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“To die would be an awfully big adventure.” 

- J.M. Barrie

 

 

 

 

 

 

Preface

 

Hugh Howey’s Wool is the story everyone in the self-publishing community knows. One of its great successes, a breakaway piece that resonated with its audience and, entirely organically, seized the minds of its readers and refused to let go.

I found Wool by following the sound of a million bleating lambs who implored me to read it. Now I am one of those lambs. 

From the moment I reached the masterfully crafted ending of Wool I knew there had to be more. I felt Holston’s powerful story wasn’t an ending for him, it was a beginning.

I write my own books and I take pride in my work, but part of being an author is acknowledging when someone does what you do better. This, rather than evoking feelings of jealousy or self-pity, is both intensely gratifying and inspiring in a way that I’m sure anyone who’s ever written fan-fiction understands.

So one day, on Kindleboards, I started a Lacuna/Wool crossover as a joke. It was literally a few lines thrown together from the top of my head and a poorly photoshopped cover. It was one of many joke threads and I had no idea where it was going. The readers—including Hugh himself—wanted more, so I posted more.

And they kept wanting more. So I posted more. And they asked for more.

And here we are.

It is my opinion that Wool represents one of the most influential science fiction stories of this coming decade. I’m not alone in thinking this as it has, as of the time of writing, found its way into the hands of Ridley Scott (yes, that Ridley Scott) who has begun the long process of bringing Wool to Hollywood. Or, as I call it now, HollyWool.

Wool and the canonical tale of Holston is over, but this is what could have happened if everyone involved lost their minds. In the true tradition of terrible fanfiction shipping, New Fleece on Life is poorly written and poorly structured, everyone acts wildly out of character and, in the interests of the ‘ship’, all previous emotional and romantic entanglements are disregarded so that all involved can throw themselves into a flimsily constructed, hasty and poorly thought out fling with little thought to the consequences.

I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed, in a sincere and genuine way, writing it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter I

 

Lazarus

 

Collapsing to the ground, curling up in pain from the slow death overtaking him, he held what remained of his wife and thought, with his last thought, what this death of his must look like to those who could see, this curling and dying in the black crack of a lifeless brown hill, a rotting city standing silent and forlorn over him.

“Give him the shot,” came a voice, soft and feminine but edged with authority. 

The pain was overwhelming now; Holston felt his skin flake and melt away, eaten by the inhospitable world, digested by the unbreathable air, his lungs scalded as the acidic atmosphere dissolved their delicate tissues. Hands—bare, human hands—gripped him and rolled his body, a body a whisper away from death, onto his back and he sensed, rather than felt, a syringe press into his neck.

The pain ceased. Holding up his burned and melted hands, Holston watched in part wonder, part horror as the dissolved skin slowly dripped its way up, reattaching itself to his bones. The remains of the protective suit melted away, although it liquefied harmlessly and passed around his skin like water by a riverstone.

It was so surreal that, for a moment, he was certain he was dead and that his experience was just the last of his dissolving neurons firing as they, maddened by pain, tried to make sense of his environment. But contrary to his expectations, his vision remained crisp and clear and he was completely without pain. As pre-death hallucinations went this was fairly pleasant, overall.

“Atmospheric Intracellular Degradation Inhibitor #41,” said a female voice. “Pretty powerful stuff, huh.”

A half dozen people watched him climb, completely stark naked, to his feet. People living in this blasted barren wasteland as though there were absolutely nothing wrong with it at all. Spots of life in an empty void.

“Who the hell are you?”

“I’ll explain in a moment. Rowe, give him some of the nanoweave clothes,” instructed an Asian woman, wearing a military uniform, stars marking the centre of boxy epaulets. Her hair was done up in a bun and mostly hidden underneath her peaked naval issue cap. “And make sure the suit is completely dissolved. We don’t want the next escapee to trip over it.”

“Aww... I was admiring the view,” complained a lanky redhead, biting on her low lip and staring directly at him. She was quite clearly eyeing his naked form with an entirely unhealthy amount of interest and her eyes wandered as she tossed a wrapped bundle in his face.

With no idea what else to do, Holston pulled on the string and the wrapping fell apart. Inside was a simple shirt and long pants, woven of some texture that seemed impossibly fine, as though it were a solid material instead of any fabric he’d ever seen. Holston put them on as though a man sleepwalking.

When he was dressed again the Chinese woman stepped forward and extended her hand good-naturedly. “I’m Captain Melissa Liao. We’ve been waiting for you.”

Holston took the hand, finding her grip to be surprisingly firm. “Waiting for me?”

She smiled a strange half-knowing, half-curious smile and released Holston’s arm. “Yes. You wanted to see the world outside the silo,” she remarked, “And you will. But that can wait.”

He struggled to process this. “How... how did you know I was coming?”

Liao’s smile broadened and the corner of her mouth turned up. “Allison told us you’d be dropping by, sooner or later.” She gave a playful laugh, putting her hands on her hips. “Although you’re a little taller than she lead us to believe.”

*****

The hours passed as they walked. Liao took the lead, Holston followed and the rest of the military crew fell into step behind them. Holston would glance over his shoulder occasionally, sensing eyes upon him. The “nanoweave” clothes he was given were extremely form-fitting and Rowe, the redheaded woman who apparently had no reservations about eyeing him off, would steal glances at his behind. It was discomforting.

Holston moved up beside the leader of the strange posse. “So... Li-ao, right?”

“That’s right. Your pronunciation’s pretty good.”

“Thanks.” Holston took a disturbingly unnatural, slow breath in the poisoned atmosphere. Years of seeing the outside of the silo as nothing more than a poisoned wasteland, confirmed by his near death and the barren, lifeless corpse of a world all around him, made breathing it feel unnatural. “You mentioned you’d show me what’s outside the silo. I’m guessing there’s more to it than ruined fields and dead cities.”

Liao nodded, although there was the hint of reluctance when she spoke. “There’s… not much left on the surface. Not much that anyone outside of an archaeologist would be interested in. We haven’t had much contact with those other silos; the ones we’ve found were opened, empty and dead. We’ve been mostly occupied with trying to get our ship sailing again, if that’s even possible.”

Holston regarded her, inclining his head. “A ship? We’re near the ocean?” Images of the pictures he’d seen ran through his mind, of how the world used to be. Pictures in libraries. A world with oceans blue and vibrant, deep and rich. Seas teaming with life.

Liao laughed. “Oh, no. It’s a spaceship.”

“Oh.” He paused. Was this an escape vehicle? A way to leave this ruined planet? “Are you survivors from another silo?”

“No, we’re from Earth.”

“But this is Earth. There’s nobody alive outside the silos.”

Liao reached out, stopping once, but touched Holston’s arm as their boots crunched over the dry brown grass. For some reason the gesture seemed welcome... safe. Comforting. “It’s difficult to explain,” Liao said, “our ship has a very unique technology that allows us to teleport between locations of extremely low gravity. Lagrange points, we call them, although for the scientifically disinclined the term ‘jump point’ is also acceptable. But misuse, including overuse, of this technology can lead to the creation of vast singularities that swallow everything they come into contact with. These singularities constantly grow until, well, we don’t know what happens then.”

Holston stared a moment. It was a lot to take in, but one thing in particular stood out to him. “You can go to other worlds?”

Liao nodded. “Yes.”

“Have you?”

The question was abrupt and odd, he knew that, but Liao’s reaction was surprising. She instead looked away, but he caught a flash of sudden sadness across her face. “Yes.”

He could see the pain his question caused. “Um, I’m sorry.”

She looked back to him. “It’s quite okay,” she said, “it’s a legitimate question. But… yes. I’ve been to two different planets. Karathi and Velsharn. One was a planet of mostly sand and desert, while another was almost completely water, kilometres deep.”

“What happened there?”

Liao smiled sadly. “There’ll be enough time for questions later, but sufficient enough to say it didn’t end well.”

“Okay.” He thought back to what Liao had said. Of holes in space. “You said that this technology of yours can cause singularities. How big do they get?”

Liao took a breath. “As far as we’re able to tell, the singularities continue to grow forever. Gradually getting bigger and bigger... we don’t think they ever stop, so we can only assume that they will eventually consume everything in the universe. There are three of them we know of.”

“Not good. Still,” he said, “it must be good to get out. To live amongst the stars. Be free. Go where you want.”

“No question,” said Liao. “It has its advantages.” She smiled a lopsided, amused smile. “But if you think being in the military gives you permission to go wherever you want, well, I think you’re sorely mistaken.”

He couldn’t help chuckling. “I know, but relative to life in the silo it’s free. Sometimes you just have to know what’s out there, and there’s only one way to really find out. Besides. I’m a sheriff, I know what it’s like to serve.” They walked for a time, then Holston spoke again. “So, how did you get here?”

“Well, we accidentally created one of those singularities and were sucked in. We thought we were done for, but it turns out—through some mechanism we don’t quite understand—sometimes you get thrown into a different universe. Our ship was badly damaged. It drifted for some time, then fell into the atmosphere and crashed here. This planet, this version of Earth which is so unlike our own, has been our home for years now.”

They crested a rise and, splayed out before them was an incredible sight. Some kind of spaceship—long and thin like a blade—lay speared into the ground at a shallow angle, carving a great trench in the ground, surrounded by tents and prefabricated buildings.  It looked like a city had grown, organically, up around the ruins of the vessel.

To the others it was a fairly routine sight, but to Holston, whose glimpses of the outside world had come through static, unchanging images displayed on computer monitors, it was almost overwhelming.

There was a whole world out here, full of new things to see and feel and experience, beyond the simple steel of the silo and the monotony of day to day life. And, more pressingly, there was life here. Not like he had anticipated, certainly, but there was a certain thrill in that. 

Despite all of the splendor, despite the colossal visage of the ship looming over the makeshift camp casting its shadow onto one of the nearby hills, there was only one question on his mind. The most important question.

“Where is Allison? Where is my wife?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter II

 

The Second Goodbye

 

“Where is Allison? Where is my wife?”

Liao’s eyes watched him, silent for a time. He waited for her to answer, the seconds ticking away. Finally she clasping her hands together in front of her. “Come with me; I’ll… I’ll show you.”

Liao lead Holston to a small rise, a coffee-brown mound in an endless sea of coffee brown mounds. She stopped near the rise and turned back to him.

