss where he eats, but he’s not going to come back. Mullen thinks of the resentment in the creature’s dark eyes. Arnou’s not going to lift a finger to help them.
“There should be a way out through the railway tunnels,” Mullen says. “We just need to follow the tracks. But Hannah’s right, someone might come back” – Fisher, he thinks, and he feels guilty when Hannah looks grateful – “so someone should stay here just in case.”
Finally they decide that Mother Kozlow and the children will stay, along with the Boy Most Likely to Ask Stupid Questions, because she doesn’t want to stay on her own and he’s too much of a wuss to go off into the dark. 
Mr Enthusiastic appears to live up to Mullen’s private nickname for him, and is keen to go explore. The younger Europan actually seems to be enjoying himself, as if this is all some grand adventure. Mullen decides the boy is just as stupid as his elder brother – only a different kind of stupid.
Hannah tries to make a case for the two of them to stay, but Mullen argues her down. He can’t bear the thought of waiting passively in the noxious dark, and he doesn’t want to leave her here without him
He’s itching to get out of here. And no matter what he might have said to Hannah previously, he’s not even entertaining remaining another six days. It’s the surface and a shuttle for them. He can feel the Earth’s germs burrowing into his skin, deeper and deeper with every second he stays here. The sooner they get out into the open air, the sooner he can contact the mine and get away from this filthy planet. 
One side of the tunnel is bricked up completely. There is no way through short of breaking down the wall, so they head for the kitchen instead.
Just to be sure, Mullen checks all the cupboards. Even if the Kozlows have already checked them top to bottom, he needs to be certain. He finds nothing. There is no food. Whatever had been in the missing supply boxes was all there was. Hannah, Daddy Kozlow and – “What’s your name again?” – Amadi, otherwise known as Mr Enthusiastic, wait patiently while he finishes rifling through drawers and cupboards.
There is a door leading out of the kitchen. Mullen insists they only keep one of their handhelds on at a time. The last thing they want is to run out of energy in the stinking dark, and have to feel their way out.
Away from the platform and the tourist accommodation, the mud begins to turn to cold, dirty water. They slosh through, feet sticking to the gloop at the bottom. 
The handheld doesn’t give off much of a glow, but it’s enough to see that the walls are black and slimy with mould. Mullen takes care to keep to the middle of the tunnel. The golden light of his vaccinations can only do so much.
Hannah is uncharacteristically silent. He reaches out and takes her hand. Her fingers are frozen, so they walk hand-in-hand like teenagers. Every now and then, she glances over at him, but when he looks back to meet her eyes, she is staring straight ahead. He aches for her. She’d wanted to show him this so badly, and it has all gone so very wrong.
“It’s OK,” he says. “We’re OK. It’s not your fault.”
She bursts into tears. Daddy Kozlow and Mr Enthusiastic stare straight ahead. They don’t know what to do with Hannah’s tears. Mullen does. He’s had years of them. He squeezes her hand, and leans over to kiss her. She doesn’t stop crying, but that’s OK. It just needs to come out, and he just needs to be there for her. He knows how it works by now.
The tunnel is beginning to curve, and the water is getting deeper. It’s almost at their knees. Mullen has lost track of how far they’ve come, but they need to find a way out soon.
“What’s that?” Daddy Kozlow says suddenly. 
They all come to a halt. The sloshing sound doesn’t, and there is a lighter patch ahead on the black curve of the tunnel. Someone with a better light than theirs is wading towards them. More than one someone, to judge by the splashing.
Mullen’s stomach flips. Get a grip, he thinks; it’s probably a rescue party sent by Fisher. He hates this place and what it’s doing to his nerves.
The source of the light turns out to be lanterns carried by two of a group of six Earthlings led by John Arnou.
Before Mullen even has a chance to process the fact that that they are all holding guns, Arnou raises his weapon and shoots Mr Enthusiastic in the head.
 
* * *
 
Daddy Kozlow is next. A single bullet enters his forehead and punches out the other side, and the big man falls backwards. Dirty water and blood splash Mullen’s face. The horror of it pulses through his veins, and his vision blurs. Mullen doesn’t even think. He shoves Hannah behind him, closes his eyes, waits for the bullet.
It doesn’t come. 
Hannah’s breath hitches. “No, no, no!” she wails. “What did you do that for?”
Mullen opens his eyes. Arnou has lowered his gun. His expression is unreadable. Mullen has no idea what is going on, but his heart is racing so fast it feels like it might bolt out of his chest. Panic slithers up out of his belly and infects his brain, freezing him in place. He knows he should do something, but his body is too leaden and his brain feels like it’s about to shut down. 
The Earthling raises his eyebrows at her as if he doesn’t understand the question. He asks one of his own instead. “Where are the others?”
"John.” Hannah comes out from behind Mullen and shakes her head slowly. She makes the name sound like a plea and a question all at the same time. “John, please. There are children.”
“So?”
"Please.”
For what seems like forever, Arnou simply stares at her, expressionless. Eventually, he shrugs. “Fine.”
Hannah doesn’t say anything, just points behind her into the dark. 
Thoughts about Hannah are banging and screaming in Mullen’s brain, but even as they surface, he’s locking them up tight behind a door in his mind marked Do Not Ever Fucking Open, and that door is going to stay shut.
Arnou says something to the other Earthlings in a language Mullen doesn’t understand, then two of the men – animals – slosh past in the direction of the railway platform where the Boy Most Likely To Ask Stupid Questions and the remaining Kozlows are about to find their current nightmare morphing into an even bigger one.
Arnou turns to Mullen and holds out his hand. Mullen looks at it stupidly. The whole thing is too weird, too surreal, and even though Arnou doesn’t appear to intend to shoot either of them right now, Mullen’s heart is still galloping. He stares at the Earthling’s dirt-encrusted fingernails, and the only thought that swims out of the fog of his mind is I’m not shaking that.

Then he remembers that the man has a gun and clearly has no qualms about using it. Pride can take a back seat, thank you very much.
He’s got his hand half way to Arnou when Hannah nudges him and whispers, “He wants your security key.”
Oh. Mullen hands it over. 
“And your passwords,” Arnou says.
Mullen knows he’s supposed to say no, but the man has a gun. What other option does he have? He gives Arnou his passwords and codes. It’s only after he does that he realises Arnou no longer has any reason to keep them alive.
Fortunately the thought doesn’t seem to immediately occur to Arnou because the Earthling just nods and records Mullen’s passwords on his own ancient handheld.
He nods again, without looking up, and one of the Earthlings – oh God, what happened to its nose – prods Mullen in the arm with his gun. 
Hannah’s cold hand slips into his, and together they slosh through the water after Arnou. Mullen tries not to think about the rotten-nosed creature with the gun splashing behind them, but finds it impossible to get the image out of his mind. The thing is so disgusting, and it has a gun.
His brain is slowly ticking back into gear. He’s not dead. Hannah’s not dead. But Amadi and Edward Kozlow are. Somewhere in the black and grime of the tunnel, the two of them are floating, lifeless, in a river of grimy water.
The only reason he can think that they are still alive is that John Arnou has taken a shine to Hannah. Everyone likes Hannah. No one likes Mullen. He should be dead.
It soon becomes apparent that people have been living in the tunnels. Sodden bedding and clothing is stacked on crates shoved against the walls, and piles of rubbish nudge at his calves. The inhabitants are missing. 
His mind is still trying to slot everything together when they round another curve of tunnel, and the light from the lanterns falls onto another train platform. This one was never aimed at tourists. There are no steps leading up onto the platform, no twee archway doors or replica antique posters. 
Everything is covered in mud and the ubiquitous black mould. Mullen hefts himself up onto the platform before reaching down to haul Hannah up.
The spiral stairs taking them to the surface are styled the same as the ones back at the tourist accommodation; but, like the platform, these are dirty and crusted with mould. Mullen doesn’t let go of Hannah. They walk up hand-in-hand. He begins running out of breath half way up, and his calves ache, but the troglodyte behind him doesn’t falter, so neither does he.
They get to the top and stumble outside. The world stinks of greasy smoke, and Mullen is aware of the sky overhead, huge and terrifying. He shudders, and keeps his eyes steadfastly ahead, refusing to look up.
The straight-ahead view isn’t much better. The mud is swarming with Earthlings. Where did they all come from?
They’d seen locals from the bus, but not like this. It’s as if every one of the mud-covered brutes has emerged from their shacks and shanties, or crawled out from under them.
The bus must have driven through the gentrified portion of the makeshift city, because this place looks like a rubbish dump. Some of it is on fire.
The noise is incredible. The locals scream and shout, and bang together whatever they are holding. They jump up and down, twirl about, as if judgement day has come. And over there, three of them are – oh my God, they can’t be. Oh my God, that’s just disgusting.
Despite himself, Mullen’s eyes flicker upwards, away from the sight and towards the blue of the sky.
But it’s no longer blue. It’s gone weird. The sky is now a dirty yellow smudge. There are long streaks of red and black that make it seem as if the stars themselves have fallen.
Curls of smoke spiral up all over the horizon. There are fires everywhere, not just in this dump. Any one of them could be the Harbin-Beck mine. He can’t get his bearings from that. Instead, he looks for the other landmark he knows: the Valadez space elevator. He searches the horizon, turns slowly in the mud, once, and then again.
The elevator is so big that even these vast palls of smoke couldn’t obscure it. But it’s gone. He remembers the shuddering and shaking in his dreams on the railway platform. Mullen cannot even begin to comprehend the firepower it would take to destroy the elevator in one night. His last small hope falls away and the emptiness of the truth sets in. This is not just a small, localised uprising or a few criminals hoping to rob the tourists.
The brute with the rotten nose pokes him in the back again. Mullen grips Hannah’s hand like it’s the last of his sanity. He glances over at her. She has said nothing since he handed over his passwords. Twenty minutes of silence from Hannah is either a miracle or the apocalypse. Definitely the latter, Mullen thinks. He’s expecting her to be on the verge of tears again, but she’s not. She’s grinning wide as a shark, and her eyes are shining, taking in the bacchanalian antics all around.
Arnou and his brutes herd them through the mud and the rubble. Earthling children follow, singing and spitting. They look nothing like Martian children. These creatures are lanky, bony. This one’s legs are malformed; that one has a dent in his skull like a bite out of an apple. If it weren’t for the fact that half of them are naked, he wouldn’t be able to tell one gender from another.
No matter what Hannah says, the Earthlings are definitely a different species now. She strides along beside him, ignoring the catcalling, even smiling back at them. 
Mullen remembers thinking earlier that she might be insane. Sure, he feels like he’s going crazy, but that’s a natural reaction. This … this euphoria, the way she’s beaming from ear to ear, it’s nothing less than completely cracked. 
When (if) they get back to Mars, he’s going to have to … no, who is he kidding? He always knew he was in love with an insane woman. He’s going to keep on ignoring it, the same way he always does.
Something about the destruction around them – the rubble, the ruins, the way everything is burning – is nagging at him. It’s too much, but his thoughts keep skittering away from him whenever he tries to concentrate on anything other than the feel of Hannah’s hand in his own.
They walk for over an hour. By the time they stop, Mullen’s feet are soaked through his socks and boots. He’s got blisters on both heels where his socks have been rubbing against wet skin.
They have reached an honest-to-God actual building made out of bricks and not sheet metal, cardboard, rubble, or spit. It’s big – at least three stories high. There are bars on the windows. A razor-wire fence surrounds it. Two armed Earthlings stand guard at the gate. Guns have been illegal for everyone except mine security for centuries. Mullen wonders where they got them. 
They are herded through corridors littered with dead guards. There’s blood on the walls, fresh enough that it still glistens. Mullen averts his eyes, stares at nothing more than the floor in front of him. Earthlings open gates for them as they go, until they reach a final set of double-barred gates.
Behind the gates, groups of people huddle together in what appears to be the prison cafeteria, and they all have the same what the hell just happened? look on their faces that Mullen knows is plastered on his own.
Rotten-nose pokes him in the back with his gun again. Mullen really wishes he would stop doing that. He shuffles into the cafeteria. 
Hannah doesn’t follow. Mullen turns to see her smiling at Arnou as if she hadn’t seen the man shoot two people in the face not two hours earlier.
“You too,” Arnou says.
“But—”
“It’s just for now,” Arnou says. “You’ll be safer. Be patient.” Mullen walks forward and finds a spot where he can slide down against the wall, and shut his eyes hard. 
Hannah’s saying his name. He opens his eyes. He shakes his head over and over again, like he’s a dog shaking after a swim. Not listening.
He’s about to put his fingers in his ears and sing loudly as if he were a child, but fortunately she just gives him a sad look and falls silent.
Mullen takes in two shuddering breaths, and somehow, miraculously, that does the trick. Everything floats away. Every sinking feeling. Every thought. He feels hollow, as if his insides have been scooped away, leaving nothing but empty space. It’s not going to take much for him to tear apart completely and disintegrate into the wind blowing through the barred window opposite.
He concentrates on the ceiling. Despite the brick and a recent coat of paint, the damp has come through here too. It is blossoming on the ceiling – a pretty pattern of brown concentric circles against the white, and he thinks it’s the loveliest thing he’s seen since he’s arrived, except Hannah of course. But he’s not thinking about Hannah.
Instead, he stares out of the window and watches the smoke curl and swirl against the sky in imitation of the revellers below.
 
* * *
 
In the morning, his brain is functioning again, even if he wishes it wasn’t. Hannah is asleep, slumped next to him, and drooling onto his shoulder. It feels so normal and so natural that he has no idea when she curled up next to him during the night, or when he sank his head onto the top of hers, or when he leaned over and tucked his hand into the curve of her waist under her jacket.
For a fleeting moment, before reality can intrude, he sinks in closer and breathes in the scent of her hair. But it smells like the mud and damp of this place.
His mind wants to take flight again, but he refuses to let it. Mullen untangles himself. Hannah murmurs something, but doesn’t wake. Mullen’s attention is drawn to the sound that woke him; the Earthling guard has unlocked the gate to let three of the brutes inside. Two hold a large bucket between them. The other follows with a box.
It’s only when the box is upended onto one of the cafeteria tables, and spoons and plastic plates topple out, that Mullen realises that the reeking bucket is meant to contain food.
He hasn’t eaten in over a day. He knows he is hungry because his stomach hurts. Still, the last thing he feels like doing is eating. Even proper food. And whatever is in the bucket, it isn’t proper food.
Eat something, the sensible part of his brain says. Who knows when there’ll be more? You need your strength. Somehow, he can’t bring himself to care. He stays where he is.
His eyes scan the room, stopping on a group of familiar figures huddled in the far corner: the remaining Kozlows and The Boy Whose Brother Was Shot In The Head.
The Kozlows are asleep. The Boy is awake. His eyes meet Mullen’s, and Mullen realises immediately that The Boy knows his brother is dead. It is as much the misery in The Boy’s eyes, as it is the way he’s huddled up against Mrs Kozlow – as though he were ten years younger and clinging to the only adult he can find. Mullen feels a small, guilty flicker of relief that he doesn’t have to be the one to tell them. 
Hannah shifts against the wall, puts her head back on his shoulder, and mumbles something in her sleep.
Mullen freezes, and he just can’t ignore it any more. He wants to. God, does he want to. He wants to sink back into the soft, marshmellowiness of his mind, into the part of him that’s fascinated by damp stains and smoke spirals. 
He can’t. There’s too much behind that door marked Do Not Ever Fucking Open. It comes spilling out whether he wants it to or not.
His security key, his passwords and codes. It’s not low-level stuff. The Earthlings will be able to use it to unlock almost anything they want in the mines. Almost every security level Harbin-Beck has on Earth can now be bypassed. What a fortunate coincidence that the Earthlings had Mullen on Earth now. How fortunate for them that they somehow knew his identity. How fortunate that they knew he had his security key. How very fortunate.
Arnou had put his hand out in the tunnel without saying a word, and Hannah had known immediately what the Earthling had wanted from him. Maybe she’d just guessed, but Mullen knows Hannah. He knows the way her mind works. She should have been the one who thought Arnou wanted to shake hands.
All the politicking and campaigning – mine protests, saving the Valadez elevator (good luck with that), Earthling rights – he’d always known she wanted autonomy for the Earth. They’d had enough arguments about it, but he’d never thought she would be so stupid.
There’s a tightness in his stomach. It’s tied into a knot that may never come undone. His vision is blurry, and his chest hurts. He’s shivering with something that feels like fever, but can’t be. He’s not sure what he feels. Some of it is anger, some is sorrow. Mostly, it just hurts. 
Mullen shifts away from her again, and this time Hannah wakes up. She twists towards him, and begins to smile. It washes away when she sees the look on his face.
“Sweetheart …” she says.
“Am I?”
“Yes. God, yes.”
He can’t look at her, doesn’t want to, but she cups his jaw in her slim fingers and turns his face to look at her. And it’s Hannah, the same Hannah he’s always loved, with her ridiculously green eyes, and the freckles he likes to kiss. The one who … 
He can’t help it. He has to ask. “Was it just about the codes?”
And then he sees the shock and hurt on her face, and he’d give the Earth, or even Mars, to take the question back. Then he remembers, and the part of him that is angry rises up without asking. “You lied to me. To me.”
“I didn’t lie. I just didn’t tell you,” she says, as if there’s a difference. “Arnou said you can stay. Everyone else will get ransomed and sent home, but you’ll be allowed to stay.”
“I don’t want to stay! Are you insane? Why would we want to stay? This place is wrong. The people are wrong. Nobody sane would want to stay!”
“I want to stay,” she says softly. “I’m going to stay.”
He feels like he’s been punched in the gut. It had never occurred to him that, whatever happened, they might not do it together. She might not want to do it together.
The rage washes out of him. “Hannah, be serious. This place … the dirt, and the filth. By God, the people. You won’t have any sort of life here among these creatures.”
When she answers, her voice is so soft that he strains to hear. “You don’t see them as people.”
They’ve had so many arguments over the years. He can’t believe this is the one it’s coming down to. He gestures out of the window. There are still a few of the brutes twirling about and shouting, but now most of them have just passed out in the mud. He doesn’t know if it’s from exhaustion or whatever local moonshine they’ve got round here, but these are animals that will drink or dance until they sink into filth. They’re not people. Not really.
“Look at them,” he says. “It’s kind of hard.”
“No. No, it’s not,” she says. “It’s not their fault they’re like that. It’s ours. We left them behind. We’ve exploited them for so long. They’ve had no other option, but they do now. Their lives can be better now. Away from Harbin-Beck. Away from the people who make them like this.”
“You mean people like me.”
“You know what I mean,” she says.
“Yes, I do.”
They both fall silent. He doesn’t know what to say to change her mind. The sound of the gate clinking open distracts them both.
Arnou stands in the gateway. He beckons to Hannah and she gets to her feet, walks over to him. She stops in the doorway, then turns back.
“You can stay if you want. I do love you.”
And then she is gone. It’s the last thing she ever says to him.
 
* * *
 
Mullen spends two weeks in the cafeteria before he’s put on a shuttle home. He spends the time running her words through his mind, over and over again.
You can stay if you want. 
Not: I love you. Please stay.
Not: I want you to stay.
Hell, he knows he’s obsessed, and she’s not. He’s always known the way he feels isn’t completely healthy. He knows the big love story has always been on his side, not on hers. It’s never mattered until now. He knows, but, goddamnit, he has some self-respect left, and to live here, on the Earth, among these creatures that probably don’t even know what a toothbrush is …
He changes his mind a dozen times a day. He’s going, then he’s staying. Once he even gets as far as walking up to the Earthling guard, before he flip-flops again and turns away.
He’s put in with the first batch of prisoners to be sent home. No one has paid a ransom for him. Harbin-Beck want him, but they don’t want to pay. Not after what he did.
He has no value. No family. His parents are dead. He has no siblings. There was never anyone but Hannah who cared. The Earthlings send him home, ostensibly as a gesture of goodwill, but really because he’s just not worth keeping.
They march them out to the shuttle. It’s the first time Mullen’s been outside. The sky is still yellow-smudged and black-streaked, but patches of blue are breaking through. The feeling that the sky is going to suck him up returns, and this time he welcomes it. Let it. Wouldn’t that be a way to go?
The Earthlings watch them leave. They’re lined up at the side of the road. No one shouts now, or spits. They watch the little group silently. Mullen shudders.
He watches for Hannah, and then, right at the end, as the shuttle doors open, he sees her. She’s dressed in Earthling clothes. She opens her mouth to say something. His heart skips a beat and his breath hitches. He turns towards her.
Evidently she changes her mind, because her mouth snaps shut.
Mullen turns and walks away. He gets into the shuttle without looking back.
When he gets home, he is whisked away, asked questions. He answers them all honestly, doesn’t have to pretend to be in shock. His world that was so dirty, and full of Hannah, and real, is now sterile and suffocatingly neat.
He’s still not sure how he got here – how he went from two-week holiday to permanent hell. 
He thinks of Hannah still there in the dirt. She’ll probably marry Arnou, have too-many-limbed babies. An image of her comes into his head of her cuddling a little octopus-baby. Even after everything, the thought is so utterly absurd that he bursts out laughing. The men on the other side of the table glance at each other, then one says, “What’s so funny?”
He laughs harder, tries to explain, but he’s cry-laughing now and the words come out jumbled between hiccups. Octopus. Baby. Hannah.
They look at him as if he has gone insane, and he laughs harder, gasping for breath, because he has.
He loses his job, of course. It doesn’t matter. He has plenty of money, but he misses having something to do with his day. Something to take his mind off it. No one wants to employ him. They all know who he is.
He spends his days scrolling through newsfeeds with the filters off, watching the slaughter on Earth, searching the bodies and the severed limbs for her, but she’s not there.
And at night, he watches old Earth movies, mouthing the words and laughing at all the right places. Sometimes, just for a second, he can even fool himself that none of it ever happened. He imagines she is in the dark next to him, and he can see her if only he turns his head. 
He never does.
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Revolver
By Michael Patrick Hicks
 
The price tag on my head was $5,000. Easy money.
I followed the bald man down a long corridor lined with closed doors and framed black-and-white studio portraits of the station’s newscasters. I turned away from their glossy-print gazes, focusing on the producer’s back. He wore a long-sleeved blue button-down and black khakis that had sharp creases on either side of his legs. Sweat beaded his forehead from the brief moment he’d spent outside to allow me access to the building. The overhead lighting made his shoulder-holstered gun gleam.
He seemed to deliberately keep a few paces ahead of me, and I caught the downdraft of his cologne. He smelled nice. I didn’t. Too much time in the heat, dressed in too many layers, wearing most of the few clothes I had to my name all at once. I didn’t want them to get stolen and find myself fucked over by the winter. 
Not that I was going to live that long.
“We’re through here, Ms Stone,” the producer said. I forgot his name. Stevens or Stephenson. Whatever.
He held the door open for me and tilted his head back, nose up, holding his breath as I walked past. I imagined he worked with a lot of the desperate filth, and wondered how he hadn’t gotten used to it yet. Fuck him. Let him enjoy his false sense of security. Truth was, he was living on the edge between prosperity and desolation, a good two weeks’ notice away from losing everything. Eventually it would happen, and he’d be blindsided by it, same as everyone else. 
“Should I leave you my coat?” I asked.
His lips curled in a funny, sour sort of twist and he primly shook his head. “You can hang it over there,” he said, pointing to an overly elaborate coat hanger. 
I shook myself free of the carpenter’s coat, and then peeled off two oversized sweaters, down to a dirty, sweat-stained and once-white tank top. I thought about taking off my boots to fuck with him, smirking at the idea of smacking him across the face with a toe-jam-soiled sock. Smug prick.
Stevens – if that was his name – stood at an end table, next to a fancy bar stool with a thick leather seat. A large wooden box the colour of dark walnut was opened on the table. The revolver sat enshrined in plush velvet and he motioned me toward it with an artificial air of ceremony.
“This is a Remington New Model Army Revolver, first produced in 1858,” he said with a reverential tone. “Fully loaded, six shots, with .44 calibre rounds.”
I nodded, admiring the gleaming gun metal and polished wooden grip. I sidled up close to Stevens to deliberately invade his personal space. His distaste was apparent, but I’ll give him credit for not moving away. Instead, he breathed shallowly through his mouth, lips slightly parted.
“It’s a nice gun,” I said. “Why six bullets, though? I’ll only need one.”
He shrugged. “Dramatic effect. We’ll have you open the cylinder, show it to the cameras. Let the audience know this is for real.” He licked his lips, staring at the firearm as if it were an old lover. “Did you want to hold her?”
Her, I noticed. Not It. Christ.
“Sure.”
He passed it to me with the gentleness he might use to handle a newborn. I’d never held a gun before and the weight was surprising. Even though it was only a few pounds, it seemed heavier. My fingers curled around the handle, and my index finger closed on the trigger. This felt surprisingly natural, and a little too easy. I pointed it, away from Stevens, of course, and tracked the room through the sight at the end of the barrel. 
I can do this, I swore to myself.
After a minute of mustering confidence and expelling doubts, I resettled the gun in its box and took a deep breath.
The Remington came from the Open Carry Association for Armed Americans, a “proud sponsor” of the Revolver webcast. OCA3 had a lot of politicians in their pockets – enough to pass mandatory open carry laws for all citizens in virtually all of the red states. Stevens was the third man I’d seen in the broadcast house that carried, and I knew there were plenty more I hadn’t seen, behind all those closed doors and in the studio set. 
As a media employee of a far-right-leaning broadcast, Stevens was considered to be in a high-risk profession; along with police, firefighters, airline pilots, military servicemen and -women, educators, mail delivery, cable and internet service providers, doctors, construction workers, jewellers, librarians … The list seemed endless. OCA3, and their bought-and-paid-for shills across the nation, insisted that ‘a right ignored is a right lost forever’, and that it was the duty of all ‘real Americans’ to exercise their Second Amendment right and bear arms at all times.
“Don’t put the gun to your temple,” Stevens said. “You’ll want to put it here, behind your ear.” He pointed to a spot behind his earlobe, where his skull met his neck. “Give that trigger a nice, long, steady pull and that’ll do ya.”
“Why there?”
“We want to avoid any accidents.” He licked his lips, as if he were salivating at the promise of a gun going off. A fucking Pavlov’s dog of the open carry movement. “Don’t want the bullet to glance off the bone of your skull. Had this guy one time, the bullet circled his skull, blew off his scalp but didn’t kill him.”
He stared at the box, plainly lusting. “Or you can stick it in your mouth, put the barrel up against your upper palate.” 
I made the mistake of shifting my gaze downward and noticed the growing bulge tenting the front of his khakis.
“It’s been cleaned already, and it’s a reliable gun,” he said. “You’re all ready to go.”
He licked his lips again, and then, for the first time, really looked at me.
“There’s a bathroom through there,” he said, pointing at a door behind him. “You can get cleaned up, and we’ll have make-up get you ready for your big debut. Fresh set of clothes in there for you, too.”
I nodded numbly, unable to remember the last time I’d had a decent shower. He stood stock still, as if he were waiting for me to undress in front of him. After way too long, he rolled his eyes and let out an exasperated sigh, put out by my modesty. I waited until I couldn’t hear his footsteps anymore, then went into the bathroom and closed the door behind me. There was no lock.
Hot water cascaded down my body for a good, long while, and I held my fingers under the powerful spray to wash away the grime that had collected under each fingernail. Shampoo wrung all the excess oil away from my long hair, and I rediscovered the joyous feeling of fingernails against my scalp as I worked up a lather. A women’s razor had even been left for me, and I went about shaving my legs and armpits, if for no other reason than a brief return to a mostly forgotten routine.
I held the razor tightly at first, controlling my impulse to cut deeper. The razors were embedded in a safety cap, allowing for a surface-level, injury-free shave. Not like the single-edged razor blade that left the shallow pink lines on my left wrist, and then years of therapy and medications in its wake. ‘My cry for help’, according to the shrinks.
Finished, I stood in the steam-filled bathroom, wrapped in a terry cloth towel that I could happily live forever in. I wondered how gauche it would be to die in it.
A black clothes bag hung from the inside of the door. I cracked the door open to let the steam out, then dressed. The white blouse and blue capris were both ironed – all sharp creases and crisp fabric. They fit well enough, but felt a bit loose, either because I wasn’t used to dressing so lightly or because weight loss from too many missed meals had left me little more than a skeletal frame covered in taut skin. I left the socks in the bottom of the bag and stepped back into the main room. Or was it a dressing room? Green room? Guest suite? Did it matter?
Walking barefoot against the plush throw rug, I balled my toes into fists. I’d picked up this trick from some old holovid that pre-dated even my dad. It was oddly relaxing, and I paced for a few minutes, telling myself again this wasn’t a serious mistake.
I can do this.
Along the back wall was a long counter of freshly polished oak. The tang of Lemon Pledge was barely discernible beneath the thick stink of bleach. Glass shelves filled with bottles of amber and clear liquids caught my eye. A square tumbler waited on a coaster, inviting me. Something to steel my nerves wouldn’t hurt.
I reached for the top shelf and pulled down a bottle of bourbon. Knocked back two fingers, neat. It took a minute for the burn to blossom behind my breastbone and deep in my belly, but the warmth spread pleasantly. The booze was much better than the stuff I’d been drinking for most of my meals of late, and I poured off another two fingers. Fuck it; I made it three.
The walls were all white, and if I caught the right angle I could make out the dark tinge of stains, barely visible. The bleach had done a good job, but the cumulative effect of so many Revolver crowdfundings had left its indelible mark.
On the opposite side, at the front of the room, were three liquid holodisplays. Two were running stock photos – a polar bear standing on an ice float, hummingbirds, Earth from space, massive steel-bodied trucks with customised chimneys spewing columns of black smoke into blue sky. 
The middle screen was running what passed for the news these days. Talking heads argued back and forth over whether or not the President had been personally responsible for bringing Middle Eastern fundamentalist terrorists into the country across the Mexican border. One speculated that the President had bought the cell leader a first class ticket with his own creds, but so what? It was still all taxpayer money, anyway. A viral outbreak was sweeping through Plano, Texas, and had left more than a hundred people dead. Apparently, also the President’s fault. When the newsfeed switched cameras, to show the men in full and sitting across from one another, I saw that they were both armed. Naturally. 
In a segment they called ‘Secular Murder Spree’, they ran the names of women who had received abortions that week, and vented their frustrations over the continued existence of underground women’s health clinics. This in spite of the personhood amendments that stripped women of most of their civil rights. It took the broadcasters a surprisingly long time – nearly a full minute – to get around to comparing the clinics to Nazi extermination camps. In a ticker at the bottom of the screen, the names and addresses of each woman scrolled in an endless loop. I couldn’t figure out a way to shut off the display, but the rant was a convenient reminder that I was doing the right thing.
This world was way too fucked up to keep on living in. Especially with people like that given so much power and influence.
Without knocking, Stevens opened the main door and popped his head in from the hallway. “Eyes are up here, bub,” I said, after his leer failed to drift much further north than my chest. “And quit drooling.”
He came into the room, but spoke back into the hallway. “Come on in.”
“Sure, that’s fine,” I said, like I’d been given a choice about who I socialised with before the main event. Stevens kept on ignoring me, but the woman that followed at least said ‘hello’, and seemed to recognise me as a fellow human being, if not a compatriot.
“I’m Tracy,” she said. “Why don’t you have a seat?”
“Here?” I said, pointing at the barstool.
She nodded – way too perky for me. “That’s fine, yeah.”
I straddled the leather seat, feeling the weight of Stevens’s gaze all the while. Starting with a manicure, Tracy decorated me and got me all dolled up for my first, and last, time on TV.
“I don’t think I could do this if I were in your shoes,” she confided. 
She kept her voice low, throwing Stevens a sideways glance every now and then. I caught him staring at the both of us more than once, licking his chops. He kept his arms folded across his chest, one hand lingering near the grip of his holstered pistol. 
“That’s because you haven’t hit rock bottom yet,” I said, rotating the tumbler between my fingers.
While Tracy worked, I tuned into the newscast. Always a mistake. A supermodel had been shot to death in LA after staging a ‘Get Out The Vote’ campaign. Two female anchors – both blonde, full figured, and virtually indistinguishable from one another, as if they’d been plucked fresh from a cloning tank – had joined the men and were taking turns mocking the model’s life and her murder.
“She was a supermodel,” one woman said, “so, obviously, she didn’t have much in the brains department.”
“She didn’t get it,” the other said. “We’re at war with the Middle East, and she’s speaking out against gun rights and demanding gun safety for people here in the States. She’s part of this campaign to turn the country into a communist state. She got what she deserved.”
“Ladies,” the first woman said, speaking to all of us now, her voice deepening into condescension, “you shouldn’t vote if you can’t control your emotions. If you can’t vote properly, if you can’t vote conservatively, stay home. Play with your apps and your phone and stay home. Make some cookies, find a date.” She threw the collection of paper she’d been holding at the table, clearly disgusted. “Do literally anything else.”
“That’s right,” the other woman said, nodding vigorously and glaring at the camera. “Our soldiers aren’t over there dying so you can go out to the polls and be completely clueless. Get a clue. Stay at home.”
“Let her life be a lesson. She should have kept her mouth shut and her clothes off. Learn something from that, ladies.”
A dull throb was building behind my eyes, and I pinched the bridge of my nose trying to drive it away. “How can you stand working for these people?” I asked.
Tracy shrugged. “It pays the bills,” she said. Stevens coughed to attract her attention, and she shut her mouth.
Instead, she said, “Close your eyes.” 
I felt the soft press of a brush against my eyelids, and then a few sweeps across each cheek. She did my lipstick, then had me blot with a Kleenex. Finally, she did a light bit of curling with my hair. Something simple, but it finished off the appearance she was going for.
“What do you think?”
For the first time in a long while, I felt – maybe even looked – beautiful.
“Gonna be a shame to splatter half my head against the wall and ruin all your good work.”
My words took the shine off her perkiness, her beaming smile cracking then eroding in stages; first crestfallen and then downright plummeting off her face entirely until her lips turned into a thin, barely-there crease. I couldn’t muster up enough of a shit to care. The bravado was false, and my suicide was still enough hours away to not feel entirely real. I watched her smile wither and die with a small bit of satisfaction as she packed up her gear without another word.
Stevens was on top of me, clipping a wireless lavaliere mic into place.
“You need to undo a few more buttons.”
“Excuse me?”
He held both hands out, his empty palms cupping the air in front of my breasts. “Show more skin. C’mon, this is your last night on Earth. Let’s see those tits.”
“Get the fuck out of here,” I said.
“It’ll bring in more money. You want to raise enough creds for your family, right? So?” He shrugged. “Show your tits. You’ll make a killing.”
My face burned and I told him again, “Get the fuck out of here,” my words edgy and clipped. I fought back the desire to throw my drink in his face, not wanting to waste it.
He huffed, his cheeks ballooning as his face turned red. He twisted away from me and stomped back to the door, talking all the while: “Hey, it’s your life. At least what’s left of it. You don’t want my advice? Fine. Don’t take it. Fuck you too. I’ve only been doing this for five years, you hear me? I know what I’m talking about. And before this? I worked on This Evening, Tonight. You want to get all stuck up over me trying to help? Fuck you, lady. Enjoy your fifteen minutes of fame. Fucking psycho bitch.”
The door slammed behind him, shaking in its frame. The holodisplays shimmered in the wave of his frustrations.
I shot back the bourbon and poured another. Free booze was a luxury I hadn’t enjoyed in ages.
I nursed my way through round number three, letting the liquor cut through the fog inside my head. I felt downright swimmingly all of a sudden, and the world was clear enough to me that I wasn’t sure if I needed to laugh at it or cry because of it.
My fingernails were too neat, too shiny. I’d given up weeks of accumulated filth for that French mani, trying to shut out a memory that came to me, unbidden – my fingers scoring the earth as I tried to kick myself away from the weight pressing down on me. My heart raced and my hand started shaking. I had to set the glass back on the bar. My tough-girl routine could only carry me so far, but I’d almost died this morning. And how fucking ironic would that have been? To check out before I could do it on my own with cash in hand?
I thought of the stranger’s oppressive weight bearing down on me, my fingers scrabbling, nails carving shallow scars into the dirt, its blackness pressing into the nail beds and crowding the corners of my vision. His breath had been hot and putrid, heaving forcefully into my face, his stink invading my nose and mouth. He’d held a makeshift knife – a long shard of glass with one end wrapped in electrical tape – to my throat and had finished before he’d even unbuckled his pants. The thrill of it, the physical power he had over me, had been enough for him, and it had been more than enough to leave me shaken and violated.
I’d been through worse, so I wasn’t sure why I suddenly felt so shaken-up by this particular attack. Maybe it was Stevens, and his oafish, ripe sense of entitlement; the way his eyes had lingered and the way he’d held his hands before my breasts, not touching me, but making his thoughts plain enough.
The bourbon made me feel less like a piece of meat, and forced my hand to be still.
As I glanced around the room again, the truth of it finally sank in. A truth I had known in a largely academic way, without examining it too deeply; like knowing that the sky was blue. The reasons why weren’t important. It was a fact of life. But suddenly it carried new weight and settled into my brainpan, taking root in my mind with a new clarity. 
I was alone.
Not too many people get a glimpse of how their own funeral will be, but I knew. All I had to do was take a look around this room and I could see the end so clearly. It was only me. No friends, no family. Not even motherfucking Stevens.
Me and a gun. Somehow, I always knew it would end this way.
 