“We came across her entirely by accident. A scouting party, looking for more silos. The ones we’d discovered until we found yours had been empty but we had wondered if there might be full ones, too. The scouts saw her just as she was leaving. They saw her remove her helmet, much as you did, and the corrosion in the air start to… well, you know. They gave her the shot, but you must understand…” The emotion of the retelling crept into her voice and it softened. “She was far further gone than you were. The medicine is a powerful thing, Holston, but it is not magic. It can only do so much.”

Holston nodded, understanding but not accepting. “What happened?”

“She lived for a few weeks. Enough for us to fall in love with her easy smile, her voice, her laugh. She spoke of her desire to have children, of how you lived in that terrible place. She spoke of many things, but most often of you. Eventually her injuries became infected, her fever became too great and she passed. We,” Liao paused, struggling with the retelling and obviously trying to rephrase what had happened to Allison into gentle words. “left whatever… residue… that could not be reconstituted—the suit, some skin and hair—where she fell, outside the silo. The rest we buried here.”

They crested the rise. In the valley below were a dozen or so headstones, laid out in a row, and Liao gestured to the closest one.

“Go and say your goodbyes properly, like a husband should,” she said, her voice breaking as the tide of emotions barely held in check began to seep through the thin cracks in her otherwise sombre composure, letting him see them. Fireflies of emotion winking up in the dark. “I’ll wait however long you feel you need.”

Holston reached out and gave her arm a grateful squeeze, then stepped down the hill into the small valley, approaching the grave Liao had indicated.

A small headstone lay planted at the head of the raised mound of earth, and he drew his breath inward in a low hiss. The crew of the Beijing had dispensed some of the mysterious medicine over the grave site, the strange properties of the chemical proving to be just as effective on plant-life as it was on humans.

An explosion of green foliage grew all around the grave, a single island of life in a sea of annihilation. It spread like an emerald carpet, wild and unkempt and glorious, creeping out over the small mound, the edges consuming the coffee-brown plants in a wave of vibrant green grass that grew unhindered in the toxic atmosphere. All over the green patch, flourishing in spite of their environment, were the thin stalks of plants tipped with white flowers swaying gently in the breeze. Living, actual flowers in an oasis of growth, a dot in the empty wasteland of ruin.

This was exactly what Allison would have wanted. To be buried in a real grave, with real earth and real flowers, out in the open. Outside. Free.

The grey headstone was engraved with a message etched with the precision only a computer with a laser could offer. He recognised the stencil as one identical to one of the standard ones from the silo. It was the same technology.

 

You always wanted to see the outside,

So we buried you facing the sky,

Yet to remain in hearts left behind,

Is to never die.


Here lies Allison.


Loving wife, fearless explorer.

Our time together was far too brief.


We will wait for him every day.


Allison slept under an island of life, buried by people who had loved her. The tears came; he cried alone, beside the grave of the wife he had tried so hard to reach, the intelligent, soulful woman that had consumed his thoughts for so long he barely remembered any other way of living.

Holston didn’t know how long he stayed there. By the time his grief came to an end, hours had passed. As the sun slowly dipped below the ridge, kissed the horizon and melted into its embrace, Holston climbed back up the small hill soaked in an amber bath of the sun’s fading light. Liao sat, cross legged, watching the yellow disk of Earth’s sun slowly disappear and she turned as he approached.

“Hey.”

Simple words, spoken kindly, seeming strange to be coming from a woman in full military uniform, her breast decorated with numerous ribbons and medals. Holston, without knowing what else to do, simply sat down beside her.

“I never gave up hope, you know. I always thought I’d meet her out here.”

“I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, so did she. She held on as long as she could, through the pain, through the surgeries, she held on for the chance to see you again.”

Together they watched the last vestigial rays of the sun’s light flicker and dance over the lurid, brown landscape. Then slowly, reluctantly, the sun dipped behind the horizon and the world was painted in twilight.

“Come,” said Liao, smiling comfortingly to him as she stood, extending a hand to help him up. “Let’s get some dinner from the mess hall.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter III

 

An Effect of the Fluid

 

That moment was very different from how Holston had imagined it.

He imagined going into the outside world and finding out the truth, whatever the truth was, would be intensely liberating, but it would ultimately end one of two ways. Either he would find Allison alive, or he would not. All other considerations were secondary to this great, overpowering, singular thing: Find. Allison.

If he found her alive, he imagined himself overcome with joy and light, as though he had swallowed a piece of love itself. He would hold her and they would do… something. They would play the part of whatever the rest of their lives had in store for them. It didn’t matter, because he would have her.

If he found her dead, he imagined himself curling up alongside her, laying there until the grief and the sadness and that hollow, empty, dead feeling grew out of him like a living thing, slowly creeping over his whole body until his flesh became as dead and lifeless as his soul. He imagined the grief would crush him as surely as a thousand tonnes of stone, burying him under an avalanche of misery and pain.

The truth that he was starting to realise was, however, that during the years after her departure from the silo he had mourned her to completion. Rather than now being buried, his entombment had already begun, traversed its course, then the final stone had been laid. This buried man hadn’t walked out of the silo in search of Allison; he had done it because he had nothing left anymore except the hope. Hope he could find something to stop the misery, the nothingness he thought eternal, the unmoving stones over his heart.

He was not the kind of person who got help with these kind of thing, but at some point, he couldn’t even remember when, he’d seen a counsellor. A young, attractive woman who listened attentively and jotted down notes as he spoke. When he finished, she told him that time, as it tended to do, would take its course. The wind would worn away the stones burying him, just as the feet of countless humans had worn away the diamond coating on the stairs—the very same stairs Holston had climbed as he took himself to his death.

Three or four months later, she hanged herself. Nobody ever found out why.

Despite her predictions, though, Holston’s grief had not slowly faded, the wounds in his mind had not scarred. He had been numb. Dead to everything. Existing but not living.

But suddenly, out here in this place, confronted with certainty that Allison was dead, he felt peace. Whole again.

Death, if that was really had happened to him, had given him a strange kind of clarity.

Liao lead Holston to her tent. Although she had said earlier that she would take him to the mess hall, perhaps the emotion still painted on his face was too obvious, too raw to meet her crew. He was thankful and touched by her discretion.

“Evening,” she said to a fresh-faced sailor who stood beside the entrance to her tent, “I’ll take my dinner in my tent tonight. Some tea as well, please, and bring a second meal for our guest.”

The man gave a polite nod of his head, then left to his task.

There was a moment of comfortable silence as Holston took in the view. An oak desk sat in the middle of the tent, manilla folders and loose papers scattered across the top. The carved claw-foot legs, covered in dust from the dirt floor, aged and worn to a comfortable shadow of their former glory, brought a touch of home to an otherwise depressing, sterile, military issued tent. An open mahogany box on the desk revealed the glint of metal; steel and bronze medals. Nothing was mounted, nothing was set or affixed. Everything was bound, tied, clipped together. These strangers were permanently stuck fighting their environment, living in temporary solutions meant for a war with tangible enemies.

It seemed impossible that anything organic, such as paper or wood or anything else, could survive out here. He ran his finger along the desk and collecting a thin film of dust.

“This is amazing. How come it’s not melted by the air? The same way we aren’t, using your technology?”

Liao gently rested her hip on the other side of the desk, smiling casually. “Actually, using yours. We found a vat of the AIDI #41 in one of your other silos.”

She had mentioned other silos before. “Other silos? Like the one I’m from?”

“They’re similar,” said Liao. The two sat on a faded leather couch, also sitting on the dirt and covered in a thin layer of dust. For Holston, used to living in the impossibly clean silo, it was shockingly dirty but he accepted nothing could keep the dust that constantly swirled around them away from the furniture. To be concerned about mundane cleanliness when the very air they breathed was a toxic cloud was strange.

“I didn’t know there were others,” he said, “And you found one?”

Liao rested her hands on her knees as though preparing to tell a long story. “We did. Many of them, a dozen or so at least. When we arrived—crashed, really—our hull plating was still charged and, thankfully, intact. The rigidity affect seems to be able to repel the toxin’s corrosion. We sent out our strike craft to scout the area. The first thing we found, littering the landscape every few hundred miles or so, were silos. Some were vast, like yours, some as small as an apartment complex or missile base. Most were empty; they’d been opened at some point and all the occupants were dead. Some were closed, full of living people, and some were never filled to begin with. We found the stockpile of the AIDI fluid inside one of them.”

The varied descriptions of the silos turned over in his mind. He had always imagined that if other silos existed they would be identical to his own, almost down to their exact blueprint, but they were all wildly different. “Our silo had no such technology. I’ve never seen anything like it. If we had access to even a little...” Allison might still be alive.

Liao extended her hand, resting it across his. The gesture was comforting, soothing without being patronising. He didn’t feel that she was pitying him. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” Liao said, her fingers curling around his palm. “But you didn’t have it. You didn’t even know it existed. Knowing now, at this stage, changes no decision you could have made.”

Another silence, entirely comfortable and easy, came between the two. He spent a moment studying her. For all her authority, her skill and patience, Liao seemed trapped in this place, on this world where she didn’t belong. Was this whole planet her silo? Her tomb that she just had to escape? The feeling of contentment ebbed, but returned as the scuffle of feet outside her tent broke the spell.

“Come in,” said Liao, gently slipping her hand from his and resting it back on her knee.

The assistant pushed back the tent’s entrance flap, bearing a tray with two four bowls balanced on it, two of steaming rice and two of a brown curried meat, along with two pairs of steel chopsticks, two small cups and a pot of tea. Holston’s attention was drawn to the meal, his nose tingling. With another polite, formal nod the assistant handed each of them their meals, laid the tea on the coffee table and left.

Once the man was gone, Liao tipped the meat over the rice and Holston followed suit. The aroma, rich and heady, filled the air around him.

“Is this a meal from your ship’s stores?” Holston asked, clumsily trying to work his fingers around the unfamiliar eating implements. “Blast it, uh...”

Laughing, Liao held up a finger then stood, making her way over to her desk and, after some searching, produced a silver fruit fork and a matching letter opener. “Not the most suitable tools,” she admitted, handing them both to him, “But better. Chopsticks can be a pain if you’ve never used them.”

“I can see that,” said Holston, holding the slightly-too-small fork awkwardly and gently stabbing a thin sliver of meat, rolling it around on the rice.

They ate for a time, and Holston slowly began to realize how hungry he was. The questions he had were put aside by the growl of his stomach and although his serve was much larger than the Captains it was gone before hers.