* * *
 
There were no windows in the room, but I could hear the rioting outside through the walls. Angry shouts, hostile screams – the sounds of discontent, of pain and resistance. I didn’t need to see it to know what was happening. I’d seen enough on the way in, as the Revolver security team picked me up from the displacement camp and delivered me here. This evening’s riot had been birthing then, but was in full swing now.
Three floors up and on the opposite end of the street, I could still hear the loud engine and clacking of treads against asphalt as police combat carriers, mobile assault units and tanks rolled into place. The gunfire was sporadic, but I knew it would grow as the evening progressed. It always did.
A week ago, I’d been on the outer edges of a riot that had engulfed the entire city square. I’d been scavenging for food and wound up with a mouthful of tear gas. That was before the police began firing their automatic rifles into the crowds. I’d been lucky to escape. 
As the bourbon settled, my mind drifted. I couldn’t help but think of good old Ravencroft. When I was sixteen and Dad demanded to know what had happened to my wrist and why it was wrapped in gauze I had lied – told him I cut myself on a bush … best I could think of at the time. Stupid, I know. He demanded to see, and when I tried to weasel out of it, he grabbed my arm and tore the bandage away. Then he found the razor after digging through the garbage can in my bedroom. After that, we were off to the ER and a week-long stay in the psych wing where they pumped me full of drugs that made me want to kill myself even more, and then medication that numbed my brain and turned me into a zombie during the very few hours I was awake. 
It had felt as if my mind were disconnected from my body, and that I was living in a frail shell where everything was slow and sluggish. I had existed for a time on two planes, both myself and not myself, a familiar stranger in my own skin. Another batch of pills made my heart race and the world sped up into a nauseating, dizzy spin. Eventually, they sorted it out, but not before a lifetime of cardiac irregularities had set in.
Like this guest suite at the news station, my room in Ravencroft had been windowless too. Except there I had a roommate who spent most of the time muttering to herself and drooling across her hospital gown. I’d sit in the rec room with drugged-up horrors who stared blankly into space. There was a window there, at least, providing a wonderful view of the lower adjacent wing’s roof.
“The attempt was serious,” I had argued in my earliest group therapy session. I had been exquisitely pissed off to have my aborted suicide brushed aside as a ‘cry for help’. I didn’t need help. I needed to not be such a fucking coward. I needed to not have a fucking last minute epiphany about all the things I’d miss if I were gone.
“Then why not do a better job?” the doc had asked. “Why try to hide the razor in plain sight? Why not have a better excuse for your injuries?”
No planning, no follow-through. A cry for help. I sat there crying, hating myself for living and having to sit through this shit. Officious prick.
When I started drinking and collecting DUIs, my probation officer asked me what alcohol was supposed to solve. She didn’t get it either. None of them did. None of them understood the one, single, basic fucking fact of it all. Alcohol wasn’t going to solve anything – it didn’t have to. It simply needed to help me feel like a goddamn human being. It needed to make the world bearable. 
But that was the one thing the world could never be again – bearable. Things only got worse. The bottom fell out of the whole place completely after the last market crash; a total downward spiral, and those of us with too little had even less. Displacement camps were set up for those who had their homes seized by the banks, or the police, who became increasingly aggressive in their stop-and-seize practices, even in the total absence of a crime, in an effort to prop up their local governments and demand additional funding. 
I poured off two more fingers of bourbon as the gunfire went from erratic to almost continuous. I’d have to find a new bottle soon, and I wasn’t even trying to get hammered. I needed to be clear-headed enough to pull the trigger.
Rioting had become such a common practice, a backdrop of daily life, that it hardly even made the news anymore, unless there was a significant body count. The mention of rape hauled me back to the broadcast.
“Reports coming out of a college in Madison, Wisconsin where a young woman is claiming to have been raped by the football team. We’ve obtained some photos from the party she was attending, and look at that,” the journalist said. 
He was young, his hair a black Brillo pad. The photo, blown up to focus on the girl in question, occupied the right side of the display. 
“You can see her holding a red cup, probably filled with booze, and wearing a midriff T-shirt and a miniskirt. I mean, what did she expect going there, to some frat-house sorority mixer like that?”
“Beyond that,” the other reporter said, gesticulating with both hands, “it’s a football team, right? These guys need to blow off steam before the big game. Right? She shouldn’t have been dressing so provocatively.”
“You know how it is,” Brillo Pad said, “These women want sex so badly, and if they’re not satisfied they call rape. That’s how they are. It’s ridiculous.”
“Next time, ladies, be sure to cover up. Dress sensibly, this kind of stuff won’t happen to you.”
Right, I thought, dress in layers, wear your entire wardrobe. That’ll stop ‘em.
I hunted again for a way to shut this bullshit off, but it was impossible to escape the state-sponsored news.
“This is a Christian country,” Brillo pad continued. “And if you’re a good Christian, this kind of stuff doesn’t happen.”
“That’s right,” his co-host chimed in. “She needs Jesus. That’s the only man she needs to let inside her, not an entire football team.”
“She’s a whore, that’s the bottom line. And we know what happens to women like her.”
“Yeah, they end up standing on the street corner, expecting taxpayers to pay for their abortions.”
I threw the crystal tumbler at the display. The broadcast rippled slightly as the glass passed through and shattered against the wall. Still they prattled on, their poison inescapable. “Fuck you!” I screamed, my heart racing. I wanted to turn this off, to shut them out, to be rid of them. Alone in this room, and I still couldn’t even get rid of these two men and their twisted ideals. Why couldn’t I be alone? Why?
I twisted to the wooden box and opened it. The long barrel of the revolver shone beneath the lights. I could do this. I could do this right now and blot out all their voices.
But no, I couldn’t. Not yet.
I inhaled deeply and shut my eyes against the tears, forcing myself to listen to the gunshots and maimed screaming from outside, focusing on the distant noise instead of the sadistic, filthy machismo pouring from the display. I wished their voices weren’t so loud. A little while longer, I told myself. I can do this.
 
* * *
 
The building shook, the concussive throb of explosions outside dulled by distance and the thickness of the studio. The talking heads appeared oblivious to the troubles rising outside their windows. They were either used to ignoring it, or had their heads so far up each other’s asses that the plight of the people made no difference to either of them.
I ignored the tiny voice in my head warning me to stop and rifled back two more fingers of bourbon, finishing the bottle while the room spun and vibrated. I held on to the bar’s edge as I looped around back to the shelves of liquors.
There were no mirrors in the room, and I studied my distorted reflection in the line-up of booze, my face curling around the curved edges of thick glass, bright in the overhead recessed lighting. I was wobbly, but cognisant enough to chide myself for being a stupid drunk. I counted the bottles and found twenty-eight more reasons to die, not including the gin.
Christ, I was pathetic. 
Stevens popped his head in the door, again troubling neither of us with so much as a knock. “Five minutes,” he said.
“Sure,” I said, the word thick and palsied as it slurred on my tongue. “S’great.”
I saw his eyes land on the empty bottle behind me, the weight of silent judgement in them as I took down a bottle of Balvenie. He said nothing, but he didn’t need to.
“Oh, fuck yourself,” I said, nearly falling over. He was a fucking hypocrite. 
I grabbed the empty and threw it toward him, but missed by a mile as it glanced off the cabinet door in front of me and dropped to the ground. I nearly fell over. Could barely stand. Couldn’t even aim straight. Two more things to add to the list of things ‘Cara Stone sucks ass’ at. Already a long, long list of failures, with decades of recriminations behind each single fucking one of them.
When I finally felt solid enough to stand, I saw Stevens was gone. Good. Fuck him. I didn’t need him. Who the fuck was he anyway? Asshole.
I took small steps back to the plush bar stool, nudging the empty bottle gingerly with my toe to push it out of the way. Why didn’t the stool have a back, at least? I was going to fall over. I propped myself up on top it, using the Balvenie on the end table as support to keep myself upright. Why was everything so spinny and tilt-a-whirl? My eyes were heavy.
“Stay with Sean and me,” Brillo Pad said, “as we return with a new episode of Revolver. First up, though, a word from our sponsors.”
The two men were replaced with another man, this one dressed in combat fatigues and carrying an assault rifle in one hand, and a large wooden cross in the other. A number of other men stood behind him, each armed with a variety of guns, rocket launchers, bazookas, and knives. I wasn’t focused enough to listen to the rambling Sovereign Citizen recruitment speech, and the world dimmed as I tuned the speaker out.
“Miss? Hello?”
I opened my eyes to Brillo Pad’s smirking gaze. I’d hate to wake up to his condescending bullshit on a regular basis. Shit. Did I pass out? A hand squeezed roughly at my left breast, pinching the nipple through the blouse. I shoved the hand away and shot daggers at Stevens. Fucking pervert.
“Hello, hello, hello?”
“Oh. Hey,” I said, lamely. My tongue felt fuzzy. I wanted to sleep. I made a show of smiling, feeling absolutely none of it.
“Two minutes in, and you’re already a drunk skunk. That’s gotta be a new record, hey, Sean?”
“I think so, Brian. But, you know, women don’t have the fortitude for this kind of fundraising. Men are able to muscle through it pretty well, but the ladies get too emotional to stay clearheaded. I’m not surprised by her inability to stay sober.”
“Can you hear us OK, Miss Stone?”
“You two are assholes, you know that?”
“Wow, language,” Brillo Pad Brian said. “You wouldn’t talk to Jesus that way, now would you?”
“I’m sure it’s that time of month,” Sean added, giving a sage nod to the camera. A real yuckster.
Stevens was standing beside me, and the weight of his unforgiving stare bored into me. How many times had I seen that disappointed expression on others? 
I stared at the scars on my wrist as I set the empty tumbler aside, trying to screw up some courage for this. I wanted to get it over with, go right to the ‘bang bang, goodnight’ part of the show. I felt so small under their stares and wanted to curl up and bring an end to it all. I hated myself for being so pathetic, but was somewhat relieved that I could still at least have enough control to finish myself off. There would be peace at the end of all this, finally.
“OK, so,” Sean said, “let’s talk money. Something I know women can never get enough of. You’re here to raise five thousand dollars for your family, is that right?”
“That’s right,” I said, keeping my answers short.
“You’ve come to the right place, then. Revolver is all about helping the unfortunate. Our corporate sponsors, the Kay brothers, Johnnie and Donnie Kay, have matched your fundraising goal as they always do. Your five thousand is guaranteed. What we’re going to do tonight is see how much more money we can earn your family, and help get a few more folks out of the breadlines tonight. The Kay brothers recognise how much of an enemy poverty is to society, and they’re working to eliminate it one person at a time. And tonight, Miss Cara Stone, their war against the poor begins with you!”
I could hear canned applause through the piped-in speakers surrounding me. The clamour made my head thrum painfully. The noise of slapping hands gave way to the muffled roars of explosions, and I smelled a too-close chemical stench. I dimly wondered if the factory town on the city’s outskirts was burning, and how close those flames might come to us.
“What’s happening outside?” I asked.
My question seemed to have taken Brillo Pad off guard, and he flashed an arrogant smirk at the camera. “Nothing you need to worry about. You’re surrounded by an awful lot of strong menfolk, and our building’s security team is top notch. We’ll keep you safe.”
I opened my mouth to respond, then noticed the small green light on the lavaliere wink out. I spoke anyway, asking, again, “What’s happening out there, though? Shouldn’t you be reporting on this?”
“You’re off-air, Miss Stone,” Stevens said, as if I were brain dead. Shit, maybe I was. And even if I were, he still had no right to look at me like that, as if he was so goddamn patronly and concerned for me – the kind of concern that was wrapped in a haughty sense of superiority. 
“What’s going on out there?” I waved an arm toward the far wall. “And you keep your fucking hands off me, you hear me?”
He shrugged, clearly bored. “The usual riots. Soup kitchen ran out; too many mouths and not enough food. Entitled fucks decided to start something, and now we gotta put them down. Nothing you need to worry about.” He patted the pistol under his arm to emphasise the point. “They’ll calm down once the show gets into the swing of things,” he said. 
I thought of the massive jumbotron in the city’s centre square, and the metal bleachers lining the courtyard around it. My mug would be blasted large over the park grounds, while people gathered to watch and warm their hands around their bowl of hot food. 
“People like you,” he pointed at me, then flapped his hand in the general direction of the building’s north end, toward the park, “nothing you all love more than free handouts and cheap entertainment.”
Something to the left of me gurgled and gave off a steamy belch. The scent of coffee perfumed the air, and I noticed the maker in its final stages of brewing.
Stevens grabbed the bottle of Balvenie and poured two cups of coffee, black. He set one on the table for me, and then left the room without another word. The door closed on a trail of hot steam.
 
* * *
 
The pretty pictures blanketing the other two holodisplay feeds dissolved into a stream of ranting vitriol. The Revolver social media stream. I read the comments with a glazed detachment, as if I were studying a train wreck.
Icons sat beside the vulgar text of supposed men hiding behind usernames that were rife with sexual innuendo, swear words, or obscure movie references. Most of the users’ icons were cartoon images or video game stills; a rare few were actually vain or brave enough to slap their face beside words they should not have been proud of.
One user hid behind the façade of a cartoon mouse and wrote: 
 
Rape the bitch to death! #Revolver
 
Another:
 
Ugly bitch. She look like a homeless skank. 


#Revolver best thing to ever happen to her.
 
And:
 
Fat ass #Revolver deserve to die tonight. 
Get her fat ass outta breadline. 
Leave the crumbs for somebody else!
 
Not to leave out this gem:
 
She gonna suck dat #Revolver wishin it was ma dick.


#DieStupidBitches #KillAllDaBitches
 
The coffee was too hot and too bitter to enjoy. It went well with the stream of ugly consciousness scrolling across the display. Very briefly, I thought about spiking the coffee, but knew that I needed to be alert. The demons were running rampant, inside and outside my skull, and no matter how badly I wanted to stay drunk, I knew that I needed to sober up. Last thing I needed was Stevens’s big, ugly hand tweaking my nipples again.
A dulled whoompf! rattled the bottles over the bar. Plaster dust fluttered down through the beam of recessed lighting. The holodisplays and lights flickered briefly before regaining full strength. I was missing a hell of a show, apparently. Had to be better than this state-run filth.
I opened up the walnut box that held the revolver and hefted the gun’s weight again. I couldn’t deny the sense of power it imbued me with, even as I doubted my ability to follow through. My final moments would be coming up soon and I wanted to be clear-headed.
I can do this.
But, could I really? The artefacts on my wrist said otherwise. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. All I needed to do was put the gun to my head and pull the trigger. Not that difficult. Barely any thought required at all. Then, I would be good and truly free. I could escape. That was all I really wanted, and how I went about achieving that didn’t matter. I was in control, and I could do this. The news hosts, the hashtaggers, Stevens, all of them – they didn’t matter. They could try to degrade me and strip me of my worth and individuality. I didn’t care about them. I was in charge of my fate, and this was my choice.
I cradled the gun in my lap, holding tightly to its grip, steeling my nerves with the weapon’s utter indifference. Then the left-most holodisplay snapped and flung a new face into place, and it felt like a rivet gun was firing into my belly and twisting my intestines in a vice.
“Dad?” I said, noticing the tiny green light splashed against the white fabric above my breast as I looked down. Live and on-air now. 
Through the watery haze of the standing puddle that formed against my eyes, I saw an extra fifty dollars had accumulated on the tally display. Five thousand and fifty dollars, my life’s worth.
“You don’t have to do this, sweetie,” he said, imploring me. His bottom lip quivered, making the loose skin beneath his chin shake. I had the same eyes as him, and I saw the same watery gaze reflected in his, both of us holding back tears at the sudden reunion.
I’d expected this. Known it was coming, that it was part of the Revolver gimmick. Still, it took the wind right out of my sails and shook me to my core. I’d tried to prepare myself emotionally, tried to lock away all the feels, but my stomach still quivered with butterflies and my heart raced. My throat burned as I choked back the sobs. I hadn’t seen my father in ten years, and now this.
He was here to watch his little girl blow her brains out on state TV. How could I not cry? How could I not hate myself?
“Mr Stone,” Brillo Pad said, “thank you for being here tonight for your daughter. Is there anything you want to say to her?”
“It’s not your fault, Cara. You don’t have to do this. I don’t need the money. Please, come home.”
“I—,” I began, my voice hitching. My mouth flapped open and closed of its own accord, and my throat swelled enough to make sounds difficult. I think I squeaked. Don’t fucking cry, you shit. Don’t. “I can’t,” I said.
The truth of it all was plain and simple – it was my fault.
After my ‘cry for help’, after the antidepressants made me feel so good that I decided I didn’t need them anymore and went off my meds, I went straight into a downward spiral. An underage DUI bust, and pissing dirty with THC, was more than enough for the state police to seize my parents’ home and all their belongings, even though the charges of Contributing to the Delinquency of a Minor filed against them didn’t stick. They were tossed out on the street and it was me who left them there.
There were harsh words, to be sure, but Dad didn’t disown me. He didn’t need to. I’d invented enough arguments in my head and went through all the potential back-and-forths, and they all ended the same. I knew that reality wouldn’t be any different than the lousy movies I dreamed up in my head. So I left. 
He and Mom spent months searching for me. I stayed hidden, though, and I lied to the shelters and to the bums I decided to cohabit with. He touched me, I said. A year later, I learned through the hobo network that he’d left a message for me at one of the shelters. 
Mom was dead. Massive heart attack. 
That sealed the deal. I was poison. I didn’t even know where they’d been living, or where she was buried. I was too busy staying drunk and avoiding the police for the warrants I knew were out there from skipping out on my probation officer. At that point, the fewer people I was involved with the better. Fuck everyone, you know?
“I can’t come home, Dad,” I repeated, stronger now. I sat up straighter, still holding the gun in my lap, index finger curled around the trigger.
“There’s a better way, sweetheart. It’s not too late. Let me help you, please. I can get you help, and we can turn all of this around.”
But in my head, his voice said what I knew to be the truth: You killed your mother. You’re beyond hope. You might be cleaned up right now, but we both know you’re nothing more than pure filth. You don’t deserve my help. Kill yourself. Get it over with.
“Mr Stone, did you know that your daughter has active warrants for her arrest? She has multiple misdemeanours: counts of drunk and disorderly, operating while intoxicated, resisting arrest. And, of course, soliciting. Mr Stone, your daughter is a whore. How does that make you feel?”
Dad’s face went red as the blood rushed to his ears. I knew he was seething. “What? What kind of question is that? She’s my daughter! How do you think that makes me feel?”
A burning lump crawled up my throat and I stumbled off the stool before rushing headlong into the bathroom, a hand clapped tightly around my mouth. I couldn’t stop it, couldn’t contain it. Vomit sprayed between my fingers, and I was running and gagging as my stomach emptied itself of everything. Booze, coffee and bile burned against my tongue. My foot hit the puddle and skidded against the sick-slick tile and I went down hard. My back crashed into the bathroom floor, the back of my head bouncing hard off the tiles. Muscles seized up instantly, a tight shock of pain all along the length of my spine and in my hips. I twisted, half-screaming, half-gagging, to finish throwing up. Hot, sticky liquid dripped down my neck from the side of my face. I could hear myself repeated through the room’s speakers – an unpleasant, discordant echo.
I lay there for too long, in my nasty waste and humiliation, reeking of bourbon and spent coffee, utterly dazed. I could hear Brillo Pad and his ammosexual co-host laughing at me. Their words were lost amongst the whirling ringing in my ears and flashes of silver that lingered in my vision with every blink. I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but their mocking tone was unmistakable. 
Slowly, I got to my knees, using the bathroom sink to haul myself to my feet, my back screaming all the way. The pain kept me from standing up straight. My whole body was shaking, and a thick caul of mucus covered my chin, darkening the neckline of my stained blouse. I washed in the sink, ignoring the condescension of the Revolver crew and the concerned pleading in my father’s voice.
If I needed another reason to kill myself, I guess I had it.
My eyes lit upon the social media stream. More men laughing at me.
Sick whore, one said. 
That was funny, another said. Now suck off that gun.
Lost amongst it all was a lone voice of reason. A single person that wrote:
 
#Revolver is disgusting and irresonpsible. 


Don’t let these people win! Turn it off!
 
It didn’t take long for the message to get buried in the noise, or for other users to attack that one voice of dissent and threaten them with arson and rape and death. 
“Honey, please,” Dad said, openly crying now. Begging me. I saw #Revolver #FAG out of the corner of my eye and my ears burned. Another trait I shared with him. “There’s other ways. We can fix this. I promise you, we can fix this. We can start over. We can change things. Don’t do this.”
“I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t do enough for you. I wanted to help.”
“There’s better ways for you to help than this. C’mon, sweetie. Cara. Please. I’m begging you, sweetie, please. Not like this. You have to listen to me. I—” 
“Turn it off,” I said, turning toward Brillo Pad.
He nodded and Dad disappeared in a dark wink.
“Your dad obviously loves you very much,” Sean said. “You can walk away from the money, the money you earned for your father, and leave with nothing. Or you can continue to participate.”
“We’re up to sixty-five hundred,” Brillo Pad said, a shine in his eyes. He licked his lips, slowly, as if anticipating the blood spill. My life nothing more than a cheap game to him.
“What’s your choice?” Sean asked.
I can do this.
My lips were dry and my back ached scornfully. I brushed aside Dad’s televised lip service and said, “Let’s go for seven thousand.”
Both hosts smiled, revealing toothy fangs, their leering eyes brimming with hatred. I was in the devil’s sandbox, digging my hole deeper. That was my choice.
 
* * *
 
Bitch. Slut. Whore. Hussy. I’d heard it all before. Been called all of it and worse. Still, I was surprised at the amount of repetition in the media feed, and the frequency with which these words arose, as if cultivated from some collective, self-loathing hive mind of insecurity. There wasn’t even an attempt to muster something approaching creativity in the insults. The whole display was pathetic vitriol.
Brillo Pad and his boy-toy eventually got around to my medical history. The Kay brothers owned seventy percent of the nation’s healthcare providers, and obtaining a complete record of my past was an easy feat for them. The social feed filled with hashtag poison.
Mine: Hashtag Go Fuck Yourself.
“What do you have to be depressed about?” Brillo Pad asked, apparently in all sincerity. But it was a loaded question. I’d been down this road too many times, too. 
My probation officer: “You’re sixteen. You skip school, no job, you drink all day. What do you have to be depressed about? You want to be depressed, get a job.”
Dad: “Why did you do this to yourself? Are people at school making fun of you? What’s wrong? Talk to us. Tell us why you’re so moody lately.”
Ravencroft therapist and post-Ravencroft shrink, Dr Tilbury: “How do you feel?”
It was all chemical shit, and I went through rounds of cocktail drugs to find something to even out the dopamine receptors and uptake my way to normalcy. Depressed was just what I was. I didn’t need a particular reason, and anything could set me off, and oftentimes did. Why the fuck did I stop taking the pills?
Because you’re an idiot, something dark and slithery told me, an all-too-familiar voice perched on my shoulder.
Nobody understood. Everyone thought they were miserable, that they had shitty lives, that their minor inconveniences were epic disasters. My raise wasn’t big enough. I stood in line for over two hours for a loaf of two-day-old bread. Well boo-fucking-hoo. Cry me a river. 
My brain chemistry is fucked up, and that’s the bottom line. There’s no cure, only prescribed placations for the demons inside me. If I took the drugs, I was weak. If I tried to solve matters on my own, say with a Remington New Model Army 1858 revolver for instance, I was weak. And if I let nature run its course, my disease was illegitimate and unearned. I was another homeless fruitcake, my depression somehow less than real. 
But, people have their own problems. Nowadays especially. That’s a hard hump to get over.
I shrugged and said, “Life sucks. That’s all.”
I saw the glare in Brillo Pad’s eyes. The one that said my answer was a cop out. Maybe it was.
“How many sexual partners have you had?”
“Excuse me?” I asked, struck off-guard. I took a second to recompose. “How is that at all relevant?”
“Well, I’m reading over your medical chart,” he wiggled a microtablet at the camera, “and it says you’ve had two abortions. That seems like an awful lot. And both before you were twenty.”
“I was raped,” I said, my tone hollow. I had to shut myself down inside. It was the one way I could go on. “I was … I don’t need to justify myself to you.”
“But you are promiscuous, aren’t you?”
“Hey, I know you and your pals, the Kay brothers, think rape is great and rape babies are God’s gift to women, but—”
“But,” Sean interrupted me, “you’re a murderer! You’re a sinner! You’re a maniac and a serial killer and a whore.” His was a toothy strike, and he craved his pound of flesh with theatrical zeal.
“Whatever.” Defending myself was useless. I made a point of not glancing at the social feed. I needed a cigarette.
“So after you’ve killed two innocent babies, you think you can simply take other people’s hard-earned money and kill yourself? Take the easy way out?”
I laughed. “You think this is easy?”
“Isn’t it?”
“Honestly?” I said. “Listening to your hypocritical bullshit and not pulling the trigger on this here gun is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.”
“Why do this? You know you’re going to Hell, right?” Brillo Pad jumped in, probably worried that Sean was hogging too much of his camera time.
“I guess we’ll see.” Not that I believed in Hell, or Heaven for that matter.
That little diatribe brought in another hundred bucks. I yawned.
“I hope we’re not boring you,” Brillo Pad said, smug as ever.
“I want to know about the riot outside,” I said.
“There is no riot outside,” Sean said.
“What’s with the gunshots, the explosions? I can smell shit burning. Why don’t you report on that? This city is falling apart.”
“Those are a bunch of hoodlums getting what they deserve. What do you think you deserve, Ms Stone?”
“You’re deflecting,” I said, sipping coffee; a pretence at being cool.
“You learn that during your time in Ravencroft?”
I shrugged. “I heard tanks earlier. There’s real life happening right outside this studio, and you’re wilfully oblivious.”
“There’s nothing happening outside.” Brillo Pad was turning red and inching toward the edge of his seat, ready to fly off. If I were in the studio with him, he probably would have throttled me.
“Except people getting what they deserve, right?”
Another hundred bucks came in. “Maybe people actually want to hear the truth for once,” I said. “Seems there’s some real money in the news.”
“That isn’t your money,” Sean said. “You didn’t earn that.”
A heavy concussive blast hit too close, shaking the building. The lights dimmed and, this time, took too long to self-correct. The Revolver hosts did a fair job of keeping their cool, still holding on to the pretence that nothing was happening.
“An explosion just rocked the building, Sean,” I said, putting on my best reporter’s hat and mimicking some old-school journalists I’d seen on TV before the Kay brothers bought up the entire nation, one politician and one television studio at a time. “We are at the epicentre of something very serious, and very dangerous.”
The green light winked out. The mic was dead. Brillo Pad cut to commercial, but I still had the camera studio feed on the left-most display while the adverts played out on the centre console. I watched the hosts talk animatedly – yell, in fact – at one another, at their producers, at everyone in the room with them. There was no audio, but their wide mouths and violently red faces told me everything I needed to know.
I couldn’t help but laugh. For once, I actually felt OK. Somehow, an inner reserve of strength had helped prop me up in a way all the bottles of booze in the world never could.
The door blew open as another explosion erupted outside, even closer. The walls shook, but I didn’t know if it was from the blast or from Stevens’s furious stampede into the room. He took long, quick strides toward me and backhanded me across the face. The inside of my cheek cut open against my teeth and filled my mouth with a coppery tang. The blow toppled me off the stool and sent me to the ground. Hot coffee scalded the underside of my forearm and the back of my hand. Somehow, I still held onto the gun; even more miraculously, it didn’t go off.
He flung the stool aside, sent it crashing into the wall, and delivered a swift kick to my stomach.
“You stupid whore,” he screamed, kicking me again. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”
I raised my head, tried to sit up, but he grabbed my face in one large hand. His fingers pushed my cheeks into my teeth, making my lips pucker in pain. He smashed my head into the floor, screaming in my face, an incoherent rage.
“You trying to ruin the whole fucking show?” he yelled. 
Saliva peppered my eyes and forehead. His fingers loosened and I took in a massive, painful breath. My ribs burned with the inhalation. He punched me square in the face and I felt my nose depress inward with a sickening crunch, snot flooding the back of my throat in a bloody glob.
I tried to blink, but saw nothing except swirling stars. 
“I’m going to teach you a good goddamn lesson,” he said, one fat hand going to his belt and unbuckling the leather. I tried to scoot backward as he unbuttoned his pants and pulled the tail of his shirt away from his waist.
“You ain’t ever gonna forget this lesson,” he said. “I can promise you that much, you mouthy little slut.”
“Get away from me!” I dug my heels into the carpet and pushed myself away. My shoulders banged into the wall, and his hands were groping at my pants, fumbling with the button. 
I raised the revolver and pulled the trigger. 
Time slowed. 
I watched the immaculate picture of his horror, as the flash of superheated gases puffed against his hair and bubbled the scalp to bursting. 
A gout of red exploded from the opposite side of his skull, messy chunks of grey and white mixed in with the blood, making a noisy, wet splash against the carpet.
His eyes went soft as he collapsed against me. 
I spent too long trying to get out from under him. I spent a long time sitting against the wall, my breath ragged, pointing a relic of a revolver at him, waiting for him to move. He never did.
My heart was racing, and I couldn’t quite believe what I’d just done. I wanted to cry, wanted to run, but I was stuck here in the ‘off’ position, exhausted, reeling and unable to catch up with reality.
I can do this, I thought. And then I wondered what this was supposed to be.
What did you say earlier, Daddy? That we could fix this? We could change things? Maybe we can.
I had five bullets left.
Another explosion, this one right outside. Close. Very, very close. The noisy, heavy treads of tanks rolling into the city square.
Blood seeped from Stevens’s skull, a standing pool too thick for the carpet to absorb.
Five bullets and a promise. We can change things. Maybe.
For the first time in a long time, I felt good. For the first time in forever, I smiled a real smile. Not like I had anything else to lose, anyway, right?
 