When they finished, Liao set her bowl aside and dabbed at her lips with a cloth. Drips and splatters from his hastily consumed meal were everywhere.

“Sorry,” He said. “I’m not usually so...”

Liao smiled. “The healing process makes you hungry. I felt like I could eat a horse when I had my first injection. Don’t worry, it’s normal.”

“You’re not wrong. Honestly, I could eat another one right now.”

She smiled and Holston instinctively smiled back. “You’ll be sick,” she warned. “Your body isn’t used to having to spend so much energy so quickly. It’s overcompensating. You’ll keep being a bit peckish for a while but slowly your body will adapt.”

He winced uncomfortably at the continued hunger pains, but nodded. “So, was this food from, uh…”

“From our ship’s store? No. This was something we raided from another silo.”

He was somehow relieved that he wasn’t imposing even further on their generosity. “Strange, I’ve never had it before.”

Liao folded her hands in her lap, her expression sobering slightly. “I’m not surprised. Our resident...” she hesitated, “foreigner had a theory about that. She believes the silos were designed to all be interlinked via some kind of network, so they could communicate, exchange supplies and aid each other if necessary. The silo we scavenged the AIDI from? We believe it was some kind of communications and coordination base. We found huge, rusted out vehicles which we believed were supposed to form some kind of transportation network where silos could be allocated a ration of various supplies on a regular basis.”

Holston imaged rows of supply vehicles, frozen and immobile, partially digested by the planet. “We’ve never had contact with the outside. Why weren’t these supplies delivered?”

“That we don’t know. Maybe the network failed, or wasn’t ready by the time...” Liao shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Whatever happened, happened, and while some silos were mostly stocked, like yours, some were still acting as distribution points for the supply chain when it all went pear shaped. We found silos with tonnes of food but where plagues or diseases had wiped everyone out, or silos where the occupants had starved to death because all they had were ten thousand crates of penicillin.”

“Is that what happened to the silo where you found the fluid?”

Liao looked away before speaking. “Not quite. Their computer system was still active when we arrived, so we read their logs. That silo was a smaller one, much smaller than the others we’ve found.”

“Smaller? Why would it be smaller?”

“Well, we think it might have been a military facility. Most of the population were male, they had those trucks, and their uniforms were like yours only black. It would make sense, if it really was supposed to be the first silo.”

It did make sense to Holston. “Did they starve, were they wiped out by illness, or...”

Liao reached for the cups, pouring the tea as she spoke. “This silo was the most heavily protected that we’ve found, buried under a mountain. Based on the reports we found in there, it seems as though...” She set the cups down, then folded her hands in her lap once more. “It seems as though the first three silos they visited had all failed, somehow, and because they couldn’t hail anyone on the network, they thought they were the only silo left in the world. We don’t know why they stopped at three, or much at all other than what I just told you, really. What we do know is that because of the gender imbalance, they worked out pretty early on that they didn’t have a sustainable population... and after a few decades, everyone started to get older. The work wasn’t getting done. What was the point? Without women, they were just keeping themselves  in their misery.”

“What happened to them, in the end?”

“From what we saw in their logs, they locked themselves in a sealed room in the lower part of the silo, vented the exhaust from their emergency generators into the room and let carbon monoxide poisoning beat time and old age to the job.”

Holston didn’t have an answer for that. On one hand, it was an intensely selfish act. If they had gone further out into the world, searching manually for all the other silos, they could have integrated with other groups. They could have shared the secret of survival in the acrid, toxic atmosphere.

On the other hand, he knew precisely how painful living without hope for the future was and just what it would drive a man to do.

“I pity them,” Holston said, “And I don’t hate them for what they did. Everyone... everyone wants to have children. Allison and I tried, we applied...”

Liao nodded sympathetically. “She told us. She was very...” Her voice trailed off.

“Hmm?”

After a moment’s hesitation a smile slowly spread over her face. “I want you to meet someone,” she said, standing and extending her hand. Tugging gently, she lead him to the back of her tent, to the second room there, and pushed back the flap. Inside was a simple bunk, cut from the wreckage of her ship, laying beside a small steel table, a washbasin and a rack filled with uniforms.

All of that was far less important than the bright pink, hand painted steel bathtub that lay beside her bed, lined with a thick blanket and filled with pillows and cushions, upon which a small infant with coffee coloured skin slept, silently and peacefully.

“He’s beautiful,” whispered Holston, staring at the tiny life.

“She,” Liao corrected, quietly walking over to the makeshift cot and reaching down, gently touching the infant’s cheek.

Holston joined her, leaning over and mimicking Liao, the tips of his fingers stroking the other side of the baby’s face. “What’s her name?”

“I... I haven’t decided.”

He turned to her, raising an eyebrow. “Really?”

Liao’s smile was half nostalgic, half saddened. “I wanted James to name her, but he died. Before she was born.”

“I know how that feels,” Holston said, to which Liao only chuckled again.

“It was a year ago. I’ve cried my tears and lit my candles.”

“Still. She’s so beautiful. She should have a name. Allison and I would stay up all night picking out names for ours, boys and girls. We had hundreds all lined up. I can’t imagine what it’s like to be unable to think of even one.”

“I know, and I have thought about knuckling down and picking one, but names are important to me. My Chinese name is Niu, but I hate that name. I much prefer Melissa. Some part of me wants to give my child that same choice; the choice to take whatever name she desires, without her parents forcing that choice upon her. I want to free her.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” Holston said, although he didn’t quite agree. He hoped his disapproval didn’t show.

Liao looked back down to the infant. “She... well, my child wasn’t exactly planned. James died before I even knew I was carrying her, so...”

Liao looked to be in her late thirties. To be that age and not want children seemed entirely alien to him. “I love children. If I could, I’d have fifty. You didn’t want to have kids?”

She laughed, although it faded sooner than it should have. “Never,” she said, “I love this baby, my baby, but I love my career too. If you’d asked me before all this if I’d choose a child over my career, I would have laughed you out of town. Now...” her voice gained energy. “Now I would hand in my commission in a heartbeat.” She laughed. “I sound like I’m twelve.”

“Nah. It’s understandable.”

“Sorry. I get a bit like this when I talk about her.” Liao yawned, stretching her arms and closing her eyes tight. Midway through the lights in the tent flickered, dropping the room into shadow for a fraction of a second, the sounds of the ship and its surrounding village disappearing for a very brief moment before returning. Liao opened her eyes, clicking her tongue.

Holston glanced upwards to the lights. “Something wrong with the power?”

She raised an eyebrow. “Uhh, not that I’m aware of.”

“Oh, the lights flickered, is all. You had your eyes closed.”

Liao just shook her head. “Rowe must be playing with the reactor again. Doesn’t she know reliability is more important than a few percentage points more output we’ll never even use?”

“The redhead? That woman is crazy,” Holston grinned.

“You don’t know the half of it.”

Another silence, warm and welcome, came and the two spent it staring down at Liao’s infant.

Holston finally spoke. “We’re very similar, you know, but in a lot of ways, different. Different in a good way.”

“Mmm?”

“I always loved children but could never have them. You never wanted them and had one thrust upon you. The symmetry is interesting to me.”

Liao looked at him, and for a moment Holston worried he’d said the wrong thing, then her expression softened. “I suppose it is.”

They chatted for hours, well into the night, their conversation drifting from topic to topic. Holston found her easy to talk to and she seemed eager to spend time with him. Soon, however, he felt a wave of exhaustion grip him and he was unable to resist a loud, prolonged yawn.

“Let me guess,” he said, “An effect of the fluid.”

Liao smirked right back at him. “An effect of the fluid.” She stared at him a moment, eyes slowly widening. “My goodness, it’s late. We didn’t, uh, we didn’t sort out a tent for you.”

Holston nodded. Time had escaped him as well. “Don’t worry about it Captain Liao, I’m exhausted. If you don’t mind, I can just rough it on your couch.”

Although she hesitated for a moment, Liao finally gave a playful smile, reaching up and taking off her hat. “Go for it,” she laughed, her eyes twinkling happily in the dim light, “And please. When it’s just us, call me Melissa.”

They sorted bedding and shower arrangements, then told each-other good night. Holston lay on the short couch with just a blanket and a few small pillows, staring up at the canvas roof of the tent.

He’d walked to his death, been half melted then reconstituted, seen Allison’s grave and sealed years of doubts. He’d met strangers from another time, seen more about the world in a day than he ever had through the failing monitors of the silo.

But to the rest of the world it was a Tuesday. Just an average day. That thought tumbled around in his head, and despite it all this was a comforting thought. He’d caused no harm to the silo by leaving. In fact, he should have done it much sooner.

Despite sleeping on a couch with only a blanket and a few small pillows, despite his overly full belly and despite the unfamiliar tent in an impossible, poisoned landscape, Holston gently drifted into the most relaxed, pleasant sleep he’d had in years.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter IV

 

The Missing Seconds

 

It seemed like just minutes ago that he had put his head down, but when he finally opened his eyes daylight was forcing its way into the tent through the seams of the canvas, and the shadow of the tent flap revealed that it was very late indeed.

Dragging himself off Liao’s couch, Holston heard voices from her office. Liao and someone else. He stared at the canvas flap that lead to that section of her tent. To get to that room whoever she was speaking with would have to walk through the main tent area, and he wasn’t sure he liked the idea of strangers walking through where he was sleeping.

Unfurling the stack of clothes Liao had left out for him and pulling the shirt over his head, Holston tried not to eavesdrop on the conversation but the thin canvas walls made it almost impossible. 

“No, I don’t know what’s happening,” came Rowe’s voice. “All I know is that the computers aren’t keeping proper time. We’re losing seconds every day. I’ve checked everything, the clocks count each second perfectly, but somehow the sun is setting a few seconds later each day. So either the Earth is slowing down at a dramatic rate, or our clocks are out of whack in a big way.”

“Is it possible,” said Liao, her tone muffled through the cloth, “that this version of Earth has a different rotation to our own?”

Holston pulled on his shorts as Rowe continued to talk in the next room. “Not unless it’s randomly changing every day. I’ve tried to compensate for the time loss but that’s the thing, it’s variable. The difference changes every day.”

“That’s odd.”

“Yeah, no shit. It’s worse than that though.”

Liao’s sighed, her exasperation clear. “How could it be worse?”