* * *
 
The riots, the explosions, the gunshots – it kept people on edge, nervous. I heard the shuffling of bodies behind closed doors, but nobody came out as I strode down the hallway and into the broadcast studio. Or maybe, since it was a Saturday night, the building was short staffed, operating on a skeleton crew. What kind of accountant wants to die a hero while pulling some weekend overtime?
I strode into the studio and marched past empty cubicles. Brillo Pad Brian and Sean were sitting right where they had been for the last few hours. An array of cameras surrounded them, but only one was operated by an actual human being; the rest were automated or controlled remotely from the control booth.
The cameraman turned, saw my gun, and reached for his own weapon. I shot him in the chest before he could pull on me.
Then I walked towards the hosts.
Brian and Sean both panicked. Brillo Pad went for his gun, his hand shaking with nervous energy, and before the barrel cleared the shoulder holster the gun went off, punching a hole in the green screen behind him. The unexpected shot rattled Sean further, but he was at least able to get his gun out.
I shot him first, blowing away half his face.
Brillo Pad raised his hands in surrender, forgetting about his weapon.
“Any more guys with guns around?” I asked.
“Please, don’t kill me.”
“I don’t know, man. I’m an irrational, shitty little bitch. Who knows what I might do.”
“Those were just words. You need to get a thicker skin, that’s all. This is a man’s world. It’s not anything personal.”
“Seemed pretty fucking personal to me.” I squared the front sight of the revolver with the centre of his forehead, and decided to get a little bit closer. I kept walking until the barrel was pressed to his skin and his eyes went cross looking at the metal shaft.
“You’re not a man,” I told him. “You’re a weak, insecure child playing at being a man. And not even a real man, at that. You’re trying to live up to some outdated, old-world Hollywood ideal of a man, playing dress-up with all your fancy little guns, like you never grew out of playing cops and robbers. You’re not a man, and you don’t know shit about what it means to be a man. You’re a coward who’s afraid of the whole damn world, and nothing more.
“You think this,” I pressed the gun hard against his skull, “gives you power. Until somebody with some actual balls steps up, and then your true colours run, and you beg and you grovel. You had all kinds of shit to say about me, about how weak I was, about how awful I was. Where’s your fucking righteous indignation now? Where’s that smug superiority, that grandiose sense of entitlement you broadcast to the nation? Huh? Where is it?”
“You don’t understand,” he said. “That’s what they pay me for. This is a show. It’s entertainment. That’s all it is. You need to understand.”
“I understand entirely.” I pulled the trigger and watched, dully, as he slumped in his chair, the back half of his head obliterated.
Two shots left.
I looked toward the control room, at the still cluster of open-mouthed people stationed behind the long stretch of clear glass. The centre camera, now unmanned, went auto, drifting smoothly toward me of its own accord. I watched a woman barking orders, snapping her fingers at people, giving directions to her crew.
Over ten thousand dollars were on the board. The figure kept climbing by the thousands as the seconds ticked by. 
Another explosion rocked the studio, and heavy footfalls stampeded through the anteroom. Shouting and gunshots were plainly audible, and too, too close.
“This isn’t a man’s world,” I said, to the camera, feeling the need to speak. 
“This is our world. Forget the Kay brothers. Forget their bought-and-paid-for politicians, and their Bible-thumping propaganda, and this Revolver shit. Forget them, and move past them. They want you to hate, they want you to fear. Because they hate, because they are afraid. They want us divided, and they want all of us to be as insecure and insignificant and as fucking petty as they are. 
“Outside, this riot they’ve been ignoring. It happens every day. And you know what? It isn’t a riot. It’s not. It’s a war. And it’s at your doorstep right now. This is supposed to be our country, our home. This is our world, our lives. We can fix this. We can change all of this. We can make it better.”
Boots hit the floor, getting closer and closer. Revolver security, or state police, or sisters-in-arms, I didn’t know. I didn’t much care.
I’d come here to die, and I still had two bullets left. 
The tally board ran over twenty-six thousand, America eager to revel in its bloodlust and throw money at it? Or something else? It was more money than I’d ever seen in my life, more than I’d ever earn picking bottles out of the trash for their return. More money than my father had seen in ages. Blood money, earned in death.
You’ve had your fill.
“This is Revolver, signing off.” 
I shot at the centre camera. The electronics exploded and glass clinked to the floor.
Smoke drifted inside, thick, grey and noxious with a chemical stink. Gunfire behind that, and the dull thud of far-off explosions. The moans of a dying city.
I listened to the rattle of armed bodies working their way through the outer work area, manoeuvring through the maze of cubicles as they neared the studio.
I hoped that my father was right, and that things could still be fixed – some of it at least.
I made my choice. I did the only thing I could do. I sat. I listened. I waited. Come what may, I waited, the gun in my lap, finger at the trigger. 
One bullet left.



Afterword from Michael Patrick Hicks
 
Revolver was a story borne from multiple layers of frustration. It was a story I had to tell, that demanded of me that I write it. Cara Stone became a persistent voice in the back of my head, particularly with the latest round of elections gearing up in America, where I live. I was fed up in so very many different ways.
This piece is probably the most political work I’ve written thus far, and, I admit, it’s about as subtle as a cement block hitting you in the face. It’s an angry work, and I was angry for a good part of the writing period. But, I think that type of anger is integral to the story itself. 
The contributors of this anthology united around the central theme of being stranded. We were all very conscious of Andy Weir’s The Martian, and our explicit mission statement was to do our damnedest to not simply ape that story. So, even before I had my story idea nailed down, I had to look at what being stranded meant, or what kind of similar evocations it could stir, and found myself realising just how elastic of an idea it could be. My goal, from the very beginning, was to examine this theme from an emotional and political perspective. I’ll let you determine how well I pulled it off. 
For me, the idea of a woman who has been left behind by society, and violently so, was worth exploring. I fear that it, at times, rings a little too close to home given the current climate in the USA, in which certain political and religious factions, and some TV news networks, fail to recognise women and minorities as equal partners in society, or believe that the poor and downtrodden exist simply to mock and scold, and far too often get their jollies by finding particular groups of people to label as outcasts or to scapegoat, all the while bending over backwards to deny them basic equal rights. When is enough finally enough? How far do we let this downward spiral swirl down the drain? And, of utmost importance for this story, how much worse can it get?
It’s a question that Cara Stone has to face. She can either succumb to the expectations of those in similar social classes to her, in this dystopian future America, or she can make a stand.
If you’re interested in learning more about my other works, please feel free to visit michaelpatrickhicks.com. There, you’ll find info and excerpts on my current releases and news on upcoming stories, as well book reviews and my blog. You can also sign up for my newsletter and get treated to advanced reader’s copies of my work prior to their publication. I can also be found on Twitter and Facebook.
 
* * *
 
Michael Patrick Hicks has worked as a probation officer, a comic book reviewer, news writer and photographer, and, now, author. His first novel was the science fiction thriller CONVERGENCE, an Amazon Breakthrough Novel Award 2013 Quarterfinalist and a Kobo Next Read selection. His next novel, EMERGENCE, is a sequel to CONVERGENCE and will be released soon.
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The Happy Place
By Harry Manners
 
“It's perfect.” Astrid’s voice whispering in the dark, amid ethereal twilight calm. “I wish we could stay here – right here – forever.”
Flashes: silver grass rolling like ocean waves, a lonely hilltop that belonged to two lovers, and a sky alive with a million fizzing stars. 
Every night Michael Tanner woke to the echo of those same memories. Each time he reached across his bunk in search of Astrid’s sleeping form, only to find cool, unruffled sheets. He would remember the years that had passed since those nights spent stargazing together, and how long it had been since he had lost her. Then he would drag himself into his pressure suit, ready for another day under the rusted skies of another world.
 
* * *
 
“What do you see?”
Michael sighed. “Black. The backs of my eyelids.”
He hated the psych office. After crossing a chasm of empty blackness in a tin can, decades of training and sacrifice, and endless promises of glory, here he was on the planet Mars, lying on a faux-leather couch with a shrink bearing down on him. 
Dr Reynolds’s voice came again, smooth and calm and infuriating. “Relax. Take a breath. Now, tell me what you see.”
“You’re wasting your time, Doc. I spend all day babysitting Camels. I don’t get a lot of practice with my imagination.”
What a stupid lie to tell, he thought. All he did was imagine; imagine what might have been. One hundred and thirty-two IQ points, a doctorate in distributed AI networks, three years sucking down the drill sergeant’s shit on Luna, and he’d still ended up as no more than a glorified janitor. Over ten million dollars of taxpayers’ money to haul his ass two hundred and fifty million miles through space to another world, all so he could plod around with a broom and solder busted circuits.
If only he’d been that little bit smarter, faster, better.
If only.
 
* * *
 
“Storm’s coming,” Michael said.
In the corner of his eye, through the Portable Flexi-Bubble surrounding him – a translucent clean-environment of self-sanitising polymer – he sensed his daughter stiffen. “How far?” Connie said.
“Ten miles, maybe.”
He knew exactly – the digital readout on his faceplate gave the storm-front’s radius down to the metre – but there was no need for that. Better for Connie’s nerves if he kept it vague. It sounded farther off, that way. His daughter was within a lick of being an engineering prodigy, but sometimes he forgot how young she was. 
Connie Tanner, and her brother Bill, were the only things he had left in all of two worlds. Together with the Jablonsky twins and little Anault Jaelavitch, they were the Firstborn of Mars. The blood of the future Martian race flowed in their veins.
Connie wasn’t like Bill. He was the eldest and he had always been the thinker. His unnatural, constant serenity meant he would never follow in Michael’s footsteps; at thirteen, Bill spent most of his time writing the first Martian poetry in the East Wing of the station, under the observatory roof.
Connie was the one with the engineer’s eye. He took her around with him everywhere, teaching her the skills she would need when he was gone. But she hated the surface, hated the world she had been born into. She had feared the Martian sandstorms since Astrid had …
“We should go,” Connie said.
“We will.”
“Now. We’ll get caught out.”
“I have to finish up here.”
“We can come back later.”
“You know we can’t do that, Connie.” Michael adjusted the LEDs on his faceplate to better illuminate the cavernous innards of the Camel Drone that sat deactivated in the sand. A sloping hunchbacked dome of matte alloys, it looked like an oversized horseshoe crab. Only with its hull peeled back was the impenetrable mess of circuitry and instrumentation revealed. The permanent Martian gloom made it look all the more complicated.
Living under the surface on Olympus Station, it was all too easy to forget just how much farther from the sun they were, and how much dimmer the daytime was here. That, coupled with the additional task of compensating for a gravitational field a third that of Earth’s, made even brushing your teeth a challenge. Michael had it a lot worse: one false move and he would turn the Camel’s multi-million dollar bulk into useless scrap metal. 
Connie shifted on her feet with the effortless bounce only eleven-year-olds can accomplish. Yet, even though she still wet the bed on occasion, she was too disciplined to give in to panic. Her voice had the steadiness of a seasoned criminal negotiator – just one of the myriad traits a life here wouldn’t be possible without. “I want to go, Daddy.”
“Soon.”
He took a moment to glance away from his work, ignoring the ache in his knees. Swollen joints and atrophied muscles were facts of life on Mars, no matter how hard you exercised. Through the inflatable clean-bubble he’d erected around himself and the Camel, he could make out the two-tone skyline. To the north was the sharp incline of Olympus Mons, the tallest mountain in the solar system, stretching straight up and out of view, cutting the horizon in half. And perched on the edge of the behemoth caldera was a twinkling cluster of graphene-ceramic-composite domes, surrounded on all sides by a halo of photovoltaic farms: Olympus Station, containing two dozen men, women and children. The home of the First Settlers, the vanguards of humanity among the stars.
He wasn’t happy to see that the station was already getting harder to see. The sky was darkening. The storm was coming in fast.
Connie was right. They would have to move soon.
We’ll be fine, he told himself. Just keep going and get the job done.
He was only a minute away from being done. All he needed was concentration.
“Tanner!”
The voice cut in on his mic garbled by a squeal of static. Michael paused and sighed, grateful his training had kept him steady enough not to drop the micron-wide chip hovering in his tweezers under the magnifying lens.
A few seconds later, Commander Reynolds’s voice cut in over the mic once more. “Tanner!”
Michael closed his eyes, steeled himself, and took a breath. He inched his lips towards his own mic, tempting fate as the tweezers shuddered. “Yes, Commander?”
“You were supposed to repair these scrubbers. We’re venting harmful gases across the whole station.”
Michael resisted the urge to scowl.
Trace gases, he thought. It’s just trace gases. You’re looking for an excuse to beat me down, as always.
“I’m out at grid H with a downed Camel, Commander. I’ll get to it when I’m done here.”
“We all have a lot of work to do, Tanner. Most of us don’t make excuses when we fail in our duties.”
“I’ll get to it as soon as possible, Commander.”
There was a pause before Reynolds rang off, one borne of contempt – far worse than if Reynolds had walked all the way out here in the flesh to sneer in Michael’s face.
Jackass, Michael thought. 
He finished up the delicate surgery, refusing to rush it, knowing he’d be out here again if he got it wrong. That was the way of grunt work: people got to thinking that routine tasks must be a cakewalk. How easily they forgot about the calculations he had to run in his head every time he flipped a switch; the rock-steady precision required in every operation that beat any surgeon’s.
He straightened in his pressure suit, a svelte skin-tight affair that would have made the astronauts of yesteryear weep with envy. Personalised to his body’s curves, it gave him completely unrestricted movement – sometimes he forgot he was even wearing it. The parabolic helmet gave him a perfect field of vision, enhanced by heads-up-display live feeds from over a dozen sources.
A lot of bells and whistles for a janitor. But he needed it. There were thousands of Camels and other automatons out here, going about their busy insectivorous lives – liberating water from the parched Martian regolith one scrim at a time, throwing up carbon dioxide into the thin frozen atmosphere. Atom by atom, inch by inch, the machines out there would turn this dead and desolate place into something more. One day there might be oceans, blue skies, fields, maybe forests.
But that future was so far away as to be meaningless to all of the people stationed here now. For the first settlers, Mars would never be home. It would always be a hostile prison seeking to rob them of their lives every moment of every day. 
Reynolds’s voice came again, ever more irritable. “If you’re slacking off out there, you might as well get on over to grid D. We’ve got a weather probe spitting out garbage data.”
“There’s a storm inbound.”
“All the more reason to get that hunk of junk up and running.”
Michael paused as the clean-room bubble unfurled around him and snaked back into his suit’s shoulder-compartment. Without the translucent veil between them, he found himself staring Connie dead in the eye, and he felt sick at how scared she looked. 
They had chosen this life. But that had meant choosing it for their children as well. 
In some twinkling remnant of another life, he had thought it was necessary, a price worth paying. But now, after the long years of drudgery, with Astrid’s bones buried somewhere out in the desert, all that hope had dried up.
This was no place for a child.
He prodded his mic with his lip. “That’s against regulations, Commander.”
“We need that probe operational.”
Michael glanced down at Connie, and she looked away hurriedly. “You’re asking me to endanger my daughter’s life.”
“Don’t play games. It’s just sand.”
Maybe to you, Michael thought viciously. Try saying that when you’re trying to stop your baby girl screaming when a high wind kicks up, even though she’s safe fifty feet underground. Try telling your child that it’s OK; that she’s safe, even though a sandstorm took her mother’s life. Try being a single parent for five years on another planet, halfway across the solar system from the nearest crèche, or the nearest bar.
“I’ve been working all morning. I’m tired.”
The Commander cut the line.
They couldn’t afford mistakes, not ever. Mistakes were fatal.
It wasn’t that it was too far. As long as they took shelter under a bluff until the visibility picked up, they would be just fine.
But that wasn’t the point. There were rules, set out by think-tanks with almost unlimited budgets. Rules designed to keep them alive.
“What are we going to do?” Connie said. She was still calm, and Michael felt a swell of pride. 
“We’re heading back,” he said as the Camel beside him thrummed to life and trundled away, throwing parched silt in its wake.
“But the Commander said—”
He can bite my ass, Michael thought.
Warren Reynolds had been a great commander not long ago, already sporting a name to rival Armstrong’s in the history books. He was born to lead and push boundaries, with all the hallmarks of inevitable success: an ivy-league education, a good name from old money, a track-star physique, a smile that made women of all ages swoon, and a mind sharp enough to etch glass. The kind of paragon other men loved to hate. The kind of man Michael would never be.
But he had been off his game lately, short tempered and obsessed with minutiae that he would have shrugged off as bureaucratic crap before. A bitterness had awakened in Reynolds that alarmed Michael. The harsh reality of this new life hit everyone differently, brought out a change that marked them forever. It seemed that after fifteen years on the Red Planet, reality had finally hit home for their Commander. For Michael, it had meant going cold, losing the spark of life that had brought him all the way here from small-town Nebraska. In Reynolds, it meant obsession.
And that was bad news for everyone.
Michael hoped Dr Reynolds was keeping close tabs on him, whether she was his wife or not.
Michael packed up his tools with more patience than he felt at heart. Every precise instrument had a foam socket that protected their machined edges from the Martian grit. If stowed improperly, they would fall outside their delicate thresholds fast.
But the wind was picking up. The storm would be upon them in minutes, and they had a long trek back to the station. 
Connie looked relieved as he stood. Together they headed for the rover.
 
* * *
 
“Like I said, you’re wasting your time.”
Dr Reynolds paused and repeated: “Relax, Michael. This won’t work if you fight me. Breathe, and tell me: what do you see?”
Michael felt annoyance slither in his gut. He hated that fake smooth maternal voice, this simulated environment with all its surface luxury that in fact didn’t go deeper than aesthetic trickery. Yet he was relaxing despite himself. And the sooner he cooperated, the sooner he could get out of here and actually relax. So he sighed and let his mind wander. 
Light flickered in the dark. “Hmm,” he muttered.
“Just say whatever comes into your head.”
“Sand. Rusted sky. The moons and the stars.”
“Good.” By the faux-leather squelching Michael knew she was leaning closer. “Good, that’s good. You see outside the Station?”
“The same view I’ve had every day since I got here. It’s pretty much burned onto my retinas by now.” He sighed and settled further into the couch. “Is this the part where you ask me how that makes me feel?”
“If that’s what you want.”
“No. I want to get back to work.”
He had plenty to do, always did. Things were liable to fall apart around here if you left them alone for five minutes. Two more Camels were down. That was just for starters. The hydroponics filters needed replacing, the air scrubbers were suffering trace contamination, and the solar cells on the Garden Dome were working up a tracking lag again. He’d be working like a dog for the rest of the day.
“We all have scheduled personal time, Michael. We all need a little chat now and then.”
Therapy. Just say it: therapy. I’m sick of dressing everything up all flowery and nice. We live in a box on another planet, and we need therapy to keep us from losing our fucking minds and braining one other. Are we really just supposed to forget that because she calls it ‘personal time’?
Stop it! another voice told him. Don’t you go feeling sorry for yourself. You fought like hell to get here. There’s an ocean of people back home who would give their balls to be in your shoes.
Yes, he had fought like hell, and he had beaten legions of competitors from around the world. He had wanted it more than anything.
But being here now, fifteen years later and with a wife in the ground, it just felt wrong. He was supposed to have been somebody – one of those names etched in marble on some vast monument. That’s what everybody had always expected of him. It hadn’t been until he’d arrived here and the others had looked at him like he was a third-world untouchable that he realised he had sneaked in the back door of mankind’s greatest adventure. Here he was, standing in the first colony humanity had seeded among the stars. 
Yes, here he was indeed, cleaning toilets and unblocking sinks.
“I know,” he said finally. He looked at his watch and looked over at her. “Are we done?”
“We’re making progress here, Michael.”
“I’m done talking. It doesn’t do me any good, Doc. The Happy Place puts me right. The sooner I get in there, the sooner I can get back to work.”
Dr Reynolds hit a button on her desk and the curved wall on the far side of her office and the door slid upward. The Happy Place. A spherical cavern that held the real key to something approaching a meaningful life here, their one link to home. The glittering pearlescent walls undulated with myriad colours. He imagined the inside of a soap bubble would look like that. His jaw twitched with yearning.
Not for the first time he wondered whether he was addicted to that little metal box. But what did it matter? They all had their ways of coping, and this was his.
“Doc?”
“The board are going to spot-review everyone on station sooner or later. Any weakness could be disastrous.”
Tell that to your bat-shit hubby, he thought. The hard-ass act doesn’t fool me. For all we know he’s one step away from full-blown dictator. That or Norman Bates 2.0.
“I know that,” he said.
She was still for a moment and he had the feeling of being scanned down to the finest hair. Then her eyes flickered and she turned away to her terminal. “Thirty minutes.”
“Fine.”
He was climbing into the Happy Place when she threw one last comment in after him: “The Happy Place is just part of our health scheme. It’s a privilege, one that can be revoked. Remember that, Michael.”
Then the door slid back into place, and he was transported through space and time to a where and when free of pain and toilet-cleaner.
 
* * *
 
Michael’s fingertips brushed old, gnarled grass. A light pine-scented breeze whipped his hair, and Astrid’s warm soft flesh rested against his neck. The sky was an endless band of radiant purple, fading fast to inky black as the sun’s last rays winked out on the horizon. The crisp air was cooling fast, flushed clean by the summer rains. It was going to be a perfect night to see the stars. Already the first were twinkling overhead. 
“It’s perfect,” Astrid said. Her fingertips brushed his chin, tracing his jaw, and he shivered.
“Yes,” he said.
“I wish we could stay here – right here – forever. Just freeze this moment. Let it all stop.”
He smiled. He didn’t reply. Anything he came up with would have been corny. 
She sighed and they were quiet for a long time. Slowly the colour drained from the heavens and a twinkling carpet unrolled from east to west. The grass and the cabin became hued in silver, and somewhere an owl started a lonely hooting. When it was dark enough, they shuffled on their rears toward the telescope already erect on its tripod. Neither of them spoke as they set up the correct right ascension and declination, breath caught in their throats. The show was about to begin.
The meteor shower started twenty minutes later with a single momentary streak of white light to the southeast. Astrid gasped. They missed it through the telescope, but more came soon after. It was going to be a doozy, the biggest shower of the decade. Soon the sky was alive with them, one every few seconds. Every time one of the paths tracked across the telescope’s field, Michael felt an electric sizzle in his chest. 
After some time he became aware that Astrid was gripping his hand so hard it hurt. He would have bruises later, no doubt. But right then he couldn’t have been further from caring. The shower grew more intense. Eventually the night sky seemed to shimmer with burning stardust, and they didn’t need the telescope anymore. He pushed Astrid down into the grass, where she spread her arms wide and took a breath so deep it was like she was trying to inhale the great enormity of it all. 
Yet Michael had lost interest in the sky. The sun could have gone nova in that moment and he wouldn’t have given a damn.
His smile fell. The tiniest undulation in the grass shattered the fragile illusion; for a brief moment he was staring down at pearl-coloured floor.
Just like every time he relived this moment, he was struck by the dissonance between what he was seeing and what he remembered. In front of him was the wife of thirty-three he’d known on station, an adult woman in her prime. When all this had actually happened, she had been just a pretty small-town gal, one who had giggled at having sneaked out at night to glimpse shooting stars.
He too had been young then, when all this had happened for real, a beanpole with a crooked nose, courtesy of his boozehound father. He and Astrid had talked about being among the first settlers on the Red Planet every night – they had even picked out the children’s names by the time they were seventeen. But all that time, Michael had never been able to convince himself it could all really happen. Deep down it had been a pipe dream, a fantasy, something that just wasn’t in him. 
His father had seen to that. 
“You ain’t gonna do shit with your life,” he had been wont to bellow, always spraying bourbon across the kitchen table. “Ain’t no man in this family ever done anything but yank corn out of the ground, and I’ll eat my fuckin’ hat if a scrawny thing like you is gunna change that.”
For a long time, despite his brains and energy and desire, those spiteful words had poisoned him. Only the resolution of youth had kept him going.
But he wasn’t that sprightly young man anymore. He still had a while to go before hitting forty, but Old Father Time had put him through the wringer already. Low gravity, grief, manual labour, and life in a cramped environment had brought on middle-age aches.
It was always now that the pain came, like a kick in the chest. Each time the illusion broke down in these same moments, until he felt the smooth chamber floor against his palms. It was always at this point his subconscious was no longer fooled – the creaking of the cabin, the scent of the grass, the pale shimmering starlight was suddenly all so obviously a lie.
It was all twinkling bulbs and hissing motors underneath. Only a few feet away, Dr Reynolds was typing at her desk. He was still on Station.
This was the Happy Place. For most, it was part of a rich and varied therapy programme designed to ward off the rigours of extreme isolation and long-term confinement. 
For him it was a portal to a place and time when there had still been some colour to his world. But it came with a heavy price.
Every time he used it, he felt like he was losing Astrid all over again. 
“I wish we could stay here forever,” she had said. “Just freeze this moment.”
The romantic notion of capturing that one perfect moment, on the hilltop, and bottling it up like a scene on a holo-tape or snow-globe, was exactly what had happened. Only she didn’t know it. She would never know it.
Michael and Astrid had shared plenty of sessions in the Happy Place when they had arrived on station. It had brought it all flooding back, all the nights they had lain there in the tall grass, dreaming of saving the world, and making love in the old rickety cabin. Their simulations hadn’t been all that detailed back then – all they had needed was the essence of this place, and their lives on Mars had been a cinch. 
Then she had died. Michael had needed something much more from the Happy Place after that. He had needed to bring her back, even if it was a lie. He was thankful Dr Reynolds wasn’t permitted to know what he chose to simulate. It was the one truly private thing they had left, part of the remedial effect. If she found out, she would finish him.
But she didn’t know, and while Michael knew it wasn’t doing him any favours – that it was liable to be the very thing to send him crazy in the end – he returned to that perfect moment every time that pearlescent door closed behind him.
 
* * *
 
“Bill, supper.”
Michael’s voice echoed around the vast observatory rotunda, but went unanswered. Bill had been a bundle of energy when Astrid had been alive; now he just kept writing with his head down, cross-legged on the floor.
Michael stood a short distance away, hoping to wait it out, but Bill was already adept at mind games. His eyes had some extra dimension to them, a clarity and yet somehow also an absence, as though the mind behind them was always far away, busy with more pressing matters. Most of the station blamed Michael for Bill being this way. He fulfilled no active duty, made no contribution to the collective. He was a dead weight in a world that lived by the principles of frugality and efficiency – the biggest elephant in the smallest room anybody ever saw.
But the boy was no lout. He worked sixteen hours a day, writing longhand – a skill seldom practised even back on Earth – filling notebook after notebook. It was hard to stomach, watching him scribble away. Writing was so inefficient compared to neural imprint, voice recognition, or even manually typing on a keyboard; Michael’s father had always called penmanship the mark of a useless pansy. 
But beneath his frustration, Michael understood, or at least thought he did. He sensed the calm it brought over Bill, the aesthetic pleasure of tactile creation. 
He had read some of Bill’s work during the long stormy nights when he stayed up to watch over Connie, who never slept but whimpered like a whipped animal. At first he had almost mistaken the Delphic prose for scripture, but in time he began to glimpse its hidden meaning, knowing all the while he was failing to grasp its scope. He had felt like an ant crawling over a man’s hand. At times he had wanted to join in Connie’s shrieking. 
Bill’s work was about Earth, all of it. Mountains and valleys, jungles and cities, wheat fields and sandy beaches. A place he saw in recordings during history and anthropology tuition, a place he had never been and, if current medical research was right, could never go. A home from which he was forever banished. 
On Earth, Bill Tanner would have been one of those people who came but once in a dozen generations, a polymath to rival Gauss or Da Vinci or Everett. But here he was a shunned and lonely boy with a notebook and his words. 
Michael shifted and sighed, looking out through the observatory roof at the night sky, dominated by the amorphous glow of the moon Phobos.
Connie had a practical mind, and she was tough. That was why she could get on, make do, and endure. But Bill … on top of his superhuman intellect, Bill had been a mother’s boy. And his mother had wandered out into the desert and left them all behind. 
“Bill, you need to eat.” He knew it wouldn’t make a difference, but still he tried. To do anything else would rob him of the last of his self-respect. Still, in time he turned away. “It’ll be in the dispenser when you want it,” he said, trying to hide his frustration.
Bill didn’t even blink. He kept writing until Michael reached the tunnels leading back to the living quarters, then whispered five quiet words that stayed with Michael for the rest of the week: “William. Mom called me William.”
 