“Well, the missing seconds change, but we’re losing more of them every day and at an alarming rate too. An impossible rate. It must be wrong, because… well, the planet’s tidal and geological features would be completely and utterly stuffed if this were the case. I’m talking massive geological instability. Earthquakes, tsunamis, atmospheric conditions; yet everything seems quiet as a tomb. Like nothing’s wrong.”

Holston, now fully dressed, made a point of scuffing his feet on the floor before pushing back the flap. “Good morning.”

A tired looking Liao and an agitated Rowe greeted him, but he gave each a polite nod, his eyes eventually falling on Liao. She smiled to him, visibly recovering a little of her energy when he entered.

“Good morning Holston,” Liao said, “Did you sleep well?”

“I did, thank you, and for far too long. The hunger pains are mostly gone.” He paused, glancing between the two. “Is there some kind of problem?”

“A glitch in our computer systems,” Liao answered, pushing back her chair, “And one I’m going to leave in Rowe’s capable hands. I have many talents, Holston, but finding obscure system errors in computers is not one of them.”

He smiled a wide smile. “Nor mine. I’m just a sheriff.”

All three of them walked out of the tent. Rowe went back to her duties, muttering dark comments about computer systems that were not playing nice, while Liao and Holston walked together.

“So who are you going to have me meet today?” asked Holston.

“How about our resident foreigner?”

Holston laughed. “Most of the crew is Chinese. You’re all foreigners to me.”

Melissa’s eyes had a playful sparkle in them. “She’s a little more foreign than China.” She reached down and touched the talk key on her radio. “Saara? Can you meet us near the mess hall, please?”

The answer that came back was a voice, guttural, deep and gravelly like a great cat growling, speaking a language that he’d never heard before.

“No problem,” Liao said into the radio, “See you in a moment.”

Holston’s curiosity got the better of him, but before he had a chance to articulate his question a large creature pushed its way out of the mess hall.

It stood over six feet tall and was covered in black fur, its amber eyes scanning the camp before settling on Liao and Holston. It strode over with grace that was surprising given its height, its pupils dilating as it met Holston’s gaze.

Holston stared back at her. “Definitely more foreign than China.”

Liao gestured to each of them in turn. “Holston, this is Saara. Saara, Holston.”

He took a step forward, awkwardly extending a hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Saara.”

The tall creature took his hand in its own, squeezing gently, the texture of its fur surprisingly soft and warm, although he could feel sharp claws scrape his skin.

The creature said something in its grumbling tongue. Liao dutifully translated. “She says it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Holston released the hand, shuffling awkwardly, unsure of what to do. “It’s, uh, a pleasure to meet you too.”

Liao laughed. “You said that already.”

“Right, right. Well. Hi.”

Saara spoke a few more words, gave a surprisingly Human wave, then departed.

“She likes you,” Liao said, laughing reaching over and touching him on his shoulder. “You’ve met your first alien. How do you feel?”

“Confused,” he answered. “Although, to be honest, shaking hands with a ludicrously tall alien is probably the least weird thing I’ve had happen to me over the last couple of days.”

“Understandable.” Liao’s hand lingered on his shoulder. He welcomed the gesture, comforting and genuine. For a second he was tempted to hug her but thought better of it. He was unwilling to move away from her, though, and unwilling to press the issue further so there was an awkward moment where the two stood there looking at each other.

Finally, Liao coughed and removed her hand. “Anyway.”

“Yes, anyway.”

She smiled at him, the awkwardness melting away. “So, I was thinking. Picnic?”

Holston couldn’t help but laugh, shrugging his shoulders helplessly. They were living, impossibly, in a blasted and desolate landscape devoid of life, with a ruined spaceship casting a colossal shadow over the landscape, where computers couldn’t tell time and a tall cat-alien wandered around camp and nobody seemed to care.

“Sure, why not. Picnic.”

*****

Holston was sure she was joking, but true to her word later that afternoon Liao’s assistant presented a picnic basket outside her tent, complete with red and white checkered blanket. The teasing aroma of hot food wafted from inside the basket and the lingering hunger pains made a brief return. Tempting as it was to eat, though, Holston waited.

The sense of smell was a strange one. Even the most pungent, rancid smells could be eventually ignored after time as, like a long-term houseguest, the nose became accustomed to their presence. The acrid, bitter scent of the air outside the silo was all but gone to him now and the only thing that filled his nose was clear and clean, the tantalising smell of cooked chicken and spices.

He wondered how they had come by such things. The visitor’s ship had been here some time, now, and nothing lasted forever; a ship didn’t carry infinite supplies and what they did carry required reconstitution, typically presenting with the taste and consistency of cardboard. What they’d raided from the ruined silos couldn’t have been much better. The meal tucked inside the basket, however, smelt divine: the succulent smell of roasted potatoes and fresh bread, corn and spiced chicken. Were guests always treated this well?

He didn’t have to wait long. Liao arrived, hoisted the basket and off they went. Holston offered to carry the basket several times but Liao, with a bright smile, insisted. Together they walked to the top of one of the many rolling, brown hills and laid out the blanket, facing it west.

They sat and  talked for hours, and soon the sun, once again, trundled its way home to the distant mountain range. It was not the bright, fiery yellow and white sun that lit up fields of green, it was a sickly, dead thing limping between clouds that choked it out at every opportunity. Holston considered it a wayward traveller, weary and footsore from a day’s labour, dull and lifeless and ready to crawl into bed.

Holston told her everything he knew about the silo, then Liao recounted some of her battles, times when her ship had locked horns with the Toralii Alliance, Saara’s species. Saara was from a different faction, Liao explained, called the Telvan. The Telvan, unlike the militaristic Alliance, were researchers and scientists, but the Telvan military performed reconnaissance on species who were suspected of possessing the jump drive.

Species like humans in her time. That was how she had met Saara. Liao’s ship had destroyed her vessel and Saara, a fighter pilot, had been saved from the wreckage. Initially her prisoner, they eventually become close.

Saara had lead an assault on a place called Kor-Vakkar, the Gateway of Eternal Ash, a rallying point for the Toralii. They had struck a decisive blow and prepared to retreat.

“So what happened next?” Holston asked.

Liao sat up, stretching her arms and arching her back. “We jumped the ship away. We barely escaped, but… the Tehran was not so lucky. They didn’t make it back with us. After a while I ordered the ship to follow them, but the jump point was locked down by the Toralii. The Tehran didn’t appear for hours. When they did, the entire ship was trashed. It took months in the lunar dock to repair it.”

Holston’s voice was quiet. “Is that where James died?”

“No, he survived the battle. Wounded, scarred, but alive.”

“Can I ask… how did he die?”

Liao stared at the dim fiery ball of the sun as it slipped below the mountain, splashing the roiling clouds in the sky with blood red paint. “He was on the Tehran when we were thrown to this place, so I don’t know, but it doesn’t matter. Rowe tells me that this place is very, very different from our copy of Earth, obviously. I know we’re the ones with spaceships and aliens and all manner of advanced things, but in terms of chronological order, this Earth is far in the future relative to us. When the Beijing was sucked in, we were thrown forward decades… or even centuries. James, however he lived his life, whatever he did, he’s long dead by now.”

He did not like the idea that one could wake up in the future to find everyone you knew and loved to be dead.

“I’m sorry. Let’s talk about something else.”

She smiled a warm smile. “Good.”

He inhaled, clearing his mind and organising his thoughts. “There… was one thing that’s been bugging me since I got here. You have the fluid, a large stockpile of it from what you tell me, so why don’t you take it back to the silo? Free everyone?”

“We already did.” Liao hesitated. “That was the first thing we did, after Allison. Run to the door of the silo with armfuls of the stuff, but they couldn’t see us. I think they were screening us out… blocking our presence somehow. Eventually someone came out. No suit, wearing one of those blue jumpsuits. They told us to leave.”

It didn’t make sense that they would monitor the cameras, send people out to die to clean them, but ignored people who visited. “Who was it? Who came out?”

“They didn’t say. They just said that we were wasting our time, and that we had to leave. We pressured them but they were insistent. They said that…” She inhaled. “They said that the people had to live in the silo and that the AIDI fluid was a false hope. A relic of the past, something that was planned but could not be. There was no way to make more, so if they used to to leave, that would mean that people, one day, would have to return to the silos. They might not want to go. They might resist.”

Holston could see the logic, although the revelation burned at him. “But…”

“I argued as much as I could,” said Liao, “but eventually they went back inside and we left.”

“What did you do then?”

“I decided that was unacceptable. If one person had left, then more might. Allison told us you might be after her, so we waited.”

He smiled. “Thank you for waiting.”

They talked some more and the sun gave way to twilight, and Liao picked over the last of the potatoes. “The sunsets here are so beautiful,” she said, “I think I’d like to stay a little while longer, till it’s all gone.”

“Could be arranged.”

The temperature began to drop as the sky darkened. Liao drank in the view as Holston packed up the picnic basket, closing the lid. Liao laid back on the blanket, watching the faint warm glow of the remaining sunset, and Holston rested down beside her.

“This is nice,” Liao said.

“Yep.”

“It was a good day, wasn’t it?”

“Yep.”

“Mister Holston?”

“Yep?”

“Your hand is on my leg.”

And so it was. He gently drummed his fingers on her inner thigh, locking eyes with her. “Yep. Is that a problem?”

She gave a wry smirk, shuffling around on the blanket. “Not right now, no.”

“Let me guess,” murmured Holston, slowly tracing his fingers up her thigh. He was barely in control of the gesture, his subconscious at work. “This is an effect of the fluid?”

She laughed, reaching down and swatting his hand away. “Nope. This one’s all you.”

Liao sat up and Holston moved with her. He leaned forward, his turn to smirk, until his face was almost touching hers. It felt strange to be this close to her, and he felt a sudden spike of fear. Was this right? Was this what he wanted? So much had changed.

“You know, in the right light, you’re really quite beautiful.”

He had spoken before thinking. Liao burst out laughing. “In the right light? You did not just say that!”

“Well, if I said you were always beautiful, your ego could get away with you, you know. Have to tone it down just a little. Just a little.”

Giggling still, Liao balled a fist and thumped him in the shoulder. Surprisingly hard, but she was stronger than she looked.

“Ow!”

“Oh, shut up. You deserved every bit of that.”

Holston rubbed his shoulder. “Well, you’re still pretty. In this light.”