* * *
 
“We’ve been through this a million times.”
“And we’re going through it again.”
Mai Tsing rolled her eyes as she pulled up a pair of medical portfolios on the clinic wall-screen beside her, tweezing apart the myriad blood tests, fitness performance reports, physical exams, CT-MRI and PET scans. Even from a clutch of numbers and rendered organ graphics, Michael recognised his children’s files.
Mai stood arms akimbo and scanned them, though Michael knew she was just humouring him. There wasn’t a single original part of this conversation. They talked about it damn near every week.
“I have to take them away from here,” Michael said.
“I couldn’t let you do that. They wouldn’t survive. It’s established science, Dr Tanner. Every cadet sits a course on space-born physiology. You sat that course – I was lecturing at the time! So don’t act like you don’t already know the truth.”
“Don’t ‘Dr Tanner’ me,” Michael growled. “I hate that shit.”
She sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose, and touched his arm. “I’m sorry. But you have to stop fighting me on this, Michael. I’m trying to help you.”
“Then help me find a way out of this.”
“I’m sorry, I really am. I just don’t see one. And I hate to be blunt, but I have work to do.”
“I need you with me on this, Mai. I’m running out of friends around here.”
“I’m always with you, Michael. But we’ve retraced our steps so many times.” She swallowed. “I need you to face facts on this. I can’t keep …” she trailed off.
“Babysitting me?”
She hesitated, then turned away as a reminder popped up on the wall-screen. She prodded the prompt window and a new medical file sprang forth across the shimmering wall. 
Michael would have overlooked it if it weren’t for the content of the nearest file to him, just close enough to be legible. It was a prescription record, for psych medication.
Haloperidol. Risperidone. Antidepressants. Beta blockers.
He squinted over her shoulder to get a better look at the profile of the scans. It was a Caucasian male, well built and in perfect physical condition. There were only a handful of them on base, and only one who fit the bill.
“Is that Commander Reynolds’s file?” Michael said, alarmed.
Mai flicked the file quickly back into cyberspace. “No.”
Michael stared absently at the blank wall as his mind raced. “What’s wrong with him?”
“I’m not at liberty to discuss anyone’s wellbeing except as appropriate with Dr Reynolds and the ISA Health Department—”
“Mai! If there’s something wrong with the Commander then we all have a right to know.”
“You know very well you don’t. It’s against regulations.”
“It’s not right.”
“Regulations, Michael.” 
Michael clenched his teeth and let it pass, but made a mental note to keep an even closer eye on the Commander. “You’re sure there’s … there’s no chance I can take them to Earth?” he said.
Mai pushed back from her workbench. She pursed her lips in frank sympathy. “Our mammalian low-gee research has progressed dramatically in recent years. But there’s been nowhere near enough to start human trials.”
“There must be some way.”
“I’m sure there is. In time we’ll develop a safe and ethical process. If we started a strenuous programme, from birth, every day for several hours, we might have a shot at some success.”
“You know that’s not what I’m asking.”
Mai smiled, but it was a thin expression. She had a warmth to her that the others lacked. Since Astrid had died, she had been his confidante, the only person who genuinely seemed to understand. Caring would be the death of her; here you had to be emotionally neutral if you were going to survive in the long run. But caring also meant no easy lies, no diplomatic bull to keep him placated. She was always straight with him. 
“If Bill or Connie ever went to Earth, they would feel like they had a concrete block on their chests. Their hearts would be under constant strain. Every breath would be like sucking through a straw. Walking would be like carrying a three-hundred-pound sumo on their backs. It would be a living hell for them.”
“You make it sound like torture.”
“For them, it would be.”
Michael clamped his jaw shut to keep the curses from flying. If he started, he’d have a hell of a time stopping.
Mai gripped his arm. “I know why you want it. They must be curious about all the recordings – the sights, the smells, the people. God knows I couldn’t look a kid in the face and tell them they weren’t missing out.” She frowned, pursing her lips, and he knew what was coming. It still cut like a blade. “You knew this would happen long before you left Earth. You made a choice.”
He took in a sharp breath and held it, squeezing his eyes shut.
“I thought I could teach them,” he said at last, sinking into a chair. “I thought we could bottle up the whole world and drip feed it into them. But those pictures and recordings don’t mean anything to them. They might think they know, but they don’t, not even Bill. How could they? It’s all just a fantasy in their minds.” His chest quivered.
A long silence stretched out, then Mai swallowed audibly. “You could show them the Happy Place.”
“No!” Michael cried. “No way, not ever.”
Mai turned from the bench, timid and wide-eyed, jarred by his outburst. “Why?”
“Because it just might mean something to them. They might realise exactly what they’re missing.”
“Isn’t that the point?”
“No. It would be too much. Can you imagine feeling the ocean spray for the first time? Feeling the wind on your face? Waking up to the first winter snow? Then realising that it’s all an illusion, and you’re trapped a world away?” He hung his head. “They can never go in there.”
 
* * *
 
Reynolds cornered Michael one evening out by the solar farms, while he was brushing away the day’s accumulated dust. He had been avoiding the Commander since he had given the order to fix the weather probe. Michael had taken care of it, but only after he had taken Connie deep into the station. He had gone back out alone.
He had been hoping the matter would be forgotten. The probe had been fixed, and Connie had been spared another trauma. 
But the way the Commander was stalking up to him meant trouble.
“Good evening, Commander,” he said, keeping his eyes on the brush in his hands.
Just keep sweeping, he thought. Don’t give him any triggers.
Yet the momentary glance he’d stolen resonated in his head: the Commander looks ill, peaky, with traces of dark rings around his eyes. 
His rashness was now endemic in the atmosphere of the whole station. People seemed on edge – the kind of tension that grows when they sense a danger they can’t quite identify.
“This should have been finished half an hour ago, Tanner,” he said, though without his usual patronising scorn. He seemed distracted, looking away toward the horizon. Michael followed his gaze and saw nothing but ancient dead basalt plains. The short silence that followed was pregnant with something sick. Cobb, the International Space Agency’s Astronomy Head, had claimed over dinner that the Commander had been fixating on the oldest records – that he spoke of nothing but the twentieth-century probes, and how they must still be out there. He said he was looking for them. 
At the time, Michael had told Cobb to stop being such an asshole, and gone back to his lunch.
Now, looking at Reynolds and his vacant gaze, a shiver ran up Michael’s spine. 
“I know what you’re up to. I know all about the still.”
Michael blinked. “Sorry?”
“Don’t bother,” Reynolds muttered. “I know it’s you. I can smell it on your breath. Alcohol is banned, Tanner, you know that.”
If anyone’s running a still, it’s Cobb. The Scottish prick tried to get a bottle of Scotch on his personal requisition on the last supply drop. And I bet Dr Reynolds is his best customer.
“I don’t—”
“Do you know what could happen if the ISA finds out? I could have you sent home.” He turned to Michael now and his eyes went from blankness to snide contempt at once. “I knew the first time I saw you that this place was too much for you. We’re all big fish from small ponds, but your pond was never really more than a streak of piss on the ground.” He staggered closer and Michael found himself stepping back, alarmed. The Commander had always disliked him, but there had never been violence. “And now you’re trying to drag everyone down with you. So why don’t you make this easy on all of us and just tell me where the still is. I might even forget about it, so long as you help me with another matter.”
Michael swallowed. “Commander, are you feeling alright?”
“Just spill it. You give me the still, and then give me the information I need.”
Michael wanted nothing more than to maintain vehement denial, but curiosity got the better of him. “What information?”
“Just some trajectory calculations, nothing special. I need to narrow down my search.”
For a moment Michael was confused, then he grunted. “You’re talking about the probes?”
The Commander was looking out at the desert again. “I need to find them. Important artefacts like that can’t just sit out there, alone. We can’t leave them.”
Cobb, you son of a bitch. I never thought you’d actually cut the bullshit, for once.
“Why, Commander?”
Anger flashed on his face. “Don’t question me, Tanner. Just leave the important details to the experts.”
Michael licked his lips. “Which probes?
“All of them, of course.”
Most of those probes were hundreds of miles away, some thousands. It was lunacy. But Michael realised Reynolds had come too far. “OK,” he said.
“Good. Hand over the still, plot me some target areas corrected for drift, and stay the hell out of my way.”
“I don’t know anything about any still, Commander.”
“The plots, Tanner!”
“I’ll get those to you.”
“Alright. Fine. Good.” The Commander’s face twitched. He turned away without another word and returned to the station.
 
* * *
 
“I don’t need to chat,” Michael said. “I need to get back to work.”
“Personal time is important for your health,” Dr Reynolds said.
“So who analyses you? You have a little teddy bear you open up to or something?”
“We’re here to talk about you, Michael. You and your feelings of inadequacy.”
“My what?”
Michael opened his eyes and pushed himself up. “Who said anything about inadequacy?” he said through gritted teeth.
Christ, I’m ready to pop.
That was a bad sign. It seemed all the training they had gone through to keep themselves level hadn’t been worth a bean.
It was so infuriating, knowing that he was stuck in a dead-end role while the others called in home every week to unload their miraculous discoveries, making names for themselves that would echo through the reaches of time. If Michael had taken any other job back home then he could have had a research team and a reputation.
Hell, I could have sold out for a fat wallet, if all I wanted was money.
Sending men to Mars was expensive, risky, and a hard sell to any bean counter. So even handy men had to be overqualified geniuses. But on the sliding scale of God-given talent, it seemed that he had been cheated. He had almost the entirety of the human race beaten, hands down; yet it was the handful better than him that put him at the bottom of the Martian heap.
“It’s perfectly understandable. People of great intellect need mental stimulation, and it must be taxing to carry out basic maintenance every day.”
“Yes,” Michael said uncertainly. Had he just caught a jeering note to her voice? “It is.”
“All day, picking up after everyone. You must have a lot of anger.”
“I do. But don’t we all? It’s a tough life.”
But she was right. Of them all, he had the most to be angry about. He had never been quite good enough. His father had known that. Drunk, full of hate and bile he had been, but he had been right about that.
As a boy, Michael had always told himself he was destined for the stars. He was made to be a spaceman!
But his father had always been there to drag him down: “You still got my blood in your veins, boy. Nothing good’s ever come from this family. Let me tell you, son: you can shoot for the top, but you just don’t have greatness in you.”
Thanks, Dad.
 
* * *
 
By the time Michael became aware of the alarms, instinct had already catapulted him out of bed and into the corridor. He uttered a wordless groan as the warning, beamed through the neural link to his optic nerve, flashed in bright red: ‘WARNING: HABITAT BREACH’.
Connie was yelling something beside him, and Bill stood close behind, wide-eyed and stiff. Michael swept them both back into the quarters and sealed the door. Even if the outer shell of the station was compromised, the quarters would remain isolated. They would be fine, for now.
It was against regulations to run inside the Habitat, even in emergencies. They might be able to compensate for the low gravity with practice, but their instincts would always revert to Earth gravity in a panic. Walking in a stiff robot-march along the corridor, he was joined by Cobb and Fong at the east airlock. Michael was preparing to start a search for micro-fractures, which would probably mean hours on his hands and knees with a sensor. 
He wasn’t prepared to find the airlock door open. It was only a fraction of an inch, a hairline crack of light filtering down from the surface. But that was more than enough to kick up a gale of escaping air – the precious irreplaceable air that kept them all alive. Michael’s mind made rough calculations on automatic, despite the paralysing shock he felt all over.
They had maybe five minutes before they ran down below the minimum threshold. After that they would be breathing emergency reserves.
The shock of the situation wore off and the three of them bolted forward, the no-running rule abandoned. As they rushed to the door at dangerous speed, Michael realised that this was no malfunction; somebody had wedged both doors open with twisted pieces of metal. He knew what they were immediately: piping, heating filaments, condenser tubes. Everything someone would need to make an alcohol still. 
Even through the shock and confusion of the next few minutes, as the three of them bellowed over the screaming wail of escaping gas and pried the twisted scrap metal free of the door, a single thought cut through it all, one he knew to be true: the Commander had done this.
Fong and Cobb managed to pry the wreckage free, while Michael tended to sharp fragments that threatened the delicate seals. He wasn’t worried about air escaping through any micro-fissures, but he was worried about the alarms: the sensors could detect tears in the seals a micrometre across. And if the alarms stayed on more than an hour, the system would trip the failsafe broadcast to the ISA. If that happened, the station would be the subject of the full-scale investigation with which Dr Reynolds had threatened him.
Hell, that’d be a damn good thing, he thought. We’re all broken. All of us. We have no business being out here.
But if he was shipped out, Connie and Bill would have to stay. They could be taken back as far as low-Earth-orbit, sure, but what kind of life could they have floating around for the rest of their years? 
He couldn’t let that happen.
It was hard, intricate work, but eventually the three of them lay panting on the iron grating, sweat pouring off them, and the door was shut. 
“What? … What? …” Fong could only gasp the words. He was twenty-eight years old and had gathered so many distinctions, he was on track to make a name for himself as big as the Commander’s. He had invented most of the composites from which the station was built. But right now his face was grey and wan. From the slight tang in the air, Michael guessed Fong had wet himself.
“Shut up and breathe,” Cobb wheezed. “We’ll all be running on dregs.” His own moustachioed face, usually marked by the blotchy red patches and general squishiness that come from a life spent in orbit, had instead become rubbery and pallid. 
He was right. Though they had stopped the leak in good time, the unforgiving Martian atmosphere had replaced every molecule of good air they had lost. Standing so close to the airlock had put them in the direct path of the incoming toxic breeze. 
Inside Michael’s head it felt like a great wad of clotted grease had been washed away by a cool stream of water. 
Thank god for the air scrubbers – the scrubbers the Commander had ordered him to fix. If he had possessed breath to spare, he might have laughed.
Life’s little ironies never disappointed.
Once they were strong enough to stand they pulled on their pressure suits and tested the airlock. Only when Michael was sure it would hold did they check on the others. While Cobb and Fong rounded up the entire station in the mess hall, Michael returned to Connie and Bill. When he opened the door, Connie gave him a swift kick to the shin.
“You left us!” she said.
Bill didn’t say a word, but his haunted eyes were worse than Connie’s anger could have ever been.
No matter what he said after that, they stood firm and glared, hurt and afraid. As he manhandled them to the mess, how they must have felt hit home. They must have really thought he had left them, just like Astrid had done.
There wasn’t time to fix things. That would have to come later. He, Cobb and Fong sealed up the mess with enough provisions to last a day, and then they tramped outside through the airlock with Michael’s rivet guns at the ready, looking for the Commander. Michael was ready for things to turn ugly. A part of him wanted them to turn ugly.
But though his imagination ran wild in the hour they spent scouring the station’s myriad crevices, they found no madman. What they did find was a missing rover, and a pair of tracks heading off into the far distance and over the horizon.
“Crazy son of a bitch,” Michael said.
“You think he’ll come back?” Cobb said.
“I hope not.”
 
* * *
 
Fong was next in command. He was quiet, a little young, but otherwise clear-headed, calm and capable. They were all shaken, but the transition happened without drama.
A report was sent to the ISA, though they all made sure to underplay the details until they knew anything for certain. In the meantime they all tried to get on, and things were back to routine in a few days.
But Michael knew he would suffer the brunt of the after effects. Because the Commander’s wife was alone, now. And she only had one stress-ball – him.
 
* * *
 
“We all have our abilities, Michael. We’re all equally important.” Dr Reynolds was reciting the same catechism he’d heard since leaving the academy in Geneva. There wasn’t an ounce of sincerity left in those tired old words. “If one part of the machine fails, the whole thing fails.”
“Uh huh.”
Michael was staring at her now. He wasn’t going to play ball anymore, because he realised now that all this time she had been baiting him. Every time he had come for therapy, she had wheedled a little more poison into their exchanges. At first he hadn’t been aware of it, her goading was so patient and intricate. Hell, he hadn’t believed it; the screening process only selected individuals of unprecedented mental fortitude and social laissez fair. She was the best of the best, just like the rest of them.
But it had been there: a slow trickle of supercilious condescension. She was playing with him when he was most vulnerable. That was how she was coping with her crazy husband.
I was right, he thought. She has nobody to analyse her. The shrink needs a shrink. Perfect.
But he had to put up with it, because she was holding all the keys. If he ratted on her then there would be an investigation. Not only that, but she could revoke his access to the Happy Place.
And right now, the Happy Place was all that was holding him together.
“Not everyone can be the best,” she said, smiling a smile that didn’t come within two inches of her stony eyes.
God help me, I’ll brain her.
“I suppose,” he said. 
Her facsimile of a smile widened, stretching her puffy face. Dr Reynolds had once been a beautiful woman, with high cheekbones and lips like sculpted marble. Her hair alone took her a step above the other women on station, so sleek and blonde it was almost white. But the low gravity had marred her Earth-side glamour. It hit everyone differently. There was little to be done about it. For now they were stuck with plenty of exercise, acclimatisation, and a fistful of pills every day that would make any addict blush.
For most of them the bone degradation, tissue fluid retention and vascular dystrophy were bearable. Reynolds was one of the unlucky ones; they’d called her Puffer Fish when she’d arrived on Luna.
 
* * *
 
“What’s going to happen when the Commander gets back?” Connie said. 
“I don’t know.”
It had been over a fortnight. The emergency had been quietly swept under the carpet, with the ISA’s attachment to its celebrity Commander wilting in the face of potential repercussions. If word ever got out that the biggest endeavour in human history had driven such a hero insane, it would be a PR disaster.
Michael hadn’t believed it at first, but it seemed the powers that be were really willing to let the Commander die out there, for the good of the mission. If he was going to return to Olympus station, it would have to be under his own power.
Fong had been instated as Acting-Commander until the next rotation of recruits landed. That wouldn’t be for at least two years.
Michael was worried. Fong was a clever man, perhaps the most clever he had ever met. But he was also reserved and sheltered. He was perfectly capable at managing the stress, but he lacked the fundamental panache of a rousing leader. Commander Reynolds had always been motivated to a fault, to the point that he had never been able to stomach Michael’s presence; but he had also bound them together with the square-jawed gusto of the alpha male.
Fong didn’t have that. 
Michael didn’t like the idea of another two years of limp announcements and post-its on the mess announcement board (it seemed Fong wasn’t confident enough to use the neural link to send messages, perhaps in case he was challenged).
The more Michael thought about it, the more he realised that none of the other department heads would be up to the job. Cobb spent all day shut away looking through his telescope – and probably drunk, courtesy of the mystery still. Mai was so absorbed in her research that she had forgotten that anyone else existed. Dr Reynolds, meanwhile, was the worst of all; Michael knew she thought of the rest of them as her personal ant farm.
The other station residents simply lacked the training, or the intellect.
He had come to the uncomfortable realisation that he might be the only one fit to take the lead. Him. The runt. 
Commander Reynolds would have vomited.
He would have been content to let things go to hell if the kids hadn’t looked at him like they did, like they were waiting for him to morph into a comic book hero.
Presently, he and Connie were working on shoring up the sealant pads on the inner airlock. For the first time in memory, Bill had joined them. He sat beside them, cross-legged and bent over his notebook, scribbling away, but he was there. Neither of the kids had left his side since the Commander’s departure. As though they expected him to vanish if they turned around even once.
“Dad,” Bill said. “Why did she do it?”
Michael put down his plasma cutter and shared a glance with Connie. Her lips had formed a thin white line. He sat up and dusted his hands, sighing. “I don’t know.”
“She left us.”
Michael wanted to tell them Astrid had done what she had to, that she had been ill for a long time, and that she had put an end to her own suffering in the only way she had known. But it would have been empty, and to lie to them would have been a betrayal. “Yes, she did,” he said.
“Why?” Connie said. “Wasn’t she happy with us?”
Michael reached for them both and pulled them tight to his chest. “You listen to me: there was nothing, nothing, that either of you did. She chose for her own reasons.”
“But why, Dad?” Connie said. She was too tough to cry, but there were tears in her eyes.
“Because this wasn’t her home. Nor mine. I wish I could show you, but I can’t. I could never make you understand.” He sighed. He had always pictured having this conversation in some distant fuzzy future where he and Astrid were fat and cheery and old, holding hands before their two grown level-headed children in a room filled with soft light. Not here, sweating and greasy and afraid on the airlock floor. “We really are from a different world.”
The two of them were silent for a long time. The station ticked and whirred around them, and Michael wished for the first time in his life that he had stayed in Nebraska.
We might have made a life there. A simple life. We could have had a little house with a farmhouse table and a lazy dog and a workshop for stupid woodwork projects. Connie would have been a track star. Bill would have won the science fair every year. We could have had neighbours. We could have had memories. We could have been the Tanners.
But no. That would never have happened. It hadn’t been in either him or Astrid. For better or worse, they had both been meant for the stars.
“What’s going to happen?” Bill said. Behind the veneer of those wise placid eyes, Michael saw simple honest fear. 
“We’ll do the best we can.”
“Is Dr Fong going to be replaced soon?”
“No. He’s in command now. You know that.”
They were quiet again.
Connie curled against his side. She hadn’t done that since she had been a toddler. “I wish you could be Commander,” she said.
Michael blinked in surprise. That was the first time anybody had said anything like that. “I’m no leader, baby,” he said.
“You’d be good at it,” she whispered.
Michael said nothing.
“The mark of a true leader is the certainty that they aren’t up to the task,” Bill said without looking up.
Michael watched his son work for a long time, moved by Bill’s words, and wondered what kind of life the Martian race would lead in the long ages ahead.
 
* * *
 
“You fought hard to get here, Michael,” Dr Reynolds said. “Harder than most of the people you beat for your post. Rural Kansas is a long way from the cadet school.”
“Nebraska. And it was a long way from anything, except corn.”
“We’ve mentioned your parents before, and what they think about you being out here.”
Michael grunted. Yes, they’d talked about his parents. As he recalled, he said he’d rather give up his rights to the Happy Place than talk about that again. “Still off limits, Doc.”
“I had a feeling you’d say that.” She turned and gestured toward her terminal. The readout flipped to a dense scroll of data and photographs and scanned documents. He started when he saw a few photographs there that should have been erased from cyberspace forever – he had paid his life savings to make it so.
Dr Reynolds’ face, usually such a perfect emotionless mask, became suddenly coy. “I had a few colleagues look closer at your history. They came so close to missing it, but there were the smallest traces of something hidden. So they dug deeper.” She sat back and threaded her fingers together. 
Michael froze, his skin puckering with gooseflesh. He fought to keep his features even, but he knew that traces of doe-in-headlights guilt had crept into his expression.
People were funny that way. He was on another planet, struggling to raise two kids who were borderline sociopaths, and the Commander on whom their lives depended was AWOL in the desert. They all faced mortal peril. But put him in an office in front of somebody behind a desk, and he turned into a child kicking his heels in the Principal’s office.
“You lied on your application to the programme. Somehow you beat the security checks for cadet school candidates. Must have cost you a fortune.” She sat back and sighed in an oh-you-poor-witless-fool kind of way and said, “But you shouldn’t forget that the bulk of the ISA’s funding comes from private entities, and business types like to know who they’re in bed with. You can’t hide anything from them forever.”
Michael swallowed. 
“What did you find?” he said, licking his dry lips.
“Everything.” There was a glint in her eye.
She’s playing with me!
“You invaded my privacy!”
She met his gaze without a flicker of regret in her eyes. “I am responsible for the wellbeing of everybody on this station, and you are my patient. I’ll do whatever I must to ensure the success of this mission.” Her voice was icy, a far cry from her usual melodious breathy tone. She was a master of control, but still he caught the micro-expressions of anger and eerie joy roiling deep beneath the surface.
“Are you going to tell?” he said, staring back at the ceiling. The silence stretched on for so long he knew she was doing it on purpose, making it last, savouring it.
Put me out of my misery, you twisted bitch.
“No, I’m not. Because I can help you. The disruption to the base that would occur if I reported you to the ISA would be a detriment to the rest of the population, more so than the potential dangers of keeping you here.”
“Dangers?”
He knew the real reasons she wouldn’t report him. First, she’d lose her plaything. Maybe the only joy she had left in life was shoving her dirty paws into his head and rummaging around. Second, the gold-standard guarantee that she wouldn’t say a word was the fact that they’d haul her husband away in a trice – if he ever came back.
He held his tongue, reminding himself that she held the keys to the Happy Place.
“You’re a liar, Michael.”
He flinched, stung despite himself. “What do you want?”
“I want you to tell me why you were so eager to hide your past.” Her tone became accusatory. The psychiatrist was gone, replaced by a hurt, lonely woman with a puffy face and a husband who had come apart at the seams. “I want to know why the only way you could get here was by lying.”
Quite the trade: his darkest secrets for time in the Happy Place. It wasn’t fair.
“Doc …”
“So why don’t you tell me, Michael? Tell me why a nobody from Shitbucket, Nebraska is so desperate to hide who he really is.”
 
* * *
 
A fortnight passed before Michael could bear returning to Reynolds’s office. He seethed, cursed and grated. But inevitably the world grew grey and void, and then he was back on the couch.
Without the Happy Place, he just couldn’t face the days.
 
* * *
 
“I’m sorry about our last session, Michael,” Dr Reynolds said. “I was … tired.”
“Forget it.”
The professional, impersonal veneer was back in place. She sat up straight, and had plastered herself in make-up. “My hormones are running high at the moment, and I missed my medication.”
“I said it’s fine.”
She pressed the creases of her sleeves flat and nodded. “Thank you for understanding.”
“Don’t mention it.”
Keep to short sentences, he thought. I’m not giving her any more ammunition. All I have to do is get through this and then I can go to the Happy Place. It’s not so bad.
He had decided that he would make this work. He had to. The kids needed him, and he was having to pick up a lot of slack around the station. He couldn’t afford to let a single screw work loose anywhere – the metal ones holding this tin can together, as well as the mental ones holding him together. 
Had she turned a corner? Was his torture at an end?
Somehow, he didn’t think so.
Dr Reynolds sat back in her chair and steepled her fingers, stereotypical and generic as the first time he had sat in her office. “So how are you feeling today?” she said.
 
* * *
 
There’s something to be said for the mind’s ability to deceive itself. It’s usually most prominent in intelligent people, in selfish people, and almost always professional people. In time, against our best intentions, desire and curiosity always get the better of us.
Dr Reynolds was back to probing his overworked creaking mind in no time, kicking out quivering mental supports and blasting the crumbling barricades that held back the tide of pain and insanity.
Michael bore it. What choice did he have?
He didn’t mention what was going on around the station, nor did he even blink when he rose from the couch one day and smelled meths on her breath.
It seemed there was more than one alcohol still.
 
* * *
 
Michael turned up to his appointment with Dr Reynolds one day to find the door ajar, and the room empty. Inside he could see the Happy Place: bizarrely a simulation was running with the chamber still open. All the air was knocked out of his lungs by what he saw.
It was the ocean, probably the Pacific. Great waves, ten feet tall, were crashing along a rugged coastline and sending arcs of milky foam over obsidian rocks. Afar, the Terran sky was a stitched painting of azure and persimmon laced with cotton-wool clouds and dancing sunbeams. Gulls cawed and squawked in the sky, and even from the corridor Michael felt the simulated breeze, carrying with it the salty stench of rotting seaweed and sun-baked sand – the smell of home.
In front of that perfect crisp window to another world stood Michael’s children.
Connie and Bill embraced one another so tightly that their hands were bone white. In all their lives they hadn’t so much as shared a handshake on birthdays, but now they were holding on as though their lives depended on it, as though the image before them would tear them through the chamber wall. 
Whether they saw beauty or hell incarnate, Michael couldn’t guess.
Neither of them wept, but huge globs of tears hung heavy in their bloodshot eyes. Their mouths hung open in identical silent screams.
He stood there staring until the walls faded to blank glistening pearl. Still, Connie and Bill stood in one another’s arms. Then, as though slowly coming back to the station from a great distance – almost as far as the real Pacific – they turned to the chamber door and looked at him.
Their eyes were a mosaic of emotion: heartache, fear, wonder, anger, hate.
They were looking at him as if he were a monster. The monster he had known he was all along.
They ran past him and away in a flood of tears, and he watched them go without making a single effort to stop them. His entire body had turned to lead.
It had finally happened. The Happy Place had them in its clutches; the one thing against which he had vowed to protect them.
It had been no accident. Dr Reynolds never missed an appointment. She never left the Happy Place unlocked. And the children would never have gone in there if they hadn’t been encouraged. Everything Dr Reynolds did was always on purpose.
 
* * *
 
“Let me in, Connie.”
“No!” she screamed. “Stay away. I hate you!”
Connie had sealed herself and Bill in the hydroponics lab. 
Michael sighed and leaned against the door, pressing his forehead against the cold metal. “I told you never to go in there.”
“You were hiding it from us!”
“Yes, I was. I had to.” He took a moment to soften his voice. “Let your brother out of there.”
“No, he has to stay with me. He doesn’t want to see you.”
Michael knew he wouldn’t hear Bill’s real feelings. But that didn’t matter. He wouldn’t blame Bill for hating him right now.
He listened to his little girl weeping on the other side of the door, real deep cries like the ones he’d let out on the clinic floor when they had found Astrid. He had promised himself he would shield them from that kind of pain. Nobody should ever have to feel like that, like a wedge of flesh had been torn out through his chest.
He’d failed.
“Con,” he muttered. “I love you. I love you both, so much. You know I’d never do anything to hurt—”
“SHUT UP!” she wailed, so loud he recoiled from the door, the unreasoning scream of a person totally unhinged. Michael sobbed then, because he had only heard somebody scream like that once: the night before Astrid had ended it, when she had told him to leave; that none of it mattered.
“Please, just open the door. I need you to open the door.” He slid down to the ground and rested there until the crying had stopped and Connie had gone quiet. 
It was what came next that cut deepest: Bill’s quiet, soft voice on the other side of the door, distant and awed: “It was so blue.”
 
* * *
 
Michael knew the children would never be the same, but he made the best of it. He did his work, he fed and washed them, and he made sure they made their daily tuition sessions. In his spare time, he kept watch out in the rolling dunes, watching for the slightest sign of movement.
He wasn’t about to tell the others, but he had found something a few days before that had brought a chill over him.
Just beyond the solar farms, he’d come across fresh rover tracks, leading to a field of debris. Dented and twisted mechanical skeletons were laid out on the ground in a macabre spiral pattern, like country-bumpkin crop circles. A graveyard of oddities, the true First Landers at Olympus. They were the robots sent to erect the pre-fabricated skeleton of the station, before the first human settlers had arrived. The sandstorms had done their work, such that some looked similar to the melted works of Dali, but among them Michael recognised one much larger, much older. He knew that machine: Weinberg 1, the probe sent over eighty years before to survey the site for habitability. He and Astrid had obsessed over its recordings night after night.
There was no sign of the rover, but the robots’ remains were strewn everywhere. The Commander was still alive, and he had been busy.
Michael wondered when he would be back, and when he would make his next attempt to extinguish them all.
He wondered whether he would try for the other ancient probes out there, across the vast reaches of the planet. He would never make it: Olympus Mons alone was the size of Arizona, and was surrounded by a sheer caldera almost as tall as Mount Everest. But in his madness, would he remember that? 
Michael had always thought himself a benign man – one of the reasons all the sneering dissenters had proclaimed him weak over the years – but right now every mote of him hoped the good Commander met his death out there in the rusted void.
 
* * *
 
“Let’s talk about Astrid.”
“No.”
“Michael, we’ve been dancing around this since she passed away. You’re going to have to face it sooner or later.”
“I said no.”
A pause, then: “I hate to get cute, but there’s nowhere to run. And you know the dimensions of the station better than anyone. There aren’t many places to hide, either.”
Michael let loose a harsh laugh. He did know the station better than anyone. Squeezing into all those crawlspaces and oily vents to fix state-of-the-art equipment gave you that kind of perspective. “You’d be surprised where you can hide around here,” he said.
“Michael, you’re deflecting.”
Stop saying my name, he thought. I can’t stand all this psych method. Make nice, repeat their name, make eye contact, and then lead the sucker with ‘Tell me about your daddy’.
Dr Reynolds was a genius like everyone else on station, but she was a stickler for procedure. There wasn’t an original thought inside that puffy little head, except that persistent undertone of superiority and goading malice. He wondered how many psychiatrists had managed to crack using their practice as a vehicle for torturing their social underlings. It was quite the accomplishment.
“We’re not talking about Astrid.”
“She died, Michael. Pain like that has to come out sometime. And the longer you hold it inside, the worse it’ll be when it surfaces.”
“Listen to me,” he said, leaning up to look into her face, a picture of Hollywood perfection that had been inflated just a little with a bicycle pump. “You are not talking about my wife! And she didn’t ‘pass away’. She slit her suit open and wandered off like a coward and left me with two screaming kids.”
He leapt up and left before she could say another word.
 
* * *
 
Dr Reynolds knew where the Commander was. She had to know. 
The way she looked at him across the mess hall was the same look a wolf gives a sheep before the rest of the pack pounce from behind. Or was it just in his head? 
He didn’t know, nor did he have any time to mull it over; the station seemed somehow to have come to an unspoken agreement that he was acting Commander. While Fong still held the official title, the academic in him had taken over once more. His token attempts at leadership faded to apathy, and he was now locked away in his lab to focus on his research.
Michael might once have expected his ego to squirm in delight every time somebody addressed him as sir or Commander, instead of you! or, even worse, just plain old Michael. But now, with all those expectant eyes on him every time he turned around, he was desperate to sink back into the shadows again. He had never really appreciated how exhausting it was to be constantly on form, always on alert, looking out for the slightest sign of trouble or distress. 
The days passed. Phobos and Deimos waxed and waned, tracking the sky like luminescent sentinels. Michael kept watch for any sign of the missing rover. It was going to end soon, he sensed it. The primitive part of his mind was slowly winding up, preparing for whatever was around the corner.
This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. They were supposed to be pioneers, making history – he would never have imagined it all to end up a surrealist nightmare.
But the closest replacement was a few hundred million miles away.
Being the Commander of Olympus Station was a lonely job. Lonelier than he’d ever been.
 