“The sun’s gone. The lighting’s changed. Whatever… freaky light condition causes the split-second of attractiveness is completely gone now, so I can’t be beautiful anymore. What will you do now?”

Together, they looked to where the sun had vanished, silent for a time in the dark.

“You’re still beautiful.”

She paused for a second then gave a tittering laugh. “I command a battleship with the capability to destroy cities from orbit with impunity. You better say I’m beautiful.”

“Your battleship is kind of, um, broken. Besides, soon enough it’ll be dawn and the light will be back.”

He leaned in again, Liao’s delicate features framed by the moonlight above. The two exchanged a long look, then, acting on a strange, wild impulse, Holston leaned forward to kiss her.

And Liao abruptly vanished. So, too, did the shadow of the Beijing, and the great hole in the ground where it had been. The lights of the settlement vanished as well, gone as though they had never been… everything except for a small silver ball, floating hundreds of metres off the ground.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter V

 

That Floating Ball

 

Holston’s back twisted as he looked around wildly, then stared at where she had been, his eyes struggling to understand what had happened, begging for the world to make sense again.

It wasn’t real. The ship wasn’t real, the picnic wasn’t real, Liao wasn’t real. This was another trick, another simulation. Another false image and a false reality and a false feeling deep within his chest that hurt and burned, stealing his breath from his lungs.

He staggered to his feet, stumbling across the dry earth, eyes locked on where Liao was sitting. The blanket and picnic basket sat in the twilight, a silent, mocking tease. Even his clothes had gone, completely vanished off his back, leaving him completely bare.

Some things are real, whispered his sanity, they must be.

Just as he was about to scream and shout and curse whatever deities or higher powers existed out there for doing this to him, Liao reappeared, her eyes closed, leaning forward to kiss lips that were no longer there. Holston’s nanoweave clothes floated in the air for a split second, as though Liao were about to kiss an invisible man. 

The clothes fell to the ground. Liao leaned further forward and overbalanced, tipping forward with a shocked gasp, opening her eyes. She face-planted into the clothes, jerking her head up, staring around wide-eyed. Holston looked to the east. The Beijing was there again, a dagger in the earth, its thrusters pointing up to the sky.

“How did you get over there?” asked Liao, staring at him with a look of complete shock on her face. “And how are you naked?”

“Where did you go!”

“What?” Liao scrambled back into a sitting position, stammering in confusion. “What do you mean where did I go? Where did you go!”

Holston threw his hands into the air, helplessly gesturing at the stricken vessel. “Just now! Just now, where did you go? I was—I was about to—and then you were gone! The ship was gone! There was just this metal ball thing—”

“What metal ball? What are you talking about?”

“A… a thing! Round, perfectly round, and made of shiny metal, floating about…” he jabbed a finger towards the middle of the silent Beijing. “There!”

Blood trickled down Liao’s face from her nose. She reached up to pinch it off, clambering awkwardly to her feet. Her voice was weird and distorted with her nose closed. “That sounds like the jump drive. If the ship vanished, why would it remain?”

Holston couldn’t deal with any of those questions. He couldn’t understand what had happened around him, but he knew how to handle bloody noses. “Are you okay?”

She waved off his attempts to help. “I’m fine. I went to a mixed boot camp. I’m used to these kind of things.”

“Lemme see.”

Liao pulled away from him. “I’m fine, really. I… I don’t want you to see me bleeding.”

Holston could understand that. He nodded. “No worries, then. It looks like it’s stopping anyway.”

“I hope so. We’ll go inspect the jump drive tomorrow morning, before dawn, but we could use some sleep. Here’s your, um, shirt.”

She sounded worried, frightened even, and wouldn’t look at him. Holston stepped forward, taking the limp clothes and then slid his free hand into hers.

“We’ll find out what’s going on, okay?” He hoped he sounded more confident than he felt. 

*****

Holston got dressed and the two made their way back to the ship. They slept, fitfully and uneasily, and the moment they were both awake Liao called the Beijing’s senior staff together for a special meeting. The missing seconds were now obvious—the crew, the ship and everything they had brought with them were phasing in and out of reality. Holston silently watching the proceedings.

But none of those who vanished had any memories of their time before. To them, it was as if no time had passed at all.

Liao gave an exasperated sigh. “How could we have not noticed this before? If we were leaving our reality, every day or so for a few seconds, then surely the things we were interacting with would also leave. Say, if I were holding a spoon, would the spoon not fall to the ground when we disappeared?”

Holston spoke for the first time. “Well, that time I was in your tent the lights winked out, but you were yawning and had your eyes closed. Maybe they didn’t wink out at all, but the whole ship, the tent, everything all vanished. It was cloudy that night so there would have been no stars, no moon.”

“I didn’t even consider that. It’s possible. But still.” Liao turned to Rowe. “Why haven’t we been affecting our environment?”

Rowe, distinctly unladylike, scratched her armpit. “Dunno. Well, I mean, the jump drive emits a faint radioactive signature on a non-harmful band. The Toralii were able to detect it from space. Maybe whatever the radiation is, long enough exposure causes the materials to be treated as part of our universe for the purposes of the phasing. It’s complicated and I can’t really explain it right now since, fucking hell, I don’t even really know, okay? It’s just a theory.”

Saara interjected with some point in her deep, rumbling voice. She didn’t seem to agree.

“It could be,” said Rowe. “The jump process could have affected the metal on a quantum state, causing the fluxes, but why would the jump drive be immune?”

Saara spoke again.

“I don’t know! I don’t fucking know! It doesn’t make any—”

“Okay, okay. Rowe, calm down.” Liao held up her hands. “Nobody can solve anything by fighting amongst ourselves. Let’s just take a breath and work towards fixing this.”

Rowe frowned. “Fix this? You mean force the ship to phase us back permanently so we can go home?”

Holston caught a flicker of emotion across Liao’s face. He could see what she was thinking, clearer than if he was thinking the same thoughts himself. Holston had not left with them when they had phased out. Any plan that involved the Beijing returning to its own timeline would be without him.

“We don’t know if that’s possible,” said Liao, “we don’t know much of anything.”

“What would it take for the ship to return?” asked Holston, “Whatever is happening appears tied to your… ‘jump drive’. Is it still active?”

Liao nodded. “The jump drive is self-powered. It’s always active, or at least, functional in a minimal-power state. To actually jump takes considerable energy.”

“Energy that you can’t currently deliver with only one working reactor.”

“That’s right,” said Liao.

“But if you could deliver it, it would return you to your universe?”

“We don’t know.”

“It might,” Rowe interjected. “See, the jump drive works by essentially remapping spacial coordinates from one place to another. What if it’s possible that the coordinates were remapped to a different time instead? Space and time are intrinsically linked. It could be that part of the malfunction that brought us here was coordinates that were basically junk. Random, just garbage, but so aligned that they took us to another time instead of another place. All we’d have to do is power the drive, feed in the coordinates in reverse, and we’d appear where we left. Presumably that includes time-wise as well. Presumably.”

Liao didn’t seem convinced. “But we’ve jumped the ship to hundreds of locations. There’s never been any instance where it’s pulled us back or affected time.”

Holston studied Liao for a moment. Years of working as a sheriff told him something was up. She’d obviously enjoyed the picnic, but if the ship left it’d be leaving without him. Was her resistance to Rowe’s musings wishful thinking?

Rowe tiled her head to one side. “Actually, there might very well have been. Do you remember during the battle of Kor’Vakkar, when we tried to jump the ship but the jump point was occupied? It could be that there’s been some kind of feedback that occurred when we got pulled back. An error that’s been festering all this time. Maybe we really did go, but we were thrown back from some point in the future.”

“An interesting theory,” said Holston, “maybe things are more simple, though. I don’t know. The jump drive brought you here, didn’t it? Maybe it’s trying to take you back.”

Liao regarded him, a curious but approving look painted on her face. “You speak of it like it’s alive. It’s not magic.”

Holston smiled whimsically. “Sufficiently advanced technology often appears as magic. What I see as kind of sentience, the actions of a thinking mind, miss Rowe here would probably just understand as a simple system error.”

“An interesting philosophical point,” Liao said.

Rowe nodded. “Right. Anyway, it’s possible that powering the jump drive will return the ship to where we came from. It could also be that the jump drive’s active status is what’s causing the drifts back. If we give it more juice, it could anchor us there permanently. I reckon we should fire up the other reactors, see if we can make it happen.”

Liao shook her head. “But it could also be the low power mode that’s keeping us anchored here in the first place. If we shut the jump drive down completely—and I mean completely—then that could also take us back to our normal time.”

Rowe groaned. “Could be. No way to know, but we can’t just do nothing.”

“The lost seconds are increasing,” said Liao, “and I don’t like the fact that we can’t control it. Rowe, can you work on boosting the jump drive’s power levels with whatever power we have left? Just a little, I just want to see if it makes the time-skips worse, or better.”

“Better?” Rowe narrowed her eyes, and Holston could sense the suspicion in her tone. “What defines better? You mean home, right?”

Holston could see that Liao hesitated, ever so slightly, at the question. He could tell she was deliberately not looking at him.

“Of course, whatever gets us home.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter VI

 

The Ship’s Rusted Guts

 

There was so much to see and do that Holston felt a vague sense of guilt that, between spending more time with the alien, seeing more of the world he’d always hoped to explore and any number of other activities he could be doing, he had chosen to follow Liao into the innards of her downed spaceship. Since the Beijing was speared into the ground at almost a perfect forty-five degree angle, walking along the metal corridors was a task performed with a harness attached to a series of cables attached via metal inserts to the walls. Liao and Rowe manoeuvred through this place with practised ease but Holston was a little slower. The hot corpse of the ship made the sweat pour down his body, the nanoweave clothes sticking to his skin.

He did his best to keep up, though. He wanted to see this for himself.

Navigating the ship’s internals was akin to worming his way through a maze of steel intestines. It groaned occasionally as the heat of the day caused the metal in the ship to expand and contract, a noise like a giant groaning in agony as the tiny Human parasites wiggled and writhed their way through its body. The heavy nails that were welded onto the bulkheads seemed like the bites of tapeworms on the walls of the ship.

The Operations room was at the heart of the ship. With half the ship embedded in the ground, though, now it was almost at ground level.

“Here we are,” Liao pushed the rusted door open to reveal a spacious room full of silent computers and dust. “Welcome to Operations. Or what’s left of it.”