* * *
 
“Is something the matter, Michael?”
Fuck you and him. You’re going to kill us all.
“If there’s something bothering you, then you should talk about it. If we can’t resolve your issues during our sessions then we’re going to have to take more drastic steps.”
He was no psychology major, but he knew transference when he saw it. She was the one falling apart in front of him. 
Anything he did say, she would jump on and sink her claws in. He couldn’t afford to let her prod his brains anymore. He needed to keep sharp. 
He said nothing, and they lapsed into silence. It might have been ten minutes before she spoke again.
“This time is important, Michael,” she said. “You can’t treat it as something to bear until I open that door. Don’t forget I have the power to revoke your time in the Happy Place.”
“Fine,” he said. He tried to hold his tongue but suddenly his mouth was running on a motor. “I’ll talk about me when you talk about you.”
“That’s not why we’re here, Michael.”
“Come on, Doc. You want to hear about Astrid? Fine. A week before she managed to top herself, I found my wife propped against the wall right in there, on the other side of that wall.” He glanced in the direction of the Happy Place and felt his guts twist. “We used to take our sessions in there together. You were a good egg, Doc, letting us do that. You remember?”
Dr Reynolds blinked. “I remember, Michael.”
“See, we insisted on it not just because we wanted a little alone time, but because we always ran the same simulation. We grew up together in Shitbucket, Nebraska” – he speared Dr Reynolds with a gaze like fire, and she recoiled as though burned – “and we met on this hill way up above the town. Nobody lives out that way and at night the sky is just … beautiful. I’ve seen the Milky Way out in the middle of the Pacific, way up on top of Mauna Kea. But it was never like this. That hill had something special.
“There was a cabin up there, a real rickety old thing that stank of a hundred years of cigarette smoke and dust and sex. It was set to fall down if you so much as touched the walls. But we sat up there nearly every night for years, just watching the sky, because we knew. We knew that one day we’d stand on one of those tiny bright lights and we’d be infinite.
“That was our Happy Place.”
There was a falling sensation in his chest as he looked at Dr Reynolds in that lavender-scented joke of an office, and the anger returned in full force. “So that’s me. Now for you. Why don’t you tell me why you’re putting my children in danger of being suffocated or burned alive because you’re a drunk who can’t do her job? Warren needs help, real help. We need to act now, before it’s too late.”
“I’m administering all the treatment Warren needs.” She had grown paler still.
He looked at the bruises that were visible now that her sleeves had rolled up a little. She slipped them out of sight with a jerk.
Any doubt about her ignorance of the Commander’s whereabouts was fading fast.
Michael scowled in disgust. “People aren’t meant to live like this, not real people with real feelings. This place is going to take it all from us. This place—”
By the time he stopped his fingers ached from gripping the couch and he was growling like a Doberman. Dr Reynolds blinked, paler still. Her hair seemed to have wilted. She said nothing.
He lay back and calmed himself with long, slow breaths. The ticking of the clock was deafening until he said, “I think we’re done for today.”
She opened the Happy Place without comment, and after, he left without even glancing her way.
 
* * *
 
When the day came, Michael knew. Perhaps it was the result of some subconscious distance-calculation tripping the alarm. Maybe it was a sixth sense. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that he was certain the rover was close. 
He got out of bed and inched into his pressure suit, careful not to wake Connie or Bill. They were still angry at him; they didn’t even acknowledge his existence any more. But lying there close to one another, dreaming Martian dreams, they were his babies again. 
They never stopped being my babies.

He let them sleep. Of all the days they could afford to miss tuition, this was a ringer.
He just hoped that, if death awaited him, he wouldn’t regret not watching them sleep a little while longer.
 
* * *
 
“Michael.” Dr Reynolds scrambled her desk drawer closed as Michael burst into her office without knocking. He was satisfied by her startled face. “We’re not scheduled for another session until next week.”
Michael stepped in and closed the door. “I know.” With a single glance he took in the ruffled state of the room and clocked the reek of meths in the air, and the glass lurking behind her desk that was filled with a clear liquid he doubted was water. 
“I need the Happy Place, now. He’s here.”
“Who?”
He met her gaze. She already knew.
Her throat worked convulsively. She took a breath and shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way. You know that.”
“I need it. I need a clear head.”
She looked sunken, more so than ever. Earlier he had heard shouting and thumping from the other side of the station. Drunken raving. “Why should I do that?” she said.
“Because you want to live.”
“Don’t be dramatic.”
“Are you really going to sit there and tell me that we aren’t in danger?”
She said nothing. 
Michael made for the curved pearlescent wall. He was done being her patient. “Now, Doc.”
She looked away. “Please, don’t,” she said. “Don’t kill him.”
“I’ll do what I have to.”
Her voice was soup thick. “Please.”
“Doc. Now.” 
She said no more. The wall slid up. Before Michael turned away, he saw her reaching for the bottle.
Michael stepped inside and took in what peace he could, holding the dream of the Happy Place like a breath of fresh air.
 
* * *
 
Michael ran. Every shred of his concentration went into placing each footfall. Connie and Bill could run outside like it was nothing – Connie more so than Bill, but even he put all the Terran-born to shame. They moved like birds, every movement effortless and precise, like they were dancing on a film of water. He could have done with a little trick like that right about now, because to him running on the surface was like skittering over a carpet of marbles.
He sensed that every moment counted, now. Even sealed inside his suit, it felt like the air was charged with static.
The rover was parked up by the solar farms. Michael reached the site of the strange mosaic of scrap metal, and there he stopped. The Commander was standing in the centre of what was now a small city of piled metal detritus. Michael had no idea humanity had littered the sides of Olympus Mons with so many machines. The Commander’s pressure suit was patched up with duct tape in several places, and through the faceplate Michael saw the ruin of a great man: sallow, blotchy skin, a ragged beard, and wide jerking eyes. Warren Reynolds muttered at the sky now, as though conversing with the heavens. In his hands was one of the station’s rivet guns.
He wondered how he had gotten hold of it. The only way was if somebody had brought it out to him.
So Dr Reynolds had been trying to treat him, after all. While cooperating with his deluded plans, it seemed. Maybe she was just as gone as he was.
Michael’s guts had been twisting in knots for days on end, waiting for this moment. But he had never really thought Reynolds could have survived this long outside the station. “How are you alive?” he said.
The Commander stopped muttering and turned to him. He tittered. “I’ll give you one thing, Tanner: you have a way with machines. That rover is one fine piece of hardware.”
“But food, water …”
“Glucose pills are all the food I need. Sugar the blood, and let the desert do the rest.” He smiled, licking brown swollen lips riddled with bloody blemishes. “As for water, well … Like I said, you have a way with machines.”
Something clicked in Michael’s head. “You’ve been syphoning off the Camels’ water harvest? But it’s unprocessed. It’ll kill you.”
“It’s kept me going long enough to do my work.”
“What work?”
The Commander gestured to the spiral pattern of debris between them. “I had to gather our forefathers, so they can witness justice being enacted. We’re going to put right our sins.”
“Uh huh.” Michael inched sideways, skirting the edge of the debris field. He had no plan. There was no sense in a plan when dealing with a madman.
The others were pouring outside, mere silhouettes in the blue dawn light. This was usually Michael’s time of day, when the others had yet to rise. The ribbons of red and purple that accompanied sunrise on Earth meant slivers of baby blue here on Mars. It was as close to home as they could ever hope to see outside the Happy Place. 
They all lined up and stood watching, still some fifty feet away. He couldn’t help but feel betrayed. Why weren’t they rushing forward to help him? 
But then the real gravity of the situation sank in. He was the Commander now. Protecting Olympus Station fell to him.
Mai was leading Bill and Connie. He wanted to call out to her to lead them back inside, but there was no time for that now. He turned his attention back to the Commander and the rivet gun in his hands.
“Why don’t you put that down and come inside, Commander?” he said. “We can help you.”
“Help me? You idiot, Tanner, I’m helping you.” He raised the gun and took a step forward. “All this was doomed from the start. The wrong people” – he thrust the barrel in Michael’s direction – “made sure of that.”
“You’re not thinking properly.”
I sound just like the Doc, he thought. But where is she now?

Dr Reynolds wasn’t anywhere to be seen.
“I’ve never been so clear,” the Commander hissed, his bulging eyes roaming over the station.
“Please, Warren,” Michael said. “Please, just do as I say.”
A plainness fell over the Commander’s face, and for a moment he looked sane. But in place of the insanity was pure vituperative contempt. “You’re a worm, Tanner. A worm.” He raised the rivet gun as though it were an automatic rifle, and his finger traced the trigger. “You don’t deserve to wear that suit. This is sacred ground. And I have to cleanse it.”
Michael broke into a run at the last moment. He was counting on the Commander being unfamiliar with the rivet gun. A well-aimed round could easily kill, but it was a tool, not a projectile weapon.
When the Commander squeezed the trigger and the air shuddered with the hiss of propellant, Michael squeezed his eyes shut and lowered his head, powering clumsily over the sand with all he was worth. Something fizzed less than an inch past his faceplate, and his heart throbbed in a drumbeat rhythm. But he was still moving, still whole. He looked up just in time to see the Commander fly toward him at incredible speed.
In that last moment, surprise registered on Reynolds’s face. “Oh,” was all he could say.
They collided with bone-crushing force and went toppling end over end through the air. The low gravity left them to drift and twirl for so long that Michael was sure they were flying, orbiting one another’s common centre of mass in a bizarrely graceful arc that was totally at odds with their snarling bellows of rage and exertion. Grappling with each other, they tipped and whirled, and eventually the ground began to race up to meet them. They had flown a long way, but the debris field was still below them. 
How busy the Commander had been. Michael saw the razor-sharp edges of the twisted metal and grunted. There was no time to think, only to act.
Pivoting his body, he drew in his limbs, spinning until the Commander had his back to the ground. The impact knocked the air from Michael’s lungs, and he was sure he felt a rib crack. But he had been spared being impaled, cushioned by Reynolds’s body.
The Commander didn’t scream, didn’t even cry out. He drew in a single sharp breath and gaped, mouthing silent words up at his unseen companion. He struggled, teeth gritted, landing a few punches and clawing at Michael’s helmet. But the rivet gun had tumbled from his hands during their flight, and his efforts were already weak.
Michael could hear escaping gas, and knew the shard had punctured the seal of Reynolds’s suit. The pebbled ground beneath them blossomed with florets of deep red as blood pooled beneath him. A gargle now accompanied Reynolds’s shallow breaths. Michael remained braced all the while, holding him down, even when Reynolds’s chest began to spasm and his arms had grown still.
Then came the moment when the feral creature beneath him became a man again.
“Michael,” Reynolds breathed. The eyes changed; the mist cleared. Michael saw regret, lucid fear.
For just a moment, Warren Reynolds lay in front of him. Then his shallow breaths became ragged gasps. Michael held firm until his lips grew still, and his eyes stared blankly up at the Martian sky.
 
* * *
 
Michael concentrated on breathing until the others reached him. Fong and Mai crouched and turned up his oxygen supply until he was strong enough to sit up. They crowded around him and picked him up, clapping him on the back. Connie and Bill were guided to the front. 
They smiled, thin and tired expressions that were too old for their young faces. Michael almost knelt to embrace them both, but Bill took a step back, and Connie gave a small shake of her head.
They still hadn’t forgiven him. That was OK. He would wait, and hope. In time, things might change.
But for now there was one thing he had to do.
“Mai, could you look after my children for a while?” he said. He sounded distant, unlike himself. But his will was iron.
He needed to see Astrid, to tell her it was all over. He stood up, wobbled, and waved the others to leave him be. “Mai?”
She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it and nodded. “Yes, Commander,” she said.
“Thank you.”
Michael Tanner walked through the throng of his companions over the dim red sands, not looking back. He walked the station’s corridors as though in a dream. Later he would have only a dim memory of that walk, but among the few definite recollections was reaching Dr Reynolds’s office and once again finding the door ajar. From within came a draught, rank with alcohol so strong it stung his eyes and caught in his throat. Dr Reynolds lay prostrate across her desk, her eyes unseeing, a crust of yellow spittle covering her lips.
He entered the room, reached over her and hit the switch on the desk. He didn’t check for signs of life, just turned and headed for the glittering pearl chamber.
 
* * *
 
“It’s quiet,” Astrid said.
Michael laced his fingers in hers and brought them to his lips, kissing them in turn. She sighed and relaxed against him, letting the eyepiece of the telescope swing up and away. The crickets were settling down as darkness fell in earnest, and swarms of fireflies joined the twinkling stars in the black above. 
“I wish we could stay here – right here – forever.”
Michael closed his eyes and nodded. “Me too.”
They were quiet in the cool evening breeze as the shooting stars rained over their heads. Occasionally Astrid would gasp at the brighter meteors, but Michael didn’t even glance up. He had seen enough.
Of all the wonders of space and the endless universe, the most precious and magical had been beside him, right where they had started.
A hill in Shitbucket, Nebraska, he thought, smiling.
“Do you think we’ll make it?” she said, holding her hand aloft and pirouetting her fingers back and forth, as though stroking the sky. “One day?”
Michael looked down at her cradled in his arms, and brushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “Who knows?” he said. “Maybe we will.”
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Renata
By Nadine Matheson
 
 
… And your sons and daughters shall prophesy,
your old men shall dream dreams and
your young men shall see visions.
 
Joel 2:28
 
 
 
28 November 2049 – London
 
“You're just an extension of the weapon,” Kaoru murmured to himself as he pulled the trigger. An attempt to calm himself, to justify his actions. 
The eyes that stared back at him had a half-second to register shock and recognition before the amber bullet pierced skin, muscle, cranial bone and finally brain matter. It punched through the back of Langston Michaels’s head and he crumpled to the ground, a stain of crimson slowly creeping across the starched white cotton of his collar.
Kaoru couldn’t look at the body. He stumbled into the toilet, just off the bedroom. Dropped to his knees and grabbed hold of the cold porcelain bowl, the skin stretched taut over his knuckles. His eyes watered and the muscles in his neck contracted as he vomited again and again. 
He wiped the sweat from his forehead, sat back on his heels and closed his eyes, but he could still smell blood. The bile burned the back of his throat and he put his head back into the toilet bowl. It was a painful and wasted effort. There was nothing left to bring up. He was used to the smell of blood and, at any other time, he would have walked away from his slain target without a second thought. It was just a job, he kept telling himself, but this time, killing someone he had once called a friend? The stench of his own betrayal was overpowering.
 
* * *
 
Kaoru slumped in a brown leather armchair that was older than he was and turned on the television. The reporter stood at the gates of a three-storey townhouse, her brown hair plastered against her face by the wind, struggling to be heard over the symphony of sirens.
 
“Langston Michaels, the opposition leader, has been found dead in his London home in Battersea at the age of forty-five. He was last seen leaving 10 Downing Street after emergency talks with Prime Minister Constance Hayden and the leader of the Liberal Democrat Party Harry Banks. The circumstances of his death are for now unclear.”
 
“There’s no point beating yourself up about it. It had to be done.” Calix stood by floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a panoramic view of London covered in grey snow. He stared down at the trains running through London Bridge Station. “For though we live in the world, we don’t wage war as the world does. Isn’t that what Mum used to say?”
“It’s hard to believe that when you’re putting a bullet in someone’s head,” Kaoru said as he began to flick through the channels. “And don’t panic. I’m not beating myself up about it. I’ve been doing this for far too long to suddenly start having an attack of conscience. He was a target, just like the others. But we knew him, Calix.” Kaoru settled on a channel and sighed. “All I’m saying is that it’s different for you. I have no idea what you or the others see. I’m just given my orders. I do as I’m told.”
“It’s not as easy as you think, Kaoru,” Calix said, shaking his head. “I would’ve done anything not to be burdened with this. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep for years and daytime isn’t much better. I know what you’re thinking,” he continued as he took the remote control from his brother’s hand and turned the television off.
Kaoru looked into his brother’s familiar dark brown eyes – and a face that was almost a mirror of his, with the exception of the three-inch scar that ran from Calix’s hairline to the corner of his right eye. 
“Really?” Kaoru said with a wry smile. “So you know that I’m thinking, if I could go back in time, I would’ve burned that letter the minute Dad gave it to me.”
Calix closed his eyes and saw the image of his older brother, fifteen years younger, sitting on his bed and tracing his finger along the letters written in blue ink across the front of a thick, cream envelope. A message from the dead. Short on sentiment, as his father had always been, but thorough in its instructions. Diligent son that he was, Kaoru had followed those instructions. He left London and travelled to Edinburgh to meet a man known only as Tyler. Welsh accent, blind in his left eye with no last name. The man who taught Kaoru to be a killer, just like their mother. 
“Yes. I would’ve burnt that letter for you.” Calix stood up and put on his coat, smoothing down wrinkles that were not there. “I have to go. I brought you something to eat. It’s in the oven. If you can manage it.”
“What is it?” Kaoru said thinly. “Last time I checked you couldn’t even boil an egg.” He stood up and hugged his brother. If Calix was tall, his brother was even taller. They shared the same broad shoulders and slender, muscular build. 
“Don’t panic,” Calix said, smiling. “Evie made you a steak and ale pie. The kids were helping her though so don’t be surprised if you find pieces of Lego inside.” 
“Thank you,” Kaoru said and kissed his brother’s forehead.
“You’re welcome. Just make sure you eat. Get some sleep and leave everything that has happened today where it belongs – in the past. You’ve got no use for the memories.”
 
* * *
 
Calix touched his forehead to the cold steel walls of the lift and allowed himself to feel the smooth descent from the sixty-fourth floor. He took out a grey cashmere scarf from his left pocket, wrapped it around his neck and pressed the soft, warm material to his nose. He could faintly smell his wife’s perfume. She had worn it earlier when she had taken the dog out for a walk. He would make sure she took it again tomorrow, and the next day, and the day after that. There were just fifty-two short days until he would never see her again. It was a cruel vision and he was still uncertain whether the death he had seen was his wife’s or his own. 
The icy wind slapped at Calix’s face as he stepped out of the tall glass doors of the Shard. It was the height of rush hour and commuters ran past him towards the London Bridge terminus. He walked quickly to the black Jaguar that was waiting for him.
“They’re saying that this cold snap is going to last at least a month,” Anaeus said as the car door opened and Calix settled into the back. “Hardly what you would call a snap.”

“I hate snow. I hate the cold,” Calix said as he rubbed his hands together and blew into them.
“I’m not a great fan of it either. Pretty and delicate but a dangerous fucker. Just like my ex-wife. So, where to now, sir?”
“Whitehall,” Calix said as he looked up at the night sky illuminated by the shimmering lights of the city. “Take the sky lanes before the snow gets any heavier. Snow and traffic is never a good mix.”
“Don’t think it will make much difference. They’ve restricted the sky lanes to those with top-level clearance. Even the emergency services have been grounded,” Anaeus said, as he turned in to a side street and waited to be given authorisation to take off by a traffic officer. 
“Neat, controlled lies carefully packaged as truth,” Calix said bitterly as he took out his phone and scrolled through the breaking news. Six days after his brother shot Langston Michaels, the Director-General of MI5 and the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police presented a news conference confirming that Michaels’s assassin, a Romanian national named Iancu Grigorescu, had been apprehended in Holland and extradited to London. The bulletin came with a single image: the twenty-four-year-old Romanian, his face swollen and pale; his blackened tongue hanging limply from the side of his mouth against a bed of frothy, pink saliva. Eyes dilated but still questioning. Calix hadn’t slept for a week after seeing that.
 
* * *
 
Even with the sky lane restrictions, the journey to Whitehall was quicker than anticipated. Calix gazed down on the streets surrounding Parliament Square, sealed off and ablaze with flashing red and blue lights. Tourists found themselves landlocked on the wrong side of the river, unable to navigate onto tubes or trains, while London natives ducked into side streets to escape the chaos. 
Anaeus landed the car on Whitehall, just five hundred metres from Downing Street. The streets teemed with officers from the Prime Minister’s Specialist Protection Branch, alongside the Army and the Police. Calix stepped out of the car and swore as his shoes lost grip on the slick new snow. The officers stood silently as they waited for an unknown enemy. 
Calix left Anaeus and walked towards the Old War Office where the meeting was to be held. Whilst the Cabal had no official name, it enjoyed an official governmental status. Its secretive members wielded considerable power – able to walk freely along the secret corridors of the Houses of Parliament, consult in meetings at MI6; they were even accepted into the Oval Office, or able to demand a meeting with Germany’s Federal Minister of Special Affairs without any questions being asked. 
The Cabal permitted only twelve members to sit: six ambassadors and six seers. Each seer was born with the ability to receive visions of future events, although some fully realised their talents much later in life. Experience had taught that the burden of prophecy was too much for one person alone, so seers were attached to an ambassador whose job was to protect them, and to ensure that whatever had been seen could be communicated without fear of retribution. 
 
* * *
 
“I was starting to think that you would never get here,” Ann-Marie said as the lift doors opened and Calix stepped out. He watched her bright green eyes scanning his face, searching for signs that today might be the day when he would finally trust her. 
“Places to go, people to see,” Calix said as he gazed past her into the room beyond, sealed off by bombproof glass. “Heavy traffic outside. You know what it’s like trying to get about in this weather.” 
“If you say so,” Ann-Marie said as she pressed her hand against the security panel and waited for Calix to do the same. “Your brother did well tonight.” 
“I wouldn’t have expected anything else,” Calix said. He stopped when he saw only two of his counterparts speaking animatedly with their ambassadors. “Not everyone is here. Where are the others?” 
“You’re the seer,” Ann-Marie said as they walked into the room and doors closed behind them. “You tell me.”
 
* * *
 
“Where is everyone?” Calix asked as he took his seat at the conference table. He nodded to Jasvir, and his ambassador, Oliver. 
Serena, the Cabal’s Director, sat beside her own seer, a thin man named Ryan. She chain-smoked with trembling hands, tension bleeding across her face. “As we have been forced to convene on such short notice, I’m afraid it’s only us,” she said as she lit another cigarette. 
“I take it that one of you saw something?” Calix said as he looked across at Jasvir and Ryan. “So, why the urgency? What did you see?”
“Renata Cambridge is alive,” Jasvir said. A heavy silence filled the room until Jasvir continued. “In thirty-six days, Renata Cambridge and her militia will take control of the Secret Intelligence Service. The first coup d’etat will take place in Westminster, where the prime minister will be taken hostage and eight members of his cabinet murdered. The next target will be the physicist, Fitzgerald Samuels. He will be kidnapped with the intention of resurrecting Project Kairos.”
“Renata has been dead for over twenty years,” Calix said. “She was martyred by the Artemis insurgents – we all saw it, even you Jasvir. Yet you sit here, telling me she’s alive. You must have made a mistake. We all know it wouldn’t be the first time.”
“No mistake has been made. I have seen how her return will result in the destruction of the Cabal. And how that return leads to the death of you, Calix. Considering the life of your own grandfather is at stake, I am surprised at your—”
“Where is she, then?” Calix interrupted. “If you’re so sure that she is indeed alive. Can you tell me that?”
“That I admit I do not know,” Jasvir replied as he rubbed at the papery skin on his face. “Once we were made aware—”
“We?” Ann-Marie interrupted. “There’s no we. This is the first time that I’ve heard anything about this.”
Serena held up her hand to soften the rising animosity in the room. “I was made aware,” she said, “and every route has been pursued, but she is like a ghost in our time. She seems even stronger in death – and the insurgency only grows. However, there is a way to end this and to ensure our survival.” 
“Why do anything?” Ann-Marie said. Calix knew that his ambassador was struggling to hold back her temper as he watched her clench her fists under the table. “If she is alive. What actual threat is she? We have better things to worry about and the woman would be in her sixties …”
“She has always been a threat and will continue to be a threat, every minute that she’s alive. Her entire raison d’être is to bring down the Cabal; to punish us by destroying everything that we have tried to protect. Have you forgotten so easily the Docklands attacks twenty-five years ago? 13,682 people killed in furtherance of her agenda. She single-handedly brought down the London Stock Exchange. Her militia group overthrew three governments in the Caribbean in a matter of months. For crying out loud, she killed her own seer. No one should wield as much power as that woman does.”
“So what’s your plan?” Calix asked. 
“Project Kairos.” Serena lit another cigarette and opened her tablet. Calix watched her suck in smoke and saw her lips quiver. She’s losing it, he thought. A three-dimensional hologram of the schematic for the time machine appeared in the middle of the conference table. “In my opinion, we should be the ones to resurrect Project Kairos.”
“Time travel?” Ann-Marie said. “Have you lost your mind? I thought we agreed that—”
“It’s already been decided,” Serena said sharply. 
“It’s insane and you know it, Serena. You have no idea what effect our actions will have if we start messing about with the past. Why do you think our predecessors made the decision to shelve Project Kairos in the first place? Time travel is too unpredictable.”
“It’s been decided.”
“Project Kairos killed Calix’s mother and yet you still think it’s a good idea?” Ann-Marie glanced at Calix then back to Serena. “So there’s no vote? No discussion?” 
“No. We eliminate the threat before it becomes a threat.” Calix saw Serena couldn’t look at him. She looked instead at Ryan who sat with his eyes closed, breathing deeply and rhythmically, as though he were asleep. Ryan was having a vision. Calix was the strongest seer of them all, able to step into the visions of others as well as have his own. He slowed his breathing down to match Serena’s seer and projected his presence into his psyche. As he walked in the younger man’s vision, Calix saw Renata as a young woman, lying on the ground covered in blood, with his own brother Kaoru leaning over her. 
As he stood in the vision, Calix felt the familiar purple haze cover his eyes and his own vision took over. 
He watched Jasvir put a bullet in Serena’s head. 
“So that’s your big plan? To travel back in time and kill her?” Ann-Marie said, hauling him out the vision. “Why not focus on dealing with her now in the present instead of messing about with things that we don’t understand?” 
The room was quiet as each of them waited for Serena to respond. Calix blinked as he looked at her. All he could see was a bullet punching through the back of her head. Instead, she sat quietly, smoking her cigarette, staring. The decision was made.
“The ripples that would be caused by Renata’s death are unpredictable, but there are no major paradoxes capable of causing the temporal disruption your ambassador fears.” Jasvir smoothed down his greasy black hair over the bald patch on his head as he spoke. 
“Sian is the one who will be sent back to 2014 to remove the threat,” Jasvir said. His thin lips curled into a smile. 
“No,” Calix shouted, alarmed by the surprising strength of his own voice. “Not Sian. She’s too young—” 
“She’s your half-sister,” Jasvir said, “so of course I understand, but this is not a time for sentimentality.”
Calix shook his head vehemently. “This has nothing to do with sentimentality. This job is too big for her.”
“She is a highly trained and very effective assassin and we are sending her back to the past to kill a mere child. The risk to her is minimal.”
“No.” 
“The vision was entrusted to me, not you, Calix. My ambassador, my vision, my assassin. Those are the rules.” Jasvir folded his arms and smiled.
“I’m not an idiot, Serena,” Ann-Marie continued. “And despite my objections, I can see that you are intent on pursuing this dangerous and – quite frankly - ludicrous plan. I suggest that you send Kaoru back to 2014. This is nothing to do with visions or complying with the rules. It’s common sense. He’s the best person to, as you said, eliminate the threat.”
Serena lit another cigarette and looked at Ryan. Something passed between them.
“There are few more highly skilled than Kaoru,” Serena said. “Tonight’s events have shown Kaoru to be the ideal choice. We’re still keeping it in the family, Jasvir.”
“This is not right, Serena, this is—” Jasvir began, but Serena interrupted him.
“As long as my seer continues to have visions, and I continue to sit in this chair, the final decision rests with me. Kaoru Jacobs, the assassin, will be sent back to 2014 to kill Renata Cambridge.”
 
* * *
 
12 September 2014 – London
 
“It’s unusual to see a gold one,” Harriet said, shifting in her seat as she slid the thin chain through her fingers. 
“It was a gift from my mother. Her mother gave it to her. I guess I’m supposed to do the same one day. Maybe it will be quicker if I gave you my watch.” Renata held out her left wrist. 


Harriet tutted and closed her eyes. Her fingers moved swiftly along the chain until they stopped at the small gold disc. Renata watched as Harriet rubbed the image of St Christopher carrying the boy child. They were sitting at opposite ends of a small table, in a box room on the top floor of a bookshop on the high street. The cacophony of streets traders, music and conversations in a multitude of languages rose from the streets and filled the room. The desk fan circulated hot, sticky air. Renata pulled her green camisole away from her body as sweat ran down her back.
“You’ve been here many times before,” Harriet said. She laid the chain down on her table and picked up a pack of worn tarot cards. She handed them to Renata and told her to shuffle.
“I’ve never been here in my life. I’ve been in the bookshop downstairs before but not—” Renata said.
“No. Not here in this room. I mean here,” Harriet said, waving her right hand around, splitting the rising smoke from the incense sticks. 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
“Past lives. You’ve been here on this earth, many times before. You are a very old soul indeed. Very old. The oldest one I’ve ever seen. Pick one.” Harriet split the pack of cards in two.
“That sounds about right,” Renata said as she picked the cards to her right. “I can’t get my life right so I keep coming back.”
“You will not marry, but you will have a child,” Harriet said as she laid out the first card – the High Priestess. “Only one, but there is a child for you.”
“Chance would be a fine thing. I’ve been single for—”
“The cards don’t lie. But …” Harriet turned the cards over and shook her head. She picked them up again, shuffled them and spread them out on the table. “Something is not right here.” She frantically shuffled the cards and handed them back to Renata. “Shuffle them again,” she said, voice trembling.
“What’s wrong?” Renata asked. The temperature in the room dropped abruptly. She felt her arms tingle as goose bumps pricked her bare skin. 
“Your future is your present, but your present cannot be seen. They won’t let me see. You’re not who you say you are.”
“What are you talking about? Of course I’m me.”
“I can only see your past, but both your present and future are hidden from me. You should leave,” Harriet said as she gathered up her cards and placed them in a wooden box. “Take your chain and leave. I don’t want your money.”
 
* * *
 
“Well that was a complete waste of time,” Renata said as she stomped down the narrow staircase to the bookshop where Stephen was waiting. 
“Don’t tell me,” he said. “She told you that you would meet a tall, handsome stranger and that she was getting messages from your dead pet hamster.” Stephen popped another paracetamol into his mouth and washed it down with the last of his Coke. 
“She wouldn’t tell me anything. She was suddenly cryptic, telling me that my future and my present were the same or some nonsense like that. I just want some answers. Is that too much to ask?”
“You’re not going to get answers by paying money to some quack sitting in a dusty room, staring into a crystal ball.”
“She didn’t even take my money.”
“Well, that’s a first,” Stephen said as they walked out of the bookshop. “Come on, I’ll buy you an ice cream. If you’re lucky, I may even tell them to put a flake in it.”
 
* * *
 
“Look at them, they don’t have a care in the world,” Renata said as they sat on the bench on the top of Greenwich Park, next to the Royal Observatory. “They’ve got their entire lives ahead of them.” It was mid-afternoon and an Indian summer meant the park was swarming with tourists and groups of school children. Renata sighed as she watched the children skipping over the brass meridian line on the ground. 
“Stop acting like your life is over,” Stephen said as he unwrapped his ice cream. 
“I feel as though someone is constantly watching me. I haven’t slept properly for months and last night I had another dream. I couldn’t see his face, but he held a gun to my head. Every morning I wake up with this feeling in my chest—” She stopped and stared at the children playing.
“What feeling?”
“That I haven’t got long.”
“You shouldn’t talk like that.”
“Really? I’m twenty-five years old and I’ve been sleeping in the same bedroom since I was seven. My bank account hasn’t been in credit since University, and I’ve been single forever. I’m in a dead-end job—”
“MI5 is not exactly a dead-end job,” Stephen murmured.
“I sit in front of a computer all day. It’s not as if I’m preventing military coups.” 
“Just give it time, Ren. You’re made for great things.” Stephen leaned back on the bench and closed his eyes. The sun in his hair made the grey streaks sparkle among the brown. “This is only the beginning.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“I just have a feeling about these things.”
“How about I pay you thirty quid to see my future?” 
“I wouldn’t bother. You’d be wasting your money. I couldn’t even tell you what I did yesterday, let alone predict the future.”
* * *
The next few seconds unfolded so abruptly, Renata thought it might be a joke. Stephen grabbed at his chest and began gasping for breath. He doubled over, head between his knees.
“Stephen, are you OK?” She reached out to him, panicking, not knowing how she was supposed to help him. She tried to grab his hands but he jerked forward, falling onto his knees. 
“Stephen—” She tried to pull him off the ground, the fear pounding in her chest, but he was shaking so hard she couldn’t get a grip on him. But as suddenly as it had begun, it seemed to stop. Stephen’s breathing slowed down. 
Renata sat back as though she had been hit in the solar plexus when she saw the look of terror in Stephen eyes. 
“You are in danger,” he whispered, barely able to breathe. “I saw it. I can’t explain it – I just know. There’s someone coming for you and I know his name.” 
 