Holston cast a critical eye at the sloping, decaying body of the ship. It was rotting away, turning the same coffee brown that the entire landscape was. The ship was becoming part of his dead world. “I thought the ship’s only been here a year. Why’s the metal look so bad?”

Rowe shrugged off her rope, resting up against one of the slanted consoles. “The atmosphere. Only the outer hull is protected against it and the airlock doesn’t work too well anymore. As we’ve opened and closed the airway to go in and out, the toxins are leaking in. They’re eating away at this ship from the inside… in a few decades, it’ll probably collapse in on itself.”

Holston settled against one of the tilted chairs in the floor, holding his rope in one hand, watching as Liao did the same. “Okay, so, we’re here. What’s the plan?”

Rowe jabbed a finger at the console. “Well, we have one partially active reactor. It’s enough to start giving power to the jump drive, just to see if it’ll stop the jumps or make them worse.”

“I was actually looking for specifics.”

Rowe laughed obnoxiously Liao shot her a dark look. 

“Seriously silo-man,” said Rowe, “I could explain it to you but we don’t have all day. In short I’ll give it a few megawatts, enough to bring it out of its sleep state, and see what it does.”

Holston shuffled on his perch. “Fine, well, let’s do it then.”

Rowe flicked the switch on the terminal and it flickered to life. “A’right, old boy, let’s see what you can give us.”

“Boy?”

Liao smiled to him. “Captains are married to the job. So the Beijing’s male.”

“Cute.”

A barely noticeable hum, right at the limit of his hearing, was the only reaction the ship gave.

Rowe studied her dusty instrument panel. “Okay. Power’s been restored to Operations. We have control.”

Liao nodded. “Good. Try increasing the power by one megawatt. Hold steady for one hour, then power it down. If there’s an increase in the time skips our computers should be able to track it.”

Rowe rolled her shoulders. “Eh, maybe. Each skip is a few seconds now, so after a few days or whatever, we might be able to observe a statistical variance…”

“I know you want to charge the drive as far as the reactor’ll allow, Rowe, but it’s not going to happen. We need to take things carefully. We don’t know if this will make the skips more or less common.”

Rowe looked agitated. “Right, so, one megawatt. Done. Okay, the drive’s coming out of sleep mode now.”

Nothing seemed to change, except a flashing orange light on Rowe’s console. “So. I guess we go and wait, now, huh?”

Liao groaned, pushing herself up off the console, using the rope to bring herself to a standing position on the rusted metal deck. “Now we go and wait.”

“Waiting I can do,” said Holston.

Liao slowly climbed up towards the entranceway to the room, bracing herself against the doorway, extending her hand to him. He shifted himself up the slanted floor, using the rope to haul himself to the hatchway, taking her hand. Together the two lingered in the hatchway for a moment, hand in hand, exchanging a glance that, although initially brief, seemed to not want to be broken. He squeezed her hand tighter, until Rowe gave a polite cough from inside Operations.

“How about you two go on ahead and I’ll just stay here, huh?”

*****

Liao lead the way, lowering herself down the slanted corridor, Holston following on the same rope. They worked in quiet, slope-walking from rusted corridor to rusted corridor.  

“So,” said Holston.

“So?”

He unhooked the rope from the pivot, moving to attach it to the next one. “I want to talk about what happened last night, Melissa.”

“I’m not sure there’s much to tell. You know as much as I do.”

“You know that answer isn’t anywhere near good enough.” Holston paused at the top of the passage, passing the rope down.

Liao made her way up, threading the rope into her harness and walking on the rusted steel. “I don’t know. I think it is. We’re both single now, Holston. I’m in my thirties. I haven’t done living yet, you know. James is gone. I know that.”

“I know what you mean. Seeing Allison’s grave...” He didn’t know how to finish that sentence.

Liao began moving down the next corridor, and to his infinite relief she didn’t press him to continue. “Look,” she said, “I’m not saying it’s easy, and I’m not saying I can explain what I’m feeling. All I can say is: I don’t know what to say. I know I can be somewhat… impulsive.”

Impulsive was one way of putting it. It felt insane, to be kissing this strange woman he’d known for a measure of days, so soon after walking into the wasteland and dying. Had the fluid messed with his brain? Was he thinking straight?

“You don’t say,” he said.

“Hey, you’re being impulsive too, you know.”

Holston put one foot in front of the other, clambering down the long, dark shaft. The only light was Liao’s torch. “I know. I can’t explain it, I feel like there’s a connection between us. Maybe it’s that fluid, perhaps it’s just… fate.”

“What do you mean?”

His back hit the bulkhead and together the two of them lay at the end of the corridor. He turned to look at her. “I mean, look. Look at the sequence of events that would have taken place for you to have met me the way you did. First of all, the precise malfunction that your ship experienced seems highly improbable in the first place, let alone it bringing you here. Then you would have had to meet Allison before she died, then you would have to have also met me before I died.”

Holston stopped, looking around him. “Wait, this is the port airlock. We came in through the starboard.”

“I know.”

“But the starboard side is closer.”

She shifted her back across the bulkhead, sliding up beside him, resting her side against his. “I know. It’s just that we were so rudely interrupted last night.”

Holston casually draped a hand across her shoulder, leaned in and kissed her hair. It had been recently shampooed, the scent clearer in the clearer air of the ship’s interior. “Well, now you mention it, the starboard side is pretty nice.”

“My favourite.”

He embraced the madness, leaning forward and pressing his lips to hers. His hands slid down around her body, drawing her against him, their harnesses clinking together as they slid close. Holston closed his eyes. He pressed her chest to his, their hearts pounding in their chests, beating against each other, against the cold, rusted metal of the dead ship as they kissed within its metal shell, their hands gripping each-other tightly.

Then he was falling.

*****

Holston plummeted through the empty air and crashed onto the ground, air blown from his lungs. Groaning he rolled onto his back and stared up at the open sky, at the tiny metal ball floating in the heavens. 

Shit. He was exactly where the ship would reappear, probably within a matter of seconds. What would happen then he had no idea but he could guess. Holston scrambled to his feet, winded but sheer terror forcing his body to move, forcing him to move. His feet dragged across the ground as he staggered, getting as far away as possible, everything in his body screaming to get clear of the ship when it returned.

The seconds turned into minutes as the poisoned air, its toxicity somehow rebuked by the fluid, filled his lungs once again. He sat on the rise, staring at the floating silver ball suspended in the sky and he waited. The seconds turned into minutes as he awaited the ship’s eventual return. Liao would be back. They had only been gone a few seconds last time.

It took him some time to realise that he was still clothed. The nanoweave clothes hadn’t disappeared when the rest of the Beijing’s crew had. He rubbed his thumb over the black sleeve, playing with the impossibly thin and smooth fabric. It was just as it was before, solid and real. Here.

Yet the ship was not. None of their stuff was.

She wasn’t.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter VII

 

Decisions

 

Evening

 

Time slipped by and by, the hours passing one by one. The sun had once again retreated below the jagged teeth of the distant mountain range when the Beijing reappeared without a sound. Holston jumped to his feet, sprinting over towards the airlock just as Liao opened it from the inside.

“-STON!? HO- oh thank God, there you are! I thought, I thought, I thought—”

He leapt into her arms, hugging Liao so hard he thought he might crush her. They stayed that way, half in and half out of the airlock, holding each-other as though the mere strength of their grip could keep them from flying apart again. “I’m here.”

She hugged him back. He knew what she was going through. The fear that he was gone forever. The fear that he’d rematerialised inside the ship, or simply vanished, never to be seen again.

“How long?” she asked, staring out at the twilight. “It’s night again.”

“Hours,” Holston answered. “Less than a day. I wasn’t sure you’d be coming back.” He slid his hands to her waist, holding her. “The fluid injection will be running out soon.”

He already felt as though there were a heavy weight on his chest, the air  thicker and harder to breathe. They ran over to the medical tent.

“One shot,” Liao said between panted breaths, “Double dosage.”

Within seconds it was as though he were breathing normal air. The faint, irritated lines of scratch marks on his hands and arms quickly faded away.

“I suppose the plan worked.”

Liao didn’t say anything. She wrapped her arms around her body defensively, her doubt palpable.

*****

Liao called another meeting despite the late hour, but  this time it was for the entire crew. The majority of the crew had not known of the time skips before their sudden thrust from daylight into evening.

Reactor four was functional but had a damaged coolant system. Rowe believed that if it was brought up to maximum power, they could charge the jump drive and jump before it overheated and exploded.

That was the theory, anyway.

The last of the crew filtered out, leaving the two of them alone. Holston moved towards her, taking her hands in his.

“Tomorrow’s the big day, huh.”

She squeezed back. “Yep. Tomorrow.”

“You don’t sound too pleased.” He knew he had to be strong, that he should be the tough, wise-cracking sheriff who always thought everything was going to be okay, but he couldn’t do it.

Liao’s voice cracked. “How could I? I’m leaving. I’m leaving this place. I’m leaving you. Forever, and not just physically. We have no memory of the time skips, of where we are when we vanished. But we’ve always come back. What happens this time? We’re not just departing, Holston, we’re leaving and we’re not coming back. What if we go and the jump drive goes with us? It’ll be like we never came. You won’t remember me.”

Holston pulled her hands against his heart. “But I remember the skips. You know, I read somewhere that to live in hearts left behind, is not to die. The same goes for leaving, you know.”

“Does it?” Small trickles ran down Liao’s cheeks.

Holston broke the hold to brush them away with the back of his hand. “Don’t cry,” he said, “You’ll get me started. Then we’ll never stop, and it’ll be a huge mess.”

She laughed, despite it all, and threw her hands around his shoulders. “Stay with me tonight,” Liao asked, “Please.”

“That’s moving pretty fast for a lady of your graces,” he observed, slowly sliding his hands around her middle, breathing in her scent. Flowery and light, her uniform surprisingly soft for a military dress, hinting at what was underneath.

“Is it?”

“I know things look bad.”

Liao sniffled, wiping away the fresh tears. “When you’ve only got one tomorrow, tonight seems like a lifetime away.”

*****

Later that night

 

Holston was expecting a quiet night. Another dinner or a night spent worrying or trying to change things they couldn’t. Liao had other plans, though.

She had one of their Broadsword gunships fly off to in the night, a little bright light lifting off from the south side of the Beijing and disappearing into the inky black, heading towards a silo that they had found full of supplies. It returned with crates of food and medical supplies. These were stored on the other side of the hill, away from the ship.

The ship’s entire supply of the fluid dragged out of the medical tent and stored with the other supplies The rest of the crew added anything they had salvaged from this world. It couldn’t go with them.

Holston simply followed Liao around like a lost puppy.

Liao was driven. Energetic. He felt like just laying down and letting the world pass him by, letting the Beijing jump away, waiting for his dose of fluid to expire and allowing his body to be consumed as it was intended to be. But not her. She seemed to move with purpose, doing everything she could to ensure his survival in a world where he didn’t want to live anymore.

Holston found a moment where nobody was watching. He slid up behind her, holding her close, pressing his nose to her hair. “You know you can’t stop the ship from going away, right? Your crew wants to go back—they need to go back. You can’t keep them here.”

She twisted around and stared at him. “I don’t plan on doing anything like that.”

He pointed a finger over to the hill. “Then what’s with all this, huh? This is enough supplies to last the entire crew a year.”

She smiled a wide smile, shaking her head. “The crew has to go home.”

Holston felt her warm hands sliding up around his hands, interweaving her fingers with hers, squeezing tight. 

“But nobody said I have to.”

“But how? You disappear with the rest of the crew, how can you stay?”

She squirmed around to face him, and then tugged lightly on the thin black cloth that covered his chest. “I’ve been talking to Rowe. Your clothes vanished when we disappeared the first time, because they were ours. But the second time—the second time you were sweating because it was hot inside the ship. You’d been taking the fluid, so your sweat had traces of it. It’d affected your clothes, binding them to this universe too.”

He wanted to believe that. “It doesn’t make any sense. You’ve already been taking the fluid, and for longer than I have.”

“You might think so, but I’ve also been exposed to the jump drive for far longer. Rowe’s of the opinion that a massive, concentrated dose of the fluid can keep me anchored in this universe.”

It took Holston a moment to process this. “You’re going to try this?”

Liao’s smile spread, a confident, easy smile that Holston used to bolster his own courage.

“I am. The plan is this. Doctor Saeed is going to give me a quadruple dose. I asked him for more but that’s about the safe limit. Then Rowe will charge the engines and jump the ship.”

Holston could barely believe it, but he knew that he would do the same in a heartbeat. The nagging voice, that hint that what he was doing was mad and impulsive beyond all reason, nagged at him but he silenced it. “You’d… you’d do that for me?”

“If there was some way I could take you with me, would you come?”

“You know I would. But what about the baby?”

Liao gave a soft smile. “She’ll be coming with us. The procedure is less dangerous on infants, because the fluid dose they need is less.”

It would be him, a child and Liao in the world. With enough fluid to last, supplies to let them live out their lives here, and enough knowledge of the ruined silos around to do great things. They might be able to convince other silos to open. There might very well be hope.

“What about Saara? What about Rowe?”

“They have to go back unfortunately. Besides, they don’t like it here.”

Doubt whispered into his ear. “Are you sure about this?”

Liao squeezed him again. “I want to be with you, Holston. I know that a life on this world is not going to be ideal, but it’ll be with you, and the baby, and that’s all I care about.”

Holston kissed her again, with more fire. Now it was a realistic goal, an achievable goal, and he would have the things he always wanted.

“Come you,” Liao said, gesturing to the large flap that lead to her office and bedroom, “Let’s get some sleep. We have a big day ahead of us.”

“We won’t be sleeping right away.” It felt entirely natural, entirely comfortable.

“Not quite,” she answered, laughing and tugging him inside. “Not quite.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter VIII

 

Fighting Fate

 

The day began to creep into Liao’s tent: little cracks of light peeking in from the bottom, or the seams, or everywhere. Holston didn’t want to open his eyes, because he knew what this day was.

Tomorrow had seemed like a lifetime away yesterday, but now it was today. Yesterday was the distant one.

He extended his hands, finding Liao’s hips, drawn to her warmth. He didn’t want it to be today. Why couldn’t it be yesterday again? Time had already shown its fickle, undecided nature, casting aside the pretence of being linear and straightforward and plain. Today it was revealed as the complex, intricate thing it was.

So why couldn’t today be yesterday again, so Holston would have one more day with Liao? It didn’t seem too much to ask for.

Simple requests were so often denied. Simple things like having Liao’s crazy plan work out okay, for her and the baby. Things like making sure the rest of the crew got back okay. Things like the future, where nobody had to live in silos anymore. The day continued to brighten.

Holston leaned over and kissed her cheek from behind. “Hey.”

Liao smiled, squirming back against him. “Hey. All set for today?”

Not really. Not that it mattered. “I’m ready. Then again, I don’t have to do anything.”

“I know.” She inhaled, holding that breath and letting it out slowly. “I hope this works.”

“I hope so too.”

Liao wiggled around until she was facing him. “Think of what we’ll be able to do together. We can explore the ruined silos. Maybe find an occupied one that’ll let us in. We can share the fluid with them. We can start bringing humanity back to the surface and maybe when we’ve got the surface resettled, or at least all the Silos in communication with one another, they can pool their resources. Pool their knowledge. There might be a way to clean the atmosphere, purify the seas, get everything back to normal here. Or as normal as normal gets. That’s a noble goal, you know. Fixing an entire planet.”

Holston wished it could be true. Wanted it to be true. Liao seemed to think it would work. That confidence gave him something, some strength, but it wouldn’t be enough. They were risking so much for this. She was risking so much.

He smiled for her. “Fixing it together.”

“Together.”

*****

Later that day…

 

Doctor Saeed tapped the syringe. “You’re sure about this, right?”

Liao, laying on one of the benches the crew had salvaged from the wreckage, rolled up her sleeve. “I am.”

Holston reached out for her hand, holding it gently. “You’re very brave for doing this. You know the risks are substantial.”

“Phht, risk. Hit me, doc, then start on the kid.”

Doctor Saeed inserted the needle into Liao’s IV. The dull grey fluid dripped down the plastic line, mixing with the clear saline solution then trickled into the vein on her arm. Her veins became little grey rivers, the liquid working along her bloodstream, quickly becoming absorbed into her every cell.

“How are you feeling?” Holston asked.

“It’s a little painful, actually. Like having ice cold water injected into you. Feels odd.”

Holston looked to Saeed, but the doctor just nodded. “It’s not an unexpected reaction to such a large dose. It’ll be uncomfortable but not harmful.”

“It’s not bad, I promise. It’s not—ngg—bad. The birth was worse.” Liao clenched her fist, squeezing Holston’s hand so tightly it hurt.

Saeed slipped the needle into the infant. It barely stirred.

“Good kid,” said Holston. Liao had her teeth clenched and didn’t answer.

Saeed spoke into the radio. “Rowe? We’re all go here, power the jump drive and prepare to jump the ship.”

Holston curled his fingers around hers. He didn’t realise it was going to be this painful. “You’ll be okay,” he promised pointlessly, as though words could ward away what she was going through, “You’ll be fine. I’m right here.”

A faint hum carried through the air, a building of energy that heralded a building of the jump drive’s power. Holston felt his anticipation rise with it. Through the fabric of the tent a white light shone, as though the ship itself were glowing a bright light.

“We’re almost there.”

Liao managed a smile. “It’s fine,” she said, “It’s not so bad now.”

Holston knew enough to know she was lying. The spiderlike veins of her arm swelled with the dosage, the grey lines moving up over her shoulder, moving down under the jacket which covered her chest. 

“Good,” he said, “keep it up. How long does the ship take to jump?”

Her hand jerked in his, shaking, squeezing so hard his knuckles turned white. “Not long now,” she said, “Kamal and Rowe will be putting the keys in pretty soon, then executing the jump.”

Holston nodded, wiggling his crushed digits. They needed to hurry. “Okay. No worries. It won’t be long then.”

The radio crackled and Rowe’s voice came over the line. “We’re all ready here, Captain. The ship’s ready to jump.”

Right as the transmission ended, the baby began to cry. Liao’s fist relaxed and she went limp. For a second she didn’t move, seemingly dead, then jerked and spasmed, her whole body shaking.

Holston reached over and snatched the radio from Saeed, fumbling for the talk key. “Rowe! Rowe, jump the ship now!”

Saeed shook his head and grabbed Holston’s shoulder. “No! She’s having a seizure, there’s not enough blood in her veins, it’s oxygen deprivation! You’re risking brain damage! We need to flush the chemical—”

“It’s too late for that!” Holston squeezed the radio’s talk button again. “Rowe! Rowe, do it!”

Rowe’s voice came through the radio. “We’re trying! We put the keys in, but there’s some kind of malfunction! It should be working but it’s not!”

Holston watched in horror as the hand he was holding became translucent. Saeed winked out before his eyes, along with the radio he was holding. Liao seemed caught in a flux; her flesh half visible, translucent and ghostly. Holston could see through her clothes, through her skin to the pulsing organs within, and the dark grey spidersweb of fluid travelling throughout her body in her veins. He could see her heart, beating furiously within the exposed ribs of her chest, and her brain and eyes and every part of her body. The heart beat faster and faster. She was going into arrest.

She was dying.

“Melissa! Melissa, hold on!” It felt like a useless plea, shouting at a dying woman not to die.

The baby shrieked as though in great agony, an otherworldly sound distorted by being half in this world. White light, the same hue as emanating from the entire ship’s surface, illuminated Liao’s body from within and the light grew painful, but he wouldn’t look away. The tent disappeared, the entire camp following piece by piece. Their baby fell silent as it faded away.

The light burned his eyes but he held on. The last thing to go was Liao’s body, slowly turning ghostly and ethereal, fading away.

A faint howl of pain, distant and short-lived, and the great floating steel ball once again floated where the Beijing had been.

*****

Much, much later…

 

Holston could have sworn, even from his distant vantage point, he could hear the faint crackle of energy that heralded the return of the Beijing.

The days had passed from one to another, but aside from the sun’s climb, descent and return nothing else seemed to change except for the tally of days he scratched into his diary. Aside the growing tally, the diminishing supply of the  every single day was just as the other. His beard grew and was shaved only when the itching began to outweigh the apathy.

The last moments of Liao’s tether to his world played in his head, over and over again. Was that last cry of pain her? Would she be in agony all this time?

The sound grew louder.