* * *
 
29 November 2049 – London
 
“I used to have faith in progress. I actually looked forward to it. Now I’m just another one of those fools believing they’re in control of their destinies. I used to feel sorry for them; now I just feel sorry for us.” 
Ann-Marie shook her head and handed Calix a cup of coffee, then unwrapped a turkey melt sandwich. It was 3 a.m. and the roadblocks had been removed almost an hour ago. Calix had followed his ambassador as she went in search of her night-time junk food fix. The Gothic lines of the House of Commons looked out of place among the bright lights of the steel buildings that overshadowed it. Calix thought it little more than a museum now; a Punch and Judy show for the population.
“Poor git,” Ann-Marie said as they stopped in the middle of Westminster Bridge and watched the river police pull another body from the icy black waters of the Thames. The crash in the stock exchange, two months ago, had led to an inevitable rise in suicides. Jumping off London’s bridges was all the rage.
“It must be nice to live in ignorance like that,” Calix said as he sipped his coffee. 
“You and I don’t have that luxury. There isn’t a day that passes that I don’t regret accepting the invitation, but I didn’t drag you out here to talk about regrets. I’m not happy with what we’re doing, Calix. I don’t know why Serena would ever agree to this.” 
“Serena’s scared. Neither she nor Ryan has much time left. Haven’t you ever wondered what will happen to us once we no longer have a purpose?”
“I try not to think about it. As I try not to think about why you didn’t tell me that Renata was alive. You’ve been my seer for more than ten years, Calix. We don’t have to be friends, but you should have told me. You must learn to trust me.”
“I wasn’t sure, not until tonight. I didn’t know what the visions meant.” 
“You still should have told me you saw her.”
“I didn’t actually see her in our time,” Calix said quietly. He turned to look at her. “Renata’s been cloaked from seers for years, but for some reason, I can feel her. It wasn’t until I stepped into Ryan’s vision that I saw her.” Calix turned to watch the police officers pull rocks out of the corpse’s body. 
“But you saw her in the past. That doesn’t mean she’s a danger now. That she’s going to topple governments, cause chaos and drag us back to the dark ages. No one has that much power.”
“Ann-Marie, sometimes you have too much faith in humanity.”
“And for a seer, Calix, sometimes you have a surprising lack of vision.” 
 
* * *
 
2 December 2049 – London
 
“For fuck’s sake,” Kaoru muttered as he picked up the small white envelope from the doormat. The envelope was blank, but he knew that inside would be a card embossed with the name of his next target. Just a name. Nothing more than that. They always left the rest up to him. 
He had hoped for a break after the last job. Just a week or two. Maybe a month if he was lucky. He walked into his bedroom and dropped onto his unmade bed. The unopened envelope was still in his hand. He should take it as a compliment, really; that they thought he was the best of the assassins. 
Kaoru sat up as he heard a knock on his front door. No one ever knocked on his door. 
“Shall I get that?” Tania, his holographic virtual assistant, appeared in the room. 
“I’m not expecting visitors,” Kaoru answered. 
“That is not an instruction, sir.” 
“Fine. Tania, please answer the door and tell whoever is out there I’m not interested in finding the way to Heaven. I’m happy where I am.”
“Others might beg to differ, sir,” Tania replied as she disappeared. 
 
* * *
 
“I know this is unusual,” Ann-Marie said as she sat down, without invitation, in the leather armchair. She watched as Kaoru turned every framed photograph on the shelves face down. “I’m not interested in your life, Kaoru.” 
“Why is she here?” Kaoru asked Calix, who stood by the door as though on the verge of making a run for it. “I’m not accustomed to ambassadors turning up at my front door, Cal. There are rules.” 
“Believe me when I say that no one appears to be paying much attention to the rules these days,” Ann-Marie said. “Kaoru, I apologise for the intrusion, but this assignment is … a little different.”
“That means you can come to my home? Not smart. An ambassador, a seer and me. All in the same place. You couldn’t think of anywhere a little less exposed?” 
“Sometimes the most exposed place is the safest. People tend to ignore what is obvious to them. So here is as good a place as any.”
“I take it the reason you’re here has something to do with the name on this card?” Kaoru took the envelope out of his pocket and turned it over in his hand. 
“You haven’t opened it yet?” Calix asked. 
“Not yet,” Kaoru said. “I wanted to enjoy a few hours of normality before I went back to work.” He opened the envelope and pulled out the card. He read it twice and laughed. 
“Is this a joke?” he said. “You’re sending me after a dead woman. What exactly do you want me to do? Last time I checked my job description, it didn’t involve chasing ghosts. Renata Cambridge is dead.”
“She may not be dead. She’s been …” Calix searched for the right word, but appeared unable to find it. “She’s been chosen, seen by others—”
“You didn’t see this?” Kaoru said, walking up to his brother and waving the white card in his face. Calix looked down at the ground. “How does this work, if you didn’t see it, Cal?”
“It’s complicated.”
“Don’t give me that shit. You’re the seer. You see the target, I kill the target and I have absolutely nothing to do with those people.” Kaoru pointed at Ann-Marie. 
“You’d better get over yourself because these people intend to send you back to 2014,” Ann-Marie snapped. 
“You intend to do what?” Kaoru said. He folded his arms in front of his chest and stared back at Ann-Marie, who had the good grace to look embarrassed. 
“I know how it sounds.”
“Far-fetched. Ridiculous. Pick any adjective you like. I’ve carried out thirty-six assignments for you people and I’ve never questioned any of them, but this one is just …” He didn’t have the words.
Kaoru walked to the other side of the room and sat down. He watched Ann-Marie and Calix. 
“You want me to kill a target that my little brother didn’t see.”
“That’s correct,” Ann-Marie said.
“Who did see it?” 
“I’m afraid that I can’t disclose that information to you.”
“I’m not an idiot. If another seer saw this, why haven’t they used their own …” Kaoru trailed off, struggling to find an alternative, more palatable, word for what he did. 
“It has to be you.” Calix said. “That I did see. It’s better if it’s you, Kaoru; you’re strong. You’re resilient. You can handle the pressures of time travel. You understand that this is just a job and that there is no ulterior motive in me sending you back.” 
“But this isn’t just a job. You’re talking about time travel. Not just sticking me in a private plane and sending me off to Montreal or to darkest Kazakhstan. Time travel is not—”
“Possible?” Ann-Marie said with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Kaoru, you of all people should know that everything is possible. Your usual bag of tricks will be problematic in 2014. We’ve already made the necessary arrangements for the appropriate weaponry, both regulation and non-regulation, to be made available.”
“Hold on just one second. I haven’t agreed to anything …”
“It’s your job Kaoru. There’s nothing to agree.”
 
* * *
 
3 December 2049 – London
 
“So, how does this work then?” Kaoru asked as he wiped away condensation from the car window and watched a group of school children toss snowballs at one another. London was unprepared and the heavy snow had brought the transport system to a standstill. Taxis had been abandoned as people begrudgingly continued their journey on foot over the snow-covered heath. 
“Do you send me back in a Delorean, put me in a hot-tub or do I have to walk through a wardrobe?”
“A wardrobe would be easier,” Calix said quietly. “Let’s just say that I don’t envy you. You couldn’t pay me enough to do it.”
“Some brother you are. This wasn’t what I signed up for, Cal.”
“Last time I checked, neither of us signed up for anything,” Calix said as he cut across the front of a red BMW and turned towards Blackheath Village.
 
* * *
 
“You’re supposed to give me twenty-four hours’ notice. It’s not good for him when you turn up like this. Unannounced. Not good at all.” The nurse stood at the front door and pulled her cardigan tighter around her. 
“Do shut up, Carol,” Professor Fitzgerald Samuels grumbled. “You need to hurry up and move out. I’m sick of you always being here.” The nurse tutted and allowed the ninety-three-year-old man to push her to the side. “That woman does my head in. You should’ve phoned, JJ. I would’ve come over to your house.”
“He thinks you’re cousin James,” Kaoru whispered into his brother’s ear as they stepped into the house and Samuels slammed the front door shut.
“Granddad Fitz,” Calix said as he followed his grandfather down the overheated corridor of the terraced Victorian house. “It’s us. Calix and Kaoru. Your grandsons.”
“Grandsons?” Fitz stopped and looked up at Calix and Kaoru before he burst out laughing. “You need to learn how to tell better jokes, JJ,” he said as he jabbed a bony finger into Calix’s chest before shuffling off barefooted down the hallway. 
“Are you sure there isn’t another way?” Kaoru asked as they followed their grandfather down the hallway. The freshly painted white walls were covered with family photos and their grandfather’s numerous awards. Kaoru stopped at the framed certificate and the accompanying photograph of his grandfather receiving an award for his work on neutrino oscillations in 2011. A year later, Fitz had sat down in the office of the local GP and received a diagnosis of early onset dementia. 
“Granddad. We need you to focus and to concentrate,” Calix said as he sat down next to his grandfather. “This is very important.”
Fitz picked up the coffee cup, which was heavily laced with whisky. The hot brown liquid gently swirled as Fitz’s hand trembled. 
“Stop calling me Granddad? It’s not funny anymore. I haven’t even got a girlfriend. Didn’t I tell you that Mary went off with that prat from Corpus Christi College? She’ll regret it when they publish my thesis next week. It’s brilliant. Absolutely brilliant. I don’t know why no one thought of it before. It started when I was looking at ancient fault lines. Britain is covered with them. In 1580 there was an earthquake. It could be felt all the way in London. Could you imagine?” Fitz suddenly stood up and stamped his bare feet. The coffee spilled onto the floor. “Standing right here in Blackheath and feeling the ground actually shaking under your feet. So it got me thinking about space and time travel. It requires access through a wormhole, and what is a wormhole but a temporal earthquake? What if the two are related?”
“A fault line,” Kaoru answered. “You mean the Dover Strait fault line.”
“Hey, Huey, you’re not so stupid after all,” Fitz said with a chesty laugh. “A fault line is the perfect portal and we have one right here in our own backyard. In Dover. Thirty kilometres beneath the Earth’s crust. I found it.”
“Granddad, that’s good,” Calix said. “Really good, but I need you to focus now. You were right; everything that you put in your thesis, the Kairos Theory, is right but I need you to be here with me now. Not in 1978, but here in Blackheath London in 2049.” 
“I concentrate better with music,” Fitz said stubbornly. Kaoru walked over to an old music docking station, perched in the middle of a rack of dusty records and CDs. He picked up his grandfather’s favourite album and pressed the power button on the turntable. Fitz leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes as the room filled with the sounds of Jimi Hendrix’s guitar riff in the opening of All Along the Watchtower.
“I should’ve learnt to play the guitar,” Fitz said softly as he began to move his head in time to the music. “Did I ever tell you that I saw Hendrix play on the Isle of Wight? Amazing.”
Calix and Kaoru both held their breath as they waited for their grandfather to be present. His body was there. It was just his mind that was on a journey of its own. 
“When are you going to get yourself a proper job, Ruru? What kind of job lets you visit me in the middle of the day?” Fitz said once the song had finished. His voice was firm, but had lost the youthfulness that greeted them earlier. “And you look tired.” Fitz placed a thin hand against Calix’s face. “You should rest that mind of yours. Nothing more exhausting than a troubled mind.” 
“I haven’t heard you call me Ruru for a long time,” Kaoru said as he sat down next to him on the faded purple sofa and kissed the top of his head. “Nice to have you back in the room, Granddad.” 
“Oh, was I gone?” Fitz asked sadly. “Where did I go this time?”
“1978. Mary was gone and you were about to publish the Kairos Theory.”
“Ah, yes. Apart from that cow Mary, it was a good year. So what can I do for my two favourite grandsons?” 
“Project Kairos. We’re going to Dover,” Calix said.
“For the love of God. When will that damn Cabal of yours learn?” Fitz growled, shaking his head so vehemently that his black-rimmed glasses slipped down his nose. “I’ve told them no. It’s too dangerous.”
“I know that, Granddad, but we don’t have much of a choice.”
“You always have a choice, Calix. Irrespective of what you see. There is always a choice.”
“And the choice has already been made.”
“That’s exactly what your mother said and look what happened to her. She was the first traveller. I didn’t want her to be but the Cabal thought different. They wanted to send their very best. They were fools. Whatever choices were made in the past should not be tampered with. You cannot have retro-causation. The laws of thermodynamics forbid cause after effect. Whether you change the past or simply try to influence a change, you’re still trying to achieve the same thing. You’re trying to change the here and now.” 
“If that’s what you think, then why did you work on the theory in the first place?” Kaoru said. “Why even attempt time travel?”
“I’m a scientist, Ruru. A physicist. It’s what I do and who I am. I theorise, I ponder and I have a bloody ego. I wanted the credit. I didn’t want the accolades going to some substandard physicist riding my coattails. I knew the time portal was there, but I didn’t think that we would ever have the technology to create a device capable of travelling fast enough to enlarge that portal and then access it. I definitely didn’t think it would happen in my lifetime. In fact I didn’t even think it would happen in yours.” 
“But you did it.” 
“Yes I did. For want of a better word, I invented a time machine. In the vaguest sense we’re using quantum black holes from the accelerator’s collisions in conjunction with the Casimir Effect to force open a wormhole.” Fitz was unable to hide the pride in his voice. “But it was too unstable. The strain of such tidal forces on the body … it’s dangerous. You two have already paid a high enough price and so have I. However, I learned a long time ago that some things are out of our control. It’s not going to make a blind bit of difference how many times I tell you that this is a mistake. So what do you need from me?”
“Your journal,” Calix said. “It’s the perfect key for Kaoru.” 
“I won’t be sorry at all if I forget this conversation,” Fitz said as he picked up his coat from the back of the door, put on his boots and stepped out into the garden. Kaoru took the keys from his grandfather’s shaking hand and opened the door to the building that had been his grandfather’s office for nearly seventy years. 
“It’s surprisingly simple,” Fitz said as he walked towards a large mahogany desk that stood in the middle of the room. The floors and bookshelves were overfilling with books and loose papers. A large whiteboard was covered in equations; both Kaoru and Calix could see that these were recent.
“The key is your passport,” Fitz went on. “Once it has been programmed and synchronised with the time machine, it will enable you not only to go, but also to come back. The mistake we made was thinking that the past was a tangible thing. A period of time that remained constant, solid in the past.” 
“What is it then?” Kaoru asked as he pushed back a pile of papers that had begun to slide as Fitz placed an old iPad on the desk. 
“We’re not solid structures – all of us are comprised of atoms which are constantly moving. So is the past. As soon as we move forward in time, the past splits – it disperses into different places. So if the past is everywhere, no longer existing in one place, why do we think that we can just go back to a specific time and place just like that?” Fitz emerged from behind the desk, a light fluff of dust on his already grey hair. “It doesn’t work like that. The key is nothing more than a device. It could be anything, a piece of jewellery, a book, a pen; but it has to be something that ties you personally to both the past and present.” 
Fitz stood up and offered a notebook to Kaoru. It was a hardback notebook covered with tea stains and held together by a thick elastic band. Kaoru took it and opened it. A scratched and faded oyster card fell out, along with old cinema tickets. The lined pages were filled with his grandfather’s familiar handwriting. There were equations that Kaoru didn’t understand, drawings of arcane electromagnetic constructs, dates and appointments. The start of ideas and the end of ideas. 
“How far back are you going?” Fitz asked as he watched Kaoru flick through the notebook.
“2014,” Kaoru replied. 
“Now I understand why you wanted the journal. If for any reason the portal is closed in the future, or more accurately, our present, there is a safety mechanism that I devised. I never got round to constructing it, but the theory is all in there. Kaoru. If anything should happen. If for some reason you can’t get back to Dover. If you think that you’ve got no way of getting back home. You must find me. Do you understand?”
“Don’t worry about me.”
“It’s not you that I’m worried about. That journal is my mind. Everything that is up here,” Fitz said, tapping his head, “is in there. The time machine. What makes it all possible is in this journal. This is my life. One thing I learned about Project Kairos and the Cabal, nothing is how it appears to be.” 
“Thank you, Granddad,” Calix said as he stood up and hugged him. 
“It’s very important that you keep it with you, Ruru. It’s the only thing that ties you back to the present. It’s your anchor between two periods of time that are constantly shifting. If you lose it, then you can’t come back. It’s your key.”
“Is there anything else I should know?” Kaoru asked. “Because I’ve no intention of staying somewhere where I’m not meant to be.”
“Just remember, the accelerator will force the wormhole to become unstable and time dependent. It becomes like a rubber band. At some point it has to snap back or it will break. Whether it breaks or closes by itself, your entry point, which is also your exit point, will no longer exist. We never managed to keep the portal open for longer than seven days. Once the portal is closed, you will simply cease to have ever existed at all.” 
 
* * *
 
13 December 2049 – Dover
 
Kaoru stood on top of the Dover Cliffs. The biting gale-force wind made his eyes water and he pulled his wool hat tighter on his head. Container ships made their way across the English Channel, whilst a line of cars and coaches, their headlights dipped in the darkness, sat patiently in line waiting to board a ferry bound for Calais. 
“Are you ready?” Ann-Marie asked. Her voice was muffled against the thick scarf wrapped around her neck and lower face. 
“I’m not used to working with an audience,” Kaoru replied as three silent men wearing anonymous black combat fatigues stood waiting. 
“Yes, I’m sorry about them. Not much I can do, I’m afraid. Perhaps you should take it as a compliment – three of them all for little old you.”
“I’m flattered.” Kaoru picked up a dark green duffle bag from the snow. It was heavier than what he was used to. He wondered just how efficient he would be travelling using weapons that were older than he was. 
“We’re on foot from here,” Ann-Marie said as she turned and pointed in the direction of a dense forest. She indicated for the soldiers to follow. Kaoru could feel the cold air in his lungs as they walked. His eyes adjusted to the darkness of the forest and he had a memory of walking this path as a child. 
“Is this it?” Kaoru asked as they stopped at a dilapidated, one-storey concrete building. The wooden front door was rotten and was falling away from its rusted hinges. Windows were boarded up with steel panels. “You’re telling me that our most secret, advanced technology is stored in an old shed?”
“You shouldn’t believe everything you see,” Ann-Marie said as she raised her hand against the front window. A small section of the steel panel transformed into a digital display. Ann-Marie entered a sequence of numbers and stepped forward to allow a small beam of light to scan her body. Three feet away, the air vent, which Kaoru had mistaken for an old rabbit hutch, moved away to the side. Kaoru could hear the sound of a concrete slab being dragged across the ground. There was a blast of heat so intense that Kaoru could feel beads of sweat rolling down his forehead. When he looked again, he saw a staircase where the air vent had been. Unusually, Kaoru allowed himself a quick prayer as he followed Ann-Marie down the stairs. 
 
* * *
 
“The Royal Navy used this as a communications bunker during World War Two. It was later used by MI6. The entire complex was shut down from 1978 until 2018 when your grandfather started Project Kairos.” Ann-Marie stopped at a reinforced security door and entered her password details. The door slid back to reveal a cavernous room. Pulsating throbs of energy rose from the floor and through Kaoru’s body. 
“This is the—” Ann-Marie began.
“The machine,” Kaoru said as he walked toward the gleaming turbine that took up the length of the entire room. “The old man actually did it.” The accelerator was encased in a graphite-coloured substance Kaoru did not recognise. At the end was a small chamber, seven feet high and five feet wide. A group of assistants, all seemingly sleep deprived as they tried to stifle their yawns or rubbed at the dark circles under their eyes, spoke in hurried, hushed voices at the other end of the room beside a bank of computers littered with food containers and empty Coke cans. 
“Don’t touch it,” one shouted. 
Kaoru looked over to a skinny, pale Asian man, wearing a grey lab-coat, standing next to him holding a Thermos. “Who the hell are you?” the man demanded, not in the least intimidated by Kaoru’s size. 
“Who are you?” Kaoru fired back as he took a step closer to the man.
“Professor Jem Hwang and I’m in charge here.”
“I’m Kaoru Jacobs. Professor Fitzgerald Samuels’s grandson.”
“Oh, I see. Clearly the brains skipped a generation.” Hwang looked him up and down. “So where is it? Where is your device? Your key?”
Kaoru pulled out his grandfather’s journal. 
“At least it’s not a watch – what a cliché,” Hwang said as he flicked through the pages. Abruptly, he stopped and held his breath. “This is everything. He gave you everything. This shouldn’t be with you. It should be in a museum. Preserved. Why would he give you this?’
“That doesn’t concern you. Just do what you have to do, so I can do what I have to do.”
 
* * *
 
“How do you feel?’ Ann-Marie asked as she stepped into the chamber where Kaoru stood having his vitals checked by one of Professor Hwang’s assistants.
“Let’s just get this over with,” Kaoru said as he rolled down his sleeve over a heavily tattooed arm. 
“You’re just like your brother. When will you both understand that I’m not the enemy?”
Kaoru stared back at Ann-Marie. “I don’t blame you.” 
Ann-Marie stepped aside to let Professor Hwang pass.
“Your heart and blood pressure are fine,” he said. “The O2 sats in your blood are good. I can’t say much for brain activity though.” Hwang handed the journal back to Kaoru. “It’s important that you do not move from this spot. Once the accelerator starts the chamber will become pressurised. If you don’t stay where you are, the force will kill you. I mean all of this may kill you anyway, but—”
“I get it. Stay where I am,” Kaoru said as he took back the journal and turned it round in his hand. “So, what do I do with this?”
“We’ve inserted a chip in the book’s spine. It’s microscopic and activated by fingerprint recognition. Primitive I know. Once activated it will allow you to access the portal from the other side. We can’t pull you back from the past if you don’t have the key. Is that clear?”
“Crystal.” 
“You will have to return to the exact location of the accelerator. Obviously we won’t be there in 2014, but the portal will be. As long as you have your key, you will return to 2049 or what we presume will be the altered version of it. Hopefully we won’t have turned into talking monkeys.”
“Are you sure that I will definitely come back here? Not 2052 or in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean?”
“No. You will definitely come back here. The longest that we’ve managed to keep it open without killing everyone within a 350-mile radius is seven days, fifteen hours, forty-six minutes and thirty-two seconds. Once the portal is closed, key or no key, there is no way home. In fact, you’ll be dead.” 
 
* * *
 
3 September 2014 – London
 
Kaoru stepped out from behind the garden wall and watched Renata walk home. He had entered 2014 two days ago. He was violently sick as he was pushed through the time portal and found himself in the communications room in Dover. The only sign that anyone had been there was one line scribbled on the wall in green ink in his grandfather’s handwriting: ‘Kairos is here’. Kaoru had spent an hour forcing open doors that had been sealed shut for over thirty years, and had then made his way to London. 
He watched Renata walk up the hill, her head moving in time to music she listened to on a device which dangled wires from her ears. Kaoru couldn’t see how this twenty-five-year-old girl, a low-level intelligence officer for MI5 whose life seemed predictable and uneventful, could turn into the woman the whole world would come to fear. For all of his life he had grown up hearing that this woman was a murderer, a terrorist and a threat to international security. As far as Kaoru could see, in 2014, Renata was a woman who was scared of her own shadow. 
 
* * *
 
“That name. Kaoru Jacobs. I searched everywhere but the only Kaoru Jacobs I could find lives in Kensal Green and is only two years old,” Renata said as she lay down on her bed and propped her iPad against her pillow.
“Ren, I told you to forget what I said.” Stephen rubbed the sleep from his eyes. 
“You told me that I was in danger. How could I forget that? Anyway, I don’t care what you say, there is definitely someone watching me.”
“You’ve been working for MI5 too long. It’s made you paranoid.” 
“I’m not paranoid, Stephen. This afternoon, we had a security alert. Someone had hacked into my computer and tried to access my department’s database. Why me? And today, as I walked home, I thought that I …” 
“Did you actually see anyone, Ren?”
“No. But I … felt that there was someone. It’s not the first time, either.”
“So you’re empathic now?”
Renata sighed. “Stephen, I may not talk about my work, but I know when I’m being followed.”
“How many days have you taken off work?”
“Five. But it won’t be much good to me if someone is stalking me. Anyway, enough about me. How are you feeling?”
“Knackered, but a bit better. I haven’t had a migraine all morning,” Stephen replied. 
“You would think that, as a doctor, you should be able to diagnose yourself.”
“Look, I need to get out of the flat. Give me an hour to sort myself out and I’ll come over to yours. We’ll head to the South Bank, grab a drink and put the world to rights. How does that sound?”
Renata didn’t reply as she sat up on her bed and looked out the window. She could see her neighbour walking along the street with her two children but nothing else. She reached out and pulled the blind down. Even though she couldn’t see him, there was something, a presence, and it felt out of place. 
“I’m telling you, Stephen. There’s someone out there.”
 
* * *
 
14 December 2049 – Dover
 
“If Kaoru has already been sent back, why do you have to send me after him?” Sian asked as she followed Jasvir through the forest. The moonlight shone on the same path she knew her brother had already taken. “Don’t get me wrong, he’s a pain in the arse, but he’s good at what he does. You don’t need me.”
“What’s wrong? Aren’t you good enough?” Jasvir said sharply as he turned around. His face was obscured as thick clouds blocked the moonlight. “Or has sibling love got in the way?”
“Of course I’m good enough. Even though Kaoru trained me, unlike Calix, I’m not my brother’s keeper. I’m just asking the question that anyone in my position would ask.” 
“Your brother will fail to kill Renata. That I have seen, and more. The death of Renata and your brother will save them both from a very painful future.” Jasvir stopped as they reached the air vent. “If you think about it logically, what you must do is an act of mercy.” 
“Is that what you call it – mercy?”
“Are you having second thoughts?” Jasvir asked, his dark eyes staring into her own and forcing her to look away. 
“Of course not, as I’ve already told you. I’m not my brother’s keeper.” 
 
* * *
 
Sian stepped into the communications room and was overwhelmed by the sight of the particle accelerator in front of her. She resisted the urge to tell her seer about the time travel stories her grandfather would tell her as a child.
“I preferred your brother,” Professor Hwang shouted as he sat at his desk, ignoring the soldier that was standing behind him with a gun poised at his back. “This isn’t right. None of this is right. You’re taking advantage of what we do here.” Sian ignored him and she ran her hand across the smooth, gently pulsating walls of the accelerator chamber.
“Project Kairos is about research, proving theories. Not an opportunity to go on a time travel turkey shoot.” 
“Do shut up, Professor,” Jasvir said as he slammed his hands on Hwang’s desk. “Just remember that you are not indispensable and, at this moment, your future is in my hands.” 
“I don’t need to be a seer to know that I’m already dead,” Hwang spat back. 
“Once I go back, how long do I have?” Sian asked Hwang as she gently moved Jasvir aside. “I don’t plan on staying somewhere where I don’t belong.” 
Hwang turned to the computer and brought up the countdown clock on the large monitor behind him. “The portal has been open for one day, twenty-three hours and sixteen minutes. To be on the safe side, you have a maximum of five days to return back here. Otherwise there is no way of retrieving you. Despite what Jasvir seems to believe, you just can’t hop around the space-time continuum however you feel like it.” 
Jasvir snorted and walked away. 
“Where is your key? I’m sure that it’s been explained to you that your key must be something that ties you both to the past and the present.”
Sian reached behind her neck and unfastened her chain. She held out the gold chain with the St Christopher pendant spinning underneath and placed it gently into Professor Hwang’s outstretched hand. 
“Be careful with it. It belonged to my mother.” 
 
* * *
 
4 September 2014 – London
Kaoru sat on the cold, damp grass underneath the overflowing branches of the willow tree. Renata was a creature of habit. She liked the familiarity of routine. As usual, she had left her home at 6.15 a.m. to begin her run. At 6.32 a.m. she would be running in the park – straight past him. 
He patted both sides of his jacket. On the left was his gun, on the right was the journal. He closed his eyes and could see the pages of diagrams, equations and his grandfather’s rambling thoughts. The one disadvantage of having a photographic memory was that Kaoru was unable to quieten his mind. 
“You were right about one thing, Granddad,” Kaoru said as he stood up and stretched his legs. “I have to find a better job.” 
 
* * *
 
Renata ran. She could feel the lactic acid building up in her legs. Her heart was beating fast and she could feel a familiar burning sensation in her chest. From the corner of her eye she saw a shadow move amongst the cascading green leaves of the willow tree. As she ran, Renata turned off the music and listened to the sound of her feet pounding the grass and her heart beating frantically. There was no mistaking what she felt. That there was someone after her.
She turned onto a new path but opened her mouth to scream as a tall, black man appeared in front of her. He was powerfully built, and perhaps he could easily have broken her neck right there, but instead he placed his gloved hand over her mouth and dragged her struggling towards the trees. He threw her to the ground and levelled his gun at her.
“What do you want?” Her words choked as her blue eyes filled with tears. She heard the sound of a motorbike engine in the distance and the stranger reacted by taking a step back.
“Why are you doing this? I haven’t done anything wrong.” Renata shuffled back, feeling the grass and broken twigs scratching her skin. She couldn’t think of anything else to say that would stop this stranger from killing her. No one had ever taught her how to fight for her life. 
The man hesitated. He stared at her and Renata squeezed her eyes shut. As he aimed the gun at her head the sound of the motorbike came closer. 
“Kaoru, no! Please! You can’t do this.” Stephen threw the motorbike to the ground and ran in front of Kaoru with both hands raised. 
“Who are you? And how do you know my name?’ Kaoru asked as he pushed Stephen aside and grabbed Renata.
“Calix doesn’t want this. This is not why you were sent back.” Stephen replied as he looked past Kaoru and tried to smile reassuringly at Renata who was staring at him through hot tears. 
“How do you know my brother’s name?” 
Stephen pulled back the hood from his head. The rising sun hit the river of grey streaks in his hair. “I’ve seen him.”
“You’re a seer.” 
“That’s what I have been told. I’m supposed to protect her. She’s … special.”
“Tell me what you saw?” Kaoru said as he forced Renata to kneel in front of him. Tears spilled down her face as he pressed the gun into her scalp.
“Your brother,” Stephen said calmly. “This morning. Standing in a tunnel. I don’t know where, but I could hear the sea. Calix told me that I had to stop you and to help you. He said to give you a message – he said you’d understand. For though we live in the world …”
“We do not wage war as the world does.” Kaoru lowered his gun and stepped away from Renata. “I have to get back.”
“That’s not going to happen, brother.” Sian stepped through the trees with her gun raised. “I didn’t think that you were weak; that you couldn’t do the job. Dad always said that your heart was too big. It looks like he was right. Well at least you found her. Even though the chase is half the fun.” 
“Sian, no,” Kaoru shouted as the sound of the gun sent birds flying towards the sky. He threw himself at her.
“Get off me,” she shouted as Kaoru pinned her to the ground and pried the gun from her hand. He grabbed a fistful of her hair and hauled her face to his. 
“Who sent you?” he demanded and slammed her head against the ground. 
“The Cabal.”
“You’re lying. Who sent you?’”
“Jasvir. Jasvir sent me,” Sian spat. “He knew you couldn’t do the job so he sent me.” She grabbed at his jacket and tried to push him off, but he knew he was too strong for her. He could feel her ribs breaking under his weight.
“Please, Ruru.” She was begging him now. “Let me go. I can’t breathe. I was just doing my job. The same as you.” Kaoru released his grip as he watched his sister’s pleading eyes. 
“How is she?” Kaoru said as he stood up and turned his back to his sister. Stephen was sitting on the ground holding on to Renata, who was limp in his arms. He shook his head as Renata’s blood stained his hands.
“It didn’t have to be this way, Kaoru,” Sian said breathlessly as she picked up the gun from the ground and pointed it at him. “You should have killed me.” 
There was a blinding flash of blue light as a portal appeared and Sian was dragged back through time. 
 