He’d imagined the Beijing’s return every moment since the ship had vanished. He’d imagined, even as hope slipped away, that the ship would be just the way it was—its rusted guts, its crew of survivors, the baby and, of course, Liao. So many times he thought he’d heard it, only to be lied to by ears that desperately sought the noise. The hum.

He forced himself to ignore it, clapping his hands over his ears to dispel the illusion, but it only grew louder.

He dared to look. In the distance, the mound—the large, rolling hill that he and Liao had picnicked upon—was covered in shadow as the great spire of the Beijing appeared and enveloped the floating jump drive. The ship flickered and  shimmered like a mirage, struggling to keep anchor itself in this reality.

Holston dropped the dairy he’d been writing in and, at a heedless sprint, tore over the hills towards the ship he thought would never return.

*****

He flew into the medical tent, expecting to see nothing, but right as Liao was pushing herself to standing. He grabbed her shoulders, drawing her against him, pressing his face to her ghostly and incorporeal shoulder.

“Oh God, you’re back.” He had hoped so long for something, and had it arrive so suddenly, it seemed unreal. False. “You’re back. You’re back!”

Liao’s hands, flickering in and out of existence like a flame in the wind, grabbed him and held him close. “Holston! Holston, how long were we gone?”

Time. Time, that fluid thing that just happened. He had nothing to do while she was away but his mind was now so full he could hardly speak. “I’m not sure. It’s been two winters. At least. I don’t know.”

He could feel her. Real, warm, true. The moment was fleeting and illusionary but she was real.

Saeed muttered something dark in Persian. “Two years?”

He barely heard him and didn’t care. Holston kissed Liao’s ghostly lips, then kissed over her cheek. Her nose. Her forehead.

“God. Oh God, oh God, oh God.” She reached up and touched his face, her hand trembling, translucent. “Two winters.” Her voice trembled. “How did you survive?”

“A cave. Near hear, in the hills. I found it.” Words tumbled out as fast as he could say them. “At first I tried to get back into the Silo, but no matter how much I waved and shouted at the camera, they didn’t seem to notice. I think they were screening me out. Digitally erasing me from the landscape. Or maybe they simply didn’t want to open the door. I don’t think they’d want anyone who’d been outside to return.”

“Holston, we need to think of something else. Some other thing to make us stay. Rowe will have an answer. She always does.”

He gripped her so tightly he felt as though his hands would sink into her unreal flesh. “Maybe it just needs time. The ship shifted before it jumped, it shifted. It did. Maybe there’s still hope, maybe the jump will—”

Holston fell forward. She flickered out completely. Something hard slammed into him, knocking the air from his lungs, shoving him backward into the dirt. Liao reappeared where he had been standing.

She had appeared inside him.

“Holston!Are you okay?!”

Years of living in the dead, barren wasteland had hardened him against pain. Despite the scratches, despite the bruising, Holston clambered immediately to his feet. “I’m fine.”

Liao snatched for her radio but her hand went right through it. “Tell them to stop the jump! Power down the drive! Power down everything!”

Holston grabbed the radio, depressing the talk key. “Rowe, stop the jump! She says stop! Turn everything off!”

“I can’t! The jump drive’s out of control, it’s self-sustaining! The jump’s going ahead any second—”

He let the radio fall to the ground. They were done.

“Well…” He smiled whimsically, shrugging, tugging at the tattered remains of his overalls. “That’s that.”

When all you have is a day, tomorrow seems like a lifetime away. When all you have is minutes or seconds, every word was precious. Why couldn’t he think of what to say? Why couldn’t he say what he felt, what he wanted to say, what he needed to say?

“It’s funny, you know,” was all his brain could find, “I’m older than you now.”

She dug her nails into his skin as though she were trying to physically anchor herself to the world. “Don’t leave.”

“I don’t want to. Listen,” he had to tell her. “If you come back, and I’m not here, just… move on. It’s possible you won’t even remember, but I want you to—”

Liao lifted her hands and grabbed him by his shoulders, giving him a firm shake.

“No! I could never forget you, Holston. I’ll remember this, I’ll remember being here, and I’ll remember Allison, and I’ll remember the silos, and most especially I will remember you. I. Will. Remember. You.”

Holston knew the truth, even if she couldn’t possibly understand. He caressed her cheek, brushing away the tears running down her translucent face. The muscles shuddered below her skin as her jaw trembled. “Just because you want something to be true doesn’t mean it is. We’re not just ships in the night, Melissa, this is something else. You can’t remember coming here because you were never really here in the first place.”

“I want to stay. I’ll do anything to stay. Don’t leave me,” she gripping him so hard her fingers dug into his shoulder.

“I know.”

“Please,” she said, too quietly to change the results.

“There’s nowhere I’d rather be then right here,” Holston said, holding her to him as she buried his face to his chest. “I’ve waited this long to hold you again; I’m not going to let you go. Not until the end.”

The ship’s white glow reached a crescendo, a loud hum filling the air as the whole area was bathed in stark white light.

“Don’t leave me. Stay with me until it happens.”

“I will. I’m right here.”

“Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me.”

“I won’t.”

“Don’t leave me.”

“I won’t.”

But he was talking to air. The only sign that remained was the backpack full of supplies, the boxes of fluid nearly stacked only a few metres away, and the green blossom of Allison’s grave.

Holston looked for it, but the shining metal ball was nowhere to be seen.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Epilogue - Holston

 

Holston

 

He checked the supplies from the cave again and again. Rations, water, compass, handheld computer, radio, tent, bedroll, cooking utensils.

They were items. Things that would be necessary to sustain his body and keep him alive, his life support system.

Bandages, if he was injured. There wasn’t anything in there for what really hurt.

Anything he didn’t need was left in the cave.  Holston shouldered his backpack and pulled one of the boxes under his arm. The compass needle swung north.

North. The nearest unexplored Silo.

Liao had told him there were other Silos, unexplored, each with varying levels of technology. The salvation of mankind lay not in one individual Silo, but in the combination of them all, like pieces of a puzzle.

The fluid would allow him to link the Silos as they were intended, sharing their supplies and knowledge and genetic pools. The empty Silos, the fallen cradles of humanity, could be reoccupied. They would ignore him. They would erase him. They might even fight him.

You could erase a man, but you could never erase his dreams.

The AIDI fluid was the key. Humanity could recover, could recolonise the corrupted, ruined planet and restore it to the way things were. His legacy would be life, life restored to a ruined world.

The pieces fit. Alison had taken him out of the Silo to die. Liao had shown him that there was still hope.

Holston took the first step of his long journey, following his compass, the needle pointing  off into the distance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Epilogue - Liao

 

Liao

 

Operations

TFR Beijing

Deep Space

During the events of ‘The Spectre of Oblivion’


Liao felt gravity return, using the console to steady herself as she floated back down. “Report! Jump drive status?” Her tone conveyed her displeasure, her gaze locked on Rowe, the grip on her console as tight as iron. 

“Cooling, Captain. It got a little heated, but it should be ready to jump again shortly. Eight hundred degrees Kelvin... seven hundred, dropping.” Summer pushed back her seat, giving a loud, relieved sigh. “Whatever happened, it looks like it was just a temporary glitch. It was probably the alien thingy, or maybe the damn thing just wanted to go somewhere, then changed its mind. The Sydney had a similar issue during their shakedown cruise… It could be a glitch in the system that we’re only just now starting to see. Maybe it’s the new jump drive or some manufacturing flaw.”

Closing her eyes a moment, Liao reached up and dragged her hand down her face. “Find out what the hell happened,” she ordered, straightening her back and folding her arms in front of her chest. “If my ship is going to spontaneously start to jump without my express authorisation, then just as spontaneously stop, I want to know exactly what’s going on. Disassemble the whole jump assembly and examine it piece by piece. Audit the system code line-by-line if you have to. I want answers, and I want them as soon as you can get them to me.”

Rowe gave a nod. “Aye aye, Captain. We’ll start looking into it immediately.”

Liao stepped over to Rowe’s engineering workstation, leaning over the woman’s shoulder. The two read the scrolling text on the computer monitor which Liao only understood a fraction of but which Summer seemed to comprehend, nodding occasionally in thought.

The incident nagged at her. It felt wrong, and she knew—somehow knew—that this was no ordinary system glitch. Jump drives didn’t just spin up, then just as suddenly power down. A million possibilities swirled through her mind. Was it Ben’s influence, or the Iilan, or their strange device, or interference from Majev-tor? Or was it just, as Summer said, some kind of glitch?

But perhaps that wasn’t it. Yes, the events were suspicious, but that wasn’t it. There was something else that was eating at her, gnawing at the back of her mind, drawing her attention away from the scrolling diagnostic text and forcing her mind to other things. It was like having the name of a song on the tip of her tongue, hearing its melody in her head and reproducing its tune, but being unable to articulate its name. 

Then the question and the answer jumped into her head, fully formed.

“Allison,” she murmured.

Summer twisted in her seat, raising a curious eyebrow. “Hmm?”

Liao smiled down to her chief engineer. “Sorry, just thinking aloud.” She paused. “Do you like that name? Allison?”

The redhead stared at her as though she were crazy. “Sure, it’s nice I, uhh, I guess... Why?”

Liao’s smile grew, and she slid one hand to Rowe’s shoulder, the other gently resting by her side, the tips of her fingers playing with the fabric of her uniform. “For my girl,” she answered, “I think I’ve picked out her name. I’ll have to check with James first, of course, but…”

Rowe shrugged and went back to work while Liao felt her eyes drawn to the external monitoring viewer which displayed an image of the stars outside. She had seen such a view countless times, of course, but for some reason at this particular moment, she felt drawn to it.

She stared at the view, her warm smile remaining, as though some missing piece of the puzzle that was her life had just slotted into place. The nagging feeling immediately faded away to nothing, leaving her with a sense of completeness and serenity that outstripped any comparable feeling she’d had in her lifetime.

Allison. She would name her child Allison.
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Want to read full-length Lacuna novels? Or fantasy, or even other Wool-related things?

Lacuna: Demons of the Void is now free!

 

What would happen if Hugh came to Australia?

“Shear Terror”

 

If you liked my writing:

Sign up for our “new releases” newsletter here:

http://eepurl.com/toBf9

 

Check out our webpage here:

www.lacunaverse.com

 

Like our Facebook page here:

http://www.facebook.com/lacunaverse

 

Or email me here:

dave@lacunaverse.com
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