* * *
 
14 December 2049 – London
 
“What did you do?’ Calix cried as he opened the chamber door and dragged Sian out. Sharp shooting pains swept through her body, and she screamed. She had never known pain like it as her body struggled to cope with the trauma of being forced through the time portal. 
“Look at me,” Calix said as he pulled Sian up to her feet. Sian’s head jolted back as a recognisable smell hit her nose and the back of her throat. 
She looked down and followed the trail of blood that begun at Calix’s hand and ended in a pool next to Jasvir’s body. “I did my job, Cal, but you … you’re a murderer.”
Calix didn’t reply. Sian saw his gaze flick to an object on the chamber floor. He walked back into the chamber, leaving Sian to fall to the ground.
“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” he said as he bent down and picked up his grandfather’s journal. “You’ve killed our brother.” 
“I’ve done no such thing,” Sian replied as she crawled to Jasvir’s body, looking for some sign of life – hoping that this wasn’t the end for her. 
“No. It can’t be …” Sian stopped in her tracks, her voice shaking with fear as she looked up at the woman standing in front of her. “I killed you. I saw you die.” 
Renata bent down and placed her hand on Sian’s face. “We have some catching up to do, yes, but first I suggest that you pull yourself together, my dear. We have a lot of work ahead of us.” 
 
* * *
 
4 September 2014 – London
 
“It has to be here. It has to be.” Kaoru swept aside fallen leaves and rubbish, digging into the mud as a heavy rain began to fall. 
“There’s no point looking. That woman – your sister – she took it.” Stephen didn’t look at him as he stroked Renata’s matted red hair. 
“No. It has to be here. I can’t go back without it. I will not be fucking stranded here.” Kaoru continued to search desperately, oblivious to the piece of glass that had pierced his right hand. 
“It’s pointless, Kaoru. Your grandfather’s journal is gone.”
Kaoru felt the rage boil inside him. He stood up and walked towards Stephen with clenched fist. “I blame you. You and Calix should have let me do my job.” He stopped as he felt a hand grab at his leg. Renata’s blood-soaked chest heaved and Kaoru heard her take a sharp intake of breath and then she opened her eyes. 
“I knew that it wouldn’t be too long,” Stephen said with a smile. 
Kaoru dropped to his knees and pushed Stephen aside as he pulled Renata towards him, ripped open her shirt and wiped away the blood that was still gently flowing from the bullet wound over her heart. Then he saw it. A thin gold chain around her neck. The St Christopher pendant covered in blood. The same necklace that Sian had been wearing around her neck since she was sixteen. 
 
* * *
 
Kaoru sat in the quiet of Stephen’s flat and filled his glass with whisky, hoping that the alcohol would allow him to connect the dots that were misfiring in his head. 
“You need to tell me everything that you know,” Kaoru said as Stephen entered the room. 
Stephen nodded and sat down. “Renata and I have been friends since we were four years old. We grew up together did everything together. When I was seventeen I was hit by a car. I was in a coma for twelve days. When I woke up, everything had changed. I was scared to close my eyes. Scared to have them open. I didn’t know what I was seeing. I didn’t know what any of it meant. Until … someone came to see me.”
“That’s how it starts with seers. Calix fell while rock climbing. He hit his head. He woke up from his coma the day I received my letter. Nothing was the same after that. So, what did he tell you?”
“She told me that I was a seer and that my visions could change the world. Told me that in fifteen years, I would be invited to join the Cabal but they would want me to betray Renata.”
“So what about her? What is she? Your ambassador? Your assassin?” Kaoru looked across the room to where Renata lay sleeping on the sofa. 
“No. She’s more than that.” Stephen turned to her. “Her name means rebirth, Kaoru. What does that tell you?”
“For fuck’s sake.” Kaoru slammed his empty glass down and walked out onto the balcony. “I can’t be here. My brother needs me.”
“Calix said that I have to do what I can to get you back to Dover. Once you’re back in your own time you can—” 
“I can what? I can’t do anything without the key. Even if I get to Dover before the portal closes, it won’t matter. I have no way of accessing it without the journal.” 
“Your key is what links you to the past and the future, right?” Stephen asked as he took off his glasses and cleaned them with his T-shirt. “So, it exists now. I mean it’s here in 2014. All we have to do is go to your grandfather and get it. He’s the scientist. Surely he can figure this time travel shit out. What’s so funny?” Stephen asked as Kaoru leaned over the balcony wall and began to laugh. He looked up and watched as a stream of sunlight pushed through the grey clouds and hit the glass of the Shard, at some point in time his home, on the other side of the river. 
“Right now, today, on the fourth of September 2014 my grandfather is missing. On the twenty-fourth of April last year my grandfather was diagnosed with early on-set dementia. The next day he walked out of Cambridge University and disappeared. He left behind his phone, keys and bankcards. The only thing that he took with him was his journal. My grandfather doesn’t come back until Christmas Eve 2015 at 3.46 p.m. when he will turn up at his son’s office. I can’t wait fourteen months for my grandfather to turn up. I have to find him. I have four days to get back to my time. Otherwise, I’m a dead man.” 
“Well, it looks like we have some work to do,” Renata said as she stood up and walked gingerly towards Kaoru. “I didn’t think that I had a purpose until now.”
“You should be dead,” Kaoru said. “It was supposed to be my bullet in your head and I was supposed to be on my way home. All, of this, the present, the future, the fact that I’m stuck here is because of what you are.” 
“I’m not going to apologise for the fact that you’re stranded but from where I’m standing you’ve got two choices. You can sit and wait for the moment when you will cease to exist, or let us help you find your grandfather and get you back home. So, Kaoru Jacobs. The assassin. What is it going to be?”



Afterword from Nadine Matheson
 
Who is Renata? Well actually, Renata was a character that I came up with almost a year ago. I knew that she was a woman who felt that she was running on a treadmill but actually going nowhere. That she was a woman unaware of the power that was dormant within her. Renata was a woman whose existence was threatened before she had had an opportunity to acknowledge how great she could be. Once I had the character, I knew that there had to be a threat – however, I was still undecided as to whether this threat would be an individual or a powerful organisation. 
So, I had a character but nowhere to put her, until I was asked to contribute to No Way Home. I was given one word. Stranded. That was all I had to go on. So naturally, I thought about time travel and who better to go on a time travel journey then a reluctant traveller. Perhaps an assassin? An assassin, whose assignment is to eliminate a woman who doesn’t even know that she’s a threat.
I also wanted to explore the themes of prophecy, destiny, and control. Who is in control of our destiny? Is it down to the individual or is our future already set in stone, immoveable by whatever we do in the present to control our path? Time travel is the perfect vehicle to explore the question of destiny, and if we could go back, how easy would it be to change our futures?
It’s difficult to ignore the strong sense of family within the story of Renata and it is clearly a driving force behind the decisions made by Calix, Sian and Professor Samuels. It was also interesting to see the juxtaposition of Kaoru, a powerful and dangerous man who can kill without fear of retribution, but who ultimately has no control over who he is and what he does. 
 
* * *
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Cold Witness
By A. S. Sinclair
 
When I was a child, I had nightmares about a dimmed light bulb.
It sounds ridiculous, I know – and in a way it was – but you have to understand that the dreaming mind is exactly the same as the waking mind. You have no choice but to accept the reality of the world you’re presented with. The dreaming mind believes in the reality of the dream with absolute certainty, in exactly the same way that the waking mind believes in the reality of the physical world.
The source of the nightmare was obvious. When I was about eleven or twelve, an electrical fault in the house caused the power to drop considerably. My parents didn’t get electricity until a few years after the war – it must have been about 1952 or 1953 – and so I didn’t have long to get used to it.
The lamp in my bedroom refused to emit more than a sort of ruddy glow for several days. It was a novelty at first. I pretended I was Quatermass conducting experiments in my laboratory. I certainly spent far too much time looking directly at the pulsing filament. Anything that took my mind off the shouting downstairs was a good thing.
The nightmare began on the second night.
Even now, I have difficulty explaining precisely why a dimmed light bulb should be horrifying. In the dream, my bedroom became some dismal abandoned scientific laboratory. Layers of old paint bubbled from steel walls covered in lines of rivets or bolts, long since rusted tight. There was a hole in the floor that frightened me. It seemed to be incredibly dark in there, but I could see shapes writhing against a background of oily water, gently lapping against the broken floorboards (which were, you have almost certainly guessed, rotting and slick with mould). I was afraid I would fall through the hole and drown, or be consumed by the horrifying presence beneath.
An electrical haze or fog clouded the air, grey/green and buzzing in my ears. My surroundings were out of focus, or out of phase with reality. In later life these peculiar sensations would often return as migraine symptoms: the physical disorientation, the hallucinations, the buzzing.
I have never been able to smell anything in any dream but that one. Above the aroma of decay, the salt tang of the sea came through more clearly than any other sensation. I found it hard to breathe.
And the dim bulb, set in the centre of the far wall, pulsed red and flickered on and off: a dominant presence that took hold of my dreaming mind and would not permit me to look away from it. It spoke to me at a fundamental level, taking command of the cells in my body, leaving no room for freedom of will. It was perfectly clear that I could not leave that room. The filament burned itself into my mind.
Even when I awoke, the light bulb in the ceiling above me would continue to pulse and flicker on and off. Long after the electrics were fixed, I lived under a pall of dread, constantly tormented by the nightmare. It lasted until I was about fifteen. I couldn’t stand to have empty space behind me, either: I was always afraid of an invisible presence watching me from behind. As if something had crawled out of the hole in the floor and stepped from dream to reality.
I never spoke of it to anyone. However, even now at the age of thirty-one, I find myself back in that very room, typing on the broken typewriter my father gave to me in 1954 – an Olivetti with a broken “n” key and a patch of rust on the left hand side. Even the old desk is the same.
I have trained myself to be able to look away from the light for short periods, but it’s difficult. The hole in the floor is very real. This time I know exactly what is down there.
Logically I know that the house in which I was born was demolished to make room for a bypass in the mid-sixties. I also know that it was nowhere near the sea, but just like before I can smell the salt of it in the air.
Is this a dream this time – and if so, who is the dreamer?
 
* * *
 
Facts, then. My name is John Marshall. That at least is incontestable – or at least it was before this wretched business began.
How did it all happen? I’m not so sure myself. I could begin when Brown first put me on the Cobra Mist job, but there isn’t much paper in the box file I found in the old desk, and what paper I have is damp with mildew. I ought to keep my account brief.
It was the fifth day of January – and the year was 1976, incidentally, although I don’t know what year it is now, for reasons which shall become apparent – and I remember shielding my cigarette against a freezing wind blowing in off the marshes. The place was Orford, an insignificant fishing village on the Suffolk coast: a place of huge skies, empty fields fringed by Forestry Commission plantations, and winding country roads.
I had driven up from Hanslope Park that afternoon and parked my car outside the pub where I was supposed to be staying. My department had already telephoned ahead and booked a room for the night.
I picked up my pint of bitter and took a swig. I grimaced immediately; the beer was off.
I couldn’t see much in the darkness. Ahead, the curve of the river reflected the navigation lamp from a yacht at anchor. I could hear the mud sucking and popping: the tide must be out. An Ordnance map of the area showed the River Ore beyond a barren landscape of shingle and marshland owned by the Ministry of Defence, which they called Orford Ness. It was to all intents and purposes an island, connected to the mainland only by a narrow neck of shingle many miles to the north. Over the years it had been used for a variety of military projects including machine gun testing, a bombing run, radar development, and – it was rumoured – top secret work on atom bombs.
That was all my initial report included about the island. If I had known the whole truth I would have returned to my car and driven away without looking back.
Orford Ness was silent and still that night. Operations had ceased several years ago. The old labs rusted into the dunes, guarded by unexploded bombs left over from the war. For a moment I thought I saw a light far out over the marshes, towards the Cobra Mist facility: the building I had come from Hanslope Park to assess. I took out my notebook to record my thoughts, but it was too dark so I sauntered back to the pub, wondering when my colleagues would arrive. Sally, of course, and an American airman called Campbell.
The Jolly Sailor was an odd sort of place. Smaller inside than out, the bar was little more than a six-foot plank wedged between what looked like an old church pew and the far wall. I had to step down from the road to enter. I remember thinking this place must have suffered badly from the flood in 1953. It reeked of cigarette smoke and the musty salt tang of drying sou’westers.
The chap pulling pints was too old to be a casual worker, but by his manner I could tell he wasn’t the business owner. I didn’t like the way he looked at me as I stepped back down into the bar. He sniffed as he wiped a pint mug with a dirty dishcloth.
A pulse of dizziness washed over me, and for a moment the barman appeared out of focus. I shook my head and the sensation disappeared. Must be all that driving in the dark. Bad for my eyes. Another migraine, probably.
“Your friends are in the back room, mister.”
I ducked to avoid a low beam and went through to the back room, where I saw Sally Acheson at once. She perched on a bar stool beside the inglenook, and the glow of the fire illuminated one half of her petite form, leaving the other half in shadow. She took measured sips from a bottle of lemonade while she talked to her companion. Eyes flicked in my direction as I entered the room, but she did not otherwise acknowledge my presence. I thought she looked tense.
The stranger must be Lieutenant Campbell, I thought. I disliked him immediately.
I had expected him to be in uniform, but he wore a scuffed leather jacket, the sort I associated with American film stars. He hunched over his bar stool, leaning in towards Sally, kicking at the flagstone floor. In addition to his leather jacket he wore flared jeans and sunglasses – indoors, and in January! His black hair was slicked back with brylcream. He looked like a teenager.
I watched them as they sat together, talking in a low murmur. Sally’s body language was poised, in control, as if delivering a lesson to a misbehaving boy after school. I thought her smile looked uncertain; she clearly didn’t know how to act around the newcomer yet. Perhaps she was even a little afraid of him.
Then I saw him put his hand on her knee, and my fists clenched. I had seen this happen before. It had not ended well last time.
No doubt sensing me hovering behind him, Campbell swivelled on his stool and peered over his sunglasses at me. We held each other’s gaze for a moment before the American broke into a grin and I glanced away. Sally coloured and avoided looking at me.
“You must be John Marshall, right?”
Although we had never met before, his voice seemed familiar.
“Erm, yes. How d’you do.”
We shook hands awkwardly. His grip was stronger than mine. Never a strong conversationalist, I didn’t know what else to say. Sally came to my rescue.
“You’re late, Marshall. I saved a seat for you.” Her tone was harsh, and I wondered which of us had hurt her.
I noticed the third stool for the first time. We all sat back down again.
“Sally was just telling me about your department. Diplomatic Wireless Service, eh?”
I thought I detected a note of scorn in his voice, or perhaps just indifference. Lieutenant Campbell was with the United States Air Force stationed at Bentwaters a few miles up the road. He had been assigned to this job for two reasons: first, he had served at Cobra Mist for six months back in 1971; and second, that it was believed USAF equipment might still be on site. I argued with my boss that Sally and I could take care of everything, but he hadn’t budged on the matter. So we were stuck with the American.
“Yes, but it’s actually very important work.”
Who was I trying to convince?
“No doubt.” Campbell knocked back half a glass of whisky. “Hold my seat, will you? I gotta take a leak.”
Apart from a few sour-faced locals, the establishment was almost empty. I hardly thought his seat was at risk of being stolen, and I told him so, rather pleased with my wit.
Campbell looked at me sideways. “Brit humour, right? Funny.”
He left.
Sally now regarded me with a frown. She had dressed casually, in a chunky roll-neck sweater and skirt (short, but not too short) – to outward appearance a perfectly ordinary young lady enjoying a quiet evening drink. I thought she looked a little like a schoolteacher. In fact, she held a degree in software engineering from MIT and was more intelligent than most of the men in our department put together. She had sharp eyes that had always been able to see right through me.
She had dyed her hair blonde and had it done up in a sixties-style bob. I couldn’t remember how it had looked the previous week, but had a vague idea that it had looked more attractive before; anyway, I knew better than to say anything. 
“How was your journey across?” I said, more to break the uncomfortable silence than out of any genuine desire to know the answer.
She ignored the question. “Why are you being so difficult? Talking to another man isn’t going to kill me.”
That familiar cocktail of guilt and jealousy burned like a coal in the pit of my stomach. I both loved and hated that feeling.
“He’s – well, can’t you see?”
By the look in her eye I knew that she understood perfectly well. The thing is, I had absolutely no right to feel like this. I’m a married man, although my marriage is an unhappy one, and I suppose I’m old fashioned; too much of a coward, too British, to approach another woman. And Sally knew that.
“Just drop it, Marshall.”
I opened my mouth to snap at her but thought better of it. Perhaps she had a point. Anyway, I could feel a splitting headache coming on, accompanied by more fuzziness in my peripheral vision. I rubbed my eyes.
The thought flashed across my mind that Sally was the last person I would expect to stand up for Campbell, but that made no sense; to my knowledge they had never met before. My mind was clearly addled from lack of sleep.
“I’ll apologise to him.”
“I think that would be a good idea.” She took another sip from her bottle of lemonade. “Has he been fully briefed?”
“No idea. I just hope Campbell will be able to tell us why the USAF pulled out of Cobra Mist so quickly in 1973.”
“I’ve been informed by the head that he knows nothing about that incident.”
Before I had a chance to ask her more, Campbell came swaggering back in. He had his arm around the shoulders of a bewildered-looking man wearing wellies and a waterproof mac.
“I found a guy with a boat! Take a seat, pal.”
The newcomer had shoulder-length grey hair and sideburns, a moustache, and cynical eyes under a lined forehead. His weatherproof clothing had seen better days and was of the old-fashioned waxed kind. I thought he was probably a fisherman.
“Kind of you,” he muttered in a heavy Suffolk accent.
Campbell winked at me. “Marshall, tell him the plan.”
I may not have liked Campbell much, but I thought I could see what he had in mind. I cleared my throat and offered my hand to the fisherman.
“Hello, Mr—?”
“Upson.” He didn’t shake my hand.
I smiled at him. It probably came across as a clumsy expression, and it was.
“Well. My colleagues and I are here to perform a survey of the old radar facility on Orford Ness. It’s going to be repurposed as a BBC transmitting station. Do you know the site?”
He looked ashen and didn’t reply for a good long while. Then, he said: “Nobody’s been out there in years, sir. It’ll do you no good.”
“And why might that be?”
He clammed up and refused to say anything more to me. Sally turned on her most winning smile – carefully calibrated for effect – and leaned in to the firelight.
“Now then, Mr Upson. This is for the national good, and we’re from the government. You can trust us.” Her gaze dropped to his empty glass. “Maybe you’re still thirsty …?”
Upson’s smile was like the inside of an old leather boot. “Come to mention it, I’m fair parched.”
Sally nodded to Campbell, who departed for the bar without saying a word.
I was captivated by her. I couldn’t help it. She was so unlike my wife in every possible way: her poise, her composure, even her accent (which still had an American edge to it from her time at MIT). Where her sophisticated charm was lost on Upson, another pint of bitter had more success. He tipped a third of it down his gullet before speaking again.
“Right.” He fixed me with a watery eye. “I ‘spose you know most of it, being from the government an’ all.”
“Maybe we’d like to hear it from you, buddy,” Campbell said. I feared he was becoming impatient. Upson seemed not to hear Campbell at all.
“Take your time, Mr Upson,” Sally said in a more reassuring tone. Again I wondered if she had been a schoolmistress in a past life. “Why don’t you tell us what happened in 1973 after Cobra Mist closed down?”
“A lot o’ good folks round these parts lost their jobs, me included. I was the ferryman for five years. Five years!” He scowled into his pint. “I’ll say this. Things went on over there that harmed folk. There was accidents, see – bad’uns – an’ even folk in Orford got sick.”
I blinked in surprise. Brown had told me nothing about this. “Got … sick?”
He shrugged. “Or mental, more like. They got paid off and moved away. Government didn’t like folk who talked too much about the sideline projects.”
Campbell’s ears pricked up at that. “There were no sideline projects at Cobra Mist.”
Upson finished his pint. “Aye, right.”
That was all we got out of him, but upon offer of cash payment he promised to resume his ferryman duties and take us across the river in the morning.
I took my colleagues to one side when he had gone. Campbell had found a pencil and was twiddling it between his fingers in an infuriating way. I could tell he was doing it deliberately, to see if I would say anything. Would it undermine my authority as team leader if I ignored it, or if I asked him to stop and he disobeyed? Would he get angry? I thought that I would like angry Campbell even less than irritating Campbell.
Stop overthinking things as always, you stupid man. Just do your job.
I never had been much good at keeping feelings out of my voice, and when I spoke I knew my peevishness was plain to hear. How unprofessional.
“Right then. I don’t expect the initial site visit to last more than a day, but we should take sleeping bags and food just in case. And I don’t want either of you to pay any attention to local tittle-tattle – is that absolutely clear?”
“Absolutely sir, yes sir!” Campbell snapped in a ridiculous impersonation of my public school accent. “Consider all tittle-tattle dead and buried, sir!”
Sally let her guard down for an instant, just long enough for a shadow of a smirk to flit across her face. She finds the little child amusing. Well, damn them both if that’s the way it’s going to be.
I went to my room seething with resentment. 
 
* * *
 
What, actually, was I doing there at all?
The question returned to me several times as I lay awake in a strange bed, watching the shadows on the ceiling. I could follow the chain of events that had led to frightening performance reviews and being told I didn’t have the interpersonal skills to lead my team, that my offhand manner was upsetting people. I could understand why the head had ordered me to buck my ideas up. Some of my more perceptive colleagues told me that I needed to work on my confidence.
What I could never bloody understand was why I had ended up as a radio technician for the Diplomatic Wireless Service. As a child I had dreamed of being so much more: an astronaut or an astronomer or the discoverer of a distant planet teeming with life.
There was no point at all to the work I did, and the pointlessness of it all was killing me. I sometimes imagined that my real life was happening on the other side of a glass wall, and I was doomed to stumble along in the shadows, blindly falling into the traps I had dug for myself years ago.
When I opened my eyes, the room seemed to be clouded with a greenish strobe effect, like a badly tuned oscilloscope in my lab. I shook my head, but the fog persisted. No doubt about it – a migraine was coming on. I really must get some sleep.
Sleep eventually came. In my dream Sally Acheson was long dead, on the other side of the glass wall, and I couldn’t touch her any more.
 
* * *
 
Upson dropped us off at the Cobra Mist docks the next morning. The smell of salt water made me feel ill on the short hop over the estuary.
I hadn’t spent much time on the East Anglian coast, and so the landscape of mudflats, dunes, and endless miles of speckled flint shingle appeared incredibly alien to me. It’s hard to overstate just how flat everything was there. The world consisted of converging parallel lines, all absolutely horizontal in reality but the mind is fooled by the otherworldly flatness of the land and sea. Only man-made structures broke the monotony, and nothing shielded us from the wind as it howled in off the North Sea, dashing the boat with stinging rain.
Oystercatchers and curlews stalked the mudflats, placing their webbed feet on the glistening surface before stabbing down to catch a worm or mollusc. Long grass sighed and rippled on the rampart dividing the estuary from the secret world of Orford Ness, and overhead I saw gulls wheeling against an iron sky.
Soon the boat had gone and the three of us stood alone at the start of the road leading to Cobra Mist. A sign greeted us:
 
THIS IS A PROHIBITED PLACE WITHIN THE MEANING OF THE OFFICIAL SECRETS ACT
UNAUTHORISED PERSONS ENTERING THIS AREA MAY BE ARRESTED AND PROSECUTED
 
Sally shivered. “What an awful place.”
Considering the facility had only been abandoned for three years, the track was in bad repair. The ground had subsided in places, cracking the concrete, and weeds had grown through the gaps. Rusting wire fences peeled back from the edges of the dock.
We started walking. The Cobra Mist blockhouse dominated the skyline ahead: a grey monolith of a building, streaked with black where rainwater wept from clogged gutters on the roof.
It presented an unbroken facade of steel. I could not see a single window.
“Something to do with radio interference,” Campbell said with a shrug when I asked him about it, but the dismal weather had put a stop to his swagger and bluster. “It was creepy as hell to work in there.”
Sally kept her arms crossed tightly to her chest, and now walked closer to me than to Campbell. I wondered what had happened between them. I couldn’t decide if she was attracted to him or frightened of him. Perhaps both.
“What exactly did you do?” Sally asked without looking at the American. For a moment I thought she was talking to me.
Campbell tapped the side of his nose. “That’s classified, and will be for the next twenty years.”
I had resorted to dragging my suitcase along the ground before we reached the entrance. To my surprise, the gatehouse – for want of a better word – was not chained up, or even locked. Doors large enough to admit an HGV stood slightly ajar. On the other side I could see nothing but blackness. The wall of the blockhouse reared above us, and now that we were right under it I could see that the surface was scarred with red streaks of rust.
My vision blurred again, and my headache came back with a vengeance. I closed my eyes and massaged my temples, but again I was left with the sense that the scene in front of me had shifted slightly, or become overlain with static. Damn it. I can’t cope with this while I’m on the job.

“Jesus.”
Campbell looked at me askance, that infuriating grin on his face. “What’s the matter, Marshall? You scared?”
I refused to be drawn into an argument but the fact was that, actually, I did feel apprehensive. One by one, Campbell going first and me last, we slipped between the big blue doors and entered the darkness of Cobra Mist.
 
* * *
 
I first heard the tapping sound after about ten minutes.
We were looking for the control room, but Campbell had lost his bearings and couldn’t find it. One steel-lined corridor looked very much like another in the beam of a dying torch. Sally and I didn’t speak as we crept along, but Campbell uttered frequent oaths complaining about the lack of adequate signage.
“Damn it – it’s this way. I’d swear by it.”
Sally kept close to me. I admit her presence just behind me was a comfort.
Tap … tap … taptap.
At first I took it for dripping water. The building was riddled with damp, and when the torch flashed on the walls I could see slick trails of moisture creeping from the roof to the floor. Sometimes when I took a step the corridor rang underfoot from the reverberations of the metal plate, but at other times I felt soft matter and I had to take care not to slip.
I listened. Tap. Tap. It could not be caused by water, dripping or otherwise – it was too regular, too mechanical – but neither could I tell where it was coming from.
“Do you hear that?” I asked after a few minutes, but the others paid no attention to me.
“Hey, I found emergency power.”
Campbell flipped the switch before I could warn him about the possible consequences of damaged wiring. A light bulb spluttered into life above us, casting a feeble glow over the interior of the corridor.
That’s when we found the control room.
I mean that quite literally. One moment we were standing next to the emergency power breaker; the next we had somehow moved to the boxy, low-roofed control hub of Cobra Mist.
The others did not seem in the least surprised. Campbell took off to the far side of the room where indicator lights blinked and a trace flickered across a cathode ray tube: an uncertain spark of artificial life. I could see very little thanks to the feeble emergency lighting. Monolithic shapes confronted us in the darkness, draped with wires and old plastic sheeting.
“How did we get here?”
Sally touched my arm, making me start. For a moment her face was obscured by a cloud of static and again I shook my head to clear the persistent groggy feeling. My head throbbed. I wondered when I should tell the others that I was coming down with a migraine, but then I remembered the little speech my boss had given me before I left the department. Get it right this time, Marshall.
“What are you talking about? This is the place we’ve come to find.” She delved in her bag and fished out a camera and flashgun. “Why don’t you give us a tour?”
I guessed she was speaking to Campbell.
Taptaptap.
Why couldn’t the others hear it?
Sally took a snap of the control bank. When the flashgun fired it left an imprint of the scene seared into my retinas: two round monitors, thick with dust, set in a cabinet above a sloping panel of switches, dials, keyboards, and a teleprinter. The flash penetrated to every corner of the control room and for the first time I could clearly see the huge scale of that abandoned and desolate cavern. Concrete stalactites reached down from the ceiling joists where years of leakage had trickled through the roof.
“So this was where I worked,” Campbell was saying. He took a step towards a steel-backed chair and ran his hands over the top. “This was my post, right here. I manned the auxiliary monitoring station.”
Auxiliary monitoring, I thought, perhaps a little cynically: a euphemism for “if I told you any more I’d have to kill you.”
I tried to pull myself together. Time to shake my feeling of illness, or whatever it was, and get on with my job. I switched on my own torch and aimed it at one of the computer racks that loomed behind the operations console, ten feet high and laden with old equipment. It was quite clear that nothing at all had been removed in 1973. It would take some time to catalogue it all.
“What can you tell us about this gear? What is it, and who installed it?”
“That’s the computer.”
“And—?” I demanded, but Sally seemed amused.
“You’re talking to the wrong guy. I’m just a keyboard jockey.”
The American must have leaned on a switch, because the console lit up under his hands. Some of the indicator bulbs crackled and gave out with a pop; others turned on and illuminated the look of surprise that crossed Campbell’s face.
“Hey!”
“What did you press?” Sally demanded, striding over to examine the equipment. “The computer needs to be powered down until we can assess it.”
“Nothing. I swear to God.”
The round CRT displayed some text, spidery green beneath the dust. I reached out to wipe it away with my sleeve. Static crackled over the hairs of my arm.
 
> 441-A SHELL VERSION 3.1 (C) B WHEATLEY 1974
> 
 
Campbell jumped back as if the console had burnt him.
“Holy shit!”
Sally had her arms around his shoulder. “What is it?”
Campbell was out of control. He kicked the chair away and slid on a wet patch as he hurled himself away from the controls.
“Don’t touch me!”
“For Christ’s sake, what’s wrong?”
“Look at the damned date, Marshall.”
I looked, and after a second I saw what Campbell meant. In 1974 Cobra Mist had been deserted.
 
* * *
 
I stared at the monitor. In my line of work I knew better than most that computers could go wrong, but only due to human error. There must have been a mistake. I wondered why it had frightened Campbell so much.
“Just a bug, surely.”
Sally stepped away from Campbell, who had recovered from his shock, and turned to me.
“Think about this for a moment. Why is the computer still wired? Where is power coming from? The generator will be dry by now. Something’s not right here, Marshall.”
I tried to look at her, but I could no longer see her. I began to panic. This migraine was kicking in faster than the others.
Tap tap … tap … taptapTAPTAPTAP.
I shook my head in an effort to get rid of the static and the noise. Focus, Marshall! “Right. Campbell, you can start by telling us who the hell Wheatley is.”
If Campbell ever answered that question, I shall never know what he said – because the next thing I remember is being seated in the operator’s chair, hands on the keyboard, the green glow of the monitor washing through my mind.
 
* * *
 
The text I saw on the terminal could only have been typed by me.
 
> DETECT DEVICES
> --- D E V I C E S ---
> ID DESCRIPTION
> 1 MAIN
> 2 CASSETTE
> 3 CORE STORAGE
> TYPE DEVICE I.D. AND PRESS RETURN
> 1
> ...............
 
Machinery clunked and whirred in the depths of the facility. My brain felt sluggish, but after a moment of listening I identified the sound downstairs as a high-voltage amplifier coming online. What was I doing? Where had the others gone, and why did my body feel suddenly cramped and less elastic – stretched, somehow – as if I had drunk a bucket of whisky and gone to sleep in a ditch?
TAP. TAP. TAP. TAP!
More forceful now, the tapping dominated the confused wreck of my thoughts for the brief moment I could hear it.
I looked back at the screen. There was more text now – a phosphorescent scrawl I barely understood. Had I typed it? I had no idea. The control room vibrated with power as core storage systems whirred back into life after years of neglect. I could taste energy in the air, and the smell of hot dust and electrics took me back to …
Lights. People. Perceptions filtering through from beyond the glass wall. Ghostly figures shifted around me, some clad in lab coats, others in uniforms. I saw a symbol on every sleeve: a green cobra encircling planet Earth. Cobra Mist.
A swirl of radiant sound on all frequencies, high and low, prevented me from moving. I could see the sound waves penetrating the firmament and rebounding off hard surfaces. It would be a comfort to be able to say it was all very dream-like, but actually that would be a lie; I have never, ever had a dream like that, and no migraine has ever come close.
Someone was sitting in the same chair as I, occupying the same coordinates in space and time. Don’t ask me what it felt like. It defies my power of description. I looked through Campbell’s eyes and saw his hands flying over the keys in front of me.
 
> TARGETING RADAR ONLINE
> POWER FREQUENCY GAIN
> 91 KW 16 MHz 25 dB
> BEGIN PHASING STRINGS
> .................
 
And then Major Wheatley appeared.
He looked at me, or perhaps through me. A short man with a balding head and a thin moustache, he looked startlingly like my boss, Mr Brown – a disagreeable man who had a habit of talking over others in conversation. The similarities did not end with his appearance. Wheatley shuffled rather than walked, just like Brown. Perhaps he had a limp, I don’t know; perhaps he was crippled by something else. I thought he wore his Cobra Mist insignia with less pride than the other spectres in the control room. Something about him looked more than three dimensional, as if he were the only real object in a room of illusions.
“Let’s increase the power. Shall we say … five megawatts?” 
Damn. He even sounds like Brown.
I felt Campbell’s alarm quite distinctly as a burst of heat behind my own ribcage.
“Sir, that’s just crazy. What d’you want to do, blow the amplifiers?”
“They can take it, Lieutenant. I’ve made modifications.”
Modifications. The word echoed in my thoughts, seeking a connection, laden with meaning I could not grasp.
For a moment his head appeared disembodied (a grotesque spectacle, all frightening shadows and green light) before the image recovered and I saw Wheatley stride across to the other side of the control room to fiddle with a plugblock. I sensed that some time had passed. Campbell was typing again and a prickling sense of voltage was building up in the room. Static coursed through me and a deep whine, pitched high and also incredibly so very low, came up from the floor and was made manifest by a low-lying swirl of green light.
I marvelled at the synaesthesia for a moment. It was not something I had experienced before, except in dreams.
“Power approaching tolerance levels!” – Campbell’s voice heavily distorted, fractured across multiple planes and barely comprehensible.
The electrical tension evaporated with a burst that tasted of copper and bitter almonds. I sensed my consciousness dissolving – a terrifying feeling – and in the last few seconds I distinctly felt Wheatley leave an impression of sound that I knew I was supposed to remember. A sequence or an instruction, coded in sound. The signal came from the machine he was holding. He dissolved once more into the green, leaving behind the words trailing in phosphorescence across the canvas of my mind:
 
MEET ME BELOW IN 1976
 
 
* * *
 
When awareness returned, I felt Sally’s hand on my shoulder. I could see only her face, illuminated by the glow of an emergency lamp in the ceiling. She tapped. Sally was, somehow, the source of the tapping sound that so bothered me.
“What – I don’t understand …” I found it difficult to get the words out: I was so thirsty. “Where is Campbell?” I managed to say.
Sally stared at me and shook her head. The tapping stopped, but she looked gaunt and unkempt. “Are you out of your mind? You’ve got to stop doing this to me.”
I was lying down, or more accurately slumped against a wall. Hard metal robbed my body of its heat. I couldn’t stop myself from shivering.
“You keep disappearing – going off by yourself. Christ! We can’t do this without each other, all right?” Her voice sounded hysterical. I had never seen her like this before. When she spoke again, I sensed that she was frightened of me. “I know it’s difficult. But you’ve got to remember that I’m your teacher and this isn’t appropriate.”
I genuinely had no idea what she was talking about.
“What?” I said feebly.
That was when she slapped me, rather hard, and the pain burst across my cheek in a blaze of purple. 
I looked at her properly, or tried to. My eyes slid from her shifting form like oil on a pond, and I was seized by profound horror at the thought that this woman I had known for years was no more real than the ghosts in the control room.
She slapped me again. Purple tapping, tap tap tap. Little bursts of colour popping in the air between us. I realised I could hardly see her.
“It’s Wheatley.” Her voice sounded like a tape recording, crackling. “You told me he went missing in 1973 and he’s still here, somehow. Still living in the ruins! Running his machines … it’s what’s making the air green and bumpy.”
“You sense it too?”
“Sense what?”
“You said the air was green and bumpy. It’s synaesthesia.”
“I said nothing of the sort. I haven’t spoken in half an hour.”
I massaged my temples. Something in my head was throbbing like a broken television set and the constant drain on each of my senses was making me nauseous. Frankly I was tired of this nonsense; now I wanted answers.
“Tell me what is happening, Sally. I’m begging you. I can’t – I can’t take this any more.”
I started to mutter something further, about cataloguing the machinery and making sure the high-voltage amplifiers downstairs were in a safe condition. It must have come out garbled; I could hardly string two thoughts together in a row, and somehow I already knew all about Major Brian Wheatley, the man I had never heard of before the previous day. Really, I was about as thoroughly confused as a sober man is capable of being.
It was quite clear to me by that point that this was no migraine.
Focus. Isolate the facts from the nonsense. You’re a scientist.
With shaking hands I reached into my pocket and retrieved my notebook. Time to see what, if anything, I had chosen to record during my periods of absence.
Sally had reappeared, but I found myself unable to look at her directly; it was like trying to see an object deep underwater. She appeared to shake her head and speak, but no sound filtered through.
The first entry in my notebook was deeply troubling. I’m afraid I have lost it, but this is a transcript from what remains of my memory.
 
* * *
 
Wheatley runs this place. He was a fighter pilot during the war. Goddamn it, but he still thinks he’s in the good old days.
He installed a new amp this morning to replace the fried one … TWELVE transformers. Way over capacity, over budget, but I’m just a keyboard jockey so I’ll stay quiet for now.
He won’t be here long. I’m in on his filthy little secret, and if he threatens me I’ll make sure the C.O. knows about it. Wheatley won’t get away with this.
 
* * *
 
I read through my notes again. The handwriting didn’t look like mine – too spidery – and the language wasn’t mine either. I wondered if Campbell had been writing in my notebook for some reason, and I looked up to ask Sally if she knew anything about it, but she was no longer there.
Had time passed again? I had no way of knowing.
I heaved myself up off the floor and lurched away into the darkness. Thoughts attempted to crystallise in the fog of my mind. I knew I had to find my way back to the upper floors; part of me was still thinking about continuing the work we had come here to do, but on a visceral level I knew that no longer mattered. One slight problem: I had no idea where I was.
I peered into the teeming darkness ahead of me. 
I had somehow made my way to the lower levels of the facility. I recognised the blue door ahead of me by the paint peeling from the rusted patch by the hinge. A weak emergency lamp illuminated a section of corridor, mirrored in the standing water through which I waded, ankle-deep. The legend on the door read:
 
LINEAR-TRANSMITTER AMPLIFIER CHAMBER 6. DANGER! HIGH VOLTAGE!
 
Don’t go in there. No good will come of it.
Sensing a presence behind me, I turned – but could see nothing except a trailing wisp of grey/green haze. I wondered if that was all that remained of Sally.
I knew the code to the security keypad. When I punched it in the door swung inwards, releasing a stale odour of mildew and rust. I must have hit the switch because a metallic burst of light dazzled me and made me take a step back. 
Twelve transformers occupied that room.
I recognised every one of them. That linear amplifier had once comprised part of the transmission circuitry for the enormous Cobra Mist antenna. Eighteen log-periodic strings, each over two thousand feet in length, radiated like a spider’s web from a switching matrix half a mile away in Lantern Marsh. It was a machine of colossal scale and it required colossal amounts of energy to power it. The Cobra Mist blockhouse – this dismal place through which I stumbled, out of my mind – housed the generators, amplifiers, signal processors, and computers.
In the event of global thermonuclear war, this radar facility was NATO’s eye on the Soviet Union.
At the time I did not question how I knew all of this. I did not stop to wonder how John Marshall, a radio technician from the Diplomatic Wireless Service, could possibly know technical details and top-secret information he had no knowledge of only a short time ago. But, actually, had it been a short time? I had no idea; my disorientation was increasing.
I saw the image of a human being stooped over the open cover of one of the transformers. I say image because it was quite clearly an apparition or transmission. The projection was riddled with static and vibrated as I approached – fuzzy at the edges and shot through with drifting bands of interference. I could not tell if this degraded image was a man or a woman. It melted away as I approached.
Taptaptap … tap … tap …
The cover of the transformer was still missing. I could tell at once that the component was damaged, maybe destroyed. The size of a wardrobe, it had once been painted with insulation but now a thick layer of soot or charred matter coated the metal and I could see clear evidence of fire damage.
I looked down and could not see my own body.
The sensation of being nothing more than a floating awareness so deeply traumatised me that I tried to cry out, to move – to do anything at all – but I found myself unable to do so as the room shifted and waves of static washed over me.
The apparitions were back: three of them this time. One lay on the floor, arms fused to the bare contacts inside the transformer. The stink of charred flesh had a peculiar sound: it was like a tape recording of droning botflies, slowed down and played on a loop. Other odours appeared to me as tendrils of coloured light drifting from this scene of death.
Wheatley and Campbell stood in the middle of the amplifier chamber, surrounded by the remaining working transformers. Like before, the men were little better than ghosts, but I recognised them instinctively.
“A tragedy,” Wheatley was saying. “Such a young man.”
Campbell flicked the stub of a cigarette into the corner of the room. It glowed there like a burnt-out pixel. “Marshall was popular. How you planning to square this with the C.O.?”
“An electrical accident. Nobody needs to know that I modified the equipment in here – do they, Campbell?”
A hesitation. “Absolutely not, sir.”
“Good. Now see to it that this mess is cleaned up. I won’t tolerate any more delays to the operation.”
 
* * *
 
I dreamed of a house near Cambridge, overflowing with laughter and happiness. Flowers trailed down the red brick walls and a garden filled with butterflies was my refuge from the world.
This was where John Marshall grew up: the quiet, reserved Englishman who worried about making friends and whether he was good enough at his job; the fellow who had married young because he felt it was expected of him and because he wanted to make his ailing parents happy; the little boy who had dreamed of a horrifying room and a dim light bulb. That old broken typewriter, a green Olivetti with a dicky space bar.
It had all just been a dream. I was starting to see where the dream had come from.
The identity of the dreamer and the person who is experiencing the dream can be quite distinct. I realise that now. The dreamer is nothing more than a character in a story, and who can say what submerged mind is behind it?
I am learning more about what I used to call myself.
 
* * *
 
Campbell had been writing in my journal again. In an entry dated July 1971 he recorded the results of a high-energy test ordered by Wheatley. Every amplifier in the blockhouse had been running at full power, but the radar strings had not been energised. Wheatley didn’t care about the radar set; that wasn’t why he was here at Cobra Mist at all. He had a completely different need for all that power.
As I read through my notebook I felt I was starting to get to know Campbell a little better, and I was glad. I suspected we would be spending a good deal of time together in the future.
 
* * *
 
Wheatley was sitting in my chair in the control room. He looked older now and had clearly not shaved or washed in some months. He had thrown an old lab coat over his uniform but the white fabric had long since been stained a dingy shade of grey by the muck and damp of Cobra Mist.
By the way he looked away from me as he spoke I guessed he had not been in the presence of another human being for a long time. When he moved his arm I saw a tremor in his hand.
His image was clear and steady, though – untainted by interference. I could not be certain, obviously, but I believed that he was actually there and I was actually standing near him in the control room. I looked down and saw all of my limbs present and correct: yes, all of my limbs.
I cleared my throat. I could smell the damp and the hot stink of old electronics, but the synaesthesia appeared to have left me for now.
“Major Wheatley?” My words felt clumsy, as if I had forgotten how to speak properly. “Tell me what is happening to me. What have you done with my friends?”
“Your friends?” Wheatley frowned. “You came here alone, Campbell. I have to say the British accent doesn’t suit you. At least you came back on the agreed date.” Wheatley spread his arms to indicate the crumbling ruin around us. “Welcome to my palace!”
I stared at him, unable to think of a response.
“Don’t worry – I’ve switched the machine off for now. I thought it would be easier for us to have a rational conversation without it on.” He opened a notebook and uncapped a pen. “Now we can proceed. Name and rank, please, for the record.”
I refused to play whatever twisted game this madman was playing. “John Marshall. I am a civilian scientist with the Diplomatic Wireless Service. I came here with Lieutenant Campbell from the USAF base at Bentwaters and my colleague, Sally Acheson.”
Wheatley’s laugh became hysterical and I saw a disturbing glint in his eyes. “Such conviction! The experiment has been more successful than I could have hoped.”
His body convulsed in a hacking cough. No doubt the filthy surroundings were ruining his health. I wondered if he had been living here alone for all this time, and why. Most of all I wondered what he wanted with me.
I noticed that Wheatley was toying with the computer terminal, caressing the worn keys as if contemplating the notion of entering a command. I also saw that his left hand rested on the crown of what appeared to be a steel helmet, sitting next to him on the desk: a lightweight thing soldered or welded together from scraps of metal.
“Perhaps I ought to tell you after all. Undue stress might affect the result, and I have waited such a very long time to collect my data.” He regarded me with the expression I imagined a scientist might regard a lab rat. “Your name is Lieutenant Campbell. You are twenty-five years old and you were born in a small town in Maine. At the age of eighteen you signed up to the US Air Force and were posted to Great Britain, eventually finding your way to Project Cobra Mist as an equipment operator.”
“No, you’ve got me confused with someone else,” I insisted. I felt relieved, actually. The man was misinformed – nothing more. “Campbell is my colleague. He and I came here with—”
“Acheson, yes; you have already told me. It’s a fiction, Lieutenant! Your mind has suffered massive trauma and is attempting to heal itself. Frankly the results are fascinating. I knew my machine could generate some spectacular effects but I never expected this.”
“Then who …” I took in a deep breath. Did I actually want to hear what Wheatley would tell me next? “Who is John Marshall?”
Wheatley shrugged. “Can’t remember much about the poor chap. He died about five years ago. Accident in linear amplifier chamber six. You helped me clean it up, actually.”
My heart was hammering behind my ribcage and my palms felt sweaty. Desperately I searched my memory, looking for any trace that might explain any of this. I drew a blank. Memory of my life – my life as John Marshall – occupied every corner of my mind, leaving no room for doubt. It was absurd, monstrous. Surely Wheatley must be insane? Who knew what might have happened to him, living alone in this madhouse and surviving God alone knew how?
Courage, then, and conviction.
“I refuse to believe you.”
Wheatley seemed amused. He picked up his makeshift helmet and cradled it in his lap as if it were a baby, passing his hands over the surface, looking for blemishes. I wanted to ask him what it was for but part of me already knew the answer.
“Actually it doesn’t matter if you believe me or not. How do you explain your knowledge of the facility? How did you know the entry code to the linear amplifier chamber?” He paused to let those questions sink in, and frankly I had no answers. “I’m going to press this key now, Campbell.” His hand hovered over the keyboard. “You know what that means.”
“You’re going to switch your machine back on.”
“I’m going to switch my machine back on. It needs to cycle through the final instructions I gave it five years ago when I started running the Cold Witness program.” He looked up. “Do you remember the code I gave you? Kindly come over to this terminal and type it in.”
I remembered. From my perspective it had only been a few minutes ago. He had given me a sound – that’s the only way I can describe it – but in my mind I remembered it as a pattern of colour and rhythm that translated to a twelve-digit code.
He watched me as I crossed the control room, stepping over bundles of cables and a gap where one of the floorboards had caved in. I stood behind his chair and leaned over to punch the code into the terminal.
“Very good.”
Wheatley put the steel helmet on his head and with a flash of horror I remembered the other part of my childhood nightmare, the part I had long suppressed: that lopsided face of iron, glistening with condensation, two mismatched slits of darkness for eyes. That faced had haunted me as a young boy and now it looked at me again, expressionless, a mask and a barrier between worlds.
He pressed the key. I felt the vast energy from the amplifiers downstairs flood into the atmosphere and plunge my mind back into darkness.
 
* * *
 
The pages of my notebook dominated my conscious thought. I could not help but read the incandescent words.
I’ve found out what Wheatley’s machine does. Damn, but he’s a cunning bastard! He’s fixed it up so a casual inspection won’t reveal the additional hardware, and his code runs off a cassette tape. I found one of his backups and have been looking at the program in my spare time.
Here’s the thing … why would the C.O. believe me over Wheatley the war hero? He’s the one they listen to. I just gotta hope he screws up somehow.
Anyway, the machine. Wheatley has been upgrading the generators and amplifiers on the sly. The radar array only draws a few kilowatts, but the Cold Witness machine uses the rest. It’s been making people sick. I don’t know what he’s trying to achieve but it sure as hell ain’t good.
 
* * *
 
I blinked and the notebook disappeared.
 A voice floated across the fractured mess of my mind. “If you would kindly remain calm, normal service will resume shortly. I’ll collect my data and then see about putting you right.”
Taptaptap!
The red bulb came on.
All things considered, I think I’d managed to hold it together fairly well until then. I’d been confused, plunged in and out of reality, sent back and forth through time, and told the memories of my life were lies. I’d watched my colleagues disappear as if they had never existed. Despite all that, I had retained a kernel of reason; I’d managed to keep questioning what was happening to me, trying to make sense of it. Trying to remain human.
But the flickering, dimmed light bulb of my childhood nightmare changed all that. I lost all semblance of control. I screamed and gibbered and tore at my face. I tried to screw my eyes shut but could not prevent the horror from penetrating the glass wall at the centre of my being and shredding what remained of my sanity.
Wheatley’s face appeared in my perception, grey/green with interference. “Tell me, Campbell. What do you see?”
I tried to focus. I tried to reason again, to assert my identity as a human being and a scientist.
“I … I see a red bulb, flickering.”
“Not flickering. It’s a signal. The machine is reprogramming you. Normal service will be resumed.” The face crackled and shifted. “Have you seen it before?”
I tried to close my eyes, but either they were already closed or I had no control over my body – I could not tell which. “As a child. A nightmare.”
“Curious.” Taptaptap – Wheatley typing at his console – I realised the source of the sound now. How long had I been here? “Your mind has been partitioned. And you believe you are a civilian radio scientist from England! Remarkable.”
I could feel my mind being torn apart. Memories that were not mine tumbled out of a locked box and stamped around as if they owned the place, rearranging the furniture. Gee, the newcomer said, what the hell are you doing here?
Images swirled in the ether of my thoughts: climbing a flagpole to steal a flag as part of a dare; downing half a bottle of whiskey before a job interview; practising the saxophone at midnight.
I had never done any of those things. And yet I had.
“How do you feel?” – Wheatley’s voice, bubbling through oil.
“You’re tearing me in half. I c-can’t …”
“I’m fixing you, dear boy; try to be grateful.”
I focused on the cottage where I had grown up. To my unfathomable horror I found I could no longer picture it. The butchery of my mind had reduced it to a record, stripped of imagery and vitality.
“How old do you imagine you are? I’m speaking to the one who calls himself Marshall, incidentally, or what is left of him.”
I rummaged through the flotsam of loose memories for an answer. “I am thirty-five.”
“You are five. Five! Before 1971 you did not exist. You’re scar tissue, Marshall – that’s all.”
I had always felt that my life lacked purpose, that my job was a sham, that my interpersonal deficiencies made a mockery of all attempts to socialise. There had always been a metallic taste somewhere in the background: the flavour of a fragmented reality. Yet for all that I wanted to survive. I could not accept that I was nothing more than scar tissue for a damaged psyche.
Why should Campbell survive and not I? I had disliked him from the start, and now he was trying to take my own existence away from me.
I started to push back.
 
* * *
 
I remember writing the final entry in my notebook. It was dated October 1971.
Wheatley knows that I know. Holy shit.
His machine has been running for a week. It’s probably too late for me now, but I’m going to try anyway. The facility needs to be shut down. Cold Witness is enmeshed within every subsystem of Cobra Mist – a parasitic system hiding in plain sight, and Wheatley’s using it to study the effects of electromagnetic radiation exposure on the human brain. He dictates what we all see. I have no idea what’s real anymore.
He’s going to make sure I don’t talk to anyone about this, and I think I know what he has in mind. But I’ve thought of a way to shut him down for good.
I’m writing this message to my successor. I may not survive this, but some part of me may remain intact. When the time comes you will read this notebook. The sketch I’m going to draw below will trigger an embedded instruction – it’s the only failsafe method I could think of. My memory is a wreck. I don’t want to forget.
 
* * *
 
I stared at the sketch. It had been drawn in a hurry, but it was quite clearly a rendering of my childhood home near Cambridge. My childhood home, not Campbell’s – I was sure of it.
A storm of colour overwhelmed me. The instruction surfaced from the deep place Campbell had hidden it five years ago. I didn’t know what the instruction was, for that information had not been made accessible to John Marshall, but I could sense myself fighting against the current to carry it out.
“Now then, what’s this?” Wheatley demanded. “It’ll go easier for you if you relax and let things take their course.”
“Go to hell!” – Campbell’s voice, shockingly, coming from my mouth. “You don’t care about repairing the damage. You’re gonna pry my mind apart and dissect the pieces.”
A chuckle. “Maybe I am. What do you intend to do about it? You are incapacitated.”
“You ain’t the only one who can plant subliminal instructions.”
My vision returned. I saw myself staggering like a drunken man from one side of the control room to the other. Wheatley was operating a portable computer of some kind that he’d plugged in to the mainframe with a bundle of wires. A tape deck clicked and whirred. Campbell lurched through the haze of interference towards the main computer terminal where he hammered in a command before Wheatley realised he had even got up.
Time froze. Colours bled through the scene, ripped it apart like cine film melting in a bonfire. I felt Campbell taking control of what was his and giving the rest back to me – but what would happen next? Would I be discarded and destroyed now that Campbell had found the strength to override Wheatley’s programming after all these years?
I no longer had arms of my own, but I flailed against the oblivion I could feel sucking me down, drawing me in. I held on to the things that I still believed to be true: that I was a human being born in the year 1941, that I was English, that I was married to a woman who did not love me; that all of the colourful, complicated, vibrant mess of my life could not have been fabricated in a stranger’s mind. I clawed at his memories – the memories of the imposter. Maybe I could take his reality and occupy it for myself, if I could decide what reality actually meant.
The dreamer fought for control of the dream.
My senses were a shattered mess. Colour and sound tore across each other, confused by odours and tastes that spread across invisible surfaces before being blown away by other sensations. I believed that Campbell was trying to confuse me into giving up the fight, but if anything it made me stronger and I tenaciously fought for my crumb of life.
After we had struggled with each other for some time I became aware that he had calmed the waters. I felt echoes of real sensations: the hard floor beneath my shoes, the imprint of something against my arm.
“Let’s talk, Marshall.” – Campbell’s voice.
“If we must.” Something occurred to me. “What have you done with Wheatley?”
“I pulled his helmet off and loaded a subroutine I wrote five years ago. I wrote it for a situation like this, but I sure as hell didn’t think it would take this long.” Campbell chuckled. “He’s out cold for now, but we don’t have long.”
I digested this new information. Only now did it truly hit me what Campbell had done: he had used the Cold Witness machine against its creator from five years in the past. Maybe Campbell is smarter than he looks, I mused. After all, he is me – in a way.
“We need to decide what to do.”
“What do you mean?” I asked, although I had a fair idea.
“You ain’t me, fella. There’s only room for one of us. You need to stop fighting and go quietly.”
“Not going to happen. As far as I’m concerned you have stolen my life from me.”
“Jesus, Marshall – I ain’t kidding around. Wheatley’ll be up and raging in about thirty seconds and I don’t have any other rabbits to pull out of my hat.”
I dug deep into the fragments of my memory, and into the gathering order of Campbell’s. There had to be a way. I could not accept oblivion, but perhaps I could accept quarantine. It would still be life after a fashion.
I knew what I had to do.
 
* * *
 
I clung to the rock at the centre of my being: the one thing that Campbell’s attack had been unable to dislodge or undermine. I built a cage of horror around me. Although rusty and peeling with old paint, the walls of my childhood prison were utterly impenetrable.
What does it say about me, that the core of my character is at once a nightmare from the 1950s and an echo of the present day? Even then, when I could see clearly the fictional nature of every memory I possessed, I was able to cling to that old recollection of dread. Cold Witness had created me. I drew strength from its image.
The red light bulb pulsed from its position in the centre of the far wall: an irresistible command.
I walked to the dented metal desk at the side of the room. It was attended by a rotting chair and the Olivetti typewriter I had used as a boy. Apart from the smear of rust on one side, the typewriter was greyish green in colour. Without looking I knew there would be a box file of paper in one of the drawers; that was always where my dad left the paper, along with a musty old copy of the New Testament that nobody ever read.
I happened to glance at the light bulb, and the filament spoke to me from a point beyond space and time.
This is the place. I can survive here.
But merely hiding in this dark corner of a shared mind would not be enough. If Campbell remained in control he would batter down these walls in the end. I had to draw him in here with me, and for that I would need help.
 
* * *
 
It surprised me to learn that Sally Acheson didn’t come from my memories at all. Every level of Campbell’s mind was rotten with thoughts of her.
I saw her in the shadows in the far corner of my cell. She balanced on a stool and smoked a cigarette, watching me with her sharp eyes. The wan light spilling from the bulb illuminated only one half of her face. Although she looked perfectly calm and controlled, I could sense the instability in her.
“What are you doing here, Marshall?”
“Protecting myself.”
She smiled and shook her head. “You’re just scar tissue. There’s no point in putting off the inevitable. Scars heal.”
I had to know why she was so important to Campbell. She could be my ally, if I could only convince her.
“Whenever I see you, I always think you’re attractive, but severe, and downright scary.” I studied her. She squirmed. “And scared, in fact. You’re frightened of him, yet you intimidate him … and here you are. Why is that?”
I thought hard. Her expression gave nothing away, and I could not see Campbell’s thoughts from within my cell, insulated from time. But I could see and hear Sally’s emotions. Part of the Cold Witness machine was here with me – that light bulb – and the very effects I had found so terrifying as a child might help me now.
She glowed a complex purple. The sound she gave off was like grass whispering in the wind, chaotic and agitated, and I perceived the truth.
“My God! You were his teacher. And … wait … there’s more. You’ve been dead for a long time.”
“Years.”
I briefly wondered what kind of a man Campbell must be, to carry around the spectres of the dead in his mind.
“Did he kill you?”
I dreaded the answer. Would it mean that I was a murderer?
“Yes.” She was fading now, a green smudge of ether, blurred at the edges. “He killed me in 1968. Like most of the boys at the college, he wanted me. I turned him down.”
“Bring him in here with me. If he can purge me from his mind, he can do the same to you. Do you want to be erased, Sally? Because he will do it.”
I sensed her doubt. “And what will you do when you have him in here?”
“Quarantine. I control this room. He will never escape from it.”
She floated upwards and dissolved into a cloud of light.
“Maybe I’ll try.”
I nodded. “Was any of it real?” I asked her as she faded. “Brown – the department – any of it at all?”
“Reality is subjective, Marshall.”
 
* * *
 
I had tried to avoid looking at the hole in the floor until then, because it had frightened me so much as a child. Its size waxed and waned. In those first few nightmares it had been a small hole, maybe big enough to trap a leg, but no worse than that. Yet, in time it had grown monstrous, a splintered chasm beyond memory or hope.
But that hole was not for me, and it never had been. It was for Campbell: a prison within a prison. Perhaps it was a survival mechanism, thrown together in desperation by the physical brain we both shared. Quarantine is better than oblivion.
“You dare judge me? You ain’t even real, Marshall! I may have been sick for the last few years, but when I get control of Cold Witness I’ll put it right. I’ll eradicate you.”
I did not know by what means Sally had lured him into the cell with me, but it had worked. The objectionable American, the murderer, stood beside my chair as real as he had been in the Jolly Sailor – a poor yardstick to measure reality, perhaps, but it was all I had.
His apparition vibrated with insanity and arrogance. The erratic wavelengths clashed with the red of the light bulb, stinging my eyes and muddying my thoughts. I longed to be rid of him.
“You have no hope of leaving this room now that you’re here.” I crossed my legs and tried to appear comfortable, although in truth I was as frightened as Sally had been. I knew I could never leave this room either. Not if I wanted to prevent him getting out again.
Campbell grinned. He took off his sunglasses and searched the walls for an exit or a weakness. He tiptoed around the edge of the cell, feeling every steel panel, running his hands over every bolt and rivet – all the while being careful to avoid the hole that ate up more and more of the floor with every minute that passed.
Finally his wavelength changed to an ultraviolet frustration. He, too, was getting drawn in by the glow of the light bulb.
“OK,” he conceded. “Let’s say you’re right, and you’ve somehow taken over a corner of my own mind. What now? You don’t have a chance in hell of taking control of my body. It ain’t yours.”
“That isn’t my plan. You’re going to jump into that hole and never come out.” I indicated the void in the floor. “This is my cell – that’s yours.”
He laughed in my face. “I’m not going to jump in there, and you can’t make me.”
“Perhaps I can’t, but Sally Acheson can.”
A look of genuine terror crossed his face as Sally screamed back into the cell as a tornado of sound and light. The struggle was over in minutes.
 
* * *
 
This is the final page left in the box file.
I don’t know how long it has been since Campbell and Sally plunged into the icy waters together. I don’t know how long I have spent staring at the wall in between typing these pages of my account. Perhaps it has been aeons, but I suspect time has no meaning in this prison of my own design.
Does my body still exist somewhere out there in the real world? Am I slumped unconscious against the control panel, waiting for Wheatley to wake up and finish the job? Perhaps it has been only seconds. Perhaps I really was John Marshall all along, and Wheatley was simply a madman who murdered or imprisoned my colleagues and convinced me of his fantastical ideas.
But no. Reality – such as it is – has the ring of truth about it, and although my reality is a strange one I have come to accept it. I am nothing more than an echo, a reverberation. A dissipating wavelength. At some point in time and space a thought germinated in Campbell’s mind and that thought became a shield when his mind was attacked and damaged.
I’m not the dreamer at all. I’m just the dream.
But these strange events have proven to me that perception is fluid, and that the human brain is remarkable in its elasticity and ability to heal. I may be stranded here but it isn’t so bad after all. I wouldn’t go so far as to venture that I have my sanity intact, but if it is a dream then it is a lucid one – and the memories of John Marshall, whatever he may be, have survived.
Perhaps, given time and thought, I might even learn to find some meaning in what remains of my life.
But for now, the light bulb commands, and I must obey.



Afterword from A. S. Sinclair
 
In 2002, my family moved to the Suffolk coast and I developed a love of hiking. One of the places I discovered was an eerie expanse of shingle and salt marsh known as Orford Ness, dotted with hulking ruins from decades of military activity. It had been an RAF airfield, a munitions testing range, an atomic weapons research base, and – most recently – home to Project Cobra Mist.
The Cobra Mist blockhouse is a sinister monolith that dominates the landscape for miles. The antenna array had once been visible from space, although most of the pylons are long gone now. Inspired by the terrible grandeur of those ruins, I wrote a novel – a clumsy teenage novel – about what the facility might have been like in its heyday. About the awful secrets I imagined it must once have contained.
It was a story of conspiracies and nightmares, death and darkness. My writing was immature at the time but the core idea was a good one. When Lucas Bale approached me regarding the No Way Home anthology, I knew immediately what I had to write about. The story of Cold Witness had stayed with me, refusing to be forgotten, and I believe that stories which follow you down the years should not be ignored.
 
* * *
 
A. S. Sinclair is a British writer of science fiction. He draws inspiration from the abandoned and the desolate and is fascinated by the effect of technology on the human psyche. Cold Witness is his first short story.
He is also a pseudonym of Alex Roddie, a writer of historical fiction set in the mountains. He’s spent a great deal of his life up various hills, and his time living in Scotland from 2008 to 2011 has proved an endless source of inspiration. His novels The Only Genuine Jones and The Atholl Expedition are tales of adventure based on the emerging mountaineering culture of Britain in the 19th century.
For more information visit alexroddie.com.
New release mailing list
You can follow Alex on Twitter at the links below.
@alex_roddie
@ASinclairAuthor



A Note to Readers
 
It's a special thing that you chose to read this anthology. All those hours creating, writing, editing and publishing were worth every second. Without people like you, choosing to read our work, we couldn’t continue. Now you’ve finished, you’ll be wondering whether you should leave a review and tell others how great it was.
Please, please consider doing so.
It’s so important. That two or three minutes you spend writing it has a huge impact on our ability to produce yet more stories that you will love. Seriously – would you buy a book on Amazon that had no reviews?
Here are the links to make it even easier: Amazon (UK), Amazon (US) and Goodreads.
After you’ve done that, join our mailing lists to receive updates about our upcoming books, and all the small things in between, and receive free short stories too. Or just to stop by and have a chat.
That’s the only hard sell you’ll ever get from any of us. Thanks again for reading. Really. It means the world to us that you chose it. Please come back for more.
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